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Abstract
Consistent with virtually all other states in the nation, in the mid-1990s legislation was enacted in
Pennsylvania to address increasing concerns about serious and violent juvenile offending. This
legislation included provisions for facilitating the transfer of violent juvenile offenders to adult
criminal court. The current study examines contemporary practitioner perceptions of juvenile
transfer to adult court, with regard to the number of juveniles transferred, the effectiveness of
this practice, and the appropriate minimum age for transfer to occur. Utilizing statewide survey
data, comparisons are made between juvenile court judges, probation officers, prosecutors, and
public defenders, and other predictors are assessed. The findings indicate modest overall support
for transferring juveniles to adult court, with various significant differences across practitioner

groups. Policy implications are discussed.
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Practitioner Perceptions of Juvenile Transfer in Pennsylvania

Throughout much of the 1990s, both during and following years of rising juvenile violent
crime arrest rates, policy-makers and practitioners moved rapidly to strengthen the procedures
and sanctions available for handling serious and violent adolescent offenders (Howell, 1997,
Snyder & Sickmund, 1999, 2006). Growing concerns about a nationwide youth violence
epidemic and the perceived emergence of juvenile “super-predators” (Dilulio, 1995, 1996)
fueled the passage of laws that sought to deemphasize traditional juvenile court philosophy and
confidentiality, while increasing information sharing, sentencing options, public safety, and
offender accountability to victims and the community. The most popular and politically touted
reform effort emerged in laws that were enacted to ease the process of transferring (also known
as waiving, certifying, or remanding) adolescents to adult criminal court (Bishop, 2000; Fagan &
Zimring, 2000; Jordan, 2006; Kupchik, 2006; Myers, 2001, 2005; Snyder, Sickmund, & Poe-
Yamagata, 2000). By the turn of the century, virtually all states had adopted or modified laws
that were intended to facilitate the transfer of juveniles to the adult criminal justice system
(Adams & Addie, 2009; Griffin, 2003, 2008; Griffin, Torbet, & Szymanski, 1998; Snyder &
Sickmund, 1999, 2006).

This transfer movement appeared to be fueled by strong public support (Feiler & Sheley,
1999; Meddis, 1993; Schwartz, Guo, & Kerbs, 1993; Sprott, 1998; Triplett, 1996). In general,
many citizens seemed to believe that youthful offenders were “getting off easy” in juvenile court,
and that lenient treatment was contributing greatly to increasing levels of violent juvenile crime
(Greenwood, 1995). In the adult system, it was thought that serious and violent adolescent

offenders would be held more accountable and would receive harsher punishment. This, in turn,
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would have a beneficial impact on juvenile crime, by producing greater retribution, stronger
deterrence, and lengthier incapacitation.

Although supportive of transferring serious and violent offenders to adult court, it is
noteworthy that the general public did not actually favor giving juveniles the same sentences as
adults or placing them in adult correctional facilities (Schwartz et al., 1993; Sprott, 1998,
Triplett, 1996). In addition, considerable support was shown for juvenile rehabilitation and
intervention efforts, particularly for younger offenders (Cullen et al., 1998; Mears, Hay, Gertz, &
Mancini, 2007; Moon, Sundt, Cullen, & Wright, 2000; Nagin, Piquero, Scott, & Steinberg,
2006). It is also essential to recognize that expanded juvenile transfer laws generally were not
guided by systematic research and empirical support (Farrington, Ohlin, & Wilson, 1986;
Howell, 1996, 1997; Myers, 2001, 2005; Redding, 2003, 2008). In fact, contemporary research
has greatly questioned the efficacy of this practice. In spite of conditional public support and an
overall lack of confirmatory scientific evidence, modern waiver laws and revisions remain in
place, and both the juvenile and adult criminal justice systems (along with youthful offenders)
are impacted by their presence.

The sheer volume and variety of contemporary policies and practices in American
juvenile justice is difficult to overstate, and whether many of them are effective remains largely
unknown (Howell, 2003; Krisberg, 2005; Mears, Shollenberger, Willison, Owens, & Butts,
2008). The practice of transferring juveniles to adult court, though, has been subjected to a great
deal of research, including examinations of the characteristics of waived youth, case outcomes in
adult court, the recidivism of transferred offenders, and the impact of expanded waiver laws on
aggregate adolescent crime rates (Bishop, 2000; Fagan & Zimring, 2000; Jordan, 2006; Kupchik,

2006; Myers, 2001, 2005; Redding, 2003, 2008). While relatively few research findings have
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been supportive, one notable void in the literature pertains to practitioner views about the use and
effectiveness of this practice (Mears et al., 2008). The current study represents an effort to fill
this identified void.

