33 Whitney Avenue
New Haven, CT 06510
203.498.4240
www.ctvoices.org

Testimony Opposing
H.B. 7332: An Act Concerning Public Safety and the Welfare of Repeat Juvenile Offenders and
their Victims
Lauren Ruth, Ph.D.
Public Safety and Security Committee
March 12, 2019
Senator Bradley, Representative Verrengia, Senator Hwang, Representative Sredzinski, and esteemed
members of the Public Safety and Security Committee:
I am testifying today on behalf of Connecticut Voices for Children, a research-based child advocacy
organization working to ensure that all Connecticut children have an equitable opportunity to achieve their
full potential. At Connecticut Voices for Children, I conduct policy research with the goal of helping to align
Connecticut’s juvenile justice policy with best practices to promote the well-being of at-risk youth and
public safety. Thank you for this opportunity to submit testimony in opposition to HB 7332: An Act
Concerning Public Safety and the Welfare of Repeat Juvenile Offenders and their Victims.
HB 7332 would expand the statute defining when youth are automatically transferred from juvenile court to
adult criminal court to include youth charged with stealing a motor vehicle when the youth has two or more
prior adjudications or convictions for felony offenses. It would also loosen the statutes defining when the
court may choose to transfer youth from juvenile court to adult court. Currently, the court may transfer a
youth from juvenile court to adult court if the court finds a transfer to be in the best interest of the youth
and of public safety. This bill would change the statute just to allow a court to transfer a youth to adult court
if the court finds it to be in the best interest of public safety, so long as the court can show that it considered
the best interest of the youth. Connecticut Voices for Children strongly opposes efforts to allow more
youth to be charged as adults for three reasons:
1. Adult courts are not equipped to provide children with therapeutic, developmentally-informed
services to help them become productive adults; because
2. Youth who spend time in adult prisons are more likely to recidivate than youth who spend time in
juvenile prisons, therefore making this policy one that negatively impacts public safety; and because
3. Black and Brown children are disproportionately more likely to be transferred to adult prison than
white peers, making it a policy that perpetuates racism within our court system.
The practice of charging young people as adults gained momentum during the 1990s when “Tough on
Crime” was the prevailing philosophy.1 This is not the philosophy endorsed by Connecticut, which has
been nationally acknowledged for its “strong commitment to invest in alternatives to detention and
incarceration, improve conditions of confinement, examine research, and focus on treatment strategies with
evidence of effectiveness” (p. 1).2
Connecticut’s Juvenile Justice Policy and Oversight Committee has consulted with world-renowned
researchers on adolescent development and behavior including Dr. Elizabeth Cauffman, Dr. Lawrence
Steinberg, and Dr. Edward Latessa. These experts overwhelmingly agree that adolescence is a time of rapid
brain development and changing maturation. A longitudinal study commissioned by the federal Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) and conducted by Dr. Steinberg and Dr. Cauffman

followed 1,354 juvenile offenders for a duration of seven years; about 40 percent of the participating youth
were classified as “high frequency offenders” and charged with seven or more antisocial acts during the
course of the study. At the end of the study, the researchers found that “the vast majority of juvenile
offenders, even those who commit serious crimes, grow out of antisocial activity as they transition to
adulthood” (p. 1).3 Less than ten percent of the youth followed continued offending into their twenties.
The researchers attribute this drastic decline in the propensity to engage in antisocial behavior in adulthood
to better impulse control, better ability to delay gratification, and decreased susceptibility to peer pressure—
all of which develop with age.
Furthermore, national research shows that the majority of youth in the justice system have a diagnosed
mental illness, traumatic brain injury, developmental delay, and/or emotional disturbance.4 We know that
Connecticut follows this national trend: in 2017, every single boy admitted to the Connecticut Juvenile
Training School had more than one psychiatric diagnosis.5
The U.S. Department of Justice has found that mental health services for incarcerated individuals are often
inadequate,6 and this is particularly true when children and adolescents are incarcerated in the adult
system.7 The adult criminal justice system does not capitalize on youths’ maturing brains and ability to
develop prosocial behaviors when given therapeutic rehabilitation and supportive services.
We have noted that the adult system is not effective in rehabilitating youth and does not provide adequate
mental and behavioral health services. For these reasons alone children who enter the adult system as
opposed to the juvenile system are more likely to continue engaging in antisocial behaviors. However,
confinement in adult prison or jail can turn children into serious criminals because they are far more likely
to interact with older criminals who are at high-risk for recidivism. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC)
finds that young people charged as adults are 35 percent likelier to be rearrested than those who are tried as
juveniles.8 For this reason, the CDC—like Connecticut Voices for Children—recommends against
transferring youth to the adult justice system. It is inappropriate to incarcerate youth in adult prisons,
and Connecticut should be working to ensure that fewer children are tried as adults.
Adult courts simply cannot meet the developmental needs of youth and young adults.9 We acknowledge
that it is easier to understand why this is true of young people who engage in low-level offenses or only
offend once. Just because a youth commits several offenses or commits a serious offense does not change
the fact that they are still developing and need supports that are appropriate for their individual path of
social and emotional development.
The juvenile justice system is a far better place to try and sentence youth who commit repeat and serious
offenses as it offers the supports that they need. Research shows that while youth who persist in
committing crimes throughout their young adulthood tend to have lower levels of psychosocial maturity,
most repeat offenders, as they grow and develop, stop offending by adulthood.10 This means that
interventions to reduce youth offending must facilitate the development of psychosocial maturity and not
introduce them to adult offending behaviors and patterns. Juvenile courts are better equipped to meet the
needs of repeat young offenders and ensure that they receive the supports that they need to become
engaged members of their communities.
Finally, the provisions within HB 7332 are likely to increase racial and ethnic disparities within the criminal
justice system. Psychologists find that white viewers perceive Black children to be older than they are
and less childlike than white peers.11 Viewing Black children as older also influences the degree to
which people—including judges—see them as less innocent and more culpable.12 These psychological
findings help to explain why almost 90 percent of children tried as adults are children of color.13

Allowing more children to be tried as adults will further increase the racial disparities inherent when
predominantly white judges make decisions in which they deliberate regarding a child’s intent and ability
to have chosen otherwise.14
Thank you for this opportunity to voice our opposition. I can be reached with any questions at (203)4984240 x 112 or lruth@ctvoices.org.
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