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STEPS IN THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM

Police
The first point of contact for juveniles, as for adults, is often law enforcement. A nontrivial 

proportion of crime in the United States can be attributed to acts committed by juveniles, and 
their age presents special challenges to law enforcement. In most departments a juvenile officer 
or specialized unit is available to handle the case after a patrol officer makes an apprehension. 
Police officers have a great deal of discretion when dealing with juveniles, but they must main-
tain the probable cause standard to make an arrest of a juvenile. Their role also may be to act 
in the best interest of the child by providing protection, particularly when dealing with status 
offenses, such as runaways or curfew violators. In loco parentis, a cornerstone concept in the 
juvenile justice system, means that an institution or an agent of an institution can act in the 
best interest of a youth. This legal doctrine, derived from English common law, refers to a per-
son who assumes parental status and responsibilities, such as the case of the police officer and 
a juvenile or a teacher and a student.27 A police officer is one such agent of the juvenile justice 
system charged with acting in place of the parent.

Allegations of serious criminal violations by juveniles may result in their being taken 
into custody and detained. Typically, when officers are dealing with minor violations or sta-
tus offenses, they take juveniles to the police station and then release them to parents. Law 
enforcement officers also can make referrals to the juvenile court.

The relationship between police officers and juveniles is tenuous, and problems are not 
uncommon. Youth, especially delinquent juveniles, often show little respect for authority. 
This problem may be exacerbated by cultural differences. Cultural differences between an 
officer and a juvenile can be misinterpreted and perceived as disrespect between the two 
parties and may escalate the seriousness of the situation. Juveniles with hostile or aggressive 
attitudes toward officers are more likely to be arrested, which may also contribute to the rela-
tively large number of minorities in the juvenile justice system.

Law enforcement efforts to build community relationships have emerged in several pop-
ular programs. Police officers often volunteer time for police athletic leagues and diversion 
programs. In the 1990s, the Drug Awareness Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) program was 
instituted in Los Angeles. D.A.R.E. was a police prevention program designed to educate 

schoolchildren about the dangers of drugs. The 
D.A.R.E. program was developed for fifth and 
sixth graders and teaches them resistance skills 
and general life skills. Eventually, empirical stud-
ies showed that the long-term effects of D.A.R.E. 
were inconsequential, and many departments, 
faced with tight budgets, have discontinued this  
program.28 D.A.R.E, a nonprofit corporation, 
however, remains a strong educational program 
with resources for children, including a website 
and a Facebook page with more than 2,000 likes.

Many municipal police departments have 
established school resource officer (SRO) pro-
grams. An SRO is generally employed by the local 
police department and assigned to one school and 
interacts with the administrators, teachers, and 
students as part of community policing efforts. 
According to the National Association of School 
Resource Officers, SROs are responsible for edu-
cating, counseling, and protecting school com-
munities. While SROs have been around since 
the early 1950s, they have become more widely 
recognized in recent decades. Though they are 
widely used, some schools have reduced the 

in loco parentis: 
Actions taken in place 
of parents when dealing 
with juveniles.

school resource officer: 
Generally an officer 
employed at the local 
police agency who is 
stationed in a school.

Police officers often interact with youth to build positive relationships.  

Describe how community policing can build trust with juveniles. What 

programs would you develop to increase trust?
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Video 13.2: 
School-to-prison pipeline


