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The powerful narrative of the “School to Prison Pipeline” exposes the ways that boys of 

color are routinely criminalized and trapped in a cycle that prevents them from leading 

successful lives. 

Often lost in the conversation about this unjust phenomenon is a parallel sexual abuse 

to prison pipeline for girls. The girls’ pipeline is different. For them, entry into the juve-

nile justice system is intertwined with experiences of abuse — especially sexual abuse 

— that are criminalized. 

The common justifications for girls’ arrests are minor offenses such as running away, 

substance abuse, and truancy — all of which are common responses to abuse. The con-

nection between the sexual abuse of girls and their ultimate incarceration is not coinci-

dental; sexual abuse is a direct, contributing cause of their detention. 

The purpose of this report is to define and describe the sexual abuse to prison pipeline, 

reveal its underlying causes, and provide guidance to policymakers for reforms that 

would help shut it down forever.

The pipeline into juvenile justice strikes girls of color especially hard. 

•	Youth of color account for 45 percent of the general youth population, but girls of 

color — who are approximately half of all youth of color — comprise approximately 

two-thirds of girls who are incarcerated. 

•	African-Americans constitute 14 percent of the general youth population nationally, 

but one-third of incarcerated girls. 

•	Native Americans are one percent of the general youth population, but Native Ameri-

can girls are up to four percent of girls incarcerated. 

•	Latina girls are confined at a rate of 47 per 100,000, compared to 37 per 100,000 of 

non-Hispanic white girls.  

Our report maps out key points in the pipeline—the detention of girls who are victims 

of sex trafficking; the criminalization of girls who run away from home or become tru-

ant; and those who cross from the child welfare system into juvenile justice — to create 

an understanding of the ways that girls, especially girls of color, are unfairly punished 

after their experiences of sexual and physical abuse. 

Finally, the paper offers policy recommendations and solutions to dismantle the abuse 

to prison pipeline. This is essential if we wish to give girls a world in which they are 

honored, their pain is understood, and their humanity is fully recognized. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
TO DISMANTLE THE SEXUAL 
ABUSE TO PRISON PIPELINE  
FOR GIRLS
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strengthen the jjdpa.

The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act 

(JJDPA) is the most comprehensive federal legislation 

that governs conditions of confinement for youth, as 

well as delinquency prevention. The JJDPA has not 

been reauthorized since 2002. Reauthorization is 

critical to funding services, innovation, and creating 

new standards to serve the needs of children in the 

juvenile justice system. As part of the reauthorization 

process, the following changes to the JJDPA would 

help improve conditions for girls in the juvenile justice 

system: 

•	 Require states to use validated, comprehensive 

screening and assessments to screen all children 

entering the juvenile justice system for trauma 

and to develop appropriate treatment plans and 

programming in response to identified needs. 

•	 Require states to screen children at intake for 

commercial sexual exploitation and divert identi-

fied victims away from the juvenile justice system 

whenever possible.

•	 Explicitly prioritize funding for the development 

of programs to train law enforcement officers 

and other juvenile justice system staff to identify 

and respond to trauma. 

•	 Require the collection of data on girls in the 

juvenile justice system and their outcomes to be 

disaggregated and cross-tabulated by race and 

ethnicity. 

close the valid court order loophole. 

The JJDPA prohibits youth from being incarcerated for 

status offenses, like running away or truancy, which 

are essentially defined by the perpetrators’ age. The 

Valid Court Order exception, however, allows children 

to be detained if they violate court orders that prohibit 

them from committing enumerated status  

offenses. Since girls are disproportionately charged 

with and detained for status offenses, closing this 

loophole would particularly benefit girls. 

strengthen the prison rape 
elimination act.

The Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) could be a 

more effective means of preventing and address-

ing sexual violence against girls in juvenile justice if 

amended, including the following changes:

•	 Provide for mandatory penalties if states fail to 

adopt and comply with federal standards within a 

reasonable period. 

•	 Limit the time that a state can offer an assurance 

before funding is cut.

provide law enforcement training on 
gender and racial bias and stereotyp-
ing to decrease girls’ contact with the 
justice system. 

Girls who commit low-level violations and who do  

not pose a risk to public safety do not belong in the 

justice system — especially those whose behavior 

stems from sexual abuse. Training should be required  

to inform judges, juvenile justice staff, and others 

about implicit and structural gender and racial bias 

that results in disproportionate rates of girls in the 

system, and to better recognize trauma. 

end the arrest and incarceration of  
victims of child sex trafficking. 

