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FORMULATING DISPOSITIONAL PLANS 

IN JUVENILE DELINQUENCY PROCEEDINGS 

 

Introduction/Overview:    
Delinquent behavior is often an indication of other problems, i.e. family functioning, individual 

adjustment, learning disabilities, substance abuse, etc.  Successful dispositional planning begins 

early in the case by engaging the client, the client’s parent/guardian and other significant people in 

the client’s life and by referring for services that address these issues and build on strengths while 

anticipating the potential for the Court’s finding of need for treatment, supervision, or confinement. 

Considerations in Formulating a Dispositional Plan: 
 

 CLIENT: 
 

What does client want?  

 

What is client willing to do to work toward the desired plan? 

 

How does the client think? What is client’s perception of current situation and what would 

improve it?  What has client found helpful in past?  What has worked and what has not? 

 

What are the client’s individual strengths and weaknesses, interests and concerns? 

 

How can you individualize and “normalize” the client?   How can you present a picture of 

the client that is broader than the sum of his/her delinquent acts? 

 

 PARENT/GUARDIAN: 
 

What does  parent/guardian hope will happen in court?  Is this congruent with what your 

client is requesting? 

 

How cooperative is the parent/guardian?  Can the parent/guardian be engaged in working 

toward a plan consistent with the client’s wishes?  Can he/she be mobilized to support the 

plan?  To participate in the treatment? 
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 SUPPORTS: 
 

What are the client’s connections in the community?  Is she/he involved with a church, 

community center, or other group? 

 

Are there other supportive individuals in the client’s life who can be engaged in the planning 

process? 

 

How can the client’s needs be met in the community?  Do alternative living situations need to 

be explored as part of a back-up plan? (E.g. a relative or family friend willing to assume care, 

or a residential facility) 

 

 SERVICES: 
 

What services does the client need?  

 

 Review by the Committee on Special Education   

 Change of school or re-registration 

 Vocational program 

 After-school program/recreational services/summer program 

 Tutoring 

 Day treatment program 

 Psychiatric/psychological evaluation - for either assessment of serious problems or 

 representational purposes 

 Medical assistance 

 Counseling/therapy  

 Youth diversion program 

 Specialized treatment, e.g. for substance abuse, sexual offending, fire setting 

 Alternative residential referral, e.g. substance abuse, mental health, school, OPWDD 

 

SELLING THE PLAN: 

 

What are the realistic options given the allegations and court case, the client’s history and 

need and the available services and supports? Are you looking for community based 

alternative programs or alternative residential placements? 

 

Who do you have to persuade with the plan - i.e., the audience?  What will he/she (judge,   

prosecutor, etc.) be looking for?  How should plan be tailored?  What is the most effective 

way to present the plan, e.g. in writing, through testimony? 
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Steps to Take in Formulating Plan: 
 

Meet with client and parent/guardian repeatedly, throughout the court process, so that you 

can develop a “history” and “track record;” give small “assignments” or tasks to complete. 

 

Contact/meet with alternative planning resources. 

 

Obtain releases to gather information. 

 

Identify, obtain and review other sources of information, e.g. school & treatment records, 

evaluations, reports - COURT MHS and I&R - don’t be caught off-guard with unknown 

information;  review records with client and guardian. 

 

Contact prior service providers. 

 

Hold regular representational team meetings - everyone should be “on the same page.” 

 

Anticipate problems, issues that need to be addressed, statements to be rebutted; prep client 

and parent/guardian for interviews, evaluations, etc. 

 

Identify additional sources of supportive documentation - e.g. community supports, character 

references, etc 

 

Have parent/guardian or client keep a log of activities. 

 

Develop primary plan and BACK-UP, contingency plan; as appropriate, discuss possible out 

of home placement options. 

 

Gather specific and detailed information on services being proposed or implemented. 

 

Review plans thoroughly with client and guardian. 

 

As a team, decide on how plan will be presented to the court, i.e. written plan and/or social 

worker/expert testimony. 

 

As appropriate, “educate” the prosecutor about proposed services. 

 

Information to Gather: 
 

 CLIENT AND FAMILY HISTORY: 
 

With whom does client live, what is household composition?  If not in home, where are 

siblings, parents? 
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Who has been primary caretaker of client?  Who is seen as the head of household? The 

family leader? 

 

What is client’s relationship with various family members?  To whom does 

             client feel closest? 

 

Does client see parents/guardian as supportive?  Any other supportive relatives? 

 

Are there any relatives who might be an alternative to living with parents/guardians? 

 

Are there any family problems? 

 

Has client suffered any significant losses in his/her life? If so, what were they, when did they 

occur and what were client’s reactions? 

 

Who is responsible for supervising the client and how is supervision provided? 