More specifically, we seek to contribute to further discussions about juvenile transfer
policies by analyzing data from a statewide survey of juvenile court practitioners in
Pennsylvania. Legislative actions in Pennsylvania during the mid-1990s illustrate the way many
states enacted laws pertaining to a variety of juvenile justice issues, including the criminal
prosecution of adolescent offenders (Jordan, 2006; Myers, 2001, 2005; Snyder et al., 2000).
Amid much political fanfare, and in response to statewide increases in youth violence, legislators
in Pennsylvania modified the juvenile code through the passage of Act 33 of 1995 (Griffin, 2006;
Sampson, 1995a, 1995b; Stanley, 1996). In doing so, certain serious and violent juvenile
offenders were statutorily excluded from juvenile court jurisdiction and were charged
automatically as adults. This was done with the expectation that the number of juveniles
processed in adult criminal court would increase substantially, thereby enhancing public safety
and offender accountability.

As part of a larger juvenile justice evaluation project, survey data were collected from
juvenile court judges, prosecutors, public defenders, and probation officers from across
Pennsylvania. Our current analyses focus on practitioner views about: a) whether greater
numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred to the adult criminal justice system; b)
whether statutorily excluding serious and violent offenders from juvenile court jurisdiction is an
effective way to handle this type of juvenile offending; ¢) whether Pennsylvania’s Act 33 has
had a beneficial impact on juvenile crime; and d) at what age individuals should be held

criminally responsible for violent crime. We begin by describing the context of our study, and
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then present the data, methods, and findings. We also discuss the resulting implications for
juvenile justice policy and research.
Context of the Study and Prior Research

All states currently allow certain juveniles to be tried in adult court or otherwise face
adult sanctions, but great variation exists with regard to the specific waiver methods employed
(Adams & Addie, 2009; Griffin, 2008; Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). Three primary mechanisms
exist: 1) judicial waiver, whereby a juvenile court judge makes the decision to transfer an eligible
youth; 2) prosecutorial waiver (also known as concurrent jurisdiction or direct file), which
provides prosecutors with the discretion and authority to file eligible charges in either juvenile or
adult court; and 3) legislative waiver (or statutory exclusion), which exists through state statutes
that exclude certain juvenile offenders from juvenile court jurisdiction and originate eligible
cases in adult criminal court (for detailed discussion of these methods, see Bishop, 2000; Fagan
& Zimring, 2000; Griffin, 2003, 2008; Jordan, 2006; Kupchik, 2006; Myers, 2001, 2005; and
Snyder et al., 2000). Most states employ more than one of these methods simultaneously, and
many add additional provisions for such things as “reverse waiver” or “decertification” from
adult to juvenile court, “once an adult, always an adult” case processing requirements, and
blended sentencing that allows youthful offenders to serve correctional sanctions in both the
juvenile and adult systems and facilities (Griffin, 2008; Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).

All but a few states have judicial waiver provisions, but judicially waived cases likely
represent less than 10% of all juveniles who are processed in the adult criminal system (Bishop,
2000; Howell, 1997; Myers, 2001, 2005). The total number of cases judicially waived to criminal
court peaked in 1994 at 13,000; subsequently, this number declined by 47% to 6,900 cases in

2005 (Adams & Addie, 2009). Only 15 states allow for prosecutorial waiver, but available data
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suggest that the number of prosecutorial waivers nationwide might be double or triple that of
judicial waivers (Bishop, 2000; Snyder & Sickmund, 1999, 2006). Finally, 29 states employ
legislative waiver or statutory exclusion (Griffin, 2008; Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). Although
difficult to estimate, this latter method undoubtedly accounts for the largest number of
transferred juveniles. Overall, based on available police arrest and referral data, along with
juvenile and adult court data, it appears likely that roughly 200,000 or more youths under the
age of 18 are prosecuted annually in adult criminal courts under the various laws, methods, and
procedures available today (Bishop, 2000; Myers, 2005).
Prior Research

During the past several decades, policies and procedures surrounding juvenile transfer to
adult court have been subjected to a great deal of research. Various authors have provided
excellent presentations of the historical development of the waiver process, and numerous
investigators have examined such topics as the offense and offender characteristics of transferred
youth, case outcomes in adult court, the recidivism of transferred offenders, and the impact of
expanded waiver laws on aggregate adolescent crime rates (for thorough reviews of this
literature, see Bishop, 2000; Fagan & Zimring, 2000; Jordan, 2006; Kupchik, 2006; Myers, 2001,
2005; and Redding, 2003, 2008). Although this research has sometimes been of uneven quality
and scientific rigor, many findings and conclusions have indicated limited support at best for
expanded transfer laws.

Research generally indicates, for example, that modern waiver laws have increased the
number of younger offenders who are sent to adult court, but many of these youth subsequently
are directed back to juvenile court through reverse waiver or decertification proceedings (Jordan,

2006; Jordan & Myers, 2007; Snyder et al., 2000). In addition, offense seriousness and prior
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record are consistent predictors of juvenile transfer, but some studies have found high dismissal
and decertification rates even for serious and violent offenders in adult court (Jordan, 2006;
Jordan & Myers, 2007, 2008; Singer, 1996; Snyder et al., 2000). Although violent youth in adult
court tend to experience higher conviction and incarceration rates than youthful property
offenders, case processing time is much longer in adult court than in juvenile court, and many
transferred offenders are released back into the community on bail or after serving relatively
short sentences of incarceration as teenagers (Jordan, 2006; Jordan & Myers, 2008; Bishop,
2000; Fagan, 1995; Myers, 2001, 2005; Podkopacz & Feld, 1996; Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).

