
 

  

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright 
 

By 
 

Jill Marie Keith 
 

2002 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



    

  

 

 

The Dissertation Committee for Jill Marie Keith 
Certifies that this is the approved version of the following dissertation: 

 
 
 

 FACTORS INFLUENCING RECIDIVISM OF MALE JUVENILE 
OFFENDERS 

 
WITH READING DISABILITIES/DEFICIENCIES 

 
 
 

 
  
Committee: 
 
__________________________________ 
John D. King, Supervisor 
 
__________________________________ 
Herbert J. Rieth 
 
__________________________________ 
Audrey D. McCray 
 
__________________________________ 
Norvell W. Northcutt 
 
__________________________________ 
Martha N. Ovando 

 



    

  

 

 

 

FACTORS INFLUENCING RECIDIVISIM OF MALE JUVENILE 

OFFENDERS  

WITH READING DISABILITIES/DEFICIENCIES 

by 
 

Jill Marie Keith, B. S., M.Ed. 
 
 
 

Dissertation 
 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 
 

the University of Texas at Austin 
 

in Partial Fulfillment 
 

of the Requirements 
 

for the Degree of 
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 

 
The University of Texas at Austin 

 
August 2002 

 
 
 
 

 



    

  

 

 

DEDICATION 
 

This dissertation is dedicated to my devoted, loving husband, Michael Keith, 
 
who has been my encourager, my supporter, the wind beneath my wings, my  
 
everything. 



 

v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

 I am deeply grateful for the following people who have supported me 

during my graduate school experience over the past four years:  Dr. John D. King, 

my supervising professor, who has believed in me throughout my project; Dr. 

Audrey McCray who has encouraged me and continually helped me make sense 

of my thoughts; Dr. Norvell Northcutt who has been readily available to help with 

data assimilation; Dr. Herbert Rieth and Dr. Martha Ovando, who served on my 

dissertation committee; the faculty members and graduate students in the Special 

Education Administration/ Educational Administration Division, who offered 

support and encouragement; Gail Penney-Chapmond, Bruce Wilson, Claire 

Burnett, Brent Horton, Fred Elizalde, and probation officers at Travis County 

Juvenile Justice Center who supported me and allowed me to work with Juvenile 

Probation Services on this study and provided access to the data necessary for this 

project; and most importantly, my family – Mike, Jordan, Abbey, Max, my dear, 

sweet mother, Mary Glyn Todd – who gave me the courage to undertake this 

challenge and stood by me to the end with much needed support, encouragement, 

and love; and finally, to my father, Doyle J. Todd, who without his presence on 

earth and now in heaven, this project would not have been possible. 

Jill Marie Keith 

The University of Texas at Austin, August 2002 



    

  

 

vi

 
FACTORS INFLUENCING RECIDIVISM OF MALE JUVENILE 

OFFENDERS  
 

WITH READING DISABILITIES/DEFICIENCIES 
 

Publication No. _____________ 
 

Jill Marie Keith, Ph.D. 
The University of Texas at Austin, 2002 

 
Supervisor:  John D. King 

 
 Social, adaptive, and academic skills must be acquired by today’s juvenile 

offenders, especially those who have disabilities, to function effectively at a job 

and in the community. To give juvenile offenders the opportunity to acquire these 

skills, juvenile justice systems must address the special academic needs of these 

individuals. Currently, treatment programs in the juvenile justice system do not 

fully remediate reading skills, such as offering reading programs and determining 

appropriate reading strategies to be utilized, in youth with reading disabilities or 

deficiencies, possibly leading to higher incidence of juvenile offenses among this 

population. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to identify the factors 

influencing recidivism of male juvenile offenders with reading disabilities and/or 

deficiencies. The primary research question is:  To what degree do biographical 

measures predict recidivism in male juvenile offenders with reading disabilities 

and/or deficiencies? The corresponding null hypothesis to this research question is 
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that these variables contain little variance in common with recidivism in male 

juvenile offenders with reading disabilities and/or deficiencies.  

Participants in this study included 28 adjudicated male adolescents 

between the ages of 10-16 who were offenders in probation services at a local 

county juvenile detention facility. A database was formed using the following 

information: data in existing juvenile records reported by probation officers, 

family involvement data obtained through interviews with participants, and 

current intellectual and reading assessment data. A quasi-experimental study 

using discriminant function analysis was completed on obtained data. From this 

analysis, conclusions were drawn to address the research question.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
  “Adjudicated youths have a history of frustrating educational experiences 

and academic failures” (Pollard, Pollard, & Meers, 1995, p. 58). Successfully 

addressing their social and adaptive needs today is a challenge. By definition, 

juvenile offenders or delinquents are adolescents shaped through contact with a 

variety of social and environmental factors that increase the likelihood they will 

become or continue to be adjudicated offenders by gradually acquiring a set of 

antisocial behaviors over time (Rutherford, Behrens, & Fejes, 1987). Past research 

documents juvenile delinquents as functioning within the normal intellectual 

range, possessing antisocial behaviors at an early age, struggling to focus 

attention, and having difficulty performing on grade level in school subjects, 

including reading, writing, and mathematics (Doll, 1921; Poremba, 1975; Grande, 

1988; Williams & McGee, 1994). 

 Issues facing juvenile offenders today are plentiful.  More critically, 

however, are those factors that affect juvenile offenders with special needs. 

Recently Walker and Sprague (1999) found that failing to meet the specialized 

academic needs of juvenile offenders leads to risks of school failure and eventual 

dropout. Throughout the United States, approximately 82% of prison inmates are 

also high school dropouts (Ysseldyke, Algozzine, & Thurlow, 1992), while 
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students from low-income households (U.S. Department of Education, 1996) and 

students in special education (Doren, Bullis, & Benz, 1996) are viewed as at-risk 

for academic failure and have experienced higher rates of dropping out of school. 

Additionally, according to the U.S. Department of Education (1994), dropouts are 

3.5 times more likely than high school graduates to be arrested. “Dropping out of 

school is a major societal problem, both in terms of the impact on the individual 

who has dropped out and as a general indicator of educational and economic 

decline” (Morrison & Cosden, 1997, p. 49). As early as the mid-1960s, Elliott 

(1966) linked dropping out of school to difficulties experienced in school. In 

support of this linkage, Sawicki and Schaeffer (1979) later found that students 

prone to dropping out of school became enmeshed in a failure cycle, eventually 

leading to delinquency. 

Importantly, rates of dropout for adolescents with learning disabilities are 

significantly higher than for students without disabilities (Levin, Zigmond, & 

Birch, 1985). Commonly, dropout rates increase to 47% for students with learning 

disabilities (Zigmond & Thornton, 1985) and are higher among students attending 

segregated schools, public vocational schools, schools with low teacher to pupil 

ratios, large schools with large class sizes, and in schools where tracking and 

testing are typical practice (Dryfoos, 1990). Eventually many dropouts find their 

way into the juvenile justice system and later into prisons. The key, then, is to 
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determine specific needs of today’s youth, to address them in a direct manner, and 

to prevent the need for future enrollment of adolescents in programs for juvenile 

delinquents.  

Context of the Problem 

In the past 15 years juvenile delinquency has been remediated in several 

ways. Whether the emphasis is physiological, psychological, individual, family 

oriented, social, or integrative, researchers and practitioners seek to find effective 

prevention and treatment. When considering causal factors for delinquency within 

the individual, family, and/or social units, an integrative approach is likely to be 

used; however, such an approach is more challenging due to the need for more 

rigorous assessment and interventions (Sullivan & Wilson, 1995). Thornberry 

(1987) alleged that an integrative process is dynamic and interactional in nature, 

and that the primary cause of delinquency is in the weakening of social restraints. 

Nonetheless, a decrease of social controls does not lead to delinquency directly 

(Thornberry, 1987). Instead, delinquency must be learned and acted upon in 

circumstances that offer a high likelihood of reinforcement.  

According to Sullivan and Wilson (1995), juvenile delinquency variables 

may be divided into four primary categories. These include:  individual, family, 

community, and sociological characteristics. Examples of possible individual 

contributions to delinquency include: (a) low self-esteem, (b) learning disabilities, 
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(c) poor social skills with respect to conventional norms and values, and (d) 

academic and problem-solving deficits. Examples of possible family contributions 

to delinquency involve the following:  (a) structural family variables (family size, 

income, parental structure, marital status) and (b) process family variables 

(parental affection, family conflict, level of supervision, style of discipline, 

parental deviance). Community characteristics that contribute to delinquency 

include:  (a) level of devaluation of the neighborhood, (b) community values, 

norms, and attitudes, (c) general living conditions, (d) availability of resources, 

(e) density of social support network, (f) sociodemographic characteristics, and 

(g) level of community organization and leadership. Finally, sociological 

characteristics that contribute to delinquency involve the following:  (a) 

perception of level of involvement, (b) delinquent attitudes and internalized 

norms, (c) frequency of interaction, and (d) density and quality of social support 

(Sullivan & Wilson). 

 Individual characteristics of delinquency were the focus of this study, 

given that Sullivan and Wilson (1995) categorize learning disabilities, including 

those in the area of reading, in this manner. However, family, community and 

sociological characteristics contributing to delinquency were also addressed. 

Structural family variables gathered included both family configuration and 

monthly income. Socioeconomic status of participants represented community 
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characteristics, while degree of family involvement served as the sociological 

characteristic.  

However, difficulty lies in answering the question, “What is a learning 

disability?” Providing an answer to this question has been an ongoing source of 

controversy (Keogh, 1988). Kirk (1962) offered the first formal definition of a 

learning disability indicating that “a learning disability refers to a retardation, 

disorder, or delayed development in one or more of the processes of speech, 

language, reading, writing, arithmetic, or other school subjects resulting from a 

psychological handicap caused by a possible cerebral dysfunction and/or 

emotional or behavioral [disturbance]. It is not the result of mental retardation, 

sensory deprivation, or cultural and instructional factors” (Kirk, p. 263).  

Currently, however, the most widely used definition of a learning 

disability is found in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

According to IDEA a student is determined to have a specific learning disability if 

s/he is provided with learning experiences appropriate for his/her age and ability 

levels and s/he does not achieve commensurate with such levels in one or more of 

the following areas: oral expression, listening comprehension, written expression, 

basic reading skill, reading comprehension, mathematics calculation, or 

mathematics reasoning. In addition, the student exhibits a severe discrepancy 

between achievement and intellectual ability in one or more of the areas indicated 
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above. A student is not identified with a specific learning disability if the severe 

discrepancy between ability and achievement is primarily the result of (1) a 

visual, hearing, or motor impairment, (2) mental retardation, (3) emotional 

disturbance, or (4) environmental, cultural or economic disadvantage (Federal 

Register, IDEA Final Regulations, 34 CFR Part 300, March 12, 1999).  

Even more difficulty surrounds the question, “What is a reading 

deficiency?” Academic deficiencies, especially reading deficiencies, are 

pronounced in the juvenile delinquent population. If these deficiencies are not 

addressed appropriately and in a timely manner, they will likely have a 

detrimental impact on the lives of juvenile offenders and on society at large 

(Zabel & Nigro, 2001). This impact of poor literacy skills on adolescents in the 

juvenile justice system is great. According to a report in USA Today 

(“Disparities,” 2002), “once in school, most troubled readers don’t get the extra 

help they need from special education programs until they’ve fallen behind 

roughly two years’ worth of learning.” Without well-developed literacy skills, 

economic opportunity is decreased, credentials are minimal, and job readiness and 

job seeking skills are weak and underdeveloped (Wilson, 1997).  

Reading deficiencies are defined in a variety of ways in research literature. 

For example, according to Mercer, et al. (1996), a severe reading discrepancy is 

determined by performance of at least two years below current placement grade, 
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whereas Gaskins (1998) described a reading delay as reading 2 to 5 years below 

level. MacMillan, Gresham, Lopez and Bocian (1996) referenced approximately 2 

standard deviations below the population mean as a reading deficiency, while 

Siegel (1999) used a 25th percentile cutoff score. 

Throughout the past 70 years researchers have repeatedly reported a 

substantial relationship between school failure and juvenile delinquency. 

Beginning in 1933, Healy reported that difficulties in school were the source of 

many adolescents’ delinquent behaviors. Kvaraceus (1966) concluded that school 

failure was frequently associated with deviant behaviors. Gold (1978) found 

correlations between delinquent behaviors and academic achievement in three 

separate studies. Similarly, a descriptive study by Dunivant (1982) reported that 

36% of incarcerated youth had learning disabilities and were 220% more likely to 

break the law than their non-disabled peers. Similarly, Lindsey, Daniels, and 

Rutledge (1986) obtained data to support the idea that children with learning 

disabilities acquire antisocial behaviors that can lead to delinquency. More 

recently, Maguin and Loeber (1996) noted that academic failure, especially 

difficulties in reading, was strongly correlated with delinquency in adolescence. 

Barone, Weissberg, Kasprow, and Voyce (1995) likewise concluded that 

academic failure and antisocial behavior are highly comorbid. Specifically, Beebe 

and Mueller (1993) found youth with delinquent backgrounds to have deficient 
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processing skills, as well as deficient basic reading skills, both of which are 

associated with academic failure.  

Subsequently, achieving literacy skills is crucial for all students in early 

years of instruction. Yet, there is evidence that a substantial number of students 

fail to achieve proficiency in literacy skills well into their adolescent years. An 

increasing number of middle and high school students with reading deficiencies 

and disabilities are still attempting to learn to read (Bryant, Vaughn, Linan-

Thompson, Ugel, & Hamff, 2000; Deshler, Ellis, & Lenz, 1996; Greene, 1998; 

Greene,1999; Ivey, 1999; Kos, 1991; McCray, Vaughn, & Neal, 2001; Morris, 

Ervin, & Conrad, 1996). The consequences of failing to obtain such skills result in 

long-term implications (Williams & McGee, 1994).  

Academic performance, including poor vocabulary and verbal reasoning 

are strong predictors of delinquency (Loeber & Dishion, 1983). Significantly, 

poor reading skills contribute to the disadvantages affecting competence and 

growth of cognition in adolescents. In general, continuing to experience academic 

difficulty through the years leads to students’ decreased comfort levels with the 

school environment and serves as a constant reminder of inadequate levels of 

performance (Finn, Stott, & Zarichny, 1988). Upon reaching high school, 

individuals with deficient reading skills experience restricted opportunities both 
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within the school environment (e.g., programming) and within the community 

(e.g., job opportunities)(Maughan, Gray, & Rutter, 1985).   

Recently the Criminal Justice Policy Council studied 26,000 inmates who 

were released from prison in 1997 and 1998 (Susswein, 2000). Findings indicated 

that young, uneducated prisoners were 37% less likely to return to prison if they 

learned to read while incarcerated. Additionally, improvements in reading and 

other academic areas had a greater impact on recidivism among younger inmates 

than older ones. Administrators involved with reading programs for inmates have 

realized that reading is the key to success in making gains with this population 

(Susswein).  

Decades ago Cohen (1955) and Reiss and Rhodes (1960) suggested that 

academic failure in school had a direct influence on participation in delinquent 

actions. Later Murray (1976) noted that individuals with learning disabilities, 

especially in the area of reading, comprised a disproportionately high portion of 

juvenile delinquent populations since the late 1960s. According to Brier (1989), a 

significant number of studies since the mid-1970s demonstrated a high likelihood 

that adjudicated youth also have learning disabilities, including reading 

disabilities and severe language and comprehension deficits. This research clearly 

documents the prevalence of academic difficulties among this population and the 

relationship of reading disabilities to juvenile delinquency.  
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Many adjudicated youth today who have specific reading difficulties are 

not receiving adequate academic programming from the juvenile justice system. 

Such adolescents commit offenses that lead to placement in the criminal justice 

system; yet, deficits in reading skills often are not addressed through programs 

that focus on remediation strategies or on the special needs of these individuals 

(Johnson, 1999). Consequently, juvenile delinquents with reading disabilities and 

reading deficiencies fall further behind both academically and socially, and 

overall, have difficulty coping in the adult world. 

Significance of the Problem 

The juvenile crime rate has risen dramatically in the U. S. in the past 30 

years. Adolescents, who represent about 20% of the population, account for 

approximately 40% of reported crimes, with almost half of these reported crimes 

charged to those under the age of 15 (Walker & Sylwester, 1991). These statistics 

convey the urgent need to investigate factors that predict juvenile delinquency, 

not only to benefit the individuals involved, but also to benefit society (Jarvelin et 

al., 1994). As Johnson indicated, “Creating and perpetuating a subclass of 

illiterates will surely add to the problems and costs of underemployment, welfare, 

and crime. Therefore, it is important that detained, or incarcerated minors be 

recognized as future contributors to the U.S. economy, political structure, and to 

the formation of American values and morals” (1999, p. 314). 
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As adulthood approaches, remediation of academic skills in adjudicated 

adolescents with reading disabilities and deficiencies is crucial to provide more 

opportunities for employment. Basic adult skills in reading and math are required 

to obtain employment or training for a profession. Priority to educating 

adolescents who have been adjudicated in today’s society is crucial in order for 

them to become self-sufficient taxpayers upon their return to the community. 

Education offers the potential for a successful outcome (Winters, 1997). 

“Successful integration of delinquent youth into society requires that they possess 

reading skills that enable them to find and maintain competitive employment” 

(Malmgren & Leone, 2000, p. 246). Overall, the lack of education in today’s 

juvenile offenders may lead to no employment, underemployment, and lack of 

access to full-time job opportunities (Dunham & Albert, 1987). By investigating 

and addressing reading difficulties as early as possible through the public school 

system, adjudicated youth with reading disabilities and deficiencies in the system 

will possibly decrease.  

The evidence of need for this study is clear. When schools and juvenile 

centers consistently show poor rehabilitation rates, criticism and constant scrutiny 

are present (Kauffman, 1995). Therefore, Katsiyannis and Archwamety (1999) 

noted that “by implementing research-validated programs and constantly 

exploring the effect of various factors on delinquency and recidivism, public 
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institutions will be more likely to achieve higher levels of rehabilitation” (pp. 99-

100). Likewise, Larson (1988) suggested there is an urgent need for empirical 

investigations measuring potential links between learning disabilities and 

delinquency. She stated that the incidence of learning disabilities in adolescents 

who have been adjudicated is much more prevalent than in the general population. 

Hollin (1989) indicated that links between learning disabilities and delinquency 

have been found repeatedly since the early 1800s. However, no common 

agreement has been reached regarding the interactions between learning 

disabilities, including those in the area of reading, and juvenile delinquency 

(Jarvelin, Laara, Rantakallio, Moilanen, & Isohanni, 1994). In addition, the 

increasing incidence in crime among juveniles has become a critical concern for 

communities (Rutter & Giller, 1983). 

  Archwamety and Katsiyannis (2000) investigated whether rates of 

recidivism or parole violations differed as functions of assignment to remedial 

groups in 12-18 year old males committed to a state correctional facility in 

Nebraska. Three groups were identified including a remedial reading group (at 

least one grade level behind in reading and reading test scores below 50%), 

remedial math group (at least one grade level behind in math and math test scores 

below 50%), and one group receiving no remediation (control group). Findings 

from their study suggested that males in remedial groups were twice as likely to 
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commit additional offenses, thus be classified as recidivists, than males in 

nonremedial groups. This study “underscores the importance of academic 

achievement as a significant factor associated not only with delinquency, but also 

with recidivism” (p. 165). Therefore, attending to the needs of juvenile 

delinquents, both through the public school system and the juvenile justice 

system, by focusing on programming allows for improved academic performance, 

including the area of reading, increased school attendance and ultimately, high 

school graduation (Archwamety & Katsiyannis).  

Contributions of this study are twofold. First, the research study provides 

information regarding the degree biographical measures predict recidivism in 

male juveniles with reading disabilities and/or reading deficiencies. Second, 

remediation strategies are generated to address the needs of adjudicated 

adolescents with reading disabilities to help in program planning and 

implementation. 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this study is to identify the factors influencing recidivism 

of adjudicated male juveniles with reading disabilities and/or deficiencies. 

Jarvelin et al. (1994) noted that an individual who is likely to fail in one system is 

also likely to fail in another. Therefore, the goal of this study is to assist juveniles 

in moving away from academic failure, especially in reading, and moving toward 
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academic and social success. As Johnson (1999) indicated, “Education is 

paramount to furthering the objectives of juvenile justice systems with 

rehabilitation in mind”(p. 313). 

Research Question and Hypothesis 

Many research questions have remained unanswered in the literature 

regarding adjudicated youth. However, this study will seek to address the 

following:  To what degree do biographical measures predict recidivism in 

adjudicated male juveniles with reading disabilities and/or deficiencies?  The 

corresponding null hypothesis to this research question is that these variables 

contain little variance in common with recidivism in adjudicated male juveniles 

with reading disabilities and/or deficiencies.  

