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JTIP Unit II: The Client
Lesson 5, Interviewing and Counseling the Youth 
Client  (2 to 2.5 Hours)

BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

As trainers prepare for this Lesson, it is essential to read through the Coordinator and Trainer’s Guide. The 
Coordinator and Trainer’s Guide has important information, such as recommendations for facilitating sessions, 
strategies for using the Forensic Exercises, suggestions for organizing group work, tips for offering feedback 
to participants, and details about how this Lesson fits into the overall JTIP training. Also, it is important to 
note that this Lesson is written from a general, national perspective. Therefore, it is necessary for trainers to 
integrate local statutes, rules, and case law into the Lesson in advance and ensure that the Forensic Exercises 
and Handouts are adjusted as needed. If you have any questions or would like more information on this or 
other Lessons, please contact NJDC at (202) 452-0010.

Overarching Goal
Juvenile defender will learn to effectively interview a youth client in order to pursue the client’s expressed interests 
and develop a strong attorney-client relationship. 

Objectives
Juvenile defender will:

•	 Identify challenges associated with interviewing youth; 

•	 Become familiar with developmental features of adolescence that may impact the interview of a youth in a 
delinquency case; 

•	 Learn strategies to accommodate, enhance or overcome developmental barriers to a successful interview;
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•	 Understand that the interview process is fluid over the life of a case and contingent on a number of environ-
mental and interpersonal factors;

•	 Understand the importance of interviewing collateral contacts such as neighbors, parents/guardians and teach-
ers to advance the strategic goals of a case;

•	 Be able to explain the attorney-client relationship to the youth client in age-appropriate language; 

•	 Be able to conduct effective initial cellblock and follow-up interviews throughout the duration of a case; 

•	 Identify important social and factual information needed from the client to secure his or her release at the 
detention hearing, if consistent with the client’s expressed interests; 

•	 Learn to interview youth clients in developmentally appropriate language, allocating adequate time for the 
interview and using visual aids; and

•	 Be able to establish a trusting relationship with a youth client and learn to identify and address client’s primary 
concerns during the interview. 

Training Materials: 
•	 Forensic Exercises 

•	 Sample Initial Custodial Interview Form

•	 Sample Client Representation Agreement

•	 Sample Release of Information Form 

Supplemental Materials: 
•	 Interview Tips Cheat Sheet

•	 Michele LaVigne, Breakdown in the Language Zone: The Prevalence of Language Impairments Among Juvenile 
and Adult Offenders and Why It Matters, 15 U.C. Davis J. JUv. L. & PoL’y 37 (2011).

•	 DaviD a. BinDer et aL., Lawyers as CoUnseLors: a CLient-CentereD aPProaCh (3rd ed. 2011). (trainer to note that this is 
a book and not available online)
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Trainer’s Overview

I. Interviews in Context (5 minutes)

•	 The trainer should facilitate a short discussion about the different contexts in which the defender will need to 
interview the youth client.

A. Introduction to Client Interviews: Types of Client Interviews

II. Interview Challenges and Solutions: Shared Experiences (30 minutes)

•	 The trainer should ask participants what common challenges attorneys face in interviewing youth clients and 
tie the ideas gathered to the research and discussion of developmental barriers that most often interfere with 
the attorney-client relationship.

A. Developmental Issues That Impact the Attorney-Youth Interview 

•	 The trainer should ask participants to share strategies they have found successful in overcoming each of the 
challenges identified earlier in interviewing youth clients, and then lead a discussion on useful strategies not 
identified by participants. The trainer should then lead a series of interactive discussions on useful strategies 
and common mistakes when interviewing youth. 

B. Strategies to Accommodate, Enhance or Overcome Developmental Barriers to the Attorney-Youth Interview

III. The Custodial Interview (30 minutes)

•	 Using a combination of interactive discussion and lecture, the trainer should walk participants through a custo-
dial (i.e., cellblock) interview.  

A. The Initial Custodial Interview

•	 The trainer should review both the goals of the interview and suggest tips for enhancing the interviewer’s style.  

B. Goals of the Initial Custodial Interview

IV. Considerations for Interviewing Youth in Other Contexts (10 minutes) 

•	 The trainer should discuss how the skills needed in the initial custodial interview (e.g., establishing rapport) 
could be transferred to other interview contexts, highlighting what these contexts may look like. 