Various studies in different jurisdictions also have investigated the impact of expanded
waiver laws on aggregate juvenile crime rates. Singer and McDowall (1988), Jensen and Metsger
(1994), Risler, Sweatman, and Nackerud (1998), and Steiner and Wright (2006) all found
virtually no evidence that expanded waiver laws had a beneficial impact on overall juvenile
offending. In fact, some of their findings revealed increases in aggregate juvenile crime
following the enactment of expanded waiver laws. Levitt (1998), in contrast, did uncover overall
decreases in youth crime as adolescents reach the age of criminal responsibility. This was
particularly true in those states where juvenile and adult sanctions differ significantly in their
severity, suggesting that more punitive punishments imposed by adult courts may deter youth
from offending once they reach the legal age of adulthood. Lee and McCrary (2005), however,
found that adolescent offending rates in Florida were not lowered as youth turned age 18,
indicating that the prospect of adult criminal sanctions was not a general deterrent. Overall, then,
the bulk of empirical evidence suggests that transfer laws have little or no general deterrent

effect on overall juvenile crime, although it is possible that sufficiently publicizing transfer laws
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and educating delinquent youth about the legal consequences of serious and violent offending
could provide some deterrence (Redding, 2008).

With regard to specific deterrence, contemporary research findings appear even more
clear and consistent. Studies comparing youth who were prosecuted as adults with similar
offenders who were handled in the juvenile system have found repeated evidence that transferred
youth exhibit higher levels of recidivism, recidivate sooner, and engage in more serious forms of
recidivism (Bishop, Frazier, Lanza-Kaduce, & Winner, 1996; Fagan, 1995, 1996; Lanza-Kaduce,
Lane, Bishop, & Frazier, 2005; Myers, 2001, 2003, 2005; Podkopacz & Feld, 1996; Redding,
2008; Winner, Lanza-Kaduce, Bishop, & Frazier, 1997). In particular, this research has
established substantially higher recidivism rates for violent offenders prosecuted as adults, while
the findings are more moderate and somewhat mixed for property and drug offenders in adult
court. As summarized by Redding (2008, p. 6), “the extant research provides sound evidence that
transferring juvenile offenders to the criminal court does not engender community protection by
reducing recidivism. On the contrary, transfer substantially increases recidivism.”

One notable gap in the transfer literature pertains to practitioner views about this
response to serious and violent youthful offending and the effectiveness of this practice. Overall,
relatively few studies have investigated practitioner opinions about juvenile justice policies and
procedures, or how to improve the juvenile justice system (Mears et al., 2008). Mears and his
colleagues did recently report on a national survey they conducted to measure how juvenile
justice professionals view modern changes in juvenile justice policy and practice. Their survey
targeted experienced juvenile court judges, prosecutors, public defenders, court administrators,

and chief probation officers from each of the nation’s 300 most populated counties. Based on a
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response rate of 52%, the final sample included 534 juvenile justice professionals who completed
a self-administered questionnaire.

Overall, Mears et al. (2008) found a consensus that the most effective policies and
practices are those focused on specialized or individualized treatment and rehabilitation,
graduated sanctions, and risk and needs assessment, while such approaches as reduced
confidentiality of court records, transfer to adult criminal court, juvenile curfew laws, and
parental accountability generally were not reported to be effective. Prosecutors and public
defenders differed substantially in their views; prosecutors tended to favor more “get tough”
measures, while public defenders held more favorable opinions of rehabilitative programming.
Finally, when asked about ways to improve juvenile justice, practitioners identified expansion of
system resources, greater collaboration within the juvenile justice system and between juvenile
justice and families and communities, reliance on a broader range of sanctions, more prevention
and early intervention, and a greater reliance on evidence-based practices and practitioners’
knowledge.

The current study adds to the transfer literature and builds on the findings of Mears and
his colleagues by examining the views of juvenile court practitioners regarding the waiver of
juveniles to adult criminal court in Pennsylvania. Specifically, we sought to answer the following
research questions through a survey of Pennsylvania juvenile court judges, prosecutors, public
defenders, and probation officers:

1. Should greater numbers of juvenile offenders be transferred to the adult criminal

justice system?

2. Is statutorily excluding serious and violent offenders from juvenile court jurisdiction

an effective way to handle this type of juvenile offending?