Definitions 

Juvenile delinquency is a legal term describing children/adolescents 

apprehended by authorities and accused or suspected of committing illegal acts 

(Lindsey et al., 1986). Webster (1987) described such a term as “conduct by a 

juvenile characterized by antisocial behavior that is beyond parental control and 

therefore subject to legal action” (p. 656). Juvenile offenders or delinquents are 

shaped through contact with a variety of social and environmental factors that 

increase the likelihood that they will become or continue to be adjudicated 

offenders by gradually acquiring a set of antisocial behaviors over time 
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(Rutherford, Behrens, & Fejes, 1987). For this study, juvenile delinquents or 

offenders are used interchangeably to refer to adolescents between the ages of 10 

and 16 who have been detained or charged with a suspected offense by legal 

terminology.  

Recidivism is used to describe offenders who relapse into criminal 

behavior (Cornyn, 2000). For purposes of this study an adolescent who had 

subsequent adjudicated offenses within six months after the first adjudicated 

offense date was considered a recidivist. Whereas, an adolescent with no 

additional offenses within six months after the first adjudicated offense date was 

considered a nonrecidivist (Travis County Juvenile Court, 2002). 

Adjudicated describes “a juvenile who is found to have committed 

delinquent behavior or Conduct Indicating a Need for Supervision (CINS). A 

juvenile is not found guilty of a crime, but is adjudicated and faces sentencing, 

which is called a disposition” (Cornyn, 2000, p.2). In the State of Texas at an 

adjudication hearing, the Judge or jury, not the Probation Officer, determines if 

the juvenile committed the act in which he is accused. If the Judge or jury finds 

him guilty of delinquent conduct or that he is in need of supervision, the Court 

adjudicates the adolescent and schedules a disposition hearing. During the 

adjudication hearing, adolescents determined to be in need of supervision are 

placed on probation. Those determined to have engaged in delinquent conduct 
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may either be placed on probation or sent to the Texas Youth Commission. 

Adolescents placed on probation are usually on probation for six months to one 

year and must follow the rules of probation. If a juvenile violates the rules, he 

may be sent back to Juvenile Court for a hearing and probation may be revoked 

(Travis County Juvenile Court, The Balanced Approach, 2002).  

Probation Services is a division of the local county juvenile probation 

department. This division’s overall goal is to protect and serve the community, 

while holding offenders and their families accountable and increasing their 

competency. Three units comprise the Probation Services Division:  1) Field and 

Intensive Supervision Program, 2) Resource Unit, and 3) Project Spotlight. The 

Field and Intensive Supervision Program protects the community through regular 

visits and intensive supervision of adjudicated juveniles, holds juvenile offenders 

accountable to their victims and the community through participation in mediation 

and making restitution, increasing the competency of juveniles in the areas of life 

skills, education, and employment, and deters, if possible, the commitment of 

juveniles to the State Youth Commission. The Resource Unit increases 

competencies of juveniles through provision of life skills development resources, 

increases competencies of parents through provision of family services, and 

reduces recidivism through offering resources that are effective in modifying 

delinquent behavior. Finally, Project Spotlight increases arrests of probation 
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violations, reduces violent crime, and deters juveniles from the criminal justice 

system by offering prevention and intervention community programs (Travis 

County Juvenile Court Handout, 2002). Referrals were made from all three units 

of Probation Services for this study. 

Juvenile Probations Officers (JPO’s) develop case plans to help address 

youth’s risks and needs, identify resources, and make appropriate referrals for 

services. In addition, JPO’s are responsible for supervising home, school, and 

office contacts, evening curfew checks and drug testing. For this study, JPO’s 

provided needed information for the database and were utilized as contact 

personnel for referrals. 

Defining a reading disability is a challenge, given that a reading disability 

can also be considered a learning disability. Many proposed definitions of 

learning disabilities exist, with no agreement reached among professionals and 

parents involved in the process. The two definitions receiving the greatest support 

are the one proposed by the National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities 

(NJCLD), which represents a consensus view of professionals and parents 

(Kavale & Forness, 2000), and the legislative definition appropriate for a federal 

mandate from IDEA. The NJCLD definition is as follows: Learning 

disabilities…[refer] to a heterogeneous group of disorders manifested by 

significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of listening, speaking, reading, 
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writing, reasoning, or mathematical abilities. These disorders are intrinsic to the 

individual, presumed to be due to central nervous system dysfunction, and may 

occur across the life span. Problems in self-regulatory behaviors, social 

perception, and social interaction may exist… but do not by themselves constitute 

a learning disability. Although learning disabilities may occur… with other 

handicapping conditions (for example, sensory impairment, mental retardation, 

serious emotional disturbance), or with extrinsic influences (such as cultural 

differences, inappropriate or insufficient instruction), they are not the result of 

[them] (National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 2000). Failing to 

generate a focused definition of reading disabilities has led to a lack of 

understanding learning disabilities, as well as explaining why students possess 

them. Without being able to understand and explain such a phenomenon, 

statements about learning disabilities remain conditional. Therefore, such 

conditionality is the root of the problem in agreeing upon a definition for learning 

disabilities (Doris, 1993). “The basic problem is the failure of [learning disabled] 

definitions to provide significant insight into the nature of the condition” (Kavale 

& Forness, 2000, p. 240).  

For purposes of this study, the most widely used definition of reading 

disabilities found in IDEA will be used. According to the Final Regulations of 

IDEA (1999), a student is determined to have a learning disability in the area of 
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reading if s/he is provided with learning experiences appropriate for his/her age 

and ability levels and s/he does not achieve commensurate with such levels in the 

areas of basic reading skill and/or reading comprehension. In addition, the student 

exhibits a severe discrepancy between reading achievement and intellectual 

ability in at least one of the areas indicated above. A student is not identified with 

a specific reading disability if the severe discrepancy between reading ability and 

achievement is primarily the result of (1) a visual, hearing, or motor impairment, 

(2) mental retardation, (3) emotional disturbance, or (4) environmental, cultural or 

economic disadvantage (Federal Register, IDEA Final Regulations, 34 CFR Part 

300, March 12, 1999). In addition, a student with a reading deficiency is defined 

as one scoring at least three grade levels below his placement grade in either area 

of basic reading skill and reading comprehension as measured by the Kaufman 

Test of Educational Achievement (K-TEA).  

Summary 

This section seeks to provide broad information on factors influencing 

recidivism of adjudicated male juveniles with reading disabilities and/or 

deficiencies. Specifically, the context and significance of the problem are 

presented. Additionally, the purpose of the research, research question, and null 

hypothesis are offered. Finally, key terms specific to this research are defined. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 Throughout the past 70 years researchers have repeatedly reported a 

substantial relationship between school failure and juvenile delinquency. School 

failure in many cases centers around the deficits, especially in reading, of 

adolescents with learning disabilities. The purpose of this study is to investigate 

the factors influencing recidivism among adjudicated male juveniles with learning 

disabilities in the area of reading. The following literature review will present the 

literature search process used; discuss school failure theory, the central theory of 

focus for this study; summarize other relevant theories that link learning 

disabilities to juvenile delinquency; provide a systematic review of significant 

research; indicate the relevance of the literature to adolescents with reading 

disabilities who have been adjudicated; and synthesize the major themes that 

emerge from the research. 

Literature Search 

 In order to obtain the most relevant literature to this study, a multi-step 

search was conducted, including on-line reviews utilizing Education Abstracts, 

Dissertation Abstracts, Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), 

PsycInfo, the U. S. Census Bureau, and the Austin American Statesman, as well 

as perusal of periodicals in the Perry Castaneda Library at the University of 
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Texas. Multi-topic searches for Education Abstracts, Dissertation Abstracts, ERIC 

and PsycInfo included the following:  1) juvenile delinquency and reading 

disability, 2) special education and delinquency, 3) delinquency and reading 

deficiency, 4) delinquency and dropouts, 5) school failure and delinquency, 6) 

race and delinquency, 7) socioeconomic status and delinquency, 8) ethnicity and 

delinquency, 9) age of first offense and delinquency, and 10) family involvement 

and delinquency. Single topic searches consisted of the following:  1) reading 

disability, 2) reading deficiency, 3) juvenile delinquency, 4) recidivism of 

juvenile delinquents, 5) delinquency, 6) adjudicated youth, 7) severity of offense, 

8) age of first offense, and 9) school dropouts. Author searches included Albert 

Cohen, Noel Dunivant, Martin Gold, Ingo Keilitz, Delbert Elliot, Katherine 

Larson, Terence Thornberry, Charles Murray, and Michael Rutter. Finally 

periodicals were reviewed that had high probability of having research related to 

the topic of focus, including Remedial and Special Education, Journal of Learning 

Disabilities, Journal of Special Education, Exceptional Children, Urban 

Education, Crime and Delinquency, and Adolescence. 

Contemporary Theories Linking Learning Disabilities to Juvenile Delinquency 
 
 History of an important debate in the literature regarding whether or not a 

direct relationship exists between learning disabilities and delinquent behavior is 

evident (Perlmutter, 1987). According to Poremba (1975), the link between the 
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two constructs emerged in the late 1960s. Specifically in 1980, Cruickshank, 

Morse, and Johns concluded from their studies that “research, as yet, has failed to 

demonstrate any substantial ‘causal’ relationship between learning disabilities and 

juvenile delinquency” (1980, pp. 438-439). However, Lane (1980) found 

overwhelming support for the idea that adjudicated adolescents are more likely to 

be labeled learning disabled than their non-adjudicated peers. Furthermore, 

Keilitz and Dunivant (1986) saw the relationship between learning disabilities and 

delinquent behavior as quite complex and discussed relevant factors, which 

sought to explain such a relationship. These factors included school failure, 

susceptibility, and differential treatment, all of which are central to theories 

identified in the literature and are addressed below, along with other theories, 

which seek to explain the relationship between learning disabilities and juvenile 

delinquency.  

School Failure Theory 
 

The school failure theory is the theory of focus for this study. According 

to Elliott and Voss (1974), the school failure theory is most plausible, and 

receives much support from related research regarding the causes that lead to 

juvenile delinquency. Likewise, as early as 1955 Cohen suggested that academic 

failure in school directly influences involvement in delinquent behavior. More 

recently Lane (1980) noted that delinquency theorists recognize the significance 
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of repeated school failure among the juvenile delinquent population. Additionally, 

these theorists recognized learning disabilities as major causes of school failure. 

Therefore, a causal link was proposed between juvenile delinquency and learning 

disabilities. Moreover, this link between the two is a natural and logical product 

of the related concepts. Of all the theories that seek to explain a relationship 

between learning disabilities and juvenile delinquency, the school failure theory is 

cited most often (Keilitz, Zaremba, & Broder, 1979).  

According to Poremba (1975), "juvenile delinquency is the consequence 

of human failure, compounded by a system, or a series of systems, that either does 

not understand that failure or does nothing about it. Delinquents, in large part, 

suffer this failure early in school, frequently because of a number of learning 

disabilities" (p. 123). Hence, the school failure theory states that learning 

disabilities produce academic failure, which, directly or indirectly, results in 

delinquent behavior (Murray, 1976; Post, 1981). Therefore, a series of events 

connect academic difficulties (school failure) to learning disabilities and juvenile 

delinquency, with failure of subjects in school as the initial step in a sequence that 

concludes in delinquency (Brier, 1989). Students begin by failing regular classes, 

which leads to referrals for special education. When referrals lead to diagnoses of 

learning disabilities and placement in special education, students begin to feel 

they deserve the labels assigned to them. Upon accepting negative self-images, 
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students tend to drop out of school, leading to involvement in delinquent 

behaviors (Lindsey et al., 1986). 

This theory is an extrapolation of Cohen’s (1955) sociologically based 

middle-class measuring rod explanation of delinquency. This explanation 

proposes that desire to achieve in school is valued by all social classes. 

Adolescents with learning disabilities search for delinquent-prone peer groups to 

satisfy their need for acceptance, recognition, and achievement. The implications 

of this theory are that school suspension and dropout are likely to increase the 

opportunity for delinquent behavior among adolescents with learning disabilities 

(Larson, 1988). 

Waldie and Spreen (1993) conducted four separate discriminant analyses 

to investigate various sets of variables that could be contributing factors to 

delinquency in adolescents with learning disabilities. Preliminary analyses found 

that adolescents identified with learning disabilities had below-average 

intellectual potential as measured by a full-scale intelligence quotient and 

significant learning difficulties that justified placement in special education. The 

first discriminant analysis revealed that recidivists were identified as students in 

special education and received additional help in school. These results implied 

that the focus of academic programs should include emotional/social facets, as 

well as the academic. Results of the second discriminant analysis did not support 
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the idea that poor academic achievement and labeling by others resulted in a 

negative self-image. However, the third analysis supported the school failure 

theory by finding that school suspension may be a precursor to dropping out of 

school and future delinquent actions.  

Overall, "the literature supports the relationship between academic failure 

and juvenile delinquency. Additionally, learning disabled male adolescents are 

targeted as likely candidates for delinquent involvement" (Grande, 1988, p. 217). 

Primarily, support for school failure theory comes from clinical observation, 

cumulative school records, and assessments of basic academic skills. Studies 

consistently correlate school failure and dropout rate to delinquency, 

inappropriate school behaviors, and self-reported delinquent behavior (Larson, 

1988). Additional support for the school failure rationale stems from research by 

Levin, Zigmond, and Birch (1985). Their research found that adolescents with 

learning disabilities have increased rates of school dropout when compared to 

their peers without learning disabilities. 

Academic remediation studies, however, do not support a causal 

relationship between achievement and delinquency in adolescents with learning 

disabilities (Larson, 1988). For example, Keilitz and Dunivant (1986) investigated 

the effects of intensive academic remediation strategies on delinquent adolescents 

with learning disabilities. Their findings suggested that delinquent behaviors 
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decreased after remediation was provided in some subject areas; however, overall 

reduction of delinquent behaviors was not directly related to improvement in 

achievement. Additionally, Larson (1986) studied adolescents in three 

correctional facilities. Sixty adolescents were categorized as learning disabled, 

low achieving, or average achieving. Similar to Keilitz and Dunivant’s findings, 

Larson found that academic intervention is not directly related to delinquent 

behavior. 

Elliott and Voss (1974) observed the correlation between dropping out of 

school and becoming delinquent in a study involving 2,000 California students. 

Findings indicated that delinquency rates for school dropouts were at their highest 

prior to dropping out of school; however, delinquency rates significantly 

decreased after dropping out. Other research findings consistently suggested that 

adolescents at greatest risk of lifelong difficulties, both economically and socially, 

are those with disabilities who are also high school dropouts (Lichtenstein, 1993). 

Risk factors included the following:  a history of inadequate educational 

attainment, dependency on society, and difficulty sustaining a stable source of 

income (Hasazi, Gordon, & Roe, 1985; Zetlin & Hosseini, 1989). Furthermore, 

the National Coalition of Advocates for Students (1985) indicated that the rising 

number of dropouts is the “single most dramatic indicator of the degree to which 

schools are failing children” (p. xi).  
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Murray (1976) conducted an objective review of the school failure theory 

for the American Institute for Research (AIR). In his report, Murray described a 

sequence of events in a process, beginning with diagnosis of a learning disability 

and ending with failure in school. The primary criticism of the school failure 

theory was related to the unwillingness to accept a single-cause explanation for 

juvenile delinquency, rather than failing to accept the importance of a school 

failure construct. Those who disagree with school failure theory do so for three 

primary reasons: 1) learning disabilities are seen as only one of many causes in 

the chain of events that leads to school failure; 2) failure in school is only one 

reason an adolescent may become delinquent; and 3) the school environment is 

only one setting where delinquency actions develop.  

Susceptibility Theory 
 

The susceptibility theory is also used to explain the learning disability-

juvenile delinquency link. This particular theory suggests that various types of 

learning disabilities are diagnosed in conjunction with certain personality 

attributes, such as difficulty understanding consequences for actions, poor skills in 

responding to social cues, impulsivity, and lack of emotional maturity. Such 

behaviors serve as responsibilities in social situations (Lindsey et al., 1986). 

Murray (1976) noted that the inability to adapt in social situations increases an 

adolescent’s likelihood of engaging in delinquent behaviors. Overall, the 
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susceptibility model proposes that the “neurological and intellectual difficulties of 

youngsters who are learning disabled directly contribute to antisocial behavior” 

(Brier, 1989, p. 547). Brier concluded that adolescents who are learning disabled 

are likely to display delinquency-linked susceptibilities. These susceptibilities, 

along with inappropriate social behaviors, position them at an increased risk for 

becoming delinquent. 

Waldie and Spreen (1993) explored the recidivism rate of delinquency in 

juveniles with learning disabilities by investigating data from a longitudinal study 

initiated in 1978. As part of their analysis, Waldie and Spreen examined 

susceptibility theory in three discriminant function analyses and found that the 

results of a combined analysis supported the basis for this theory. They concluded 

that certain personality traits are involved that predispose the adolescents with 

learning disabilities to delinquent actions, not necessarily school failure. 

Judgment, a variable in Waldie and Spreen’s (1993) first analysis, 

significantly predicted group membership. This variable was defined specifically 

as poor judgment in relationship to socialization and behavioral difficulties. 

Repeat offenders tended to report that they did not have adequate judgment in 

most situations. Such self-reports supported the view that adolescents with 

learning disabilities struggle to understand social cues (Murray, 1976), which may 

ultimately lead to confrontations with law enforcement officials. Additional 
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analyses investigated hyperactivity-impulsivity variables from the rating scales. 

The susceptibility theory proposes that learning disability is a precursor to 

hyperactivity-impulsivity, which then leads to difficulty with social skills, in 

general. Information provided from Waldie and Spreen’s study noted that the 

repeat offenders were rated significantly more impulsive than those adolescents 

who were not repeat offenders. Their findings supported Larson’s (1988) 

interpretation that negative social-personality characteristics (i.e., impulsivity) 

specifically amplify the likelihood of becoming delinquent.  

As with the school failure theory, Murray (1976) summarized and 

critiqued the susceptibility theory in the same report to the American Institute for 

Research mentioned previously. Primarily, two criticisms of this theory were 

identified. First, learning disabilities are only one of many reasons for negative 

attributes, which are likely to enhance susceptibility to delinquency, to surface in 

juveniles. Second, personality classification systems indicate that negative 

attributes associated with adolescents with learning disabilities occur in only a 

small portion of juvenile delinquent population.  

Differential Treatment Theory  

The differential treatment theory is more straightforward than the 

susceptibility and school failure theories. According to this theory, both 

adolescents with learning disabilities and those without learning disabilities 
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participate in the same rate and kind of delinquent behaviors; however, justice 

personnel, including police officers and social workers, are likely to treat 

adolescents with learning disabilities much differently than those without learning 

disabilities. This differential treatment results in increased incidence of arrest 

and/or adjudication for these adolescents (Larson, 1988).  

  Research by Broder, Dunivant, Smith, and Sutton (1981), as well as 

Zimmerman, Rich, Keilitz, & Broder (1981) showed support for the differential 

treatment theory. Findings from their research noted that adolescents with 

learning disabilities were adjudicated at twice the rate as their peers without 

learning disabilities, while both groups self-reported similar delinquent behaviors. 

However, limitations existed in the data obtained by Broder et al. Through their 

research, adolescents with and without learning disabilities were asked to report 

on specific delinquent acts in which they had participated. Even though 

similarities existed in the two groups’ reports, chronicity and seriousness of the 

delinquent behavior were not measured. Additionally, their definition of 

delinquency was problematic, because no specific distinction was made between 

status and criminal offenders (Larson, 1988).  

Zimmerman et al. (1981) addressed major limitations of Broder et al.’s 

(1981) study by assessing chronicity through their research. Using the same 

subjects, Zimmerman and his colleagues asked these adolescents to estimate and 
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discuss how many incidences throughout their lifetime they had participated in 

delinquent acts. This procedure drew criticism, as well, because thinking and 

memory difficulties in individuals with learning disabilities are likely to interfere 

with their inability to make accurate estimates of their delinquent behaviors 

(Larson, 1988).  

According to Dunivant (1982), three central questions surface in relation 

to the differential treatment theory:  Are adolescents with learning disabilities 

more likely to be detained by the police than adolescents without learning 

disabilities for similar offenses? Are adolescents with learning disabilities who are 

charged with violations at an increased risk of adjudication? Are adolescents with 

learning disabilities likely to receive a more stringent sentence from the courts 

than those without learning disabilities? Data from a controlled study sponsored 

by the National Center for State Courts indicated that adolescents with learning 

disabilities are treated differently by the judicial system than their peers without 

learning disabilities (Dunivant).  