 

What is parent/guardian’s understanding of situation leading up to court case; are there other 

factors (e.g. familial conflict, client’s limitations, emotional problems, etc,) to which the 

parent/guardian attributes the client’s alleged delinquent behavior? 

 

What are the parent/guardian’s current attitudes regarding the client, (e.g. anger, 

disappointment, resignation, acceptance, etc.)? 

 

 Does parent/guardian see this behavior as part of a pattern?  If so, when did “acting out” 

begin and to what do they attribute it? 

 

What is the adjustment of other siblings? Any problems, history of delinquency, behavioral 

difficulties, court involvement, placement, etc.? 

 

 PLACEMENT HISTORY: 
   

Has client lived with other relatives or friends for any period?  If so,  with whom,  when, for 

how long, in what status, and why? 

 

Has client been in a formal placement; if so, what type of care and with what  agency, for 

how long, when, on what status (voluntary/court, PINS, neglect/delinquency case), why? 

 

How does client feel about the prospect of placement, either with an agency or with       

relatives? 

  

 EDUCATIONAL HISTORY: 
 

What schools has client attended; What is current school and grade; is grade age appropriate?  
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Does client like current school placement? 

 

 Is client in special education program or alternative school?  If so, what type of          

program, for how long, why, when was the last time the placement was reviewed? 

 

What is client’s attendance record; if not currently attending, why not (what does client do 

when not in school), when was the last day of attendance? 

 

Is there any history of suspensions or other disciplinary actions; what were the           

circumstances; what action was taken? 

 

 CLIENT’S INTERESTS, ACTIVITIES AND PEERS: 
       

What engages the client?  How does client spend “leisure” time? 

 

What role do friends play?  What “benefits” does client receive from friends? 

 

 ARREST AND COURT HISTORY: 
 

Does the client have prior arrests?  Prior delinquency cases? 

 

Has the client been the subject of other court cases (including PINS and/or N/A)? 

 

What were allegations, findings, circumstances, dates, outcomes?   

 

What is client’s perception of situation leading up to the current court involvement?  To what 

does client attribute current court activity?  Has this happened before? 

 

 MEDICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH HISTORY: 
 

Does client have any significant conditions requiring treatment or medication? 

 

Any history of medical or psychiatric hospitalizations? 

 

Any history of substance abuse problems requiring treatment or medication? 

 

If payment is required for services/treatment, do parents/guardian have the financial 

resources or receive public assistance/Medicaid? 

 

Does client have any history of head trauma? 

 

 INVOLVEMENT WITH SOCIAL SERVICE AGENCIES: 
 

What agencies have provided service to the client?  Who were the contacts at the agency? 
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What services were provided? 

 

How were these services arranged, e.g. self-referral, parent/guardian’s request, etc.? 

 

What was reason for referral, purpose of service? 

 

Were parents/guardians also involved with service; if not, why? 

 

How long did the client receive service? When was service terminated and for what reason? 

 

Did client find services helpful? Why or why not? 

 

What does the client feel has worked, what has not? 

 

Evaluation/Assessment Components 
 

Identify risk factors in both client and family functioning as well as strengths.  How will 

service plan address risk factors, build on strengths and client’s needs?  Why this particular 

program rather than another (e.g., the program recommended by probation)? 

 

As appropriate, anticipate and respond to specific issues & concerns raised by case, by other 

parties or in other reports/records.   

 

CLIENT:  
   

 Age appropriateness of answers and behavior 

 Ability to relate and recount events 

 Understanding of charges, court process, etc. 

 Capacity for insight, thinking processes, overall cognitive functioning 

 Attitude and affect, does client express remorse, appear anxious, defiant ,etc.? 

 Physical appearance, body language 

 Limitation & strengths 

 Responsiveness, willingness and ability to use intervention (history/patterns) 

  “Connectedness” to supports and structure 

 

PARENT/GUARDIAN: 
 

 Willingness and availability to participate in plan, responsiveness to past intervention 

 Understanding of client’s need, insight into situation 

 Personal functioning 
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Basic Components of Dispositional Plan 
 

 Structure/schedule 

 Support 

 Supervision 

 School 

 Services 

Developing the Plan 
 

Normalize: Look for ways to reduce the gulf between your client and the  children of the 

judge, prosecutor, and probation officer.  As appropriate, utilize research on adolescent  brain 

development and decision making.  Help the judge to understand that progress  toward 

change is often incremental and that normal adolescence is a time of pushing boundaries.  

 

Individualize: Always refer to your client by name.  Educate the judge about  why your 

client is special: he has artistic talent, academic potential, a devoted guardian, his  family 

plans to move away from the neighborhood where he got arrested, etc.  Present 

documentation of the client’s achievement and recognition by including awards and letters.  