Practitioner Perceptions 11

3. Has Pennsylvania’s Act 33 had a beneficial impact on juvenile crime?
4. At what age should individuals be held criminally responsible for violent crime?
Methodology

During the mid 1990s, at about the same time Act 33 was being implemented, the
Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency (PCCD) began funding Juvenile
Prosecution and Defense Capacity Building Projects (JPDCBP) in counties throughout the state
(Myers, Giever, Lee, & Gilliam, 2008). From 1996 through 2006, nearly $6.5 million in
JPDCBP grant and matching funds were directed to 45 projects in 28 participating counties.
Juvenile prosecutors and/or public defenders were hired in approximately 75% of all funded
projects, and over 90% of the total budgeted expenditures were for juvenile justice practitioner
salary and benefits. Grant funds were provided in an effort to improve juvenile case processing
capabilities, strengthen the coordination of juvenile court operations, and enhance the quality of
juvenile advocacy and case preparation. Data for the current study were collected as part of a
larger evaluation project focusing on the implementation and impact of JPDCBP throughout
Pennsylvania.
Sample and Procedure

In November 2006, a self-administered questionnaire! was mailed to four key respondent

groups throughout the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania: juvenile court judges, prosecutors,
public defenders, and probation officers. The survey was sent to all 213 President Judges,
Juvenile Court Judges, and Juvenile Court Masters in each of the 67 counties in Pennsylvania, as
listed in the 2006 Juvenile Court Directory (Pennsylvania Juvenile Court Judges’ Commission,
2006). Three copies of the survey also were mailed to the District Attorney, Public Defender, and

Chief Juvenile Probation Officer in each of the 67 counties. In a cover letter, these individuals
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were asked to distribute the survey to the three prosecutors, public defenders, and juvenile
probation officers having the most experience handling juvenile cases in their offices.” A total of
816 questionnaires were mailed to the four key respondent groups, along with addressed and
stamped envelopes for purposes of returning the survey.

A total of 384 completed surveys were returned. Based on the 816 questionnaires that were
mailed, this would amount to a 47% response rate.> However, approximately 15 President Judges
replied in letters, email messages, or phone calls that they were not handling juvenile cases and
therefore would not be returning the survey. In addition, in many rural Pennsylvania counties,
the offices of the District Attorney, Public Defender, and Juvenile Probation would not have
three staff members experienced with handling cases in juvenile court. In these county offices,
fewer than three surveys would have been distributed to staff members (the extra surveys were to
be discarded, as instructed in the cover letter mailed with the questionnaire). Taking these factors
into account, the actual response rate for the survey was likely well over 50%.

Survey covers were color-coded to identify subjects from the counties that received
JPDCBP funds. A red cover was used for surveys that were sent to the 28 JPDCBP counties, and
a blue cover was used for surveys sent to the 39 non-JPDCBP counties. This color-coding was
done to allow for aggregate statistical comparisons to be made between JPDCBP and non-
JPDCBP counties. The cover of each survey also was labeled in order to identify whether the
survey respondent was a judge, prosecutor, public defender, or probation officer. This again was
done for purposes of making statistical comparisons between the four groups of juvenile court
professionals.

Measures
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Survey items were designed to generate quantitative data for the overall evaluation of
JPDCBP. In addition to soliciting demographic information and other personal characteristics,
the questionnaire contained numerous items in the form of visual analog or rating scales
(DeVellis, 2003). Through using this technique, respondents were presented with a series of
statements regarding various juvenile justice policies, practices, and procedures. For each
statement, participants were asked to mark their responses on a 10-centimeter line. Most of these
lines were anchored by “Strongly Disagree” and “Strongly Agree,” which enabled respondents to
estimate their level of disagreement or agreement with each statement. Other response
continuums were anchored by “Not Productive At All” and “Extremely Productive;” “Not At All
a Problem” and “Very Serious Problem;” and “Never Happens™ and “Always Happens.” Scores
for each item were measured, by hand, with rulers. As noted by DeVellis (2003), continuous
visual analog scales provide the benefits of differentiation and sensitivity in scores, and it is
difficult for respondents to encode (either intentionally or unintentionally) their past responses
with much precision.

Following data coding and entry, frequency distributions and descriptive statistics were
computed and assessed. Table 1 contains the descriptive statistics for the variables employed in
the current study. As discussed below, means for the dummy variables (coded 0 and 1) that
appear in Table 1 should be interpreted as the proportion of cases coded as 1 for that particular
variable.

Independent variables. Dummy variables (coded 0 and 1) were used to indicate the type of
profession for each respondent. Surveys were returned by 161 juvenile probation officers
(Probation; 42% of the sample), 100 juvenile court judges (Judge; 26%), 75 juvenile prosecutors

(Prosecutor; 20%), and 48 juvenile public defenders (Defender; 12%). The average age of