Two possible reasons exist for such differential treatment of adolescents 

with learning disabilities. First, those with learning disabilities may not 

adequately understand the judicial proceedings and may evade contact with 

juvenile justice personnel. Second, adolescents with learning disabilities may 

interact in socially inappropriate ways in their encounters with justice officials 
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resulting in more severe treatment. Behavioral characteristics of adolescents in a 

police encounter are critical factors in determining whether an arrest will 

eventually be made (Dunivant, 1982). Overall, social skill deficiencies in 

adolescents with learning disabilities contribute to their differential treatment 

(Brier, 1989).  

Sociological Theories Linking Learning Disabilities to Juvenile 

Delinquency 

Even though the three contemporary theories identified in the section 

above are most prevalent in the literature, at least five other sociological theories 

also exist which seek to link learning disabilities to juvenile delinquency and 

warrant attention. According to Thornberry (1987), contemporary theories of 

delinquency, such as school failure theory, susceptibility theory, and differential 

treatment theory, are limited. "They tend to rely on unidirectional causal 

structures that represent delinquency in a static rather than dynamic fashion, they 

do not examine developmental progressions, and they do not adequately link 

processual concepts to the person's position in the social structure" (p. 863). 

Social learning theory, social control theory, social strain theory, differential 

association theory, and interactional theory are sociological theories that have 

been developed to explain the onset and maintenance of delinquent actions. In 

contrast to the contemporary theories, these theories view delinquency as part of a 
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broader causal network, influenced by social factors. In addition, delinquency 

affects the development of social factors over time (Thornberry).  

Social Learning Theory  

 Social learning theory focuses on the importance of social situations in 

learning. Because this theory is integrative in nature, assumptions are made that 

both conventional and deviant behaviors are socially constructed. Therefore, the 

learning process is directed by exposure to social learning role models, 

experiences, and anticipated rewards and punishments of behaviors (Elliott, 

Huizinga, & Ageton, 1985). Furthermore, this theory hypothesizes that there is no 

natural impulse toward delinquent behaviors. However, delinquent behaviors are 

learned through the same means as socially appropriate behaviors (Thornberry, 

1987). 

Social Control Theory 
 

Social control theory "argues that delinquency emerges whenever social 

and cultural constraints over human conduct are substantially attenuated" 

(Thornberry, 1987, p. 863). As discussed by Hirschi (1969), delinquency is 

natural in human nature and requires no multifaceted set of conditions to surface. 

Instead, bonds to conventional society typically impose normative limitations that 

prevent actions on deviant impulses. Delinquency exists when these limitations 

are substantially weakened (Sullivan & Wilson, 1995).  
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Social control theory regards the socialization process and commitment to 

conventional norms and values as challenging to many adolescents. From this 

view, juvenile delinquents do not internalize conventional norms of conduct, or 

inconsistencies may exist in social controls (Elliot, Ageton, & Canter, 1979). 

Furthermore, “attachment to conventional norms and values and commitment to 

conventional individuals, groups, and institutions inhibit deviant behavior” 

(Tapper, Kleinman, & Nakashian, 1997, p. 178). 

Social Strain Theory 

 Tygart (1992) noted that social strain theory assumes a negative 

relationship between social status and delinquency. Lower social status 

supposedly creates strain in adolescents. Schools then are thought to intensify the 

strain, which leads to increased frustration and delinquency. Support for this 

assumption is questioned in the literature (Agnew, 1985), because theoretical 

importance is decreased due to the number of interpretations that must be made in 

order for social strain theory to suggest a negative relationship between social 

class and delinquency (Tygart).  

The social strain theory of delinquency focuses on the idea that 

delinquency results when individuals fail to achieve their goals through typical, 

legitimate ways (Cohen, 1955; Cloward & Ohlin, 1960). Therefore, delinquency 

results from the discrepancy that exists between socially approved goals and 
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inefficient ways for obtaining those goals (Tapper et al., 1997). Cloward and 

Ohlin further suggested that a self-directed philosophy advocates for equality of 

opportunities and high hopes for success. However, when a discrepancy exists 

between these hopes and opportunities, delinquent actions may result.  

Differential Association Theory 
 

Differential association theory presented by Thornberry (1987) is a more 

recent theory derived from social learning theory. A key assumption central to 

this theory is that no natural impulse occurs toward delinquency. Instead, 

delinquent behavior is learned and reinforced through the same means as socially 

appropriate behavior. Because human characteristics are usually learned and 

reinforced within a consistent social context, differential association theory 

explains the differences in learned social behavior. Therefore, this theory places 

delinquency in normative conflict and tries to clarify how conflicting subcultural 

patterns are learned and reinforced (Matsueda & Heimer, 1987). 

Interactional Theory  

 Different from the previous theories of delinquency, interactional theory 

does not view delinquency as an outcome or result of a social process. This 

theory, developed by Thornberry (1987), conceptualizes delinquent behavior as 

an active part of the entire developmental course an adolescent endures, 

interacting with social factors over time, which ultimately determines the 



    

  

 

36

adolescent's behavior patterns. The underlying premise for interactional theory is 

that human behavior takes place in social interaction; therefore, it is best 

explained by hypotheses that focus on the interactive processes (Thornberry). 

 In the initial stages of delinquency, according to the interactional theory, 

an adolescent's bond with conventional society weakens. In the adolescent years, 

this weakening is seen through lack of attachment to parental figures, lack of 

commitment to school, and diminished beliefs in conventional values. When these 

three primary links to conformity are weakened, Thornberry (1987) envisions an 

increased potential for delinquent behavior to occur amongst adolescents. 

Moreover, for this potential to actually lead to delinquency, a social setting where 

delinquency is taught, learned, and reinforced is necessary. Therefore, delinquent 

peers and delinquent values are represented in this social setting. Over time, the 

delinquent actions, along with delinquent peers and values, produce a mutually 

reinforcing causal loop that continues to feed into delinquent behavior 

(Thornberry). 

 Interactional theory hypothesizes that these variables (delinquent values, 

delinquent peers, and delinquent actions) are directly related to the adolescent's 

position in the social structure. "Regardless of the initial starting points or the 

eventual outcome, the essential point of an interactional theory is that the causal 
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process is a dynamic one that develops over the person's life" (Thornberry, 1987, 

p. 886). Delinquent behavior is a fundamental part of the process.  

Characteristics of Juvenile Delinquents with Reading Disabilities/Deficiencies 

"Delinquents tend to be greatly similar in only one respect, namely the fact 

that they have committed an act which is regarded, legally, as delinquent" 

(Hathaway & Monachesi, 1957, p. 149). Such a statement describes a line of 

reasoning with much merit. In some way hereditary and environmental factors 

appear to relate to delinquency in adolescents. However, "no one pattern of 

factors, whether environmental, hereditary, or both, yields a basis for accurate 

individual prediction of delinquency or, for that matter, of any other form of 

behavior" (p. 150).  

As early as 1921, Doll characterized juvenile delinquents as impulsive, 

hyperactive, inattentive, and deficient in school performance. Statistics 

documented by Poremba (1975) presented the typical juvenile delinquent as 

having a normal IQ (Standard Score 85-115), 13.5 years of age, and achieving 

three to five years below academic grade level. More than ten years later, Grande 

(1988) described juvenile delinquents in much the same manner as Poremba: 

average intelligence with significant deficits between academic potential and 

grade-level performance, ranging from 2-5 years.  



    

  

 

38

Finn, Stott, and Zarichny (1988) concluded from analysis of data 

consisting of 104 juvenile delinquents, 43% were reading at least two years below 

grade level, 70% were borderline for passing, 23% were identified as having a 

disability and in special education classes, 45% had been retained in one or more 

grades, and 55% had been suspended from school at least once. In terms of 

recidivism, Katsiyannis and Archwamety (1999) found from examination of data 

consisting of 549 delinquent males, when compared to recidivists, nonrecidivists 

obtained higher intelligence test scores, were older at the time of their first 

offense, and performed at higher levels on educational measures.  

More recently, the National Longitudinal Transition Study findings 

indicated that approximately 20% of all adolescents with disabilities had been 

arrested after being out of school for two years (Wagner, D’Amico, Marder, 

Newman, & Blackorby, 1992). Additionally, high school dropouts with specific 

learning disabilities were more likely to be arrested than those who did not drop 

out of high school (Doren et al., 1996; Lichtenstein, 1993). When students drop 

out of school, they are likely to associate with delinquent peers. “Where there is 

delinquency, there are probably delinquent friends” (Edwards, 1996, p. 979). 

Delinquency, therefore, occurs in group context (Morash, 1986). Overall, data 

such as this provides a bleak outlook for adolescents who are experiencing school 

problems. 
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Studies investigating the prevalence and incidence of learning disabilities 

within the juvenile delinquent population vary according to results. Morgan 

(1979) views these variations as attributable to lack of a sound definition of 

"learning disability". Pasternack and Lyon (1982) compared an existing 

population of learning disabled students in public school to a juvenile delinquent 

population. A major conclusion from their study was that there did appear to be a 

greater prevalence of adolescents with learning disabilities within the juvenile 

delinquent population; however, results were thought to be attributable to loose 

interpretations of procedures to identify learning disabilities. In another study 

exploring early educational difficulties in school, Meltzer (1984) found that 45% 

of 13 to 16 year old juvenile delinquents were deficient in reading skills, while 

36% were deficient in writing by second grade. Interestingly, approximately 14% 

of the control group, comprised of adolescents not identified delinquent, 

experienced similar early educational difficulties in school. 

Wadsworth (1979) analyzed data from the National Survey of Health and 

Development to determine that reading at age 8 predicted officially recorded 

delinquency up to age 21; however, upon controlling for socioeconomic status 

and birth order effects, the predictive relationship was eliminated. Likewise, 

Maughan, Gray, and Rutter (1985) concluded that although rates of officially 

recorded delinquency were higher for males with specific reading disabilities than 
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for those without reading disabilities, the difference was not statistically 

significant. 

According to Sullivan and Wilson (1995), structural equation modeling 

allows researchers to explore multiple constructs and inter-relationships, as well 

as causal contributions to other constructs. Williams and McGee (1994) 

conducted a study using structural equation modeling to investigate relationships 

between reading attainment and antisocial behavior at ages 7 and 9 years and 

ensuing reading and delinquent behavior in adolescence. Conclusions suggested 

that although reading did not directly influence later delinquency, antisocial 

behavior during early years was highly predictive of delinquency in adolescence, 

especially for males, and had an unfavorable effect on reading skills. However, 

they also concluded that at age 9 reading disability predicted conduct disorder in 

adolescent males.  

In 1970 Rutter, Tizard, and Whitmore asked, “What leads to what?” To 

answer this critical question they outlined three central ideas. First, reading 

difficulty may precede behavioral difficulties. Therefore, delinquency results as a 

consequence of failure, both academically and socially, as well as from truancy 

and association with other adolescents involved in delinquent acts. Second, upon 

entering school, disruptive behavior may precede reading difficulty. Therefore, 

delinquency in adolescence is a consequence of the precipitation of antisocial 
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behaviors, rather than just reading failure. Finally, there is a possibility that social 

disadvantage leads to both reading failure and delinquency in adolescent years. 

An individual’s level of education appears to vary inversely to their 

inclination toward delinquent behavior. Furthermore, more adolescents who drop 

out of school are more likely to become involved in delinquency than their peers 

who graduate. This reality emphasizes the crucial need for education to be the 

focus when approaching juvenile delinquency (Johnson, 1999). According to 

Winters (1997), 90% of adults released from incarceration are not employable due 

to illiteracy and the lack of high school completion or completion of a GED. 

Additionally, Dunham and Albert (1987) suggested that approximately 60% of 

incarcerated juveniles who return to school drop out later.  

Ethnicity is also an important characteristic to consider in the juvenile 

delinquent population, given that students of color make up the majority of 

children incarcerated in juvenile facilities (Johnson, 1999). “Between 1995 and 

2015, the number of Black juveniles is expected to increase 19%, American 

Indian juveniles 17%, and Asian/Pacific Islander juveniles 74%, while White 

juveniles will increase 3%” (Snyder & Sickmund, 1999). Although African 

Americans represent 16% of the school population, they comprise 26% of those 

arrested, 30% of the cases in juvenile court, 40% of youth in juvenile detention, 

45% of cases involving some form of detention, and 46% of the cases waived to 
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criminal court (Snyder & Sickmund). Moreover, Zabel and Nigro (1999) found 

that individual characteristics such as being male, African American, and having a 

disability place adolescents at high risk for delinquency.  

According to the Children’s Defense Fund (1990), 40% of Hispanic 

adolescents live in poverty, while 50% of Hispanic dropouts have not completed 

the ninth grade. In addition, factors such as chronic unemployment or 

underemployment and language barriers impede Hispanics access to social 

services. Likewise, the Juvenile Offenders and Victims 1999 National Report 

(Snyder & Sickmund), stated that the number of Hispanic juvenile offenders will 

increase 59% between 1995 and 2015. As a whole, Lawrence (1998) reported that 

poor and minority students are more likely to experience school failure, be labeled 

delinquent, drop out of school, and end up in juvenile justice systems. Pabon 

(1998) discussed growing concern among members of Hispanic communities that 

“involvement in delinquent behavior is clearly a direct threat to the well-being 

and health of communities, as well as to traditional family structure, roles, and 

values that define and nurture Hispanic identity” (p. 943).  

The disproportionate placement of ethnically diverse adolescents in 

juvenile facilities (Johnson, 1999) has been explained in terms of severity of 

crimes committed. Jenkins (1995) reported that African Americans are more 

likely than Whites to be arrested for serious crimes. While White adolescents are 
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more likely to be convicted of non-violent crimes, minorities are more likely to be 

convicted of property crimes. However, Short (1990) attributed these racial 

differentials in crime data to socioeconomic status and bias by the criminal justice 

system. According to Short, “The courts’ disparate treatment of minority 

offenders assures their overwhelming presence in detention facilities” (p. 315). 

Yet, there is growing evidence that the education system, too, is a powerful 

influence on juvenile delinquency. Adolescents whose social, adaptive, and 

academic needs are ignored, misdiagnosed, or maltreated too often, may be 

learning and acting out delinquency in the school environment. 

Risk Factors Influencing Recidivism in Juvenile Delinquents 

 Overall risk factors influencing recidivism in juvenile delinquents can be 

viewed as both developmental and environmental. Both intellectual capacity and 

reading achievement, used to determine eligibility of a student for a reading 

disability, are considered developmental risk factors. Environmental risk factors 

include not only family involvement (Kolvin, Miller, Fleeting, & Kolvin, 1988), 

but also low socioeconomic status (Garmezy, Masten, & Tellegen, 1984). 

Although age of first offense and severity of offense do not neatly fit into these 

two categories, they, too, must be considered risk factors influencing recidivism 

in adolescent juveniles.  

Reading Disabilities/Deficiencies 
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 Illiteracy is rapidly growing in the United States, with 25% of the prison 

population possessing reading deficits of some kind (Acorn, 1991). The cost of 

illiteracy in adolescents today is overwhelming, with an average cost of $29,600 

per incarcerated youth. In addition, due to adolescent crime, millions are spent 

annually by insurance companies to pay for personal and corporate losses. More 

importantly, due to illiteracy many adults and adolescents in the prison and 

juvenile justice systems are not employable upon their return to society (Winters, 

1997). 

 The presence of illiteracy in juvenile delinquents dates back over 30 years 

ago and is documented in Mulligan’s (1969) work. He noted that a significantly 

large number of children with reading disabilities were being referred for 

delinquent tendencies, such as truancy, running away, and acting out. 

Specifically, only 28% of the referred delinquents were reading within two grade 

levels of their grade placement, while 72% were reading significantly below their 

grade level. Mulligan viewed these delinquents as facing successive failures 

throughout their school years and thus, becoming increasingly frustrated. As their 

only recourse, Mulligan believed these students gained more recognition from 

acting out not only in the classroom, but also in society. 

 In the early 70s, Miller and Windhauser (1971) discussed comparable 

characteristics between students with reading disabilities and students considered 
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delinquent. First, juvenile delinquents with reading disabilities were likely to have 

poor school adjustment. As part of their poor adjustment, such students were 

insecure and anxious about school due to their previous school failures. Failing to 

fulfill their needs, students sought satisfaction through delinquent behaviors. 

Second, delinquents with poor reading skills also exhibited low self-esteem. Even 

if students entered school with a positive self-esteem, over time if their reading 

skills were insufficient, they eventually developed a low self-esteem. Finally, 

delinquents with reading disabilities experienced low frustration tolerance. 

Overall, when these students did not achieve academically because of poorly 

developed reading skills, they turned to nonacademic challenges, such as 

performing delinquent acts (Miller &Windhauser).  

 Through a longitudinal follow-up study Maughan et al. (1985) explored 

the implications of notable overlaps between reading and behavioral disorders in 

childhood. Findings suggested that over time, persisting reading disabilities in 

adolescents, regardless of behavior difficulties, led to limited opportunities and 

restricted job opportunities. In addition, when participants experienced initial 

reading difficulties in learning to read, as well as continued difficulties beyond the 

beginning stages of reading, such difficulties were likely to be transitory from 

adolescent age in the school environment to adulthood in the community. 
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 An evident history exists, then, that reading skills of juvenile offenders are 

significantly low (Brier, 1989; Cohen, 1955; Malmgren & Leone, 2000; Murray, 

1976; Reiss & Rhodes, 1960). On average, the reading level of juveniles in 

correctional facilities is fourth grade level (Brunner, 1993). “While illiteracy and 

low reading skills are not necessarily direct causes of delinquency – reading 

illiteracy through quality education in correctional facilities has been shown to 

reduce recidivism” (Malmgren & Leone, 2000, p. 240). Generally speaking, as 

literacy rates and educational levels increase among individuals released from 

correctional facilities, recidivism decreases (Center on Crime, Communities, and 

Culture, 1997).  

 Providing juvenile offenders with educational opportunities is a critical 

component to remediation. Such educational opportunities must be those that 

offer further learning prospects beyond the correctional facility to ensure success 

in society (Empey & Stafford, 1991). Because our society values reading ability, 

appropriate reading instruction is crucial to improving the chances of success for 

juvenile offenders (Malmgren & Leone, 2000).  

 With a focus on reading remediation, Simpson, Swanson, and Kunkel 

(1992) conducted a study using the Orton/Gillingham approach with wards of the 

court in two different facilities, a detention facility where the average length of 

stay was 92 days and a residential facility where the average length of stay was 37 
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days. Regression analyses showed that for every ten hours of remedial reading 

instruction, the treatment group achieved approximately one-third of a year’s 

growth in reading, while the comparison group showed no growth or regression in 

reading. In addition, the rate of recidivism for the treatment group, those receiving 

remedial reading instruction, was significantly lower (41%) than either the 

comparison group (63%) or the general population (66%). Therefore, a significant 

relationship was evident between reading growth and rate and frequency of 

recidivism for the treatment group in this study (Simpson et al.) 

Degree of Family Involvement 

 The degree of family involvement plays a significant role in contributing 

to recidivism rates in today’s juvenile delinquents. According to Brier (1989) the 

risk of both delinquency and recidivism is increased when disciplinary practices 

by parents are lax or inconsistent. Delinquent adolescents have shown to be less 

accepted by their parents and receive less support from them. Therefore, 

“parenting practices characterized by difficulties in setting, monitoring, and 

enforcing rules appear to increase a youngster’s chances of becoming delinquent” 

(p. 551). Through an extensive literature review, Rutter and Giller (1984) 

identified the following family variables associated with juvenile delinquency:  

parental criminality, cruelty, passive or neglectful parenting, erratic or harsh 

discipline, marital conflict, and poor parental supervision. 
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Dating back to the 50s, Glueck and Glueck (1950) found that delinquent 

adolescents were uninvolved with their families and lacked rule structure. 

Supporting this finding, Kortering, Haring, & Klockars (1992) identified lack of 

family intactness as a major factor predicting school dropout. Likewise, Morrison 

and Cosden (1997) identified good parenting skills and flexibility in family 

functioning as important family factors contributing to resilience of adolescents 

with learning disabilities.  

 Cashwell and Vacc (1996) examined how family relationships and risk 

behaviors relate to self-reported delinquency among adolescents. Results from 

their study indicated that the overall strongest familial influence on delinquent 

behavior was family cohesion. Findings suggested that family cohesion strongly 

influences delinquent behavior in relation to peer-group choice. Therefore, living 

in a cohesive family unit reduces the likelihood of association with deviant peer 

groups. In another study Abrams, Simpson, and Hogg (1987) found that lack of 

parental support was one of the most popular explanations for engaging in 

delinquent acts. Furthermore, in a longitudinal study investigating the efficacy of 

home and school variables as predictors of school achievement, adjustment, and 

delinquency in antisocial and at-risk boys, Walker, Stieber, Ramsey, and O’Neill 

(1991) found delinquency at Grade 7 was best predicted by parenting discipline 

and parenting involvement. Therefore, since parental discipline and parent 
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involvement most strongly predicted delinquency, families are viewed as key 

players in maintaining and even encouraging delinquent behavior. 

