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About two decades ago, Ohio officials took a sharp turn in how they handled youth who ran afoul of the law.

Instead of aggressively pursuing delinquency Charges and incarcerating many young offenders, it turned to

community-based alternatives.

The result has been significant. Ohio is not alone in implementing similar strategies, but it certainly is

outpacing the nation as a whole. The national average of juvenile incarceration rates fell 55 percent from

1997 to 2013, but in Ohio the number of young people sent to prison dropped 80 percent over that time,

according to a report by The Columbus Dispatch. Less than 500 juveniles are in Ohio detention facilities

today; in 1997, an average of more than 2,000 offenders were locked up.

Because of this sharp reversal, a recent study by the U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency

Prevention showed the Buckeye State as a leader in diverting juveniles to lower-cost community-based
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programs rather than prison.

Like many states, Ohio recognized that many youth who get into trouble aren't serious threats to society.

They may be guilty of truancy, they may have left home or they may have committed a non-violent minor

crime. But for many years, too many of them were carted off to prison, or "criminal school," as one Ohio

juvenile court judge, Elizabeth Gill, told the Dispatch. "Statistics show that spending even one night in a

juvenile-detention center reduces a youth's chance of graduating from high school by 50 percent," she said.

"It exposes him or her to people who've done a lot worse things."

Not to be lost, of course, is the savings that result. Funding alternative programs is much less costly than

housing offenders in prison; the Ohio Department of Youth Services' budget has dropped by $58 million

compared with its total in 2008. Officials also firmly believe that recidivism is reduced through this different

approach.

While Ohio has done much, West Virginia has been slow to act. It had a youth incarceration rate much

higher than the national average, and the rate was heading in the opposite direction of Ohio's. But it is

acting now.

West Virginia lawmakers this year passed legislation that will seek to divert juvenile offenders from detention

facilities and instead focus on intervention and rehabilitation programs. The new law stemmed from a year's

worth of study by a task force formed by Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin.

Among the task force's findings was that more than half of the 270 West Virginia youth placed in facilities in

2012 were so-called status offenders, meaning the "crimes" they had committed were linked to their age,

such as truancy or running away from home. A large portion of them were first-time offenders.

Officials are optimistic that new approaches will be better, such as having school-based probation officers

work with students who are truant to change their behavior and determine if other social services are

needed in their homes. Other policies enacted in mid-May have included pre-court diversion programs for

low-level offenders, making advances to pinpoint youth in need and experimentation with restorative justice

where the perpetrator and victim could share a compromise. "You can send a kid to court, or you can find

out what the problem is," Joseph Garcia, the governor's director of legislative affairs, said during a June

panel discussion in Huntington regarding the juvenile justice legislation. "And there is a root for that

problem."

Whenever possible, that seems a far better strategy for salvaging kids' futures than simply locking them up.
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