A. Stationhouse Consultation

B. Follow-Up Fact-Based Interview

C. Disposition Preparation

D. Preparing Client to Testify

E. Post-Disposition Interviews
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V. Special Note on Parents/Guardians and Interviewing the Youth Client (10 minutes)

•	 The trainer should begin this section with a discussion of why the defender must interview the youth without 
the parent/guardian. This discussion should lead into a review of the importance of establishing privacy and 
confidentiality with the youth.

A. Establishing Privacy and Confidentiality with the Youth

B. Following Up with the Parent/Guardian and Cultivating the Parent/Guardian as an Ally for the Youth

VI.  Forensic Exercises: Client Interviews (35 minutes for just the first exercise / 1 hour 10 min. for 
both exercises)

•	 There are two Forensic Exercises: 

A. Initial Custodial Interview

B. Office Interview

•	 Both Forensic Exercises have “Defender Confidential Material” and “Client Confidential Material.” The trainer 
can have the participants engage in one or both exercises. If the trainer is going to conduct both exercises in 
sequence (as opposed to at the same time), assignments should be made to ensure that a participant plays the 
role of the defender in one exercise and the client in the other. 

•	 For each exercise, the trainer should instruct the participants to break into pairs. One member of the pair will 
be assigned to play the role of the juvenile defender, while the other will play the role of the client. The trainer 
should distribute a copy of the Defender Confidential Material Handout to the defenders, and a copy of the Cli-
ent Confidential Material Handout to the client. 

•	 The initial custodial interview will last for only 10 or 15 minutes to keep the realistic time pressure. Time per-
mitting, the office interview should last longer. 

•	 The trainer should walk around during the interviews and take note of interview strategies that work and do 
not work.  
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Trainer Notes
I. Interviews in Context

A. Introduction to Client Interviews: Types of Client Interviews

•	 There are several contexts in which the juvenile defender will be required to interview a client. Ex-
amples include:

 ° Stationhouse Consultation 

 ° Initial Client Interview (Detention/Cellblock Interview)

 ° Initial Client Interview (Office)

 ° Follow-Up Fact-Based Interview 

 ° Disposition Preparation Interview 

 ° Preparing Client to Testify 

II. Interview Challenges and Solutions: Shared Experiences

Note To Trainer
It is important that participants receive training on adolescent development in conjunction 
with or before this lesson. If that is not possible due to time constraints, then the trainer 
should take extra time to go over the concepts laid out below.

A. Developmental Issues That Impact the Attorney-Youth Interview 

Note To Trainer

The trainer should elicit feedback from the participants by asking, “What are some of the 
most common challenges that attorneys face in interviewing youth?” The trainer should 
collect the ideas on a board and tie them to the research discussed below on developmental 
barriers that most often interfere with the attorney-client relationship.

•	 Cognitive Differences: Adolescents process questions differently.

 ° Adolescents’ communication skills are limited.

 ° Adolescents have a limited ability to engage in cognitive reasoning (especially before age 15).

 ° Adolescents in the juvenile justice system often have learning disabilities and attention  
deficit disorder.

•	 Psychosocial Maturity and Adolescent Decision-Making: Adolescents often display psychoso-
cial immaturity in decision-making. Their thinking can be compromised by psychosocial factors such as 
weaker future orientation and increased risk-taking. 

 ° Adolescents think less about the future and are less likely to consider long-term consequences. 

 ° Adolescents prefer smaller, more immediate rewards than larger, delayed rewards.  
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 ° Adolescents tend to be more impulsive than adults and engage in more risk-taking. They could per-
ceive risks differently and/or think with a more immediate rather than future orientation.

 ° Adolescents are generally more susceptible to peer influences than adults.

•	 Stress Influences on Adolescent Decision-Making

 ° When under stress, youth are more vulnerable than adults to bad decisions.  They may avoid deci-
sions altogether by shifting responsibility to another person or by settling for the status quo.

 ° In stressful situations, youth rely on their cognitive reasoning skills with even less dependability and 
uniformity than adults.

•	 Suggestibility of Younger Adolescents

 ° Younger adolescents may be more suggestible than older youth.  

 ° Younger adolescents may be more likely to conform to adults’ expectations.  They are more likely to 
give responses they think will please adults.

 ° Younger adolescents may also be more susceptible to peer influences. 

•	 Lack of Knowledge and Experience

 ° Adolescents lack knowledge and experience needed to conceive of all the short-term and long-range 
consequences of a given course of conduct or decision.