 Importantly, in a study analyzing the comparison of responses detained 

adolescents and those attending public school, Edwards (1996) concluded that 

adolescents with less involvement in and attachment to their family units were 

more likely to be involved in delinquent behaviors, while positive parental 

relationships and involvement was identified as a distraction from delinquent 

behavior. More recently, Pabon (1998) investigated family involvement in male 

Puerto Rican juveniles by measuring the amount of time spent with family 

members on weekdays, evenings, and weekends. Findings suggested that more 

time adolescents are occupied in activities with family members in the evening or 

on weekends, a prime time for delinquent behavior, the less opportunity for 

involvement in delinquent behavior.  

Socioeconomic Status 

 In the United States in 1993, the number of poor children rose by 22% - 

the highest in 30 years (“By the Numbers,” 1995). Juveniles are far more likely to 

live in poverty today than 20 years ago (Snyder & Sickmund, 1999); therefore, 

another important environmental risk factor for recidivism in juvenile delinquents 

is socioeconomic status. “Economic status is the best yardstick for predicting 

which juveniles will end up incarcerated” (Johnson, 1999, p. 315). Today 
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poverty-stricken adolescents are more likely to fail in school and officially be 

categorized as delinquents (Lawrence, 1998). Those living in poverty have more 

unstructured time, less involvement in supervised leisure activities, witness more 

violence in their surroundings, and attend schools with fewer resources (Webber, 

1997). “Low economic status alone does not cause delinquent behavior, but poor 

families tend to have a lower quality of life” (p. 95) and have limited life 

experiences (Webber).  

More than four decades ago, Cohen (1955) argued that lower-class 

adolescents are likely to fail in school, which leads them to form delinquent peer 

groups. In turn, such peer groups reject middle-class norms and values. Not long 

after, Herjanic (1972) reported bleak outcomes for adolescents who were from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds, such as a high likelihood of dropping out of 

school and performing at low reading levels. Siegel (1999) expands on this idea 

and links students from low socioeconomic backgrounds with lower IQ scores. 

She noted that students with lower socioeconomic status are likely to have lower 

IQ scores due to the lack of experience, vocabulary and knowledge measured by 

IQ tests. Furthermore, Siegel and Himel (1998) indicated that students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to be classified as poor readers than 

as having a disability, such as dyslexia, even though they have the same degree of 

reading difficulty. This means, then, when discrepancy formulas are used to 
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identify those with reading disabilities, students with low socioeconomic status 

are discriminated against (Siegel, 1999).  

To support this argument, more recently Pagani, Boulerice, and Vitaro 

(1999) investigated the impact of poverty on academic failure and delinquency in 

adolescent males living in low-income neighborhoods. Results indicated that 

family poverty predicted academic failure by age 16, persistent financial hardship 

from ages 10-15 predicted placement in a grade inappropriate for one’s age, and 

family poverty predicted delinquency. Most importantly researchers concluded 

that financial disadvantage reduces an adolescent’s ability to compete in the 

school environment. Juvenile offenders have reported that factors contributing to 

their deviant behaviors included peer pressure, boredom and frustration with 

school, and deprivation and poverty (Abrams et al., 1987). 

Analyzing only males, Jensen (1972) used a labeling theory approach to 

report relationships among measures of delinquency and measures of self-

evaluation. Differences were found among social classes. “Such differences might 

be explained by social class since confrontations with the legal authority structure 

may have different consequences for lower and middle classes; and the lower 

class may harbor greater antipathies for the way the law is enforced” (Thompson 

& Dodder, 1986, p. 372). Again with only males, Jarvelin et al. (1994) 

investigated low socioeconomic status through an examination of education and 
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mental disability with delinquency. Results indicated that a higher than average 

incidence of delinquency occurs among adolescents of the lowest socioeconomic 

status and with the lowest performance at school.  

With a slightly different focus, Edwards (1996) compared adolescents 

detained by county juvenile authorities to those attending public schools. One 

finding from his study suggested that “when an individual experiences the 

inability to achieve or maintain a particular standard of living or goal 

accomplishment, such as being unemployed, he or she may become inclined to 

participate in illegal acts” (p. 982). Additionally, Larzelere and Patterson (1990) 

found through close examination that socioeconomic status, along with parental 

supervision and monitoring, accounted for 46% of the variance in delinquent 

behavior. Very recently Pabon (1998) conducted a study with Hispanic 

adolescents and found that a large number of Hispanic families are disadvantaged 

due to low income (i.e., almost four in every 10 Hispanic adolescents live in 

poverty). 

In a study examining social class characteristics, Swartz (1983) 

determined the importance of specific indicators in the learning disability/juvenile 

delinquency relationship. Variables included the following:  father’s occupation, 

father’s level of education, income, family size, music preference, home 

ownership and value, type of newspaper and magazine subscriptions, voting in 
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local, state, and national elections, participation in school functions, and 

participation in community affairs. Results indicated that social class status as 

represented by these indicators is important in the relationship between students 

with learning disabilities and those considered delinquent. Such students showed 

comparable social class status and background. Therefore, he concluded that 

students with learning disabilities who have specific social class characteristics 

should be considered high risk for delinquency (Swartz).  

Severity of Offense 

 Severity of offense should also be considered an important part of the 

picture of recidivism for juveniles who experience difficulties in reading. 

Individuals with more severe offenses, such as aggressive felonies (e.g., assault, 

manslaughter, rape, arson) experience greater deficits in reading than those who 

commit property crimes, misdemeanors, and status offenses (Beebe & Mueller, 

1993). Archwamety and Katsiyannis (2000) analyzed patterns of connection 

between cognitive, demographic, and background variables and recidivism and 

found that both recidivism and parole violation were most related to age factors 

(commitment age and age of first offense). In addition, both were also related to 

reading achievement factors; however, IQ factors (verbal, performance, and full 

scale) were least related to recidivism and parole violation. 
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Age of First Offense 

 When determining risk factors for recidivism in juveniles, age of first 

offense is yet another factor discussed in the literature. Expectations are that the 

younger an adolescent is at the time of his first offense, the more likely he will 

recidivate. In fact, Wierson and Forehand (1995) reported that age of first offense 

and first commitment have repeatedly been found to be associated with 

recidivism. Juveniles who commit their first offense at younger ages are more 

likely to be admitted to correctional facilities earlier and are more likely to need 

remediation in academics, including the area of reading skills (Archwamety & 

Katsiyannis, 2000). Abrams et al. (1987) argued that younger juveniles are likely 

to experience increased environmental and social pressures than their older peers 

and therefore, are more likely to engage in delinquent behaviors. 

 In analyzing age of first offense as a significant factor in predicting 

recidivism, Walker, Stieber, and O’Neill (1990) conducted a longitudinal study of 

two groups of 5th grade antisocial boys. One group (N=40) was made up of the 

most serious cases of boys considered at elevated risk for antisocial behavior by 

their teachers. The second group (N=40), a control group, was randomly selected. 

Differences surfaced between the groups. Specifically, by 7th grade 53% of the 

antisocial boys had been arrested 68 times for criminal behavior, while only 8% 

of the control group had been arrested (each only one time). More importantly, 
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even five years later, the 5th grade behavior of the antisocial group was highly 

predictive of their arrest status. Overall, their behavior patterns worsened as they 

progressed through school (Walker et al.). 

In a series of studies, Katsiyannis and Archwamety (1997) identified age 

of first offense and arrest and severity of crime as significant factors 

differentiating recidivists from nonrecidivists. Specifically, in a study examining 

the relationship between cognitive, institutional, and background variables and 

recidivism, Katsiyannis and Archwamety (1999) found through more than one 

regression analysis that age of first commitment was continually the most 

significant (p<.001) predictor of recidivism. Likewise, through a discriminant 

function analysis, Archwamety and Katsiyannis (2000) found that the younger the 

age of first offense, the lower the achievement was in not only reading, but also in 

math and writing. Through this same study, type of parole violation and age of 

first offense were third most important, following cognitive factors and race, for 

predicting recidivism in adolescents. 

In an analysis of police records for a cohort of 227 adolescents in special 

education who had also been excluded from school, Pritchard and Cox (1998) 

found that approximately 44% of the juveniles had their first conviction by age 

15, while 72% had their first conviction by age 18. Each adolescent averaged 

approximately 7 offenses, with 29% of overall offenses categorized as convictions 
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for violence. Amazingly, predictions suggested that 42% of this population are 

extremely likely to commit their most serious offense within two years of their 

first offense.  

School Environment as a Critical Factor for Juvenile Delinquents 
 

One major theme throughout the research is that the school environment 

serves as a critical factor in the development of delinquent behavior (Winters, 

1997). More importantly, schools play a key role in preventing or exacerbating 

the likelihood that students will come into contact with the juvenile justice system 

(Osher, Woodruff, & Sims, 2001). Gold (1978) noted, "The school itself may be 

in control of major social psychological forces that generate delinquency. While 

other social institutions - the family, the economy, the juvenile justice system, the 

media, and, to a small degree, the peer group - play a part in producing 

delinquency, the schools may effectively grasp the opportunity to implement 

ameliorative programs" (p. 290). Dunham and Albert (1987) reiterated this point: 

“It is the school that dispenses the skills prized in contemporary society, provides 

the major arena in which the young can demonstrate competence, and functions as 

the major arena in which youth gain status” (p. 46). 

Schools can be viewed as institutions where students who are at risk for 

academic failure enter a “self-sustaining cycle in which their limited knowledge 

prevents them from benefiting fully from the classroom setting and contributes to 
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their disruptiveness, further preventing them from making significant academic 

progress” (Dumas, Prinz, Smith, & Laughlin, 1999, p. 37). Furthermore, the 

school’s failure to provide appropriate intervention strategies for teaching reading 

skills to students with delinquent behaviors is common (Osher, et al., 2001; 

Snyder & Sickmund, 1999). Such students are unable to read core content area 

materials with success. Therefore, they begin to give up and become unmotivated 

to even attend school. The school is placed in a strategic position to help such 

students from becoming delinquent, since it is one agent outside the home that can 

provide assistance in achieving adjustment (Miller & Windhauser, 1971).  

Schools can serve as supportive environments that promote resilience 

(Nettles, Mucherah, & Jones, 2000), where interventions are introduced that reach 

the largest number of adolescents at the lowest cost to society (Woodruff, Osher, 

Hoffman, Gruner, King, Snow, & McIntire, 1999). Overall, the literature suggests 

that schools can be effective change agents if (a) content material is relevant to 

students’ lives, (b) an environment exists where learning can take place, (c) 

respect and support are evident in relationships, (d) emphasis is placed on positive 

reinforcement (Lawrence, 1998), and (e) positive relationships are developed with 

families in order to link home and school (Reid, Eddy, Fetrow, & Stoolmiller, 

1999). Therefore, researchers, teachers, and parents must identify the ways 

schools both create and ameliorate delinquent behavior. Triad relationships 
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involving parents, school personnel, and juvenile delinquency staff may be 

especially critical to juvenile offenders with special needs.  

School attachment is also a crucial factor in preventing or exacerbating the 

likelihood that adolescents will become part of the juvenile justice system (Osher 

et al., 2001). Analysis of longitudinal data from the 1960’s Woodlawn study, a 

study following first grade students who attended nine schools in the Woodlawn 

neighborhood of Chicago, revealed that attachment to school for males with low 

socioeconomic status was related to low rates of incarceration (Ensminger & 

Juon, 1998). According to another study (Rumberger & Larson, 1994), school 

attachment was directly related to the quality of teaching, as well as social and 

environmental support systems. The school has the opportunity to establish a 

continuing positive relationship with the parents by including them as active 

participants in their child’s educational experience. Parents should be considered 

accurate and reliable sources of information for their child’s strengths and 

weaknesses in school, and should, therefore, play a major role in the development 

of appropriate teaching strategies for their child. When schools do not consider 

parents as active participants in their child’s education, they have neglected the 

most important piece of the puzzle.  

Generally, students want to belong to a group in school. Sometimes the 

only group interested in students with low self-esteem and academic challenges 
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are delinquents. Figueria-McDonough (1986) noted that “in an environment 

where academic success is defined as an exclusive goal, inept students will more 

acutely feel their lack of success and therefore search for alternative careers” (p. 

95). Unfortunately, this alternative career may be criminal acts with other 

delinquents in order to finally feel accepted into a group (Winters, 1997). 

Therefore, schools can act in a protective role, reducing the impact of risks to 

their students. Specifically, enhancing self-efficacy and self-esteem by providing 

new opportunities where talents can be shown is recommended (Rutter, 1987). A 

key component to the educational plan of juvenile offenders should be to keep 

these students in school by offering programs that provide meaningful alternatives 

to the traditional academic emphases, including mental health services, social 

skills instruction, prevocational and vocational instruction, and supported 

employment (Maag & Katsiyannis, 1998).  

Remediation Is Key for Juvenile Delinquents with Reading 

Disabilities/Deficiencies 

A second theme prevalent in the literature is that offenders with reading 

disabilities and deficiencies are at an increased risk when compared to their peers 

without disabilities for future difficulties with the juvenile justice system if their 

reading deficits are not addressed and remediated. Specific remediation allows 

adolescents with reading disabilities and deficiencies to become self-sufficient 
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and participate in economic and social opportunities that are available to those 

without disabilities. First, however, adjudicated adolescents with reading 

disabilities and deficiencies must be identified (Winters, 1997). Twenty-five years 

ago Poremba (1975) saw the importance of identifying learning disabilities in 

juveniles who had been adjudicated and recognizing the link between delinquency 

and learning disabilities. McKay and Brumback (1980) viewed the goal, then, in 

the juvenile system as decreasing or eliminating the difficulties that led to 

delinquent activity and to develop the skills required of adolescents to become 

useful, contributing members to society. Additionally, for delinquency to 

decrease, attachment and commitment to the school must be strengthened 

(Edwards, 1996). One way to increase student attachment and commitment to the 

school is through their increased achievement in reading and literacy in general. 

Furthermore, since family influences are so pertinent in the lives of 

adolescents, including the family as part of remediation is essential. Encouraging 

and providing opportunities for frequent interaction between juvenile delinquents 

and their family members can promote the prevention of delinquent behavior 

(Pabon, 1998). Parent education, social-skills training, and training on peer 

influence are all considered necessary steps to success for juvenile delinquents 

with reading disabilities and deficiencies (Cashwell & Vacc, 1996).  
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Summary 

The literature review section of this paper focuses on four primary areas. 

First, strategies taken for a multi-step literature search are noted. Next, major 

theories, including both contemporary and sociological theories, linking learning 

disabilities to juvenile delinquency are presented. Finally, characteristics of 

juvenile delinquents with learning disabilities are specified, including those with 

reading disabilities and deficiencies, risk factors influencing recidivism in 

juvenile delinquents are delineated and major themes emerging from the literature 

review are discussed. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

 The methodology of this research was developed to address the following 

research question:  To what degree do biographical measures predict recidivism in 

male juvenile offenders with reading disabilities and/or deficiencies? This chapter 

defines the participants, discusses procedures to be implemented, and describes 

specific instruments to be employed. Additionally, the research design is 

explained, including a discussion of the type of design, operational definitions of 

variables, and limitations of the overall study.  

Participants 
 
 A total of 42 probationers were referred for this study; however, only 28 

(67%) met the eligibility criteria as exhibiting either a reading disability or a 

reading deficiency. Therefore, the number of offenders participating is equal to 

the number of those eligible for the study and included 28 adjudicated male 

adolescents who were between the ages of 10-16 when adjudicated at a local 

county juvenile detention facility and participated in or are currently participating 

in probation services. For control purposes, only one facility was used. 

Participants were selected on the basis of consent to participate, as well as referral 

from their assigned probation officer at the local detention center. The sample 

consists of two groups of participants. One group exhibits a significant 
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discrepancy, more than one standard deviation, between their measured 

intellectual potential and reading ability in reading comprehension and/or basic 

reading skill. These selected participants have a significant discrepancy between 

intellectual potential and reading measures as assessed by the Kaufman Brief 

Intelligence Test (K-BIT) and Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement (K-

TEA). The other group demonstrates a reading deficiency, scoring at least three 

grade levels deficient from placement grade in reading comprehension and/or 

basic reading skill as measured by the K-TEA. They do not exhibit a significant 

discrepancy between their measured intellectual potential and reading ability as 

assessed by the K-BIT and K-TEA.  

Procedure 
 

To start the referral process for the study, juvenile probation officers made 

prepared pamphlets available to parents of adjudicated male adolescents 

(Appendix D). Eligibility for referral consisted of three factors:  (1) adolescent 

must be male, (2) he must be between the ages of 10 and 16, and (3) he must be 

on probation for adjudicated delinquent conduct. If parents chose to have their son 

participate in the study, they contacted the researcher personally or through their 

son’s probation officer via telephone or e-mail. 

Since the participants were minors, the researcher obtained active written 

consent from parents or guardians of probationers (Appendix E). In addition, 
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since participants were between the ages of 7 and 17, they were given the 

opportunity to assent their participation in the study (Appendix F).  

After receipt of consent and assent forms, data was gathered from primary 

resources including both information from probation services personnel and 

interviews/assessments with referred adolescents in probation services. Upon 

accumulation of the data, a database was formed in SPSS for statistical analyses. 

The database contained the following:  student identification number, current 

grade in school, ethnicity, socioeconomic classification as determined by the U.S. 

Census Bureau income statistics (1999), date of birth, current age in months, 

family configuration, degree of family involvement as determined by the Family 

Involvement Questionnaire and probation officer reports of family involvement, 

intellectual potential as measured by the K-BIT, basic reading achievement score, 

reading comprehension score,  and overall reading score as measured by the K-

TEA, severity of offense, age of first adjudicated offense, level of reading 

intervention as reported by the probation officers, degree of discrepancy or 

deficiency, and recidivism rating.  

Upon completion of assessments, interviews and review of data, 

confidentiality was maintained on all records that might identify a child or family. 

Additionally, protocols contained no names or identifying information or 

photographs of any child or family member. Each participant was given a student 
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identification number to be entered on all test protocols, questionnaires, and 

records. Therefore, to avoid the potential risk of loss of confidentiality, 

participants were only identified by student identification numbers.  

A psychoeducational report was written and given to each participant’s 

parents and referring probation officer (Appendices H and I). The purpose of the 

report was to identify levels of measured intellectual potential, reading 

achievement, and family involvement for the parent and probation officers. 

Probation officers were required to file the psychoeducational report in the 

participant’s cumulative juvenile record. Information contained in the 

psychoeducational report was kept confidential and intended only for use by the 

local juvenile probation department personnel and participants’ families. If 

persons other than those indicated wish to view and/or use information reported in 

the document, permission must be obtained from both the examiner and the parent 

of the participant. 

Instrumentation 

Both psychometric and achievement data were utilized throughout the 

study to determine and analyze levels of intellectual potential and reading 

achievement of the adolescents who had participated or were participating in 

probation services. Standardized academic tests included two reading subtests 

from Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement (K-TEA), an individually 
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administered measure of school achievement of children and adolescents in 

grades 1 through 12 that offers reliable standard scores in specific domains of 

Reading Decoding and Reading Comprehension. All standard scores provided by 

the K-TEA have a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15 to facilitate 

comparisons with other intelligence and school achievement measures (Kaufman 

& Kaufman, 1998, p. 1). Norms of the K-TEA included representation of the 

same age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status of the current sample. The K-TEA 

Reading Decoding and Reading Comprehension subtests can determine levels of 

literacy skill of individuals and are “reliable, valid measures of school 

achievement suitable for research studies” (p. 11).  

The K-TEA Reading Decoding subtest requires the participant to read a 

series of increasingly difficult words. Word recognition and decoding are the 

main purposes of the task. The K-TEA Reading Comprehension subtest requires 

the participant to read a paragraph and answer questions about what has been 

read. The purpose of this subtest, then, is to comprehend what has been read. The 

examiner is not allowed to read any portion of the test to the participant. Some 

questions require the participant to choose an answer from multiple choices, while 

other questions are based on the student recalling the information without 

multiple choices. The reading scores obtained from these subtests measure ability 

of participants in areas of both reading comprehension and basic reading skill 
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(Kaufman & Kaufman, 1998). Both standard scores and grade equivalents were 

derived from the raw scores achieved by the individual from reading subtests. The 

K-TEA was administered by the researcher following participant assignment to 

probation services and referral for the study by probation officers. 