Consistent with federal and state law, children should 

not be eligible for arrest, detention, or prosecution  

for prostitution, prostitution-related offenses or other 

acts based on sexual exploitation. States that continue 

to allow the arrest and detention of children on prosti-

tution charges should enact effective safe harbor laws 

to ensure that trafficked youth are treated as victims, 

not perpetrators.

provide gender-specific health care in 
justice settings.

Juvenile justice systems should adequately identify, 

assess, and treat girls’ mental and reproductive 

health needs and help ensure ongoing access to  

The following recommendations are excerpts from the full report. 



girls in juvenile justice boys in juvenile justice 

31%
s e x u a l ly  a b u s e d

7%
s e x u a l ly  a b u s e d

45%
f ive or more ACEs  

24%
f ive or more ACEs  

Girls’ rate of sexual 
abuse is 4 times higher 
than boys’ in juvenile 
justice, and girls’ rate 
of complex trauma (five 
or more ACEs) is nearly 
twice as high.

Source: Michael T. Baglivio et al., US Dep’t of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice & Delinquency Prevention, The Prevalence of 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) in the Lives of Juvenile Offenders, 3 Journal of Juv. Justice 1, 9 (Spring 2014), available at http://www.journalofjuvjustice.
org/JOJJ0302/JOJJ0302.pdf.

girls in residential placement by race and ethnicity

Adapted from Child Trends DataBank, Juvenile Detention, Indicators on Children and Youth 5 (2013), available at http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/88_
Juvenile_Detention.
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necessary health care when they re-enter their com-

munities. We recommend these actions:

•	 Implement gender-specific health screening and 

assessment 

•	 Require facilities to be accredited for the provision 

of medical care 

•	 Provide comprehensive reproductive health care 

•	 Include trauma-related health treatment in re-en-

try or aftercare plans

develop cross-system collaboration 
between the juvenile justice and child 
welfare systems. 

Youth who are involved in both the juvenile justice 

and child welfare systems are some of the most  

vulnerable children in state custody, and they are  

disproportionately female: girls comprise one-fifth  

to one-fourth of the juvenile justice population,  

but one-third to one-half of dual-system youth. The 

crossover pathway is especially significant for Afri-

can-American youth, who are involved in the child 

welfare system at 2.26 times their representation in 

the general population of children and, once there, 

are disproportionately likely to become involved in the 

juvenile justice system. Collaboration between child 

welfare and juvenile justice is critical to preventing 

increased involvement and reducing time spent in the 

justice system.

improve the child welfare system’s  
identification of victims of abuse  
and implement a gender-responsive  
approach to victims of abuse. 

The child welfare system can act as a leading force  

in helping prevent and respond to girls’ trauma. Al-

though it is challenging for underfunded and over-

burdened systems to fully accommodate the needs of 

girls struggling with complex needs, failing to do so 

carries consequences that are significant and endur-

ing. We suggest the following reforms to improve 

services to girls and all youth: 

•	 Implement system-wide gender-responsive  

protocol for trauma screening and assessment  

of girls to identify urgent needs relating to  

violence and abuse.

•	 Develop protocols for teams of caregivers to 

cooperatively use assessments as the baseline for 

developing an effective treatment plan.

•	 Train foster parents and kinship caregivers on  

the risks of sex trafficking and child sexual  

abuse and how best to mitigate them. 

use medicaid funds to improve quality 
care and trauma-related services for 
girls in child welfare.

Medicaid is currently underutilized as a tool to help 

youth in need of services to address the trauma  

they have experienced. Medicaid funds can cover  

the cost of certain trauma-related services needed  

by abused and neglected girls in state custody,  

including multi-systemic therapy and functional  

family therapy, two of the most commonly rec-

ommended evidence-based treatment services for 

system-involved youth.

implement policies that improve respons-
es to the behavior of foster youth who 
have experienced trauma and abuse.

It is critical for child welfare agencies to implement 

strategies to better and more responsively attend to 

children who have experienced severe abuse and who 

are most at risk of juvenile justice involvement: 

•	 Implement “no eject, no reject” policies to pre-

vent discrimination and guard against cherry-pick-

ing youth. 

•	 Prohibit child welfare agencies and providers from 

discharging runaway girls.

•	 Require continuing crisis de-escalation training for 

all providers in the child welfare system to help 

staff effectively manage trauma-rooted behavior. 
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SOUTH CAROLINA OREGON FLORIDA 

81%93%84%

42%76%31%

63%41%

O F  G I R L S
victims of sexual violence

O F  G I R L S
sexually or physically abused

O F  G I R L S
victims of family violence

O F  G I R L S
victims of dating violence 

O F  G I R L S
sexually abused 

O F  G I R L S
sexually abused 

O F  G I R L S
sexually & physically abused

O F  G I R L S
physically abused 

findings vary, but local and regional studies show alarmingly high rates of abuse 
among girls in the juvenile justice system.

