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Dear Members of the Committee,
My name is Benet Magnuson. I am a juvenile justice policy attorney for the Youth Justice Project at
the Texas Criminal Justice Coalition (TCJC). I appreciate this opportunity to present testimony on
the committee’s interim charge to “monitor the implementation of SB 653 (82R), which created the Texas
Juvenile Justice Department. Make any recommendations needed to enhance the integration of the Texas Youth
Commission and the Texas Juvenile Probation Commission.”
INTRODUCTION
At the beginning of the last decade, Texas sought to address juvenile delinquency by investing
hundreds of millions of dollars every year in large secure facilities.1 Unfortunately, that juvenile
justice strategy ultimately proved ineffective: Evidence showed that relying on large secure facilities
fostered extremely dangerous conditions for incarcerated youth2 and at the same time likely
increased recidivism.3 That approach wasted tax dollars, derailed the futures of thousands of youth,
and made communities less safe.
Following on the reforms of SB 103 in the 80th Legislature (2007),4 and HB 3689 in the 81st
Legislature (2009),5 the 82nd Legislature enacted SB 653 in 2011 to build a more effective juvenile
justice system. SB 653 abolished the Texas Youth Commission and the Texas Juvenile Probation
Commission, and it created the Texas Juvenile Justice Department (TJJD) to implement far-reaching
reforms. As set forth in SB 653, the new TJJD is entrusted with building an effective juvenile justice
system by:
(1) creating a unified state juvenile justice agency that works in partnership with local county
governments, the courts, and communities to promote public safety by providing a full continuum of
effective supports and services to youth from initial contact through termination of supervision; and
(2) creating a juvenile justice system that produces positive outcomes for youth, families, and
communities by:
(A) assuring accountability, quality, consistency, and transparency through effective monitoring
and the use of systemwide performance measures;
(B) promoting the use of program and service designs and interventions proven to be most
effective in rehabilitating youth;
(C) prioritizing the use of community-based or family-based programs and services for youth
over the placement or commitment of youth to a secure facility;
(D) operating the state facilities to effectively house and rehabilitate the youthful offenders that
cannot be safely served in another setting; and
(E) protecting and enhancing the cooperative agreements between state and local county
governments.6
Since SB 653 was enacted, TCJC has performed site visits to six county juvenile probation
departments and one state secure facility; as the implementation of SB 653 continues, TCJC will be
visiting additional county departments and facilities across the state to provide additional context for
the policy reform. Our research leads us to conclude that the general strategy of SB 653 is moving
in the right direction toward a more effective juvenile justice system, but more must be done to fully
realize the benefits of reform. As the new TJJD secures its footing, there are several critical areas we
encourage the new agency to address in the near future to complete the implementation of SB 653.
Specifically, this testimony seeks to bring to this committee’s attention current issues regarding:
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prevention, pre-adjudication detention, youth case planning, family involvement, youth reentry
planning, and accountability.
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
(1) Implement proven prevention programs to keep kids out of the juvenile system.
An effective juvenile justice system places its highest priority on prevention. For every dollar the
state invests in proven prevention programs, it can expect to see two to ten dollars in future
savings.7 Reaching at-risk kids before they enter the juvenile justice system safeguards those
kids’ futures, and it can literally save their lives. Recognizing these benefits, SB 653 for the first
time makes the juvenile justice system responsible for prevention and intervention services.8
However, not all prevention programs are created equal. Poorly designed prevention programs
will cost the state far more than they benefit at-risk youth.9 Accordingly, SB 653 requires TJJD
to “ensure program effectiveness by funding evidence-based or research-based programs.”10
To date, the implementation of the prevention mandates of SB 653 are encouraging, but require
further guidance from this committee and collaboration with all stakeholders. On January 20,
TJJD moved $1.5 million from its state secure facilities budget to fund “demonstration
prevention projects” in ten counties for the remainder of this fiscal year.11 While this is an
important step towards a more effective juvenile justice system, the application process to date
for these grants suggests this committee should provide greater clarity on the prevention
program requirements of SB 653.
Specifically, this committee should consult experts in the field, along with TJJD and all
stakeholders, to determine the definition of “research-based programs” in Texas Human
Resources Code Section 203.0065(d)(3), which will guide future prevention grant-making. Only
by providing a rigorous definition of “research-based programs” can this committee ensure
prevention money is invested in proven programs that protect at-risk kids and produce
significant savings for the state.