Standardized measures of intelligence were obtained from the Kaufman 

Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT), “a brief, individually administered measure of the 

verbal and nonverbal intelligence” (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1990, p. 1). The K-BIT 

offers a reliable, well-normed assessment of intelligence that is based on 

measurement of both verbal and nonverbal abilities. Norms included the age, 

socioeconomic level and ethnicity of the current sample studied. Divided into two 

subtests, the K-BIT measures vocabulary skills, nonverbal skills, and the ability to 

solve new problems. Specifically, the Vocabulary subtest, consisting of Part A, 

Expressive Vocabulary and Part B, Definitions, measures “verbal, school-related 

skills by assessing a person’s word knowledge and verbal concept formation” (p. 

1). Part A, Expressive Vocabulary (45 items), requires participants to provide the 

name of a pictured object such as a lamp or saddle. Part B, Definitions (37 items) 

asks participants to provide the word that best fits two clues, a phrase description 

and a partial spelling of the word. The Matrices subtest (48 items), using only 

pictures and abstract designs, rather than words, assesses ability to perceive 

relationships and complete analogies. Multiple-choice items consist of visual 
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stimuli, both meaningful (people and objects) and abstract (designs and symbols) 

and require understanding of relationships among the stimuli (Kaufman & 

Kaufman, 1990).  

The mental composite score, which is derived from the combination of a 

Vocabulary Score and a Matrices Score, from the K-BIT was used to represent 

overall intellectual potential and is designed to substitute for a comprehensive 

measure of an adolescent’s intellectual functioning (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1990). 

“Vocabulary measures verbal, school-related skills (crystallized thinking) by 

assessing a person’s word knowledge and verbal concept formation. Matrices 

measures nonverbal skills and the ability to solve new problems (fluid thinking) 

by assessing an individual’s ability to perceive relationships and complete 

analogies” (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1990, p. 1). Like the K-TEA, the researcher 

administered this brief intelligence test after participants entered probation 

services and were referred for the study by probation officers.  

Biographical and demographic data were obtained from the Participant 

Information Form (Appendix G) completed by referring probation officers. Such 

information included the adolescent’s date of birth, current grade, level of reading 

intervention in the public schools, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, family 

configuration, and description of the juvenile’s offense record. Family 

involvement was analyzed through documentation of parent and/or guardian 
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participation in required activities as assigned by the probation officers and/or 

court, as well as the amount of time the participant indicated he spent with his 

family on weekdays, evenings, and weekends. There were no verification 

procedures employed.  

Variables 

Independent Variables 

Three biographical measures make up the independent variables for this 

study. These variables delineate indicators that briefly identify participants 

(Webster, 1987). The first independent variable is family involvement (refer to 

Appendix A). First, percentage of participation by the parent/guardian in 

probation officer or court assigned activities was obtained from probation officers 

on the Participant Information Form. A percentage of active involvement, such as 

attending anger management classes, appointments assigned by the probation 

officer and/or court officials, or actual hearings was entered into the database and 

then recoded into categories. Percentage of participation is represented as follows:  

Uninvolved – 0-25% of the time; Somewhat Involved – 26-50% of the time; 

Involved - 51-75% of the time; Fully Involved - 76-100% of the time. Points for 

involvement based on probation officers’ responses were assigned for each 

answer with the least amount of involvement (the (a) answer) receiving one point 

and the most amount of involvement (the (d) answer) receiving four points. 
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In addition, as taken from Pabon (1998), family involvement was also 

measured by the extent of the juvenile delinquent’s interaction and involvement 

with his family. This was determined by asking participants how much time he 

spends with his family on weekdays, evenings, and weekends on a Family 

Involvement Questionnaire (Appendix B). Choices for answering how much time 

he spends with his family on weekdays and evenings consisted of a) less than one 

hour, b) one to three hours, c) three to five hours, and d) more than five hours. 

Choices for answering how much time he spends with his family on weekends 

consisted of a) less than half a day (12 hours or less), b) at least one full day (up to 

24 hours), c) more than a full day (up to 36 hours), and d) most of Saturday and 

Sunday (up to 48 hours). Points for involvement based on participants’ responses 

were assigned for each answer with the least amount of time (the (a) answer) 

receiving one point and the most amount of time (the (d) answer) receiving four 

points. Participants’ scores will then be coded as follows:  3-5.5 points – 

Uninvolved (Code of 1); 5.6-8 points – Somewhat Involved (Code of 2); 8.1-10.5 

– Involved (Code of 3); 10.6-12 – Fully Involved (Code of 4).  

Both percentage of participation in assigned activities and amount of time 

spent with family members on weekdays, evenings, and weekends were used in 

combination to represent the variable of family involvement. After information 

was entered in the database on both percentage of participation and time spent 
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with family members, point values were assigned by adding codes from the 

percentage of parent involvement as reported by the probation officers and codes 

from each question of the Family Involvement Questionnaire as reported by 

participants. Groups were then constructed using the following categorization:  

“1” identifies families who are Uninvolved; “2” identifies families who are 

Somewhat Involved; “3” identifies families who are Involved; and “4” identifies 

families who are Fully Involved.  

The second independent variable, severity of offense, is a nominal variable 

and coded 1 through 4, according to the most recent offense the adjudicated 

adolescent has committed (refer to Appendix A). If there are multiple offenses, 

the most serious will be recorded (Katsiyannis & Archwamety, 1999). A code of 

“1” identifies a juvenile delinquent with at least one minor difficulty where poorly 

established or minor involvement in a delinquent act is noted. A code of “2” 

represents minor offenses, such as destruction of property, drinking, one or more 

traffic offenses, curfew violation, etc. Clear evidence of undesirable conduct must 

be present for this category. A code of “3” involves the commission of one 

serious offense, such as auto theft, grand larceny, or more than one less serious 

offense (assault, disorderly conduct, malicious destruction of property, 

shoplifting, flagrant curfew violations, or truancy). Finally, a code of “4” denotes 

juvenile delinquents who commit repeated offenses, such as auto theft, burglary, 
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grand larceny, and/or sexual assault, accompanied by less serious offenses. For a 

juvenile to receive a classification of “4”, he must have clearly established a 

pattern of delinquency (Travis County Juvenile Court, 2002; Hathaway & 

Monachesi, 1957). 

Age of first adjudicated offense, the final independent variable is defined 

as the age in years of the participant at the time of his first adjudicated offense. 

This age is determined by subtracting each participant’s date of birth from the 

date of his first adjudicated offense (refer to Appendix A). For purposes of 

analysis, the age in years was recorded as age in months on the database. 

Dependent Variable 

 One dependent variable, which is dichotomous, exists for this study:  

recidivism, coded as recidivist or nonrecidivist (Appendix A). In the database a 

cell exists named recidivist index. This rating was coded either “0” or “1”. A code 

of “0” indicates that the male adolescent has had no additional offenses within six 

months after the first adjudicated offense date. A code of “1” indicates that 

subsequent adjudicated offenses have occurred within six months after the first 

adjudicated offense date. An offense is delineated as a criminal offense in which 

the juvenile was found guilty of the crime and does not include parole violations 

(Katsiyannis & Archwamety, 1999). Therefore, those participants coded “0” are 

referred to as nonrecidivists, and those coded “1” are considered recidivists. 
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Research Design 

 The study employs a quasi-experimental design using discriminant 

function analysis. The two central goals of discriminant function analysis are (1) 

to find the dimension or dimensions across which groups differ and (2) to classify 

group membership according to functions (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). 

Furthermore, discriminant function analysis is used to evaluate the efficacy of 

independent or predictor variables in discriminating between the dependent 

variables or two groups. For this study predictors include the following:  family 

involvement, severity of offense, and age of first adjudicated offense. The 

dependent variable, recidivism, is categorical, indicating whether the participant is 

a recidivist or nonrecidivist (Appendix C). Data from other sources, such as 

ethnicity, socioeconomic status, family configuration, level of reading 

intervention, and degree of discrepancy and/or deficiency, were used only for 

discussion purposes. 

Discriminant analysis is a statistical technique which allows the researcher 

to study differences between two or more groups with respect to several variables 

simultaneously (Klecka, 1980). Such an analysis identifies linear combinations of 

the discriminant functions (predictors indicated above) that maximize the 

difference among the groups comprising the dependent variable - recidivist or 

nonrecidivist. The number of discriminant functions extracted is the either the 
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number of predictors minus one or the number of groups minus one, whichever is 

least. Therefore, for this study the number of discriminant functions was one. The 

basic prerequisites for a discriminant function analysis are that two or more 

groups exist which differ on several variables and can be measured at the interval 

or ratio level. The analysis, then, helps analyze the differences between recidivists 

and nonrecidivists and provides means to classify any case into the group which it 

most closely resembles (Klecka). The overarching goal in analyzing discriminant 

functions for this study was used specifically to make inferences concerning the 

nature and importance of the three predictor variables in differentiating among the 

recidivists and the nonrecidivists.  

 In the actual analysis of the discriminant functions, the grouping variable 

was considered the recidivist index, which was coded as “0” or “1”, with “1” 

representing recidivist and “0” representing nonrecidivist. The definition of the 

range included “0” as the minimum and “1” as the maximum. Next, the 

independent variables were entered in a traditional approach, instead of in a 

stepwise approach. Results from the analysis indicated which variables 

discriminated best between recidivists and nonrecidivists. The standardized 

canonical discriminant function coefficients and structure matrix helped explain 

which variables were weighted most highly; however, they did not explain which 

variables were of most importance.  
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 Several basic assumptions underlie the use of discriminant function 

analysis. These assumptions can be stated as: (1) two or more groups, (2) at least 

two cases per group, (3) any number of discriminating variables, provided that it 

is less than the total number of cases minus two, (4) discriminating variables are 

measured at the interval level, (5) no discriminating variable may be a linear 

combination of other discriminating variables, (6) the covariance matrices for 

each group must be (approximately) equal, unless special formulas are used, (7) 

each group has been drawn from a population with a multivariate normal 

distribution on the discriminating variables (Klecka, 1980). These assumptions 

were met through this research.  

Limitations 

 Discriminant function analysis is typically used to predict membership in 

groups that naturally occur, rather than groups created on the basis of random 

assignment (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). Because random assignment was not 

utilized, questions addressing why group membership is reliably predicted and 

what causes membership in each group was not addressed through this study. 

  Internal validity is the extent to which extraneous variables are controlled. 

A specific threat to internal validity involves assessment (Parker, 1993). If 

participants have been previously given the K-BIT or K-TEA, they may be 

sensitized in ways that affect their scores. For example, they may remember 
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previous responses and answer more items correctly on the second administration. 

Participants may also respond in an opposite manner by reacting negatively to 

taking the same test twice. Therefore, answers may be impacted by reliability and 

validity of instrumentation, may be haphazard, and their score may not reflect true 

abilities (Parker).  

 Using reported information by probation officers from the Participant 

Information Form may also be regarded as a threat to internal validity of this 

study. Not knowing the history of conditions that existed at the time of the 

juvenile’s placement, especially in his home and juvenile detention facility 

environments, may have falsely masked or enhanced the outcome variable 

(Parker, 1993). In addition, not knowing if information is reported correctly or has 

changed may also affect the outcome variable. 

 “External validity refers to the degree to which research findings can be 

generalized across persons, times, and settings” (Parker, 1993, p. 132). 

Generalizability of the results of this study may be limited due to the convenience 

of the sample used. Because the sample is local and nonrandomized, results may 

not generalize to other juvenile justice systems in the State of Texas or across the 

United States.  

 In addition, the continued controversy over defining learning disabilities, 

including reading disabilities, in general may contribute to the difficulty of 
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generalizing results of this study of reading disabilities across time. With 

legislators weighing the facts in regards to whether such definitions currently 

provide substantive insight into the nature of the condition, as well as endless 

semantic arguments among practitioners, a new definition of learning disability, 

and hence reading disability, could be inevitable in the near future. According to 

Kavale and Forness (2000), “a new perspective [on the definition of learning 

disability] is required if there is to be any hope of resolving a long-standing and 

vexing problem” (p. 252).   

Summary 

 This chapter identifies specific methodology utilized in this study. 

Participants were identified, procedures discussed, and instrumentation 

delineated. For clarification of factors involved in the study, both independent and 

dependent variables were presented and defined. Finally, the research design and 

limitations to the study, including both threats to internal and external validity, 

were revealed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PRESENTATION OF RESULTS 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship of reading 

achievement to recidivism in adjudicated male adolescents. The overall goal of 

the study, then, was to identify factors influencing recidivism of adjudicated male 

offenders with reading disabilities and/or reading deficiencies. This chapter 

presents results of the data analysis in four sections. The first section discusses 

demographic characteristics of the sample. Academic characteristics are then 

reported in the second section, followed by data analysis of independent and 

dependent variables in the third section. Results of the discriminant function 

analyses are reviewed in the final section. 

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

 Demographic data collected from participants included the following:  

grade, age, ethnicity, locale, and socioeconomic status. A total of 42 probationers 

were referred for the study; however only 28 (67%) met the criteria for eligibility 

as either exhibiting a reading disability or a reading deficiency. Therefore, 

participants in this study consisted of 28 adjudicated male juvenile offenders 

between the ages of 13 years, 7 months and 16 years, 11 months from Probation 

Services in a local county juvenile detention facility (Travis County Juvenile 

Justice Center, Austin, Texas). Four areas of the county were represented:  10% 
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Far North (N=4), 2% North (N=1), 29% Central (N=12), and 48% South (N=20). 

The remaining two participants were referred from substance abuse specialty units 

and were not categorized by locale in the county. The sample represented 7th to 

10th graders from three ethnic groups: Hispanics (75%), African Americans (18%) 

and Caucasian (7%).  

 Parental monthly income in dollar amount was collected on 64% of the 

participants (N=18). Of those reported, 83% (N=15) were considered low 

socioeconomic status (at least $1900 monthly), with only 6% (N=1) at the poverty 

level (<$750 monthly), 6% (N=1) at middle socioeconomic status (at least $3000 

monthly), and 6% (N=1) at upper middle socioeconomic status (at least $5000 

monthly) (U.S. Census Bureau income statistics, 1999).  

Academic Characteristics of the Sample 

 Academic data collected from participants included the following:  an 

intellectual composite score (K-BIT composite), significance level of difference 

between Vocabulary score and Matrices score from the K-BIT, reading 

achievement scores (K-TEA reading decoding, K-TEA reading comprehension, 

K-TEA overall reading), grade equivalents for reading tests, areas of reading 

disability and/or deficiency, and level of reading intervention offered in the public 

school.  
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K-BIT Results 

 Scores of the 28 participants on the K-BIT composite (X=84.89) ranged 

from below average to high average. 46% of participants (N=13) scored below 

average (Standard Score <85, <16th percentile), 29% (N=8) scored in the average 

range (Standard Score 91-109, 27th – 73rd percentile), 22% (N=6) obtained scores 

in the low average range (Standard Score 90-85, 16th – 25th percentile), and only 

4% (N=1) achieved scores in the high average range (Standard Score 110-115, 

75th – 85th percentile).  

 Based on the entire sample of 28 participants, Vocabulary scores 

(X=80.86) were lower than Matrices scores (X=91.93) as a whole. 71% of 

participants (N=20) obtained scores in the below average range (Standard Score 

<85, <16th percentile) on the Vocabulary subtest, measuring word knowledge and 

verbal concept formation. Only 7% (N=2) scored low average ability (Standard 

Score 90-85, 16th – 25th percentile), with the remaining 22% (N=6) achieving 

average scores (Standard Score 91-109, 27th – 73rd percentile). 

 Again based on the 28 participants in the sample, the Matrices subtest, 

measuring ability to perceive relationships and complete analogies, resulted in 

50% of participants (N=14) obtaining scores in the average range of functioning 

(Standard Score 91-109, 27th – 73rd percentile). 32% (N=9), however, scored 

below average (Standard Score <85, <16th percentile) and only 4% (N=1) scored 
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in the low average range (Standard Score 90-85, 16th – 25th percentile). Different 

from scores on the Vocabulary subtest, scores on the Matrices subtest yielded 

participants with both high average (11%, N=3) and above average (4%, N=1) 

scores.  

 Levels of significant differences between Vocabulary and Matrices subtest 

scores were also collected on the sample of 28 participants. 43% of participants 

(N=12) showed significance levels at .01, with 25% (N=7) showing significant 

differences at .05 significance level. The remaining 32% (N=9) showed no 

significant differences between the two scores. This significance level is 

calculated using age in years of the participant at the time of testing. Table 4.1 

presents statistical results for K-BIT scores. 

Table 4.1- Statistical Results for K-BIT 
K-BIT  Mean Median Mode Stan. Dev. Range 

Vocabulary 
Standard 
Score 

80.86 80 80 10.201 61-102 

Matrices 
Standard 
Score 

91.93 94 94 15.795 52-119 

Composite  
Standard 
Score 

84.89 86 72 12.248 60-112 

Vocabulary 
& Matrices 
Differential 

15.21 14.5 14 9.89 0-37 
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K-TEA Results 

 Three reading scores were retrieved from K-TEA test data, including 

Reading Decoding, Reading Comprehension, and Overall Reading scores. Results 

indicate higher Standard Scores on tests of Reading Decoding (X=81.25) than on 

tests of Reading Comprehension (X=73.86) and higher grade equivalents on tests 

of Reading Decoding (X=6.1) than on tests of Reading Comprehension (X=5.02). 

The majority of participants (54%, N=15) obtained scores in the below average 

range (Standard Score <85, <16th percentile) on the Reading Decoding subtest, 

which measures basic reading skills. 25% (N=7) achieved scores in the low 

average range (Standard Score 90-85, 16th – 25th percentile), 18% (N=5) in the 

average range (Standard Score 91-109, 27th – 73rd percentile), and only 4% (N=1) 

in the high average range (Standard Score 110-115, 75th – 85th percentile). Grade 

equivalents on the Reading Decoding subtest indicate 46% (N=13) of participants 

obtained scores in the elementary grades (Grades 5 and less), 36% (N=10) 

achieved scores in middle school grades (Grades 6-8), and the remaining 18% 

(N=5) achieved high school grade equivalents (Grades 9-12). 

 Reading Comprehension results indicate the majority (79%, N=22) scored 

in the below average range (Standard Score <85, <16th percentile), with only 11% 

(N=3) scoring in the average range (Standard Score 91-109, 27th – 73rd percentile) 

and 11% (N=3) in the low average range (Standard Score 90-85, 16th – 25th 
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percentile). Grade equivalent scores on the Reading Comprehension subtest 

indicate 75% (N=21) of participants obtained scores in the elementary grades 

(Grades 5 and less), 18% (N=5) achieved scores in middle school grades (Grades 

6-8), and the remaining 8% (N=2) achieved high school grade equivalents 

(Grades 9-12). 

 Overall reading scores (X=75.79) show the majority of participants (71%, 

N=20) scoring below average (Standard Score <85, <16th percentile). 18% (N=5) 

obtained low average scores (Standard Score 90-85, 16th – 25th percentile) and 

11% (N=3) achieved average scores (Standard Score 91-109, 27th – 73rd 

percentile) in overall reading ability. Grade equivalents for overall reading 

indicate 61% (N=17) of participants scored at an elementary level of reading 

(Grades 5 and less), 33% (N=9) scored at middle school level (Grades 6-8), and 

only 8% (N=2) at high school level (Grades 9-12). Refer to Table 4.2 for K-TEA 

statistical results. 
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Table 4.2- Statistical Results for K-TEA Reading  
K-TEA  Mean Median Mode Stan. Dev. Range 

Rdg. Decoding 
Standard Score 

81.25 83.5 85 12.289 61-108 

Comprehension 
Standard Score 

73.86 73.5 64 13.624 48-102 

Composite 
Standard Score 

75.79 76 76 11.679 57-102 

Rdg. Decoding 
Grade Equivalent 

6.1 6.2 7.5 2.523 2.4-12.6 

Comprehension 
Grade Equivalent 

5.0 4.6 2.4 2.381 2.4-11.8 

Composite 
Grade Equivalent 

5.4 5.5 6.0 2.075 2.4-10.3 

 

Reading Disabilities 

Of the 28 qualifying participants, 16 (57%) met eligibility criteria for 

students with reading disabilities, showing a significant discrepancy (at least one 

standard deviation) between measured intellectual component from the K-BIT 

and basic reading skills and/or reading comprehension from the K-TEA. More 

participants exhibited reading disabilities in the area of reading comprehension 

(N=12, 43%) than in the area of basic reading skills (N=8, 29%). Discrepancies 

between intellectual potential and reading comprehension as measured by the K-

TEA Reading Comprehension subtest ranged from 16 to 36 points (1 to 2+ 

standard deviations), while discrepancies for basic reading skills as measured by 

the K-TEA Reading Decoding subtest ranged from 16 to 25 points (1 to 1+ 
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standard deviations). Table 4.3 presents statistical results for reading 

discrepancies to determine areas of reading disabilities. 