Practitioner Perceptions 14

respondents was nearly 45 years old (4ge); 69% were male (Male = 1), 31% were female (Male
= 0), and 79% were married (Married; 0 = No; 1 = Yes).* Participants reported working an
average of 10 years in their current position (Worked Position) and almost 14 years in the field of
juvenile justice (Worked Field), with about 55% of their current workload being devoted to
juvenile cases (Percent Juvenile). A total of 192 surveys (exactly 50%) were returned from
counties that received JPDCBP awards, with the other half coming from unfunded counties
(JPDCBP; 0 = no funding, 1 = received funding). About 16% of the respondents reported being
from an urban county (Urban = 1), and 84% were from rural or suburban counties (Urban = 0).
The remaining independent variables utilized for our current analyses were measured
through visual analog scales, with response lines primarily anchored by “Strongly Disagree” and
“Strongly Agree.” Scores for Prosecutor Lead were in response to the statement “Juvenile
prosecutors have taken the lead in developing graduated sanctions (i.e., intermediate
punishments of increasing severity) for serious and repeat juvenile offenders.” The mean score of
3.22 for this variable was based on respondent marks on the corresponding 10-centimeter line,
generally indicating overall disagreement with the statement. Responses for JJ System were in
reaction to “A separate and distinct juvenile justice system should remain in place to process
juvenile offenders.” Here, the mean of 8.34 indicates moderate to strong agreement with the
statement. Crime Problem was based on “Adolescent crime is more of a problem today than it
was 10 or 15 years ago.” The mean of 6.74 indicates at least modest overall agreement. Scores
for Insufficient GS were in response to the item “Insufficient graduated sanctions (i.e.,
intermediate punishments of increasing severity) for serious and repeat offenders,” for which the

corresponding 10-centimeter line was anchored by “Not At All a Problem” and “Very Serious
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Problem.” The mean of 3.89 suggests that survey participants did not view this as a serious
problem in their county’s juvenile system.

The next three variables listed in Table 1 measured respondents’ self-reported knowledge
of Pennsylvania juvenile justice principals, provisions, and procedures. To begin, during the mid
1990s (at the same time Act 33 was implemented and JPDCBP began to be funded),
Pennsylvania embraced the philosophy and principals of Balanced and Restorative Justice
(BARJ) as an operating framework for its juvenile justice system (Griffin, 2006; Pennsylvania
Juvenile Court Judges’ Commission, n.d.; Seyko, 2001). In general, under BARJ, “balanced
attention” is to be given to ensuring the protection and safety of the community, holding
offenders accountable to their victims and the community, and developing offender
competencies. Scores for Know BARJ were based on the statement “I am knowledgeable of the
principals of Balanced and Restorative Justice (BARJ) in Pennsylvania.” The mean of 7.98
indicates at least moderate overall agreement with the statement. Similarly, responses for Know
Act 33 were based on “I am knowledgeable of the provisions of Pennsylvania’s Act 33 (Special
Session No. 1 of 1995, with the mean of 7.43 suggesting moderate agreement. The third
knowledge variable, Know Rules, was based on the statement “I am knowledgeable of the
Pennsylvania Rules of Juvenile Court Procedure (effective October 1, 2005).” The mean of 7.97
again indicates at least moderate overall agreement.

Finally, two additional variables measured practitioner views on contemporary juvenile
justice in Pennsylvania. Scores for Balanced System were based on the statement “The juvenile
justice system gives balanced attention to the victim, the offender, and the community.” The

mean of 6.91 once again suggests moderate overall agreement. The mean for BARJ Effective was
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nearly identical, at 6.82, and was based on responses to the statement “Balanced and restorative
justice is an effective approach to dealing with juvenile delinquency.”

Dependent variables. Four dependent variables were employed for the current study.
Greater Transfer was based on the statement “Greater numbers of juvenile offenders should be
transferred to the adult criminal justice system.” The mean of 4.34 suggests modest overall
disagreement with the statement. Scores for Statutory Exclusion were in response to “Statutorily
excluding serious and violent offenders from juvenile court (i.e., directing accused youth to stand
trial in adult criminal court based on the charged offense) is an effective way to handle this type
of juvenile offending.” Here, the mean of 5.65 indicates modest overall agreement. For Act 33,
responses were provided to “Pennsylvania’s Act 33 (Special Session No. 1 of 1995) has had a
beneficial impact on juvenile crime.” Moderate agreement was revealed, with a mean of 6.06.
Finally, for Transfer Age, survey participants were asked at what age they thought individuals
should be held criminally responsible (i.e., treated as an adult) for violent crimes.’ The mean age
reported was 15.62 years.

Results

Prior to conducting multivariate analyses, we assessed differences in means for the four
dependent variables across the four groups of juvenile justice practitioners. These findings
appear in Table 2. We also estimated zero-order correlations for all variables, in order to
consider bivariate associations among the independent variables and between the independent
and dependent variables.® Bivariate correlations among the independent variables suggested that
multicollinearity was not a problem. Only three of the correlations were greater than |.60|, and all
were less than |.65|. The possibility of multicollinearity was further assessed when ordinary least

squares (OLS) regression models were estimated, through the use of tolerance statistics and
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variance inflation factors. These tests confirmed that multicollinearity did not pose a threat, as
all tolerances were greater than .25 and all variance inflation factors were less than 4.0 (Lewis-
Beck, 1980; Neter, Wasserman, & Kutner, 1989).