 ° Adolescents lack knowledge and experience to weigh options against one another.

 ° Adolescents often don’t know what information is important to the case. 

•	 Identity and Social Development

 ° Adolescence is a period in which youth attempt to establish a coherent, stable identity. As a result, 
adolescents may “try on” various identities.

 ° Adolescents are intensely self-conscious. Teenagers often mistakenly believe that others are con-
stantly watching and judging them.

a. They are particularly offended by comments about how they should dress, etc. 

b. They are especially loyal to family and friends and get angry and offended when something 
negative is said about either.

c. They may be reluctant to tell their attorney certain information if they believe the attorney will 
condemn their actions.

d. They may be unwilling to provide their attorney with information about friends who are co-
respondents or participants in alleged criminal conduct.

e. They will assume that judgments are being made about them.
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 ° Adolescents are “fairness fanatics” and become particularly hostile to anything they perceive 
as unfair.

 ° Adolescence is a period when youth begin to develop personal autonomy and resistance to 
authority figures.

•	 Prevalence of Mental Health Issues Among Youth in the Juvenile Justice System 

 ° Studies suggest that the percentage of incarcerated youth with mental health disorders is much 
higher than that of the general youth population and may be as high as 50-75%. 

 ° The disorders found most often in incarcerated youth are conduct disorder, depression, attention 
deficit/hyperactivity disorder, learning disabilities, post-traumatic stress disorder and develop-
mental disabilities. 

 ° A client’s mental illness can further complicate the attorney-client relationship. For example, 
attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder and some learning disabilities can make already difficult 
tasks like remembering and communicating events practically impossible for a youth.

 ° Five most common mental health disorders in this population:

a. ADHD (three types: inattentive, hyperactive, combined)

b. Oppositional Defiant/Conduct Disorder (touchy, angry, spiteful)

c. Major Depressive Disorder

d. Intellectual Disabilities (other learning and/or developmental disabilities)

e. Substance Abuse

B. Strategies to Accommodate, Enhance or Overcome Developmental Barriers to the Attorney-
Youth Interview 

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask the participants for strategies they have found successful in overcom-
ing each of the challenges identified in interviewing youth. The trainer should add to the list 
of successful strategies by offering the following.  

•	 Acquire Information About the Youth 

Note To Trainer

The trainer should explain to participants that while it is not always possible or desirable to 
gather much information about a youth before the first client interview, the defender should 
try to learn about the client’s strengths, limitations and need for accommodations over the 
life of the case. The defender should focus on building rapport and trust with the client in the 
first interview, before talking to others about the client. The defender should always obtain 
the client’s permission before interviewing others and gathering records about the client.

 ° Gather Records 

a. School records (especially special education and disciplinary)

b. Mental health records and evaluations
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c. Medical records

d. Interview collateral contacts (family, school, etc.)

e. Access/copy all Medicaid, insurance, social security information

 ° What is the youth’s level of cognitive development? Are there learning disabilities, speech im-
pediments, mental health complications?

 ° Are there any disturbances in the adolescent’s normal development (evidence of trauma, depression, 
aggression, extreme risk-taking)? If so, what is the impact of the current court situation on the adolescent?

 ° Who are the important people in the youth’s life (peers, family)?

 ° What is the youth’s apparent self-esteem? (Any physical/mental disabilities that affect self-esteem?)

 ° What are the youth’s strengths?

 ° When does the youth process best (morning, afternoon, evening)?

 ° What can you discern about the youth’s cognitive capacity as you listen to the complexity of the 
youth’s sentences and the words the youth chooses?

•	 Overcome the Youth’s Lack of Trust

 ° Investing “time” is the single most important strategy for overcoming lack of trust and building rapport.

a. The defender will build trust by investing time over the life of the case and time within each session.

b. In the first couple of interviews, the youth may have nothing to say.  Hopefully, that will change over time.  

c. Within individual meetings, the defender should start the conversation with non-threatening, 
less serious topics to decrease anxiety.

d. The defender should follow the adolescent’s lead, allowing the client to tell as much of his or her 
story without interruption the first time through.  The attorney should:

i. Forego the attorney’s agenda and focus on what is important to the youth;

ii. Find out what the youth is worried about and what the youth needs (food? medical atten-
tion?). For example, the defender may ask questions such as:

 » Have you eaten anything today?

 » How are you sleeping?