The committee should also consider establishing a grants advisory group, similar to the
preliminary group created by TJJD in response to recommendations from advocates. The
preliminary advisory group created by TJJD plans to review prevention grant applications
received by TJJD. Details are not yet available, but this advisory group will likely make grant
award suggestions to TJJD and provide advice to applicants. A similar advisory team at the
Texas Indigent Defense Council has successfully supported both county applicants and agency
staff there. To support the promising potential of this grant review process, this committee
should consider formally establishing a grants advisory team, comprised of an academic, a
practitioner, an advocate, a community leader, and a family representative, to review all grant
applications received by TJJD.
(2) Expand early intervention programs to break the cycle of crime and save money.
After a youth comes into contact with the juvenile justice system, effective early intervention
programs can break the cycle of crime and keep that youth from becoming a repeat offender.
As with prevention, proven early intervention programs have a high positive impact on youth
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and will save the state money.12 Recent research shows that two intervention strategies are
especially in need of increased funding in Texas – mentoring programs and trauma-responsive
staff training.
Mentors are remarkably effective at preventing delinquency and reducing recidivism.13 However,
when TCJC surveyed 115 youth at a state secure facility, we found that only 7 percent of the
surveyed youth had a mentor at the state secure facility, and only 13 percent reported having had
a mentor at the county level.14 During our site visits to county facilities, juvenile probation
departments reported that local mentor programs are usually at capacity. SB 653 requires TJJD
to provide intervention services;15 to fully implement that provision, this committee should
increase funding for mentoring programs throughout Texas.
The majority of youth referred to the Texas juvenile justice system have previously experienced a
significant traumatic event.16 Recent research in Texas has confirmed the observations of
practitioners and advocates that a youth’s past experience with trauma is a major predictor – and
for girls, the largest predictor – of the youth’s placement in increasingly serious secure
placements.17 In order to reduce this escalation of placements and fully implement intervention
services, all staff who are in contact with youth must know how to work effectively with
traumatized youth. Specifically, this committee should amend section 242.009 of the Texas
Human Resources Code to require that all juvenile correctional officers in Texas receive
extensive trauma-responsive training. As part of its new Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavior
Therapy Initiative, TJJD has begun to implement a preliminary trauma-responsive training for
staff at state secure facilities. Amending section 242.009 would provide the same opportunity to
staff in county juvenile facilities, who oversee the vast majority of youth in the juvenile system.
(3) Better address juvenile delinquency by reducing use of pre-adjudication detention.
Under SB 653, the first goal of TJJD is to “support the development of a consistent countybased continuum of effective interventions, supports, and services for youth and families that
reduce the need for out-of-home placement.”18 The primacy of that goal in SB 653 reflects a
growing understanding that, for most youth, the time spent in a secure facility impedes, rather
than helps, rehabilitation.19 Beyond SB 653, Texas law has long held a preference against
detention for most juveniles: Section 53.02(a) of the Texas Family Code allows for detention of
referred juveniles only if one of six limited circumstances is met.20 A judge’s detention order
extends for only 10 days, at which time a new detention order may be made after another
hearing.21
Despite those statutory provisions, over 17,000 youth each year spend more than ten days in
secure detention before adjudication; over 5,000 spend more than a month; and nearly 500
spend over 100 days.22 Among facilities in similar counties, the length of stay in pre-adjudication
secure detention varies significantly,23 suggesting local policies and procedures, rather than
specific youth risks or statutory requirements, are driving many detention decisions. 24 Many
counties report a spike in releases at the end of the initial ten-day detention order, 25 suggesting
that, after additional judicial scrutiny, detention criteria is not met.
To fully implement the first goal of SB653, this committee should recommend the legislature
amend Section 54.01(h) of the Family Code to require a detention order review hearing every
five days, in place of the current ten-day requirement. Those counties that have already
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implemented a five-day review period as a matter of local custom26 have significantly fewer
youth detained between five and ten days27 and have not reported negative effects.
Reducing the average length of stay in pre-adjudication detention by just one day across the state
would save $1.75 million in direct costs each year.28 Any reductions in length of stay would save
additional money by decreasing the resources required to maintain safety in crowded facilities.29
Broader reductions in the use of secure detention – easily within reach – would save millions
more.30
Second, this committee should require the use of proven detention screening instruments in
county probation departments.