Source: Dana D. Dehart, The Ctr. For Child & Family Studies, 
Poly-victimization Among Girls in the Juvenile Justice System: 
Manifestations & Associations to Delinquency 12 (Oct. 2009), 
available at https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/228620.
pdf.    

Source: Dana K. Smith, Leslie D. Leve & Patricia Chamberlain, 
Adolescent Girls’ Offending and Health Risking Sexual Behav-
ior: The Predictive Role of Trauma, 11 CHILD MALTREATMENT 
346, 350 (Nov. 2006).

Source: Michael T. Baglivio et al., US. Dep’t of Justice, Office 
of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile Justice & Delinquency 
Prevention, The Prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACE) in the Lives of Juvenile Offenders, 3 Journal of Juv. Justice 
1, 9 (Spring 2014), available at http://www.journalofjuvjustice.
org/JOJJ0302/JOJJ0302.pdf.
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MULTI-STATE STUDYCALIFORNIA

40%

32%81%

17%

39%56%

40%

56%

45%
O F  G I R L S
raped/sodomized  
at least once 

O F  G I R L S
sexually maltreated 

O F  G I R L S
sexually or physically abused

O F  G I R L S
multiple occurrences 

O F  G I R L S
sexually assaulted/raped

O F  G I R L S
sexually abused 

O F  G I R L S
physically abused

O F  G I R L S
domestically abused

O F  G I R L S
beaten or burned at least once 

Source: Carly B. Dierkhising et al., Trauma Histories Among 
Justice-Involved Youth: Findings from the National Child 
Traumatic Stress Network, 4 EUR. J. PSYCHOTRAUMATOLOGY 
(Jul. 2013), available at http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC3714673/.

Source: Leslie Acoca, Outside/Inside: The Violation of American Girls at Home, on the Streets, and in the Juvenile Justice System, 
44 Crime & Delinquency 561 (1988), available at http://leslieacoca.org/images/Outside-Inside_-_The_Violation_of_American_Girls_
at_Home_-_On_the_Streets_-_and_in_the_Juvenile_Justice_System_by_Leslie_Acoca.pdf.
 

In the California study,  
of the girls who had 
been sexually abused,  
the abuse was severe 
and often occurred  
multiple times. 
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Sexual Abuse (sex trafficking,  
abusive home, poorly supervised 
child welfare placement)

New arrest 
occurs and 
cycle repeats 
and deepens

          Trauma symptoms triggered  
and/or new incidents of abuse

Unaddressed Trauma, Mental 
Health, Physical Health Issues 

Reactive  
Behavior  

(for prostitution, 
status offenses, 
incorrigible 
behavior, etc.) 

Entry into  
Juvenile 
Justice

Release into community with  
exacerbated trauma symptoms

Trauma  
coping  
behaviors  
resume  
and/or       	
re-entry into  
abusive  
environment

girls’ common reactions to 
trauma are criminalized and 
exacerbated by involvement in 
the juvenile justice system, 
leading to a cycle of abuse 
and imprisonment 

mental health diagnoses among justice-involved youth by gender 

67%
o f b o y s

80%
o f g i r l s

Gender Differences 
in Mental Health 
Diagnoses 

Source: Jennie L. Shufelt & Joseph J. Cocozza, Nat’l Ctr. for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice, Youth With Mental Health Disorders in the Juvenile Justice System: Results 
from a Multi-State Prevalence Study 4 (June 2006), available at http://www.ncmhjj.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/7.-PrevalenceRPB.pdf.   
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Girls are disproportionately represented in the dually involved youth population.

This report was made possible by the generous support of The Annie E. Casey Foun-
dation, the JPB Foundation, the Moriah Fund, and the Overbrook Foundation. The 
views expressed in this report are the authors’ alone and do not necessarily reflect 
the opinions of these foundations. 

Source: Denise Herz Et Al., Georgetown Univ., Ctr. for Juvenile Justice Reform, Addressing the Needs of Multi-System Youth: Strengthening the Connection Between Child Welfare 
and Juvenile Justice 1 (Mar. 2012), available at http://cjjr.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/MultiSystemYouth_March2012.pdf.

Youth in Juvenile 
Justice: 1/5 to  

1/4 are girls.
Dually Involved Youth:  

1/3 to 1/2 are Girls.
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