 » How are you feeling?

iii. Find areas of commonality without being fake or disingenuous (sports, hobbies, fashion, 
music, local events);

iv. Remember to build rapport as a continuous process over the life of the attorney-client rela-
tionship; and 

v. Remember that good intentions are not enough.
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 ° The defender should use empathy to demonstrate genuine concern for the client’s well-being.

 ° The defender should explain why he or she has to ask certain questions and should invite the youth 
to also ask questions during the interview. The defender should also tell the client that he or she can 
say that he or she is uncomfortable answering a particular question.

 ° The defender should listen and inquire without judgment. Specifically, the defender should: 

a. Think about the order of the questions and not start the interview with offense-related questions;

b. Talk about what the adolescent has done well (ask the family);

c. Reassure the client that legal representation is not contingent upon what the youth says (i.e., tell 
the client you will represent him or her no matter what); and

d. Be very careful about judgmental language/tone.

Note To Trainer The trainer should offer a series of judgmental questions to the participants and ask the 
participants to convert them into a question that sounds less judgmental. 

Example: Why were you out after curfew?

•	 More neutral: What did you do last night? What time did you get in last night?

Example: Why is your school attendance so poor? OR, Why don’t you go to school?

•	 More neutral: How did you like school? Why or why not? Is there something that makes you miss school?

Example: Have you been smoking weed?

•	 Less threatening: What will the drug test result show?

Example: Have you been doing what you are supposed to be doing on probation?

•	 Less threatening: What do you think the probation officer will say in court today?

Note To Trainer The defender should avoid “why” or “how could you” questions. The youth will not perceive 
them as legitimate, “wondering” type of questions. 

 ° The defender should not say, “You can trust me,” but rather explain how the role of defense attorney is 
very different from all other adults the youth has interacted with. The defender should explain the attor-
ney-client privilege and help the client understand that the attorney works under direction of the client.

 ° The defender should follow this motto: Never make a promise you can’t keep. Keep every 
promise that you do make to the client. Make a few “easy” promises to show your client 
that you will keep your promises.
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 ° Interviews must be conducted outside of the parent’s/guardian’s presence to maintain the attorney-
client privilege, build trust and avoid suggestibility by the parent/guardian. The client will not give 
the defender information if he or she thinks the defender will “tell” on him or her.

 ° Two adults should rarely, if ever, interview a youth together (except maybe in an attorney-social 
worker team or attorney-law student team).

 ° The defender should listen and subtly demonstrate that he or she has been listening.

Note To Trainer

The trainer should lead participants through an interactive exercise and ask them how 
defenders can signal to the client that they are listening. Some examples the trainer may 
cite: 1) nod in agreement; 2) make encouraging comments; 3) avoid an abrupt change in topic 
(close out topics before moving to the next ones); 4) use a combination of eye-contact and 
note-taking, recognizing the pros and cons of note-taking (if the youth is watching you write, 
he or she will notice what you don’t write. Be careful not to misjudge what is important to 
client); 5) match adjectives/adverbs and pronouns to those being used by the youth; validate 
the client without necessarily agreeing with the client: e.g., “I see what you mean,” or “I 
hear what you mean.”

 ° Be aware of your body language (also watch client dynamics – how is the client responding to you?)

•	 Accommodate Cognitive and Psychosocial Differences

 ° To accommodate the adolescent’s limited future orientation, the defender should attempt to connect 
the interview questions to the youth’s immediate concerns. For example, in the initial detention 
interview, the defender should explicitly connect questions about school, counseling and family life 
to the judge’s decision about whether the youth will go home.

 ° To accommodate the youth’s limited cognitive capacity, the defender should: 

a. Avoid legalese: the defender should think about every word. Words and phrases like sentencing, 
plead guilty, comply with the court order, appeal and direct examination may be confusing to 
many young people;

b. Avoid long questions with a lot of information and a lot of options in them;

c. Use visual aids/charts (e.g., create a chart of available options, drive out to see the scene with 
the client, have the youth draw a picture of what he or she is describing);

d. Determine what analogies will be useful and relevant to the youth; 

e. Avoid asking for abstract thinking: “What if . . .”; and 

f. Have the youth explain concepts back to the defender to make sure the youth understands.