These detention screening instruments, developed in
collaboration with law enforcement, community leaders, families, and practitioners, offer a
scaled inventory of objective factors that have been proven to accurately predict a youth’s risk of
flight or re-offense if not detained. These detention screening instruments have saved counties
millions in direct costs, reduced recidivism, and protected public safety – 95 percent of youths
diverted from detention in Houston show up for their court appearances; fewer than five
percent of youth in detention-alternative programs in Dallas committed another offense before
adjudication.31
Finally, this committee should recommend additional funding to TJJD to award grants, similar
to Grant C,32 to counties for the implementation of alternatives to detention and police first
offender programs. Those programs improve public safety, save money, and keep kids on the
path to a bright future.
(4) Keep staff and kids safe by reducing solitary confinement and use of force in secure
facilities.
Inappropriate use of solitary confinements (also known as disciplinary seclusions) and physical
restraints (also known as use of force) in juvenile secure facilities is a major barrier to the
implementation of the purpose and goals of SB 653. The current state standards on restraints
and seclusions in juvenile facilities are not providing adequate guidance and this committee
should recommend revisions to those standards.
While short “time outs” can be effective in limited circumstances, use of day-long confinement
and reliance on restraints increase safety risks for both youth and staff, harm youth
rehabilitation, and raise costs from staff turnover and injury.33 These concerns are especially
serious for traumatized youth and youth with mental health issues,34 and in Texas, the majority
of youth referred to the juvenile justice system have previously experienced a significant
traumatic event.35 A third of youth under the supervision of county probation departments in
Texas have a confirmed mental illness, and less than one quarter of those youth with a
confirmed mental illness receive mental health treatment.36
Tragically, an investigation into a recent death at a secure juvenile facility in Texas identified time
in seclusion as a major contributing factor.37 Although state standards provide some limits and
guidance on the use of restraints and seclusions in county juvenile facilities,38 county reports
suggest these standards do not provide sufficient protection against misuse. In county secure
facilities, Texas youth experienced 5,333 physical restraints and 37,071 seclusions in 2011.39 The
data collected by the state does not distinguish between short- and long-term seclusions;
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however, data provided by counties to TCJC show that each year thousands of seclusions last
longer than 24 hours.40 Wide variation in policy and procedure among counties41 has led to
widely different use of seclusions and restraints.42 A TCJC survey of youth in a state secure
facility suggests similar issues exist there.43
Through a much better approach, Bexar County has implemented a successful seclusion and
restraint reduction initiative, reducing seclusions and physical restraints by nearly 50 percent at
its juvenile facilities.44 Bexar County reports achieving significant advantages from the initiative,
including fewer workplace injuries, less staff turnover, and improved youth relationships. This
committee should recommend increased resources to TJJD to award grants, similar to Grant C,45
to counties for the implementation of similar seclusion and restraint reduction programs.
(5) Expand case planning to increase opportunities for success.
To avoid dangerous gaps in the juvenile justice system, SB 653 requires all juvenile departments
to “enhance the continuity of care throughout the juvenile justice system.” TCJC’s research has
identified an ongoing gap in the continuity of care which threatens the successful
implementation of the goals and strategies of SB 653: Most youth surveyed in a state secure
facility report that their individual case plans there are “very helpful,” but those same youth were
largely unsure about their case plans at the county level.46 Those youth who were aware of case
planning at the county level mostly reported that the case plans there were “not helpful.” 47
These survey findings show that the majority of youth in state secure facilities did not have full
opportunities to succeed in their home communities before they were committed to the custody
of state secure facilities.48
The gap in youth involvement in case plans echoes a similar gap in policy. While many counties
review case plans more frequently, state standards only require review of county case plans every
90 days for youth in residential placements,49 or every six months for youth on field
supervision.50 In contrast, state standards require detailed case plans, targeting specific risk and
protective factors, for youth in state secure facilities, with regular reviews of those case plans and
revisions every 30 days.51
To further the implementation of SB 653, this committee should recommend revisions to state
standards on individual case planning at county juvenile departments. Additionally, this
committee should recommend that the legislature require that no youth be committed to the
custody of a state secure facility unless that youth has first failed to succeed under a full
individual case plan at the county level or, in extenuating circumstances, the county has provided
a judicial decision that a county case plan would not be appropriate for the specific child
committed to state custody.