Comparisons by Profession

As shown in Table 2, a number of statistically significant differences in means for the
dependent variables existed across the four groups of juvenile justice professionals. Juvenile
public defenders (Group “a”) indicated the strongest disagreement with the statements that
greater numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred (mean of 1.74); statutorily excluding
serious and violent juvenile offenders is effective (mean of 1.89); and Pennsylvania’s Act 33 has
had a beneficial impact on juvenile crime (mean of 4.43). They also reported the highest average
age (nearly 17 years old) at which individuals should be held criminally responsible for violent
crime. In contrast, juvenile prosecutors (Group “b”) reported the highest levels of agreement
with the statements that greater numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred (mean of
5.98); statutorily excluding serious and violent juvenile offenders is effective (mean of 7.30); and
Act 33 has had a beneficial impact on juvenile crime (mean of 6.13). They also indicated the
lowest average age (14 years old) at which individuals should be held criminally responsible for
violent crime. For all four dependent variables, mean scores were significantly different between
public defenders and prosecutors.

The mean scores for juvenile probations officers (Group “c”) tended to be most similar to
those of juvenile prosecutors, and significantly different in all four cases from the means of
juvenile public defenders. The one exception was for Transfer Age, where the mean for
probation officers (15.78 years) was significantly higher than that reported by prosecutors (14.09

years). Finally, the mean scores of juvenile court judges (Group “d”’) tended to be more like
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those of juvenile public defenders. As compared to public defenders, however, judges did
indicate significantly more agreement with the statements that statutorily excluding serious and
violent juvenile offenders is effective (mean of 4.47) and that Act 33 has had a beneficial impact
on juvenile crime (mean of 6.17). As compared to prosecutors and probation officers, judges
indicated significantly less agreement with the statements that greater numbers of juvenile
offenders should be transferred (mean of 2.91) and that statutorily excluding serious and violent
juvenile offenders is effective. Moreover, as compared to prosecutors, judges reported a
significantly higher age at which individuals should be held criminally responsible for violent
crime (mean of 15.95 years).
Multivariate Results

The four dependent variables were measured continuously; skew and kurtosis statistics
indicated acceptable normality for each variable. Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression
subsequently was utilized to examine possible relationships between the independent and
dependent variables, while controlling for other influences (Lewis-Beck, 1980; Neter et al.,
1989). For each dependent variable, three models were estimated.” Model 1 contained only the
independent variables measuring demographics or personal characteristics. Model 2 included all
of the variables in Model 1 plus the additional independent variables that measured juvenile
justice perceptions through the use of visual analog scales. Due to the rather large number of
independent variables (20) included in the full models, and the fact that a number of them were
statistically insignificant, Model 3 was estimated using stepwise regression with forward
insertion. This allowed for the statistical consideration of all independent variables, but produced
a more parsimonious model that identified the independent variables having the greatest

explanatory power for each dependent variable.®
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Table 3 presents the multiple regression results for the dependent variable Greater
Transfer. Adjusted R?s from Models 2 and 3 indicate that the independent variables account for
40% of the variation in the dependent variable. Defender was used as the omitted reference
group in the regression models. In all three models contained in Table 3, Prosecutor, Probation,
and Judge were positive and highly significant, indicating that practitioners from these three
groups (as compared to public defenders) reported significantly stronger agreement with the
statement that greater numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred to the adult criminal
justice system. In Models 2 and 3, the slope coefficients for Prosecutor and Probation were
virtually identical and nearly twice as large as the coefficient for Judge (with similar standard
errors). In addition, married respondents (Married) revealed significantly more agreement with
the dependent variable statement than did non-married respondents, and those participants who
reported a higher percentage of their workload as being devoted to juvenile cases (Percent
Juvenile) also reported significantly higher agreement.

Concerning the perceptual variables, respondents who believed juvenile prosecutors have
taken the lead in developing graduated sanctions for serious and repeat juvenile offenders
(Prosecutor Lead) indicated significantly stronger agreement with the statement that greater
numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred. Furthermore, significantly more agreement
was reported by survey participants who thought adolescent crime is more of a problem today
than it was 10 or 15 years ago (Crime Problem), while those who thought the juvenile system
gives balanced attention to the victim, the offender, and the community (Balanced System) were
significantly less agreeable to transferring greater numbers of juvenile offenders. Finally, in
Model 3, Know Rules was positive and significant, suggesting that respondents who reported

being more knowledgeable of the Pennsylvanian Rules of Juvenile Court Procedure also were
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more agreeable to transferring greater numbers of juvenile offenders to the adult criminal justice
system.

Table 4 provides regression results for the dependent variable Statutory Exclusion.
Adjusted R?s from Models 2 and 3 again indicate that the independent variables account for
close to 40% of the variation in the dependent variable. As in Table 3, the slope coefficients for
Prosecutor, Probation, and Judge were positive and highly significant across all three models.
This indicates that when controlling for the other variables, juvenile prosecutors, probation
officers, and judges were significantly more likely than public defenders to agree with the
statement that statutorily excluding serious and violent offenders from juvenile court jurisdiction
is an effective way to handle this type of offending. In addition, the slopes for Prosecutor and
Probation were about twice as large as the coefficient for Judge. Married respondents again
were significantly more agreeable with the dependent variable statement than were non-married
respondents, and males were significantly more agreeable than females (Male).