 ° To accommodate the youth’s deficiencies in communication, the defender should:

a. Ask clarifying questions if there is something he or she doesn’t understand, including words, 
phrases or slang the defender is not certain about; and

b. Rehearse courtroom colloquies (e.g., plea colloquy) with the client.
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•	 Enhance Youth’s Ability to Remember/Recall Information 

 ° Use the T-Funnel Method, which combines open-ended and narrow questions.1 

a. The interview should begin with open-ended questions first to:

i. Show client you are interested; and

ii. Determine what is important/memorable to client.

b. The open-ended questions should be followed by narrow questions to draw out details.  
Narrow questions:

i. Help the client remember;

ii. Break down client generalizations; and 

iii. Allow the defender to focus the client on discrete issues.

c. The defender should be careful not to jump into narrow questions too early.

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask one or two of the participants to try to come up with a short series of 
questions that fit the T-Funnel method when the defender wants to find out from the client 
whether there is a potential Fourth Amendment violation.

Example Initial Open-Ended Questions: “How did the police treat you?” “How did the police make you feel?”

•	 Narrow Follow-up Questions: “What did the police say when they walked up to you?” “Did the po-
lice touch you?” “How did the police touch you?” “Can you demonstrate how the police touched you?”

 ° Avoid questions that lead to yes-no-okay-shrug type answers. Counsel should use the journalistic 
“who, what, when, where, why and how” approach to ensure that all parts of the client’s story have 
been covered.

 ° Control the environment to the extent possible. For example, the defender may avoid distractions by 
making sure the youth’s back is facing the area of greatest distraction.

 ° Allow time for silence. Answers may be slow to come, but they are often coming if you just wait 
for them.

 ° Develop chronologies with your client.

•	 Avoid Suggesting Answers to Clients

 ° To avoid suggestion and improve the accuracy of the youth’s answers, the defender should:

a. Avoid subtle clues to your client about what happened.

b. Avoid leading questions because:

i. Adolescents often give answers they think attorneys wants to hear; and

ii. Clients unintentionally fill in details with information suggested to them.

c. However, leading questions can be used to softly/empathetically elicit information the client 
might be ashamed of. For example: “Did police take anything from your pocket?”

1 See DaviD a. BinDer et aL., Lawyers as CoUnseLors: a CLient-CentereD aPProaCh (3rd ed. 2011)
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•	 Avoid Misreading the Youth’s Body Language, Demeanor, etc.

 ° The defender should be able to identify behavior that is easily misread as anger, rebellion, defiance 
and/or hostility to authority or uncooperativeness.  For example:

a. Quietness

b. Anger

c. Closed/Resistant Body Language

d. Initial Refusal to Answer Questions: “What’s the point of answering these stupid questions?”

 ° The defender should also try to understand possible sources of this behavior.  

Note To Trainer

The trainer should ask the audience to provide some potential explanations for why youth 
exhibit some of the earlier-listed behavior. Examples include: substance abuse; mental health 
issues (depression); fear of others in cellblock or detention facility; lack of trust for the at-
torney or other authority figures arising out of youth’s stereotype of public defenders, or as a 
result of differences in race, class, religion or gender; hunger; fatigue; fear of the unknown 
because this is the youth’s first time in court; trauma, past victimization; low self-esteem. 

 ° The defender should demonstrate empathy and understanding of the root causes of the behavior. For 
example, when a youth is cursing about parents/guardians or police, the defender may acknowledge 
the youth’s frustration about the perceived unfair treatment. This does not mean the lawyer should 
condone particularly negative behavior (aggression, profanity, verbal hostility), but just demonstrate 
that the defender is empathetic and understands why the behavior is happening and is willing to 
work through it.  The defender may:

a. Attempt to verbally convey understanding, empathy and a willingness to help the youth work out 
the problem;

b. Probe underneath the youth’s anger by asking more about what the youth is worried about;

c. Continue to show interest and concern for the youth through the anger; and

d. When the youth expresses unwillingness to answer the questions, address the youth’s defeatist 
thinking and not the youth’s defiant behavior.

 ° The defender should not

a. Take any of it personally; or

a. Respond to the youth’s anger with anger.

•	 Reduce Stress and Control Environment

 ° The attorney may reduce a lot of the youth’s stress by explaining to the youth the next steps involved 
in a given case.
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 ° The attorney should attempt to create a comfortable, safe environment for the interview (e.g., 
home, McDonald’s).

 ° When the attorney cannot control the environment (e.g., cellblock interviews), the attorney should 
directly acknowledge and calm the client’s anxieties.

III. The Custodial Interview

A. The Initial Custodial Interview 

•	 The initial custodial interview is one of the most difficult and important interviews the juvenile defender 
will have to conduct. The skills learned and exercised by a defender in his or her initial interview with a 
client will carry over to any other interviews the defender will have to conduct over the course of a case.