(6) Help families stay involved to improve youth rehabilitation.
Recognizing the positive role of family contact in a youth’s rehabilitation, safety, education, and
reduced recidivism,52 SB 653 requires the juvenile justice system to support family involvement.53
TCJC’s research on the implementation of SB 653, however, shows major barriers to productive
family involvement remain, especially at state secure facilities. Youth surveyed at a state secure
facility, for example, reported that the long distance between home and the state secure facility
caused family visits to drop precipitously: 62 percent reported receiving visits at least once per
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week while in county facilities, but only 15 percent reported receiving visits at least once per
week while in a state secure facility.54
This committee should support the implementation of SB 653 by recommending TJJD review
and revise family visitation policies at state secure facilities. To make positive family
involvement a reality, this committee may need to recommend additional funding support to
TJJD to defray the cost of phone calls and travel for low-income families living far away from
state secure facilities.
Additionally, this committee should conduct urgently needed research and planning on SB 653’s
goals to “locate the facilities as geographically close as possible to necessary workforce and other
services while supporting the youths' connection to their families” and to “use secure facilities of
a size that supports effective youth rehabilitation and public safety.”55 Based on the findings of
that research and planning, this committee may need to recommend increased funding for Grant
C56 as well as the closure of the existing large state facilities and the establishment of smaller
state facilities closer to home communities.57
(7) Expand reentry planning to protect hard-won success.
Far too often, the millions of dollars invested by the state in juvenile justice,58 as well as the
leaps-and-bounds progress of youth in programming, are undone by insufficient reentry
planning (the preparation for a youth to successfully reenter his or her community).59 This gap
in the implementation of SB 653 is heightened by current policy: Although some counties have
implemented robust reentry procedures,60 state standards do not include reentry plans in release
requirements.61
To protect the futures of youth reentering their communities, as well as the state’s investment in
the juvenile justice system, this committee should call for the expansion of the reintegration
provisions of SB 65362 to include county programs. Additionally, this committee should
recommend additional funding to TJJD to award grants, similar to Grant C,63 to counties for the
implementation of successful comprehensive reentry programs.
(8) Enhance accountability to safeguard the juvenile system; encourage continued
transparency.
SB 653 expanded the responsibilities of the Office of the Independent Ombudsman to include
the review of county data on abuse, neglect, and exploitation.64 The Office of the Independent
Ombudsman was established as part of the 2007 juvenile justice reforms following the
revelations of widespread abuse at Texas state secure facilities. In monitoring the
implementation of SB 653, it is critically important that this committee act to ensure full
compliance with all provisions relating to the Ombudsman. Additionally, to further enhance
accountability, this committee should recommend the expansion of the Ombudsman’s oversight
authority for county facilities, as well as increased funding to the Ombudsman to fulfill its
obligations to the youth in the government’s care.65
With the support of TJJD staff and the Ombudsman, TCJC had the opportunity to survey youth
at the Giddings State School. Many county departments have provided similar support to
TCJC’s research and facility visits. Their transparency inspires confidence, and it allows for
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open dialogue among all stakeholders. We hope this committee will provide encouragement and
support to state and county staff, and take the opportunity to visit juvenile departments to learn
about remaining challenges and promising programs.
*

*

*

An ineffective juvenile justice system is both costly and dangerous. Moving away from large state
secure facilities, SB 653 establishes a strategy for building a juvenile justice system that relies on
evidence-based best practices, utilizing local community-based programs. TCJC’s research into the
implementation of SB 653 provides evidence that the reform has taken important first steps toward
a more effective juvenile justice system. To fully realize the benefits of SB 653 – brighter futures for
Texas youth, safer communities, and financial savings – Texas needs to double down on reform.
This committee will play a critical role in realigning policies and resources to improve prevention,
pre-adjudication detention, youth case planning, family involvement, youth reentry planning, and
accountability.
Thank you again for the opportunity to present testimony on this important issue. TCJC looks
forward to supporting the work of this committee in building a leading juvenile justice system that
keeps all Texas kids safe and on a clear path to a bright future.
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