With regard to the perceptual variables, only two were statistically significant.
Respondents who believed adolescent crime is more of a problem today than it was 10 or 15
years ago (Crime Problem) were significantly were significantly more agreeable with the
statement that statutorily excluding serious and violent offenders is effective. Know Rules also
was positive and significant, indicating that survey participants who reported being more
knowledgeable of the Pennsylvanian Rules of Juvenile Court Procedure also were more
supportive of the effectiveness of statutory exclusion.

The OLS regression estimates for the dependent variable Act 33 are shown in Table 5.
Here, the adjusted R?s from Models 2 and 3 reveal that the independent variables account for

about 33% of the variation in the dependent variable. Notably, while controlling for the other



Practitioner Perceptions 21

independent variables (Models 2 and 3), Prosecutor, Probation, and Judge all became
statistically insignificant. In combination with the bivariate comparisons, this suggests that when
taking the other variables into account, the four groups of juvenile justice professionals
expressed similar agreement with the statement that Pennsylvania’s Act 33 has had a beneficial
impact on juvenile crime. Moreover, none of the other variables measuring demographics or
personal characteristics were found to be significant.

Four of the perceptual variables were statistically significant in Models 2 and 3.
Respondents who believed juvenile prosecutors have taken the lead in developing graduated
sanctions for serious and repeat juvenile offenders (Prosecutor Lead) indicated significantly
stronger agreement with the statement that Pennsylvania’s Act 33 has had a beneficial impact on
juvenile crime. Again, significantly more agreement was reported by survey participants who
thought adolescent crime is more of a problem today than it was 10 or 15 years ago (Crime
Problem), while those who reported being more knowledgeable of the Pennsylvanian Rules of
Juvenile Court Procedure also were more supportive of Act 33. Finally, BARJ Effective had by
far the most highly significant relationship with the dependent variable. This indicates that
respondents who believed Balanced and Restorative Justice is an effective approach to dealing
with juvenile crime also expressed significantly more support for Pennsylvania’s Act 33.

Finally, Table 6 presents the regression results for the dependent variable Transfer Age.
In contrast to previous tables, the adjusted R?s indicate that the independent variables explain
less than 20% of the variation in the dependent variable. In the current models, Prosecutor,
Probation, and Judge were consistently negative and significant, meaning practitioners from
those groups (as compared to public defenders) reported significantly lower ages at which

individuals should be held criminally responsible for violent crime. In Models 2 and 3, the slope
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coefficients for Prosecutor were nearly twice as large as the coefficients for Probation and Judge
(again, with similar standard errors). In addition, Worked Field was positive and significant in
Models 1 and 3, suggesting that working a longer time in the field of juvenile justice was
associated with higher reported ages at which individuals should be held criminally responsible
for violent crime.

Concerning the perceptual variables, JJ System was positive and significant, indicating
that respondents who agreed that a separate and distinct juvenile justice system should remain in
place to process juvenile offenders also tended to report higher ages at which individuals should
be held criminally responsible for violent crime. Lastly, significantly lower ages for holding
individuals criminally responsible for violent crime were reported by survey participants who
thought adolescent crime is more of a problem today than it was 10 or 15 years ago (Crime
Problem).

Discussion and Conclusions

As noted by Mears and his colleagues (2008), few past studies have investigated
practitioner views about juvenile justice policies and their effectiveness. Practitioners may have
unique insights about whether certain policies are needed and if they are effective, and in
combination with other evaluation research, findings from studies of practitioner perceptions can
be used to generate better understanding of important topics and inform policy debates. Although
the topic of juvenile transfer to adult court has been subjected to a great deal of research during
the past two decades, the current study adds to this body of literature by drawing on the views of
knowledgeable “insiders” who are familiar with juvenile transfer policies and procedures in

Pennsylvania.
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Although violent juvenile crime arrest rates and violent juvenile victimization rates have
fallen steadily since the mid 1990s, to levels similar to those of the mid 1980s (Snyder &
Sickmund, 2006), prior research does not suggest that new or expanded juvenile transfer laws are
the reason. As compared to prior findings, our results indicate modest support, at best, for
waiving juveniles to adult court. On average, survey respondents did not agree that greater
numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred to the adult criminal justice system.
Moderate overall support was expressed for statutorily excluding serious and violent offenders
from juvenile court, and for Pennsylvania’s Act 33 having had a beneficial impact on juvenile
crime. In addition, the average age expressed for when individuals should be held criminally
responsible for violent crimes was 15.6 years, which is slightly higher than the minimum age of
15 specified in Pennsylvania’s statutory exclusion law (i.e., Act 33).