Note To Trainer
The trainer should explain to defenders that they can and should apply the interview skills 
covered in the initial interview context to subsequent client interviews that occur throughout 
the life of a case. 

Note To Trainer

The trainer should note that a considerable amount of time was spent talking about devel-
opmental barriers to a successful attorney-youth interview. The trainer should note that the 
discussion is going to shift to one about the external or environmental barriers to a success-
ful interview. The trainer should then engage in the following Q&A with participants.

Interactive Discussion: How many of you have done an initial custodial interview? If you have, describe it – 
for example, what did the cellblock look like? How long did the interview last?

•	 Plexiglas separating attorney and client

•	 Difficult to hear 

•	 Very little time before case is called into court

•	 Crowded

•	 Other kids listening 

•	 Co-respondent may be nearby 

•	 The youth has likely just been interviewed by a lot of other law enforcement and court officials who may 
appear to be “against” them (intake probation officer, police officer, etc.)

•	 Youth will have been transported from place to place to place (arrest, police station, holding cell over-
night, court cellblock) 

Follow-up questions to participants (if necessary): What are youth clients most likely thinking about or 
worried about when they are in the cellblock?

•	 Lack of trust for the lawyer

•	 Belief in their own innocence and desire to talk about the facts of the case
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•	 Other kids in the cell block they may be afraid of and need to display fake bravado, act tough

•	 Fear of the unknown if this is their first time in the court system

•	 Frustration or anger with arrest 

•	 Fear of parents/guardians 

•	 Resentment of people thinking they are guilty

•	 Embarrassment about people thinking they are guilty

•	 General confusion and fear

•	 Hunger

•	 Fatigue

Note: Some clients might not be thinking or focusing on anything because they are high (PCP, marijuana, 
cocaine, etc.)

B. Goals of the Initial Custodial Interview

Note To Trainer

The trainer should explain that one of the most difficult challenges for the defender in an initial 
custodial interview is learning how to respond – genuinely and sincerely – to the youth’s imme-
diate concerns without losing sight of the very important goals the defender must accomplish 
before the detention hearing. In most interviews, the defender should generally subordinate 
his or her agenda in an effort to address the questions and concerns of the youth. In an initial 
cellblock interview, that approach is severely limited by time constraints and the fact that the 
defender will have to balance the youth’s needs with the lawyer’s agenda.  

•	 Primary Goals for the Cellblock Interview

There is a lot to accomplish in the first interview. For purposes of our discussion, let’s distill it down to 
four primary goals:

 ° Introduce yourself and explain your role as the defender: explain the attorney-client relationship and 
establish rapport

 ° Explain upcoming proceedings: explain what’s going to happen in court at the initial detention hearing

 ° Get information for release arguments: gather information that can be used to convince the judge to al-
low client to go home pending trial and get a sense of what the client wants in terms of release options

 ° Get a cursory overview of the facts: obtain enough factual information to plan for the probable 
cause hearing
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•	 Introduce Self and Defender Role

Note To Trainer

The trainer should ask the participants to assume they have been appointed to represent an 
11-year-old boy in an Unlawful Use of a Motor Vehicle case (joy-riding). The trainer should ask 
participants to stand up and explain: (a) their role as defense attorney; (b) the attorney-client 
privilege; (c) the charges; (d) the disposition that the youth is facing; and (e) the possibility of pre-
trial detention to the client. Depending on the size of the group, the trainer might consider having 
a few students explain (a), then a few explain (b), etc.  The trainer can use the following notes to 
help make suggestions on alternate ways to communicate the information to the client.

 Example: Role of Defense Attorney

“I am your lawyer. Have you ever had a lawyer before? Do you know anyone who has ever had a law-
yer? Do you know what a lawyer is?”

“You have to go see a judge and, as your lawyer, I am going to go with you. I will speak for you and tell 
the judge what you want me to tell the judge. If you want to go home, I will ask the judge to let you go 
home, and I will explain why you should go home. The judge gets to decide, but I will argue for you.”  

“As your lawyer, I work for you. You get to tell me what to do and what to say, and I will explain to you 
what the choices are, and I will help you choose what you want.”