Table 4.3- Statistical Results for Reading Discrepancies to Determine Areas of 
Reading Disabilities– Standard Score Differences (K-BIT minus Reading 
Decoding Scores and K-BIT minus Reading Comprehension Scores) 
Area of 
Disability  

Mean Median Mode Stan. Dev. Range 

Reading 
Decoding (Basic 
Reading Skill) 

3.64 5.0 16 13.752 -30 to 25 

Reading 
Comprehension 

11.04 10.5 16 11.322 -9 to 36 

 

Severity of Reading Deficiencies 

 Of the 28 participants, 25 (89%) showed reading deficiencies, scoring at 

least three grade levels below their placement grade. Participants showed more 

deficient scores in reading comprehension than in basic reading skills. 86% of 

participants (N=24) showed reading deficiencies in reading comprehension, with 

deficiencies ranging from three grade levels deficient to more than seven grade 

levels deficient. 50% of participants (N= 14) exhibited reading deficiencies in 

basic reading skill. Deficiencies ranged from three grade levels deficient to more 

than six grade levels deficient. Overall reading deficiencies of participants ranged 

from three to seven grade levels deficient, with 61% (N=17) exhibiting 

deficiencies in overall reading ability. Refer to Table 4.4 for grade deficiency 

statistics. 
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Table 4.4- Statistical Results for Grade Deficiencies  
Area of 
Deficiency  

Mean Median Mode Stan. Dev. Range 

Rdg. Decoding 
Gr. Deficiency 

3.20 2.8 Multiple 
modes 

2.223 0-6.9 

Comprehension 
Gr. Deficiency 

4.23 4.3 3.0 2.102 0-7.8 

Overall Reading 
Gr. Deficiency 

3.80 3.7 2.1 1.930 0-7.2 

 

Level of Reading Intervention 

 Probation officers reported level of reading intervention on participants 

when the information was known. Of the 28 participants, 29% (N=8) of 

participants had no information reported on level of reading intervention received 

in the public school system. 39% (N=11) were reported to have had no reading 

intervention, while 32% (N=9) were receiving services in reading from special 

education. 

Data Analysis of Independent and Dependent Variables 

 Independent variables for this study included family involvement, severity 

of offense, and age of first adjudicated offense, while the only dependent variable 

was recidivism, measured by whether or not a participant had offended again 

within six months after his first adjudicated offense. The following section reports 

data related to these variables:  family involvement, severity of offense, age of 

first adjudicated offense, and recidivist ratings.  
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Family Involvement Data 

 From analysis of family configuration data, 50% of participants (N=14) 

were reportedly living in single parent homes, while 40% (N=11) resided in 

homes with at least two parents and 4% (N=1) lived in foster homes. The 

remaining 6% (N=2) had no information reported. Probation officers’ reported 

percentage of active family involvement for each participant. Results indicated 

most families (N=13, 46%) were somewhat involved (26-50% of the time) with 

the participant. 21% (N=6) were involved (51-75% of the time), 21% (N=6) were 

fully involved (76-100% of the time), and 11% (N=3) were reported to be 

uninvolved (0-25% of the time).  

 Participants generated responses to three questions on the Family 

Involvement Questionnaire (Appendix B). These results produced scores on the 

following:  family involvement on weekdays, family involvement in the evenings, 

and family involvement on weekends. Data analysis indicates participants are 

more likely to spend time with parents during the weekdays and evenings than on 

the weekends. Refer to Table 4.5 and 4.6 for these results.   
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Table 4.5 – Family Involvement as Reported by Participants for Weekdays 
and Evenings 
Family 
Involvement  

< 1 hr.
(N,%) 

1-3 hrs. 
(N,%) 

3-5 hrs. 
(N,%) 

5+ hrs. 
(N,%) 

Weekdays N=5 
17.9% 

N=3 
10.7% 

N=2 
7.1% 

N=18 
64.3% 

Evenings N=6 
21.4% 

N=8 
28.6% 

N=6 
21.4% 

N=8 
28.6% 

 

Table 4.6 – Family Involvement as Reported by Participants for Weekends 
Family 
Involvement  

12 hrs. 
or less 
(N,%) 

Up to 24 
hrs. 

(N,%) 

Up to  
36 hrs. 
(N,%) 

Up to  
48 hrs. 
(N,%) 

Weekends N=10 
35.7% 

N=6 
21.4% 

N=5 
17.9% 

N=7 
25% 

 

 Overall family involvement scores were tallied using percent of active 

participation by parents as reported by probation officers and responses from 

participants on the Family Involvement Questionnaire. Results from overall 

family involvement scores showed evenly dispersed involvement:  21% 

Uninvolved (N=6), 25% Somewhat Involved (N=7), 29% Involved (N=8), and 

25% Fully Involved (N=7).  

Severity of Offense Data. 

 The majority of participants (N=15, 54%) were reported to have at least 

one serious offense, such as auto theft, grand larceny, or more than one less 

serious offense (assault, disorderly conduct, malicious destruction of property, 

shoplifting, flagrant curfew violations, or truancy). Only 4% (N=1) had one minor 
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difficulty where poorly established or minor involvement in a delinquent act was 

noted, while 18% (N=5) were reported to have minor offenses, such as destruction 

of property, drinking, one or more traffic offenses, and/or curfew violations. The 

remaining 25% (N=7) had repeated offenses, such as auto theft, burglary, grand 

larceny, and/or sexual assault accompanied by less serious offenses.  

Age of First Adjudicated Offense Data 

 Data from age of first adjudicated offense (Tables 4.7 and 4.8) indicates 

half the participants were adjudicated for the first time between 13 and 14 years of 

age (N=14). Another 32% (N=9) were adjudicated between 15 and 16 years of 

age. The remaining 18% of participants (N=5) offended and were first adjudicated 

between 11 and 12 years of age.  

Table 4.7- Frequencies of Age of First Adjudicated Offense 
Age of 1st 
Adjudicated 
Offense  

N % 

11 years 2 7.1 

12 years 3 10.7 

13 years 6 21.4 

14 years 8 28.6 

15 years 5 17.9 

16 years 4 14.3 
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Table 4.8- Statistical Results for Age in Months of First Adjudicated Offense 
 Mean Median Mode Stan. Dev. Range 

Age of 1st 
Adjudicated 
Offense 

166.39 168 168 17.479  132-192   

 

 
Recidivist Ratings 

 Slightly more than half (N=15, 54%) of the sample for this study was 

rated nonrecidivist, having no additional offenses within a six month period of 

time from the first adjudicated offense date. The remaining 46% (N=13) were 

rated recidivists, having at least one additional offense within a six month period 

of time from the date of first adjudication.  

Discriminant Function Analysis Results 

 Because the aim of this study was to identify factors that are predictive of 

membership in the recidivist group, a discriminant function analysis was 

performed, using the group assignment, recidivist or nonrecidivist, as the 

dependent variable and severity of offense, age at first adjudicated offense, and 

family involvement as independent, or predictor, variables. The final section of 

this chapter, then, discusses results of discriminant function analyses in relation to 

the research question:  To what degree do biographical measures predict 

recidivism in male juvenile offenders with reading disabilities and/or 
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deficiencies? First, the core analysis with severity of offense, age of first 

adjudicated offense, and family involvement as predictor variables and recidivism 

as the dependent variable was completed. Next, three additional analyses were 

completed. These additional analyses involved adding in reading decoding, 

reading comprehension, and overall reading grade deficiencies as predictor 

variables along with the core variables.  

The Core Analysis 

Weights for the three core predictor variables are shown in Table 4.9. This 

analysis shows severity of offense as the heaviest weighted predictor of group 

membership, followed by age of first adjudicated offense and family involvement, 

respectively. Comparison of group means and standard deviations are shown in 

Table 4.18.  

Table 4.9 - Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients of  
Predictors (Severity of Offense, Age of 1st Adjudicated Offense, and Family 
Involvement) of Group Membership (Recidivist, Nonrecidivist) 
Predictor Variable  Discriminant Function Coefficent 

Severity of Offense .986 

Age of 1st Adjudicated 
Offense 

.261 

Family Involvement -.066 

 

Chi-square analyses were utilized because the variables involved nominal 

data and revealed no significant differences (X2 (3) = .809, p>.05) between the 



    

  

 

92

two groups, recidivists and nonrecidivists. Additional data from tests of equality 

of group means, containing Wilks’ Lambda, F values, and level of significance 

are shown in Table 4.10.  

Table 4.10- Tests of Equality of Group Means Using Predictor Variables  
Variable  Wilks’ 

Lambda 
F Value Level of Significance 

Severity of 
Offense 

.964 .968 .334 

Age of 1st 
Adjudicated 
Offense 

.999 .028 .868 

Family 
Involvement 

.999 .021 .886 

 

The loading matrix of correlations between predictors and discriminant 

functions for the core analysis suggests that severity of offense discriminates best 

between recidivists and nonrecidivists. With a loading of .986 (>.50), the severity 

of offense variable separates recidivists from nonrecidivists. Loadings for the 

remaining two variables are as follows:  Age of first adjudicated offense = .261 

and family involvement = -.066.  

Using severity of offense, age of first adjudicated offense, and family 

involvement for a sample of 28 adjudicated male adolescents between the ages of 

10 and 16, 54% (N=15) were classified correctly as either recidivists or 

nonrecidivists, compared to 46% (N=13) who were incorrectly classified as either 

recidivists or nonrecidivists. Recidivists were slightly more likely to be classified 
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correctly (hit rate 53.8%) than nonrecidivists (hit rate 53.3%). Classification 

results are presented in Table 4.11. 

Table 4.11- Classification Results for Recidivist Status  
Recidivist 
Status  

Predicted 
Group 

Membership 
for 

Nonrecidivists 

Predicted Group 
Membership for 

Recidivists 

Total 

Original Count 
Nonrecidivists 

8 7 15 

Original Count 
Recidivists 

6 7 13 

% 
Nonrecidivists 

53.3 46.7 100.0 

% Recidivists 46.2 53.8 100.0 

 

Discriminant Analysis with Reading Decoding Added 

The second discriminant function analysis, adding in reading decoding 

deficiency as a predictor variable along with core variables, yielded weights of 

four predictor variables as shown in Table 4.12. Degree of deficiency for reading 

decoding is weighted the highest predictor of group membership for this analysis, 

followed by severity of offense, age of first adjudicated offense, and family 

involvement, respectively. Refer to Table 4.18 for comparison of group means 

and standard deviations. Again, chi-square analyses revealed no significant 

differences (X2 (4) = .720, p>.05) between recidivists and nonrecidivists. 
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Table 4.12- Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients 
Predictors - Severity of Offense, Age of 1st Adjudicated Offense, Family 
Involvement, and Degree of Reading Decoding Deficiency  
Group Membership - Recidivist, Nonrecidivist 
Predictor Variable  Discriminant Function Coefficent 

Degree of Reading Decoding 
Deficiency 

.772 

Severity of Offense .693 

Age of 1st Adjudicated 
Offense  

.298 

Family Involvement .133 

 

The loading matrix of correlations between predictors and discriminant 

functions for the second analysis involving degree of reading decoding deficiency 

suggests that degree of reading decoding deficiency discriminates best between 

recidivists and nonrecidivists. With loadings of .694 and .640 (>.50), reading 

decoding deficiency and severity of offense separate recidivists from 

nonrecidivists. Age of first adjudicated offense loaded at .109, while family 

involvement loaded at -.094 (<.50).  

Using severity of offense, age of first adjudicated offense, family 

involvement, and degree of reading decoding deficiency for the same sample, 

64% (N=18) were classified correctly, compared to 36% (N=10) who were 

incorrectly classified. Again, recidivists were more likely to be classified 

correctly, with a hit rate of 69.2% than nonrecidivists with a hit rate of 60% 

Classification results are presented in Table 4.13. 



    

  

 

95

Table 4.13 - Classification Results for Recidivist Status Adding in Degree of 
Reading Decoding Deficiency 

 

Recidivist 
Status  

Predicted 
Group 

Membership 
for 

Nonrecidivists 

Predicted Group 
Membership for 

Recidivists 

Total 

Original Count 
Nonrecidivists 

9 6 15 

Original Count 
Recidivists 

4 9 13 

% 
Nonrecidivists 

60.0 40.0 100.0 

% Recidivists 30.8 69.2 100.0 

 

Discriminant Analysis with Reading Comprehension Added 

The third discriminant function analysis, adding in reading comprehension 

as a predictor variable along with core variables, yielded weights of four predictor 

variables as shown in Table 4.14. As shown by this analysis, degree of deficiency 

for reading comprehension is weighted the heaviest predictor of group 

membership, followed by severity of offense, age of first adjudicated offense and 

family involvement, respectively. Like the two previous analyses, group means 

and standard deviations were compared (Table 4.18). Recidivists and 

nonrecidivists means and standard deviations show some differences; however, 

chi-square analyses still revealed no significant differences (X2 (4) = .557, p>.05) 

between the two groups. 
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Table 4.14 - Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients  
Predictors - Severity of Offense, Age of 1st Adjudicated Offense, Family 
Involvement, and Degree of Reading Comprehension Deficiency 
Group Membership - Recidivist, Nonrecidivist 
Predictor Variable  Discriminant Function Coefficent 

Degree of Reading 
Comprehension Deficiency 

.848 

Severity of Offense .481 

Age of 1st Adjudicated 
Offense  

.108 

Family Involvement .089 

 

The loading matrix of correlations between predictors and discriminant 

functions for this analysis suggests that degree of reading comprehension 

deficiency best discriminates between recidivists and nonrecidivists. With 

loadings of .876 and .528, respectively (>.50), the reading comprehension grade 

deficiency and severity of offense variables separate recidivists from 

nonrecidivists. Loadings for the other two variables were as follows:  age of first 

adjudicated offense = .090 and family involvement = -.078 (all <.50).  

Using severity of offense, age of first adjudicated offense, family 

involvement, and degree of reading comprehension deficiency for the identical 

sample as the first two analyses, 61% (N=17) were classified correctly, compared 

to 39% (N=11) who were incorrectly classified. Like the two previous analyses, 

recidivists were more likely to be classified correctly (hit rate 69.2%) than 

nonrecidivists (hit rate 53.3%). Classification results are presented in Table 4.15. 
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Table 4.15 - Classification Results for Recidivist Status Adding in Degree of 
Reading Comprehension Deficiency 

 

Recidivist 
Status  

Predicted 
Group 

Membership 
for 

Nonrecidivists 

Predicted Group 
Membership for 

Recidivists 

Total 

Original Count 
Nonrecidivists 

8 7 15 

Original Count 
Recidivists 

4 9 13 

% 
Nonrecidivists 

53.3 46.7 100.0 

% Recidivists 30.8 69.2 100.0 

 

Discriminant Analysis with Overall Reading Added 

The final discriminant function analysis, adding in overall reading as a 

predictor variable along with core variables, again yielded weights as shown in 

Table 4.16. As shown by this analysis, the degree of overall reading deficiency 

was weighted most heavily for group membership, followed by severity of 

offense, age of first adjudicated offense and family involvement, respectively. 

Group means and standard deviations are shown in Table 4.18. Once again, chi-

square analyses revealed no significant differences (X2 (4) = .521, p>.05) between 

the two groups. 
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Table 4.16 - Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients 
Predictors - Severity of Offense, Age of 1st Adjudicated Offense, Family 
Involvement, and Degree of Overall Reading Deficiency 
Group Membership - Recidivist, Nonrecidivist 
Predictor Variable  Discriminant Function Coefficent 

Degree of Overall Reading 
Deficiency 

.866 

Severity of Offense .494 

Age of 1st Adjudicated 
Offense  

.171 

Family Involvement .137 

 

Similar to the previous analysis including degree of reading 

comprehension deficiency, the loading matrix for this final analysis involving 

degree of overall reading deficiency suggests that the best predictors for 

distinguishing between recidivists and nonrecidivists are degree of overall reading 

deficiency and severity of offense. With loadings of .859 and .509 (>.50), degree 

of overall reading deficiency and severity of offense separate recidivists from 

nonrecidivists. Remaining variable loadings are as follows:  age of first 

adjudicated offense = .087 and family involvement = -.075 (both <.50). 68% 

(N=19) were classified correctly, compared to 32% (N=9) who were incorrectly 

classified. For this analysis, again, recidivists were more likely to be classified 

correctly (hit rate 69.2%) than nonrecidivists (hit rate 66.7%). Classification 

results are presented in Table 4.17. 
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Table 4.17 - Classification Results for Recidivist Status Adding in Degree of 
Overall Reading Deficiency 

 

Recidivist 
Status  

Predicted 
Group 

Membership 
for 

Nonrecidivists 

Predicted Group 
Membership for 

Recidivists 

Total 

Original Count 
Nonrecidivists 

10 5 15 

Original Count 
Recidivists 

4 9 13 

% 
Nonrecidivists 

66.7 33.3 100.0 

% Recidivists 30.8 69.2 100.0 

 

Table 4.18 - Comparison of Recidivists and Nonrecidivists Groups on Various 
Factors (Severity of Offense, Age of 1st Adjudicated Offense, Family 
Involvement, Reading Decoding  Deficiency, Reading Comprehension 
Deficiency, and Overall Reading Deficiency)  
Variable  Recidivists (N=13) 

(X, S.D.) 
Nonrecidivists (N=15) 

(X, S.D.) 
Severity of Offense X = 3.15 

S.D. = .899 
X = 2.87 

S.D. = .640 
Age of 1st Adjudicated 
Offense 

X = 13 yrs., 11 mos. 
S.D. = 17.9 months 

X = 13 yrs., 9 mos. 
S.D. = 17.8 months 

Family Involvement X = 2.54 
S.D. = .967 

X = 2.60 
S.D. = 1.24 

Degree of Reading 
Decoding Deficiency 

X = 3.68 
S. D. = 2.31 

X = 2.78 
S. D. = 2.14 

Degree of Reading 
Comprehension Defic. 

X = 4.9 
S. D. = 1.57 

X = 3.65 
S. D. = 2.37 

Degree of Overall 
Reading Deficiency 

X = 4.43 
S. D. = 1.71 

X = 3.25 
S. D. = 2.00 
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Summary 

Results for this study have been presented in this chapter in four sections, 

including the following:  demographic characteristics of the sample, academic 

characteristics of the sample, independent and dependent variable data analysis, 

and results of discriminant function analyses. The demographic portion reported 

frequencies on grade level, age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status of 

participants. The second section, academic characteristics of the sample, gave 

information regarding intellectual potential, reading achievement scores, grade 

equivalencies, areas of reading disabilities and/or deficiencies, and level of 

reading intervention in the public schools. Independent and dependent variable 

analyses were presented in the third section and included data on family 

involvement, severity of offense, age of first adjudicated offense, and recidivist 

ratings for study participants.  

The final section reported results for four separate discriminant function 

analyses – the core analysis, along with three additional analyses adding in degree 

of reading decoding deficiency, degree of reading comprehension deficiency, and 

overall reading deficiency with the core variables. Each analysis reported 

discriminant function coefficients, group means, standard deviations, chi-square, 

Wilks’ Lambda, F values, significance levels, matrix loadings, and classification 

results.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

 This chapter culminates this research project. First, a brief synopsis of this 

research study, including background information, research purpose, and research 

procedures is presented. Conclusions and discussion follow regarding the 

relationship of present results to theory and practice, limitations, and implications 

for practice. Finally, recommendations for further research conclude the chapter.  

Synopsis of the Study 

 This synopsis seeks to give an overview of the research project by briefly 

highlighting background information used to generate beginning ideas for this 

study. Next, the purpose of the study is reiterated along with ways this research 

adds to the knowledge base and existing literature in the field. Finally, research 

procedures are outlined for review.  

Background 

 Throughout the past 70 years researchers have repeatedly reported a 

substantial relationship between school failure and juvenile delinquency (Healy, 

1933; Cohen, 1955; Kvaraceus, 1966; Gold, 1978; Dunivant, 1982; Maguin & 

Loeber, 1996). Researchers in the 90s noted that academic failure, especially 

difficulties in reading, is strongly correlated with delinquency in adolescence 

(Maguin & Loeber, 1996; Beebe & Mueller, 1993). Significantly, poor reading 
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skills contribute to the disadvantage affecting competence and growth of 

cognition in adolescents (Williams & McGee, 1994). Findings from a study by the 

Criminal Justice Policy Council (Susswein, 2000) indicated that young, 

uneducated prisoners were 37% less likely to return to prison if they learned to 

read while incarcerated. Additionally, improvements in reading had a greater 

impact on recidivism among younger inmates than older ones. 