When comparisons of the dependent variables were made across professions, it was
revealed that, consistent with Mears and his colleagues (2008), juvenile prosecutors and public
defenders differed dramatically in their views. Prosecutors expressed much more agreement that:
a) greater numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred; b) statutory exclusion is effective
for serious and violent juvenile offenders; and ¢) Pennsylvania’s Act 33 has had a beneficial
impact on juvenile crime. They also reported the lowest average age (14 years) at which
individuals should be held criminally responsible for violent crime. With the exception of the
minimum age at which individuals should be held criminally responsible for violent crime,
probation officer perceptions were similar to those of prosecutors, while the views of juvenile
court judges were more like those of public defenders. In sum, support for transferring juveniles

to adult court was expressed to the greatest extent by prosecutors (although even their mean
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scores for the first three dependent variables were not overly high), with probation officers
providing additional support.

Multivariate regression analyses further confirmed differences across practitioner groups,
except in the case of the Statutory Exclusion dependent variable. When other independent
variables were entered into the models, no significant practitioner group differences were
revealed for the statement “Pennsylvania’s Act 33 has had a beneficial impact on juvenile
crime.” For this dependent variable, BARJ Effective was a highly significant predictor,
suggesting that those who perceived Act 33 as having a beneficial impact on juvenile crime also
believed that Balanced and Restorative Justice is an effective approach to dealing with juvenile
delinquency. In other words, the effectiveness of Act 33 was associated strongly with the
perceived effectiveness of BARJ in the juvenile system, while taking into account practitioner
type and the other independent variables.

Another variable that was a consistent predictor of all four dependent variables was
Crime Problem. Respondents who believed that adolescent crime is more of a problem today
than it was 10 or 15 years ago also expressed significantly more agreement that: a) greater
numbers of juvenile offenders should be transferred; b) statutory exclusion is effective for
serious and violent juvenile offenders; and ¢) Pennsylvania’s Act 33 has had a beneficial impact
on juvenile crime. They also reported significantly lower ages at which individuals should be
held criminally responsible for violent crime. The consistent influence of Crime Problem on
practitioner perceptions about juvenile transfer is important to consider, because “10 or 15 years
ago” represents the early to mid 1990s, when juvenile violent crime arrest rates peaked and
nationwide concerns were expressed about a growing body of “super-predators” throughout

America. Considering that serious and violent juvenile crime arrest rates have been much lower
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in recent years than in the early to mid 1990s (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006), it appears that
practitioner support for juvenile transfer in Pennsylvania may be influenced, at least in part, by
misperceptions about current and former trends in adolescent offending.

Policy Implications and Future Research

As long as there is a separate system of justice in place for dealing with juvenile
offenders, which very likely will be the case for the foreseeable future, there also will be a
perceived need and desire to treat some of these adolescents as adults. Few would argue that
there are not certain older, chronic, and violent juvenile offenders who, for the sake of public
safety, should be removed from society for long periods of time. Prior research and the results of
the current study suggest, however, that extending the transfer of juveniles beyond those who are
deemed the “most deserving” is not good public policy. The real issue, assuming juvenile
transfer will not be totally eliminated, is which adolescent offenders should be waived to adult
court and how they should be processed and sanctioned once they get there.

Various sources suggest that 75% or more of all transferred youth are age 16 or older
(Bishop, 2000; Bishop & Frazier, 2000; Myers, 2001, 2005). Aside from prosecutors, survey
respondents in the current study also expressed an average age of about 16 years as being
appropriate for holding individuals criminally responsible for violent crime. Other research
indicates an older age at offense is consistently associated with a greater likelithood of transfer
(Bishop, 2000; Myers, 2005), and a younger age has been associated with a greater likelihood of
decertification (Jordan, 2006; Jordan & Myers, 2007; Snyder et al., 2000). Overall, these
findings suggest that a minimum age of 16 may be appropriate as a standard to consider for

juvenile transfer, at least for all crimes other than murder.
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Next, regardless of which waiver method is employed, transferring greater numbers of
juvenile offenders is not supported by past studies or the current research. Rather, a greater focus
on violent recidivists and offenders who use firearms during the commission of their crimes
seems justified. Research shows that violent juvenile gun users typically receive more immediate
attention and severe sanctions in adult court, as do adolescents with more serious and extensive
offending backgrounds (Myers, 2001, 2005). In sum, older youths who both employ a firearm
during the commission of a crime and display a notable delinquent background would appear
most appropriate as the focus of juvenile transfer policies, if the key goal is to advance public
safety. This mainly would be achieved through the lengthier incarceration, incapacitation, and
treatment that potentially can be provided to dangerous offenders through the adult correctional
system.

Finally, there are several areas where additional research is needed on the topic of
juvenile transfer. First, further survey and qualitative research should be done with practitioners
from both the juvenile and adult court and correctional systems. Findings from this line of study
would be useful in helping to shape or modity juvenile transfer policies and explaining previous
research results, such as the consistent finding of greater recidivism among waived offenders.
Second, more survey and qualitative research also should be done with serious and violent
youthful offenders in both the juvenile and adult systems, to better understand how these
adolescents view and interpret juvenile transfer policies, and to consider the experiences of these
youths in court and correctional facilities. These types of research would add to the substantial

body of transfer literature that currently exists.
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