Gather quotes and positive comments from individuals who know the client, e.g. school 

personnel, neighbors, the pastor, service providers, etc.  Detail how  the proposed plan builds 

on the particular strengths of your client and his family and why  specific programs or 

interventions were chosen for this client at this particular point in time.  (If programming 

hasn’t been successful previously, what makes this plan more likely to succeed.)   Address 

the five basic components above, but don’t over-schedule or create unrealistic 

expectations.  Explain why this is the least restrictive plan.   

 

Contextualize: Explain the context in which the actions that led to your  client’s arrest 

occurred, e.g., your client and his family live in a shelter and have moved  three times in the 

last year; your client’s parents recently divorced; his  grandmother/guardian died 

unexpectedly six months ago and your client was placed in foster care; your client has been 

stuck in an inappropriate school placement.   Whenever possible, offer factors underlying the 

client’s “negative” behaviors, e.g. what might have led to AWOLing,  skipping school, 

wanting to be part of a gang, etc. 

  

 

CONSIDERATIONS IN SELECTING A SERVICE PROVIDER: 
 :  

 Agency reputation/perceived effectiveness/capacity to address specific problems  

 Relationship with and knowledge of Family Court/probation 

 Willingness to provide reports and/or appear in Court on behalf of client 

 Willingness to work with other service providers in collaborative planning  

 Location- proximity to home, accessibility to public transportation, potential for  
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  family visits (if residential program) 

 Fee/payment schedule. Acceptance of Medicaid/insurance 

 Hours- availability of appointments that will not interfere with school or guardian’s  

  work schedule 

 Languages spoken 

 General client population 

 Philosophy/attitude toward clients with delinquent history (e.g defender-based,  

  probation-based, mental health focus) 

 Type, range and comprehensiveness of services; in-house vs. referral based 

 Eligibility criteria 

 Potential for family involvement 

 Consents required by program 

 Referral and intake process 

 Participation requirements and policies 

 Average length of service 

 Plan upon completion of service 

 

 

 MAKING REFERRALS  
 

Referrals should be initiated as early in the process as possible so that services are already in 

place and a track record has been established if/when the case goes to disposition. 

 

Call the agency to verify services, space availability and eligibility requirements. Is there 

wait list to receive services; if so, what is typical? 

 

Determine the referral and screening process.  Is a written application and/or referral packet 

required?  If so, what documents are required and by whom can the referral be made?   Once 

the application is received how long will it be before a decision is made? 

 

If phone referrals are accepted, explain your role and goal in making this referral for your 

client – e.g., why the services offered by the program are particularly appropriate to your 

client’s needs and will benefit him/her.  If specific concerns need to be addressed as part of 

the court case, present these (with your client’s consent), while also presenting strengths on 

which to build. 

 

Find out whether, you can make the initial appointment or whether the parent/guardian must 

do so.  Is the parent/guardian expected to accompany the youth on the first appointment?  Is 

there information which the client and/or parent should be prepared to provide? 

 

Whenever possible, advocate for the agency to meet with your client before making a 

decision.  Your client has a better chance of acceptance if he/she has an interview.  Some 

programs will interview clients in Family Court; if client is in detention, a request can be 

made to have the client produced in court.  If in non-secure, request DYFS transport client to 
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interview; if paroled, make arrangements for care taker to escort client to an interview.  

Determine whether the youth’s parent needs to also attend that interview. 

 

Follow up with the program after the interview to address additional concerns. 

 

Ask for a letter confirming client’s acceptance into the program. 

 
Presenting the Plan:  Written Plan and/or Testimony?? 
 

Identify the most effective report format and essential information.  Remember that reports 

prepared by the JRP social worker will be seen as “partisan” so think about how to address 

that. 

 

Will written report suffice or is testimony needed? If testimony, is an expert opinion needed 

(SW)?  Factual information (SW or Paralegal)? Is testimony from service provider/agency 

necessary?  If so, prep the worker. 

 

Differentiate why this program/plan is the most appropriate and best match for client’s needs.  

Make sure plan addresses concerns which the prosecutor and judge are likely to have. 

 

 If plan is community based, stress that remaining in the community forces the client to deal 

with real issues of life on a daily basis.  In the highly structured environment of a placement 

facility, most decisions are made for the client and most controls are external, i.e. placement 

does not facilitate independent judgment or development of self control in the same way that 

confronting these issues with support and supervision in the community does.  

 

For clients who have very significant treatment or special needs (e.g. mental health, 

substance abuse, cognitive limitations) that go beyond the capacity of community-based 

programs to address, residential placement in a specialized facility equipped to provide  

intensive, targeted services is the  appropriate alternative to a juvenile facility. 