The juvenile crime rate has risen dramatically in the U.S. in the past 30 

years. Adolescents, who represent approximately 20% of the population, account 

for approximately 40% of reported crimes, with almost half of these reported 

crimes charged to those under the age of 15 (Walker & Sylwester, 1991). These 

statistics convey the urgent need to investigate factors that predict juvenile 

delinquency, not only to benefit the individuals involved, but also to benefit 

society (Jarvelin et al., 1994). Adjudicated male adolescents must be recognized 

as future contributors to the U.S. economy, political structure, and to the 

formation of American values, instead of additions to populations of the un- and 

underemployed, welfare recipients, and criminals (Johnson, 1999). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to identify factors influencing recidivism of 

adjudicated male offenders with reading disabilities and/or reading deficiencies, 

in order to assist juvenile delinquents in moving away from academic failure, 
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especially in reading, and moving toward academic and social success. With a 

focus on reading deficits, data from this research adds to the existing literature by 

providing additional information on characteristics of adolescent male offenders 

with reading disabilities and/or deficiencies. Findings from this project 

supplement the knowledge base in the field, which may be used to make informed 

decisions regarding appropriate diagnoses of reading deficits, timely and 

appropriate reading interventions, and overall recognition of learning needs for 

adjudicated male adolescents. The overarching goal, then, of this study was to 

construct a method based on support from the literature and this researcher’s 

experience, to aid in better understanding factors that lead to recidivism, 

eventually leading to success of this population.  

Research Procedures 

 This study utilized quantitative methods of inquiry by employing a quasi-

experimental design using discriminant function analysis. By using a traditional 

approach, independent variables (severity of offense, age of first adjudicated 

offense, family involvement) were entered into the analysis. The two central goals 

of this analysis were (1) to find the dimension or dimensions across which 

recidivists and nonrecidivists differ and (2) to classify group membership 

(recidivist or nonrecidivist) according to functions (severity of offense, age of first 

adjudicated offense, and family involvement). Such an analysis evaluates the 
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efficacy of independent or predictor variables (severity of offense, age of first 

adjudicated offense, and family involvement) in discriminating between 

recidivists and nonrecidivists (dependent variable).  

 Therefore, discriminant function analysis identifies linear combinations of 

the predictors that maximize the difference between groups. The goal in analyzing 

discriminant functions for this research project was used specifically to make 

inferences concerning the nature and importance of severity of offense, age of 

first adjudicated offense, and family involvement in differentiating between the 

two groups (recidivists and nonrecidivists).  

Conclusions 

 On average participants in this study were 15-year-old 8th graders living in 

low socioeconomic conditions, were Hispanic, and lived with only one parent. 

Average age of first adjudication was 13 years with at least one serious offense. 

Parents on average were somewhat involved (26-50% of the time) in their sons’ 

lives. The following section contains additional analyses and results of the study.  

Analysis of the Data 

 Intellectually on average participants scored slightly below average 

(X=84.89). Mean Vocabulary scores from the K-BIT (X=80.86) were below 

average, as well; however, mean Matrices scores (X=91.93) were in the average 

range of functioning. Vocabulary tests measure verbal skills, such as word 
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knowledge and verbal concept formation, while Matrices tests measure nonverbal 

skills, such as ability to perceive relationships and complete analogies. 

 Interestingly, 68% of participants (43% at .01 level and 25% at .05 level) 

had statistically significant differences between their verbal (Vocabulary subtest) 

and nonverbal (Matrices subtest) scores on the K-BIT. This significant difference 

may correspond to a difference between an individual’s verbal and nonverbal 

intelligence (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1990). Research evidence indicates that both 

Hispanics and juvenile delinquents are more likely to score higher on nonverbal 

than verbal tests (Kaufman, 1979; Kaufman, 1990), which is the case for this 

study. Explanations for this trend are due to the nature of nonverbal tests being 

language free and less likely to be affected by the person’s culture or language. 

 Academically, on average, participants read significantly below placement 

grade, with below average reading skills in reading decoding (X=81.25), reading 

comprehension (X=73.86), and overall reading (X=75.79). Reading decoding 

skills (6th grade level) were slightly higher on average than either reading 

comprehension or overall reading ability (both 5th grade level). 

 More than half of the sample (57%, N=16) qualified as having a reading 

disability. Discrepancies between measured intellectual potential and reading 

ability were more pronounced in the area of reading comprehension than in basic 

reading skills. This can be explained by the nature of the tests. The Reading 
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Comprehension subtest on the K-TEA requires participants to read passages and 

comprehension questions. Participants, then, answer the questions after they have 

read them individually with no help from the examiner. In contrast, the Reading 

Decoding subtest requires that participants read a list of words. Words are 

sounded out by participants with no comprehension of word meaning required.  

 A vast majority (89%, N=25) of participants exhibited reading 

deficiencies, scoring at least three grade levels below placement grade. Like with 

reading disabilities, reading deficiencies were more pronounced in the area of 

reading comprehension (86%, N=24). 11% (N=3) of participants, however, did 

not exhibit a deficiency of at least three grade levels between their placement 

grade and their grade equivalency scores on the reading tests of the K-TEA. An 

explanation for this is participants may have been placed in grades significantly 

lower than appropriate placement for age.  

 Astoundingly only 32% (N=9) of participants were receiving reading 

intervention from special education. Approximately 40% (N=11) were reported to 

have no intervention in the area of reading, while another 29% (N=8) had no 

information reported. Given that some participants are reading as much as six to 

seven grade levels below placement grade with no reading intervention or no 

knowledge of reading intervention by juvenile justice personnel is overwhelming.  



    

  

 

107

 Family involvement data suggests that weekdays are the prime time for 

active involvement with family members, while weekends are the least likely time 

for such activities. However, when participants were asked what kinds of 

activities took place during active involvement periods, responses were likely to 

include:  watching television, hanging out in the house together, watching movies, 

and eating together. Participants perceived that if family members were in the 

same vicinity as them or even just in the same house as them, active family 

involvement was taking place.    

Results of the Study 

The research question for this study was:  To what degree do biographical 

measures predict recidivism in adjudicated male offenders with reading 

disabilities and/or deficiencies? This question can best be answered by 

determining which variables were the best predictors of group membership as 

either recidivists or nonrecidivists. 

 Three predictor variables (severity of offense, age of first adjudicated 

offense, and family involvement) were chosen for the core discriminant function 

analysis based on support from literature, theory, and personal experience of the 

researcher. According to Beebe and Mueller (1993), the more serious the offense 

of a juvenile delinquent, the more deficient the reading skills. However, this did 

not prove true for this sample. One reason may be due to the small sample size 
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(N=28). Results showed the most deficient reading skills in reading decoding 

(X=3.84) for those with minor offenses, the most deficient reading skills in 

reading comprehension (X=4.56) for those with serious offenses, and the most 

deficient overall reading skills (X=3.94) for those with repeated serious offenses. 

These data indicate that severity of offense did not coincide with the most 

deficient reading skills as a whole. However, severity of offense was the best 

predictor of recidivist status in the core analysis and the second best predictor in 

the analysis adding in reading decoding as a predictor.  

 Archwamety and Katsiyannis (2000) found that the younger the age of 

first adjudicated offense, the lower the levels of reading achievement. Such 

predictions were found to be true for this study, as well. When analysis was 

completed on age of first adjudication and levels of reading deficiencies in 

decoding, comprehension, and overall reading ability, results showed that 12 year 

old participants were the most likely to have the most deficient levels of reading 

in all three areas:  reading decoding (X=4.47), reading comprehension (X=5.63), 

and overall reading ability (X=5.13). However, age of first adjudication did prove 

to be a good predictor of recidivist status in the discriminant function analyses.  

 Edwards (1996) concluded that adolescents with less involvement in and 

attachment to their family units were more likely to be involved in delinquent 

behavior. This statement was conclusive for this study, as well. When means for 
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family involvement for both recidivists and nonrecidivists were compared, 

nonrecidivists (X=2.6) are slightly more likely to have higher family involvement 

than recidivists (2.5). Like age of first adjudication, family involvement, too, did 

not show to be a good predictor of recidivist status.  

 Canonical discriminant function coefficients for the core analysis 

produced a formula to determine profiles for recidivists and nonrecidivists. The 

formula is as follows:   

Recidivism = -.058(FI) + .015(AFO) + 1.281(SOf) – 6.128.  

Values of each variable can be inserted into the formula to determine 

classification of the participant as a recidivist or nonrecidivist. Functions at group 

centroids showed negative values for nonrecidivists and positive values for 

recidivists. Therefore, according to this formula, recidivists would more likely 

have low family involvement, be younger at the time of first adjudication, and 

have minor offenses. In contrast, a nonrecidivist would more likely have high 

family involvement, be older at the time of first adjudication, and have more 

serious offenses.  

 Findings for this analysis are surprising for the severity of offense 

variable. According to the literature (Archwamety & Katsiyannis, 2000), 

expectations are that juvenile offenders who recidivate are more likely to have 

more serious offenses. However, data from this study show the opposite to be 
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true. Participants with more serious offenses were not classified as recidivists. 

Reasons for this could be due to the small sample size or could be explained by 

the severity of the punishment. For example, if a juvenile offender committed a 

more serious offense and had more severe punishments than someone with minor 

offenses, then he may be more likely to exhibit appropriate behavior and less 

likely to recidivate. In contrast someone who receives mild repercussions and 

views the punishment as lax may be more likely to recidivate until the punishment 

is harsher. With more severe limitations on the delinquent, he will most likely 

want to escape harsher punishments and begin to behave more appropriately 

(Archwamety & Katsiyannis). 

Other discriminant analyses involving reading scores are interesting to 

examine, as well. The analysis adding in degree of overall reading deficiency 

produced the best results. For this analysis, 67% (N=10) of participants were 

correctly classified as nonrecidivists, while 69% (N=9) were correctly classified 

as recidivists. On average the overall reading deficiency for recidivists was at 

least four years deficient in overall reading ability (X=4.43), while the mean 

deficiency for nonrecidivists was approximately three years deficient (X=3.25). 

Recidivists, then, are better predicted because scores in reading ability are more 

deficient than nonrecidivists. This is the reason degree of overall reading 

deficiency is a good predictor of group membership.  
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Likewise, on the other two analyses, measures of reading deficiencies 

were good predictors for much the same reason. The analysis using degree of 

reading decoding deficiency produced slightly better results than did the one 

using degree of reading comprehension deficiency. On the analysis adding in 

reading decoding deficiency, approximately 69% (N=9) of participants were 

correctly classified as recidivists, while 60% (N=9) were correctly classified as 

nonrecidivists. Results for the analysis involving degree of reading 

comprehension were not as high, with a hit rate of 69% for recidivists and 53% 

for nonrecidivists; however, results were more accurate than those produced in the 

core analysis.  

Given results from all analyses, determinations can be made about factors 

that are good predictors of group membership as either recidivists or 

nonrecidivists. In all four analyses, recidivists were predicted at a higher rate than 

were nonrecidivists. Group membership was classified according to functions of 

severity of offense, degree of reading decoding deficiency, degree of reading 

comprehension deficiency, and degree of overall reading deficiency; therefore, 

these variables can be delineated as factors most likely to influence recidivism. 

Groups did not appear to differ on dimensions of age of first adjudicated offense 

and family involvement; therefore, these variables were not good predictors of 

recidivist status.  



    

  

 

112

Discussion 

 The final section of this chapter reports the relationship of present research 

results to established theory and research. In addition, limitations of the study and 

implications for practice are reviewed. Finally, recommendations for further 

research are discussed. 

Relationship of Present Results to Theory and Research 

 Poremba (1975) best described the basis of school failure theory, the 

theory of focus for this study. He stated, “Juvenile delinquency is the consequence 

of human failure, compounded by a system, or a series of systems, that either does 

not understand that failure or does nothing about it. Delinquents, in large part, 

suffer this failure early in school, frequently because of a number of learning 

disabilities” (p. 123). Hence, the school failure theory states that reading 

disabilities produce academic failure, which, directly or indirectly, results in 

delinquent behavior (Murray, 1976; Post, 1981). Present results support this 

theory. Clearly, participants in this study have experienced difficulty in reading. 

Whether diagnosed with reading disabilities or not, participants as a whole are 

reading significantly below grade level, some as much as seven grade levels 

below placement grade. With no question, this is academic failure in the area of 

reading. Many participants (40%) have received no intervention for these areas of 

deficiency, while for another 29% information is unknown whether they are 
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receiving services or not. Furthermore, the result for all participants has been 

involvement in the juvenile justice system as juvenile offenders.  

 Over 30 years ago, Mulligan (1969) noted that a significantly large 

number of children with reading disabilities were classified juvenile offenders. 

72% of these offenders were reading significantly below their grade level. For this 

sample, an increase is obvious with 89% showing reading deficiencies, 

performing at least three levels below their placement grade. Mulligan attributed 

this high incidence to increased levels of frustration and successive failures 

throughout their school years. He believed the only recourse for these adolescents 

was to act out, both in school and in society. Perhaps the same reasoning could 

explain an even higher incidence three decades later. 

 Poremba (1975) and Grande (1988) documented characteristics of juvenile 

offenders as having normal IQ, 13.5 years of age, and achieving three to five 

years below academic grade level. While data from this study shows different 

results for intellectual potential (X=84.89), mean age of first adjudication 

(X=13.9) and degree of overall reading deficiency (X=3.8) are similar to previous 

research. In 1984 Meltzer found that 45% of 13-16 year old juvenile offenders 

were deficient in reading. If using the original 42 probationers that were referred 

for the study, 59% (N=25) would be determined reading deficient, an increase 

from Meltzer’s report in the early 80s.  
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 More recently Snyder and Sickmund (1999) predicted Hispanic juvenile 

offenders would increase 59% between 1995 and 2015. Data from the present 

study shows a majority of Hispanic participants (75%), primarily due to ethnicity 

of the referred population. In addition, Lawrence (1998) reported that poor and 

minority students would more likely experience school failure, be labeled 

delinquent, and end up in juvenile justice systems. This report proved true for this 

sample (93% minority) with 83% considered low socioeconomic status and 6% 

considered at the poverty level. 

 Results from this study also support Siegel and Himel’s (1998) prediction 

that students from low socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to be 

classified poor readers than as having a disability, even though they have the same 

degree of reading difficulty. This means when discrepancy formulas, using 

intelligence score and achievement score discrepancies, are used to determine 

eligibility for reading disabilities, students with low socioeconomic status are 

discriminated against because they are found ineligible for services when indeed 

there is a need (Siegel, 1999). For this sample, only 57% (N=16) met eligibility 

criteria as having a reading disability, while 89% (N=25) were reading deficient.  

Limitations 

 Limitations for this study are concentrated in four main areas. They are as 

follows:  (1) limited generalizations, (2) unavailable data, (3) measurement of the 
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family involvement variable, and (4) definition of a reading disability. First, 

generalizability of results is limited due to the not only the convenience of the 

sample used, but also to the small sample size. Because the sample is local and 

nonrandomized, results may not generalize to other juvenile justice systems in the 

State of Texas or across the United States. However, even though the sample size 

was quite small, the researcher gained valuable experience from completing this 

research project. 

 The second limitation centers on unavailable data. Approximately 30% of 

participants had no data reported for level of reading intervention, while 36% of 

participants had no data reported for monthly income in dollar amount, the 

socioeconomic status category. Some probation officers noted that this 

information was unavailable, while others left the categories blank. 

 According to the Council for Learning Disabilities (CLD) Research 

Committee minimum standards for the description of participants should be 

included when conducting learning disabilities research. Such standards call for 

the following items to be included when describing participants:  Number of 

participants, age (both mean and range) utilized, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic 

status, grade level (both time in special education placement and level of 

placement), intelligence scores (mean, range, and tests used), overall academic 

achievement (mean of standard score, standard deviation, and range), specific 
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academic achievement (mean of standard score, standard deviation, and range), 

and location of participants (both geographic region and locale (urban, rural)) 

(Rosenberg, Bott, Majsterek, Chiang, Simmons, Gartland, Wesson, Graham, 

Smith-Myles, Miller, Swanson, Bender, Rivera, & Wilson, 1994). This study 

lacks the specifics regarding the amount of time in special education placement 

and level of placement for each participant, which is considered a limitation to the 

overall study. 

 Measuring the family involvement variable is difficult and resulted in 

another study limitation. Much of the difficulty lies in defining this variable and 

specifically describing family involvement. Judgments are made by researchers as 

to what active involvement by family members actually looks like. For example, 

present studies (Cashwell & Vacc, 1996; Edwards, 1996; Morrison & Cosden, 

1997) use terminology such as good parenting skills, flexibility, cohesion, and 

positive parental relationships; however, in examination of the research, these 

terms are never defined in observable terms, primarily for reasons of individual 

perception. In addition, no verification process was completed for family 

involvement data.  

 Finally, the fourth limitation revolves around defining a learning 

disability, and hence, a reading disability. With some certainty, school 

professionals realize the dilemma of identifying students with learning disabilities 
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who are not truly learning disabled, and failing to identify those who truly are 

disabled. Using IQ testing and the discrepancy concept may be destructive for 

students who differ from the norm (Gunderson & Siegel, 2001). Many students 

with learning difficulties who are in need of assistance do not meet the eligibility 

criteria of a student with a learning disability by using the discrepancy formula. 

Therefore, these students do not receive the help they need (Gunderson & Siegel, 

2001).    

Implications for Practice 

  Early, intensive behavioral and academic interventions must be provided 

in the school environment. Such intensive, continual intervention is “essential in 

order to make a functional difference in the lives of incarcerated youth” 

(Malmgren & Leone, 2000, p. 246). Given that poor school achievement is a 

common characteristic of students in early grades and delinquent behavior in 

adolescence, school personnel have to overcome a fear of identifying students too 

early due to concern over stigmatizing them. This means that school personnel, as 

well as mental health and social service providers, must refer students early on in 

their academic careers in order to avoid the bleak outcomes of most juvenile 

offenders (Zabel & Nigro, 2001). “Children’s early developmental experiences 

help shape their self-concept, sense of efficacy, and motivation for learning as 

well as their understanding of the larger world around them and their beliefs about 
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their roles and status in school and society. Therefore, it is important to create 

learning environments that are supportive of children’s total social, cognitive, 

physical, ethical, and emotional development, and that are responsive to their 

needs as individuals” (Osher et al., 2001, p. 7).  

The roles of both juvenile justice and school personnel are multi-faceted in 

meeting the needs of juvenile offenders with special needs. School personnel 

should investigate ways to obtain as many services deemed necessary and 

appropriate for their students by actively working with other agencies, both within 

and outside the school environment. In order to do this effectively, 

communication lines must remain open among professionals working with 

juvenile delinquents. For example, teachers, parents and probation officers should 

share information regarding developmental levels of the adolescents. Juvenile 

justice personnel should be aware of their probationers’ academic levels in school 

in order to help make appropriate decisions for placement. Interagency 

collaboration is a must for all parties involved with juvenile offenders. 

School personnel, as well as juvenile justice personnel, must be keen 

observers and gather meaningful data on students to ensure that they are referred 

for services when they are in need. Upon determination of the need for any type 

of remedial programs, school personnel, along with the parents and juvenile 
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justice personnel, must design appropriate educational goals for each student 

enrolled.  

 Successful strategies for teaching reading must be implemented in the 

educational framework of the student. Such strategies might include reading aloud 

and previewing books, reading short, meaningful passages several times until a 

satisfactory level of fluency is reached (repeated reading), and engaging in choral 

repeated reading and peer-supported reading (Bos & Vaughn, 2002). Strategies 

for teaching reading comprehension might include activating background 

knowledge on the topic, predicting what will happen, generating questions about 

the topic, clarifying unclear concepts, summarizing main ideas in the text, and 

checking for understanding (Bos & Vaughn). Adapting these strategies to the 

individual need of the student is a must “to make instruction more explicit with 

greater opportunities for modeling, practice, and feedback” (p. 226). 

These interventions should be continually assessed by all involved parties, 

including school personnel, juvenile justice personnel, and parents to make sure 

remediation strategies are successful for students. If interventions are not 

working, then new ones must be developed. “The universal interventions 

implemented by schools should be part of a culturally competent school 

foundation that maximizes academic success, provides positive behavioral 

support, and addresses the emotional needs of all students” (Osher et al., 2001, p. 
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10). “However, interventions must be done in a manner that avoids the pitfalls of 

fragmentation, inappropriateness, self-fulfilling prophecies, and segregation” ( p. 

11).  

“Reading difficulty is a serious problem – increasingly so in a competitive 

economy where those lacking high-level literacy skills are disadvantaged” 

(Stanovich, 1999, p. 355). Students with reading delays need more than just 

reading instruction. They need sufficient resources such as quality programs 

across the curriculum characterized by continuous, collaborative staff 

development, congruence between remedial and regular programs, and ample 

instructional time in which to learn and apply what has been taught (Gaskins, 

1998). 

The school’s role is an integral part in meeting both academic and social 

needs of the juvenile delinquent population. As discussed throughout this paper, 

the school contributes to problems in juvenile offenders with special needs (Gold, 

1978; Dunham & Albert, 1987; Osher, Woodruff, & Sims, 2001). Some of these 

contributing factors included inappropriate diagnosis of students experiencing 

learning problems, specifically reading difficulties, lack of attention to 

appropriate remediation strategies, and failure to provide appropriate strategies for 

teaching reading skills.  
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More importantly, however, the school has an opportunity to aide in 

reaching solutions to the same problems. This can be accomplished by allowing 

students access to remedial programs, identifying students early in their school 

careers as needing services, and most significantly, appropriately diagnosing 

students and planning interventions. When students have access to remedial 

programs and are diagnosed appropriately, they can begin to be instructed at a 

pace and level appropriate for each of them. By planning interventions targeted to 

each student’s needs, education becomes individualized and puts the student on 

the road to success. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

In order to remediate limitations of the present study, recommendations 

for further research are suggested. Gathering longitudinal data across states from a 

larger sample is recommended. In addition, data regarding intervention, offenses 

and level of reading deficiency is recommended to be gathered on individuals at 

different levels in the juvenile justice system – one just entering as a new 

probationer, one approaching 17 years of age who would move into the adult 

prison system, and one who has been in the system since early teen years and 

continues to recidivate. These changes to the present study would increase 

external validity, making results more generalizable across persons and settings. 
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 In order to increase the amount of reported data on socioeconomic status 

and level of reading intervention, researchers in future studies are recommended 

to have procedures in place to interview parents and teachers to obtain such data. 

This would require additional consent forms for communication with school 

personnel. Having the level of interventions and specific remediation strategies 

that have been tried would be extremely beneficial in knowing how to remediate 

individual deficits in reading. 

 A more in-depth measure of family involvement over a period of time is 

also suggested. Observations of family activities both at home, in the community, 

and through the juvenile justice system would give additional knowledge about 

the level of active family involvement. Perhaps gathering specific information 

regarding activities in which parents have been asked to participate and which 

ones have actually been carried out would be helpful. Caution must be given in 

measuring this variable, however, due to the amount of judgment and perception 

involved in making decisions about which activities truly constitute family 

involvement.  

Finally, given the present controversy over defining learning disabilities in 

the area of reading, a broad definition, such as the one utilized in this study for 

those with reading deficiencies may be the best solution in further research. 

According to a survey of 51 state departments of education (including 
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Washington, DC), 73% (n=37) of the states have chosen not to define learning 

disabilities in terms of intelligence. Many states are likely to emphasize that 

methods for identification of learning disabilities are only guidelines with the 

final decision about identification and placement coming from the 

multidisciplinary team (Mercer et al., 1996). All in all, there are no differences 

between disabled and poor readers on measures of the processes most directly 

related to reading (Siegel, 1992; Stanovich & Siegel, 1994; Toth & Siegel, 1994). 

Summary 

 This chapter has given an overview of this research project. First a 

synopsis of the study is presented, including background information, purpose of 

the study, and research procedures. Analysis of data and results of the overall 

study follow in the conclusion section. Finally, the chapter concludes with a 

discussion section addressing relationship of present results to theory and 

research, limitations of the study, implications for practice, and recommendations 

for further research.  
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Appendix A:  Independent and Dependent Variables 
 

Family Involvement (IV) 
% of active involvement in assigned activities by probation officer or court 
Coded: 0-25% - Uninvolved; 26-50% Somewhat Involved; 51-75% - Involved; 
76-100% - Fully Involved 
 
AND 
 
Questionnaire completed by each participant on amount of time spent with family 
on weekdays, evenings, and weekends 
Coded: 3-5.5 points - Uninvolved; 5.6-8 points - Somewhat Involved; 8.1 - 10.5 
points - Involved; 10.6-12 points - Fully Involved 
 
Severity of Offense (IV) 
"1" - One minor difficulty where poorly established or minor involvement in a 
delinquent act is noted 
 
"2" - Minor offenses, such as destruction of property, drinking, one or more traffic 
offenses, curfew violations, etc. 
 
"3" - One serious offense, such as auto theft, grand larceny, or more than one less 
serious offense (assault, disorderly conduct, malicious destruction of property, 
shoplifting, flagrant curfew violations, or truancy) 
 
"4" - Repeated offenses, such as auto theft, burglary, grand larceny, and/or sexual 
assault accompanied by less serious offenses 
 
Age of 1st Offense (IV) 
Age in years of the participant at the time of his first adjudicated offense. 
 
Date of first adjudicated offense - Date of birth 
 
Recidivist Rating (DV) 
Recidivist = subsequent adjudicated offenses have occurred within six months 
after the first adjudicated offense date 
 
Nonrecidivist = no additional offenses within six months after the first 
adjudicated offense date 
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Appendix B 
 

Family Involvement Questionnaire 
 
Read each question. Then circle the answer that best describes the 
amount of time you spend with your family. If you have questions, 
ask the examiner for help. 

 
1. How much time do you spend with family members on the 

weekdays? 
 

a.)  less than 1 hour 
b.)  1 - 3 hours 
c.)  3 -5 hours 
d.)  more than 5 hours 
 

2. How much time do you spend with family members in the 
evenings? 

 
a.) less than 1 hour 
b.)  1 - 3 hours 
c.)  3 -5 hours 
d.) more than 5 hours 
 

3. How much time do you spend with family members on the 
weekends? 

 
a.) less than half a day (12 hrs. or less) 
b.) at least one full day (up to 24 hrs.) 
c.) more than a full day (up to 36 hrs.) 
d.) most of Saturday and Sunday (up to 48 hrs.) 
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Appendix C 
Study Design for Juvenile Offenders with Reading 

Disabilities/Deficiencies 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FI 

 

SOf 

 

AFO

Nonrecidivists 
Hit rate 53.3% 

________________________

Recidivists 
Hit rate 53.8% 

(DV) 

FI + SOf + AFO = REC 
 
b1FI+ b2SOf + b3AFO = REC 
 
-.058(FI) + 1.281(SOf) + .015(AFO)-6.128 = REC 
 

IV Key 
FI = Family Involvement 
SOf = Severity of Offense
AFO = Age of 1st Offense 
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Appendix D:  Pamphlet 
Free Testing 

How well does your son read? 
 

How well does your son understand 
verbally and nonverbally? 

 

 
 

Find out now! 
 

Your son has the opportunity to participate in a study free of 
charge that will give you this information about your son.  
 
As part of the study, you will receive a report free of charge 
with your son’s scores in both reading and cognitive skills.  
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What makes my son eligible for the study? 
1) He is a male. 
2) He is between the ages of 10 and 16. 
3) He is on probation for adjudicated delinquent conduct. 

 
What is the study about? 
This study may give information about how reading relates to 
breaking the law. 

 
 
To learn more or to sign your son up to 

participate, please contact: 
 Jill Keith 

Student Researcher  
University of Texas 

 251-9964 or 
jmkeith@mail.utexas.edu 

 
Note:  Along with being a student researcher, Mrs. Keith has had 
over 13 years experience in the public schools as both a teacher and 
school psychologist.  
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Appendix E 

 
CONSENT FORM 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN READING ABILITY AND BREAKING 
THE LAW 

 
 Your son is invited to participate in a study of the relationship between 
reading ability and breaking the law.  My name is Jill M. Keith, and I am a 
doctoral student in the Special Education Administration Program in the Special 
Education Department at the University of Texas at Austin.  This study will 
provide information for my doctoral dissertation.  Over the course of one year, we 
hope to gain a better understanding of the relationships between reading abilities 
of male adolescents with reading disabilities or reading deficiencies (at least three 
grade levels deficient) in probation services and their rates of breaking the law. 
Your son was identified as a possible study participant because he is a male 
juvenile between the ages of 10 and 16 on probation for adjudicated delinquent 
conduct.  I hope to obtain data from 30 participants. 
 
 All juveniles who agree to participate in this study will be administered 
two standardized tests and a family involvement questionnaire containing three 
questions.  The Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT) and reading subtests 
from the Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement (K-TEA) will be used. In 
addition, your son will be asked how much time he spends with family members 
on weekdays, evenings, and weekends. Your son's responses on the family 
involvement questionnaire and his scores on both the K-BIT and the K-TEA will 
be kept confidential. This means that I will be able to determine who gave which 
responses, but will prevent others from linking names and responses on the tests.  
The K-BIT will allow me to measure your son's verbal and nonverbal cognitive 
skills, while the K-TEA reading subtests will provide me with information about 
your son's basic reading and reading comprehension skills. The family 
involvement questionnaire allows me to gain information about how much time 
your son spends with family members.   
 

I will assign all participants a code number, which I will place on each test 
form and questionnaire.  All test forms and questionnaires will be kept in a secure 
place.  In addition, your son's past and current probation records will be reviewed 
over the next year and may include a review of subsequent offenses within a six 
month period from the beginning date of the adjudicated probation term in effect 
during the study. Such subsequent offenses may have occurred after he was no 
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longer under juvenile court supervision. Data will be gathered from probation 
services personnel for further information, including current grade in school, 
current age, ethnicity, level of family income, level of family involvement, level 
of reading services at school, who lives with you, age of first offense, and the type 
and number of offenses where he was found guilty. By signing this consent form, 
you are giving your permission for me to access these records.  
 
 Your son's scores from both the K-BIT and the K-TEA will be made 
available in a written report to you and probation department personnel free of 
charge.  These scores will provide both you and probation department personnel 
with information regarding your son's intellectual and reading ability. In addition, 
if your son is suspected of having a reading disability or significant reading 
deficiency, you and probation department personnel will be made aware through 
the same written report discussed previously. This report could be used by you, as 
needed, to request additional testing through the special education department at 
your son’s home campus to determine if he needs special education services. This 
study will provide information regarding how reading abilities affect breaking the 
law and will potentially benefit male adolescents, their families, and society.  
Your decision whether or not to allow your son to participate will not affect yours 
or his present or future relations with the University of Texas at Austin or the 
Travis County Juvenile Court.  You may withdraw your permission for your son 
to participate at any time by contacting me directly (phone number listed below). 
 
 Please let me know if you have any questions.  You may call me, Jill M. 
Keith, at (512) 251-9964.  My university supervisor is John D. King, Ed. D., and 
you may call him at 606-3205 if you have specific questions.  If you have any 
questions about your son's treatment as a research participant, call Clarke A. 
Burnham, Ph.D., Chair of the University of Texas Committee for Human 
Research Participants, at 232-4383. 
 
 I acknowledge understanding of this consent form and give my permission 
for my son to participate in this study.  In addition, I have been given a copy of 
this consent form for my personal records. 
_________________________________ 
Name of Son (Please print) 
_________________________________  ________________________ 
Parent/Guardian's Name (Please print)  Parent/Guardian Signature 
_________________________________ 
Date 

Signature of Researcher 
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Appendix F 

 
ASSENT FORM 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN READING ABILITY AND BREAKING 
THE LAW 

 
 I agree to be in a study to measure the relationship between reading ability 
and breaking the law.  This study has been explained to me by my 
mother/father/guardian and he or she has given permission for me to participate. 
 
 I agree to be given the Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT) and the 
reading subtests of the Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement (K-TEA), 
along with a family involvement questionnaire with three questions.  Results of 
the K-BIT and K-TEA will be given to my parents and probation department 
personnel upon completion through a written report. Responses on test forms and 
the questionnaire will be kept confidential. In addition, during the year of study I 
know and agree to my probation records being viewed for past, current and 
subsequent offenses for which I am found guilty. Subsequent offenses are those 
within a six month period from the beginning date of the adjudicated probation 
term in effect during the study and may include those which occurred after I was 
no longer under juvenile court supervision. Other data sources to be accessed 
include probation services personnel for information such as current grade in 
school, current age, ethnicity, level of family income, level of family 
involvement, level of reading services at school, who lives with you, age of first 
offense, and the type and number of offenses where you were found guilty.  
 
 My signature on this form means that this information was read to me and 
that I agree to be a participant in this study.  If I change my mind at any time, I 
can withdraw from the study without affecting my relationship with Travis 
County Juvenile Court or The University of Texas at Austin. 
 
____________________________ 
Adolescent's Name (Please print) 
 
____________________________                             ______________________ 
Adolescent's Signature                                                 Date 
 
____________________________                             ______________________ 
Researcher's Signature                                                 Date 
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Appendix G 
Participant Information Form 

 
Today’s Date: (mm/dd/yy) __________________ 

 
Probation Officer:  ________________  Case Manager:  __________________  
 
Participant’s Name:      _____________________________________________ 
 
Current Grade: ________ Date of Birth: (mm/dd/yy) ___________________ 
Age of 1st Adjudicated Offense:  __________ Ethnicity:  ______________ 
 
How many adjudicated offenses have occurred within six months after the 
first adjudicated offense date?  _______________________________________ 
 
What is the monthly income in dollar amount for the family of the 
participant?  ______________________________________________________ 
 
Who currently lives with the participant?  _____________________________ 
 
What is the percentage of active involvement by the parents or guardians of 
the participant in assigned activities by you as the probation officer or the 
court? (For example, if you or the court have requested that parents or guardians 
participate in four activities, such as anger management, court appearances, 
meetings, etc., and the parents attended only one of these activities, then the 
percentage of participation would be 25% or 1 out of 4 activities.) Circle the 
most appropriate percentage that describes the parent or guardian 
involvement. 

a) 0-25% involvement 
b) 26-50% involvement 
c) 51-75% involvement 
d) 76-100% involvement 

 
What level of reading intervention has the participant received in the public 
schools? (For example, has the participant received any reading intervention 
through content mastery or resource in special education or been tutored for 
reading?) _________________________________________________________ 
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What is the severity of the participant’s most recent offense? Circle the most 
appropriate description of the participant’s most recent offense. 

a) One minor difficulty where poorly established or minor involvement 
in a delinquent act is noted 

b) Minor offenses, such as destruction of property, drinking, one or more 
traffic offenses, curfew violations, etc. 

c) One serious offense, such as auto theft, grand larceny, or more than 
one less serious offense (assault, disorderly conduct, malicious 
destruction of property, shoplifting, flagrant curfew violations, or 
truancy) 

d) Repeated offenses, such as auto theft, burglary, grand larceny, and/or 
sexual assault accompanied by less serious offenses 

 
Over time what is the participant’s most serious offense? Circle the most 
appropriate description of the participant’s most serious offense. 

a) One minor difficulty where poorly established or minor involvement 
in a delinquent act is noted 

b) Minor offenses, such as destruction of property, drinking, one or more 
traffic offenses, curfew violations, etc. 

c) One serious offense, such as auto theft, grand larceny, or more than 
one less serious offense (assault, disorderly conduct, malicious 
destruction of property, shoplifting, flagrant curfew violations, or 
truancy) 

d)   Repeated offenses, such as auto theft, burglary, grand larceny, and/or 
sexual assault accompanied by less serious offenses 

 
 
 
11/01 
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Appendix H:  Cover Letter to Parent for Participant Report 

 
 
Jill M. Keith, M.Ed. 
UT Student Researcher 
707 Cedar Lane 
Pflugerville, Texas 78660 
(512) 251-9964 
 
 
Mr./Ms.  
Address  
Austin, TX 787__ 
 
 
Date, 2002 
 
 
Dear Ms.,  
 
Enclosed find a copy of the psychoeducational report on your son, ____. This is 
your copy of the report agreed upon to be provided to you when you gave your 
consent for him to be tested as part of the reading study through Gardner-Betts. If 
you have any questions regarding the results in this report, please contact me, Jill 
M. Keith, at (512) 251-9964. Thank you for allowing your son to participate in 
the assessment.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Jill M. Keith, M. Ed. 
UT Student Researcher 
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Appendix I:  Participant Report 
 

CONFIDENTIAL PSYCHOEDUCATIONAL REPORT 
 

Name:      Age:   Grade:   
 
Date of Birth:    Date of Testing:   
 
Probation Officer:   Examiner:  Jill M. Keith, M. Ed.  
 
PURPOSE: 
The purpose of this assessment is to gain information on reading achievement, 
intellectual functioning, and family involvement of adjudicated male adolescents 
between the ages of 10-16 to meet requirements for Jill Keith’s research project. 
Purposes of the overall project are to investigate the relationship of reading 
achievement to recidivism in male adolescents and to fulfill requirements for 
Keith’s dissertation at the University of Texas at Austin. Benefits of the study 
include providing additional predictive information for recidivism of male 
juvenile offenders with reading disabilities/deficiencies.  
 
Information contained in this psychoeducational report is confidential and 
intended only for use by Travis County Juvenile Probation Department personnel 
and participants’ families. If persons other than those indicated wish to view 
and/or use information reported in this document, permission must be obtained 
from both the examiner, Jill M. Keith, and the parent of the participant.  
 
TESTS ADMINISTERED: 
Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement (K-TEA) 
 Reading Decoding 
 Reading Comprehension 
Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT) 
Family Involvement Questionnaire 
 
RESULTS: 
 
K-TEA 
The K-TEA reading subtests are individually administered measures of reading 
achievement of children and adolescents in grades 1 through 12 and are designed 
to determine levels of literacy skill. Results obtained offer reliable standard scores 
in specific domains of Reading Decoding and Reading Comprehension.  
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The Reading Decoding subtest is a recognition subtest measuring the ability to 
identify letters and pronounce words of gradually increasing difficulty. @ 
obtained a standard score of ___(X=100; S.D.=15) and a percentile rank of __. 
This score places him in the ____ average range in word recognition, which is at 
the ___ grade level and ___ year old age level.  
 
The Reading Comprehension subtest is a comprehension subtest measuring the 
ability to respond either gesturally or verbally to commands that are given in 
printed sentences. @ achieved a standard score of ___ (X=100; S.D.=15) and a 
percentile rank of ___. This score places him in the ____ average range in reading 
comprehension, which is at the ___ grade level and ____ year old age level.  
 
@ scored an overall reading composite of ___ (X=100; S.D.=15) with a percentile 
rank of ___. This score places him in the ___ average range for overall reading 
skills, which is at the ___ grade level and ____ year old age level.  
 
K-BIT 
The K-BIT is a brief, individually administered measure of verbal and nonverbal 
intelligence. Divided into two subtests, Vocabulary and Matrices, the K-BIT 
measures vocabulary skills, nonverbal skills, and the ability to solve new 
problems.  
 
The Vocabulary subtests consist of Expressive Vocabulary and Definitions, which 
both measure verbal, school-related skills by assessing word knowledge and 
verbal concept formation. @ received a standard score of ___ (X=100; S.D.=15) 
on the Vocabulary subtest, placing him in the ____ average range and at the ___ 
percentile. 
 
The Matrices subtest uses pictures and abstract designs, rather than words, to 
assess  ability to perceive relationships and complete analogies. On this subtest @ 
obtained a standard score of ___ (X=100; S.D.=15), placing him in the ___ 
average range and at the ___ percentile. 
 
@’s overall composite score of ___ (X=100; S.D.=15) places him in the ____ 
average range and at the ____ percentile.  
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Family Involvement Questionnaire 
@ responded with ease on the Family Involvement Questionnaire. He indicated 
that he spends time with family members on the weekdays, in the evenings, and 
on the weekends. Activities include the following:    
 
SCORE SYNOPSIS: 

K-TEA    Standard Score % Age Grade 
     (X=100; S.D.=15) Rank Equiv. Equiv.  
Reading Decoding        
Reading Comprehension       
Reading Composite        
 
K-BIT     Standard Score % Range 
     (X=100;S.D.=15) Rank 
Vocabulary        
Matrices        
IQ Composite        
 
DETERMINATION OF A DISCREPANCY 
(A significant discrepancy constitutes at least 16 points) 
 
Reading Decoding = IQ Composite =   Standard Score Difference =  
 
Reading Comprehension =  IQ Composite =  Standard Score Difference =  
 
SUMMARY 
@ exhibits a significant discrepancy between his reading decoding score and his 
intelligence composite score, as well as between his reading comprehension score 
and his intelligence composite score. Given these discrepancies, he does qualify 
as a participant for this research project and does appear to exhibit a reading 
disability in both areas of reading decoding and reading comprehension. 
 
 
_____________________________    ________________________ 
Jill M. Keith, M.Ed.      Date 
Licensed Specialist in School Psychology 
Nationally Certified School Psychologist 
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