“Anything you say to me will stay between the two of us. Unless you tell me it is ok to tell someone 
else, I cannot tell anybody what you tell me. We have to decide what to tell the judge. You can tell me 
what is okay to say to the judge. I can’t tell your parents what you tell me unless there is something you 
want me to tell them. The only time I can tell something without your permission is if you are about to 
hurt yourself or somebody else.”

Practice Tip

The defender should give the client a business card and explain the need for the defender 
and the client to keep in touch. The defender should invite the client to call whenever he or she 
has questions or new information. The defender should let the client know that he or she will 
be keeping in touch. 

Practice Tip

The defender may also give the client a written attorney-client agreement that outlines the 
relationship and the responsibilities of the defender. A Sample Client Representation Agreement 
is provided in the Training Materials for this lesson.  

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask the participants, “What questions is the youth likely to have about the 
defender’s role?” and “What is the youth likely to be concerned about in terms of the defender’s 
role?” The trainer should then use the following Training Notes to guide the discussion.
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 ° May have preconceived notions about court-appointed lawyers – “Public Pretender,” “Maybe I 
should get a paid lawyer.”

 ° Believe that all adults (including lawyers) never believe them

 ° Maybe have had bad experiences with lawyers in the past

 ° May be subconsciously concerned about differences between himself or herself and the lawyer: 
race, age, gender, socioeconomic class, education 

 ° Afraid that the lawyer will tell a parent/guardian that he or she has been using drugs

•	 Explain What Will Happen In Court

Note To Trainer Juvenile court procedures vary in each jurisdiction, and the trainer should make sure to know the 
relevant procedure where the training is to take place before initiating the below discussion.

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask the participants, “What do you need to tell your client about the initial 
hearing? How can you relay this information in age-appropriate language?” The trainer should 
then use the following Training Notes to guide the discussion.  

 ° The youth will get a notice of the charges – the petition.

 ° The youth will plead not guilty. 

 ° The defender will try to convince the judge to release the client pending trial (or other alternative 
to detention).

 ° The defender should tell the youth about the likelihood of success on the release arguments, but 
make no promises.

 ° The officer may testify.

 ° It is not advisable for the youth to testify. The youth will get another opportunity to tell his or her 
story. This is not the trial.  

 ° The youth should say, “Yes, Your Honor” or “No, Your Honor.”

 ° The youth should pull up his or her pants and tuck his or her shirt in. If the youth has on an inappro-
priate shirt (e.g., a shirt with a marijuana leaf on the front), the lawyer should try to get a new shirt 
for the youth or ask the youth to turn the shirt inside out.

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask the participants, “What questions is the client likely to have about what 
is going on in the courtroom?” The trainer should then use the following Training Notes to guide 
the discussion.
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 ° Will my mother be in there?

 ° Will the police be there?

 ° Will the judge let me go home?

Practice Tip

As stated above, the defender should never make promises he or she cannot keep. Youth may 
perceive even a casual statement from an adult to be a promise! For example: 

Question: Will I go home today? 

Answer that sounds like a promise: I am sure you will. You have no prior arrests and the proba-
tion officer is not asking that you be locked up. 

Problem: You don’t know what the prosecutor will do or say. You don’t know what the judge will do.  

Question: When will my case get called? 

Answer that sounds like a promise: This morning.

Problem: You can’t promise that. There are often delays in court.

Question:  When will I talk to you again?

Answer: If you get held, I will be out to see you this weekend.

Obligation: Now you are obligated to go. 

•	 Getting Information for Release Argument

Note To Trainer

The youth often will want to talk about the facts of the case, his or her innocence and any per-
ceived injustice in the way the police treated him or her. The defender will have to be attentive to 
these concerns, but at the same time will need to get the youth to focus on the social factors the 
court will consider in deciding whether to release or detain him or her.

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask the participants, “What questions do you ask and what kinds of information 
do you need to get from the client during the initial interview in order to argue for release?” The 
trainer should then use the following Training Notes to guide the discussion.  

 ° What is your legal name? (full spelling)

 ° Do you prefer to be called another name? Do you have a nickname or something else you go by (i.e., 
an alias)?

 ° What is your date of birth/age?

 ° Where do you live? or What is your address?
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 ° What are the names, ages and relationship to you of anyone you live with?

a. Parents or guardians – names, phone, employment, relationship dynamic

b. Grandparents – names, phone, employment

c. Live-in relatives, friends – name, phone, employment

 ° Do you have any siblings? If so, how old? Any adults? If yes: names, phone, employment

 ° Do you have a parent/guardian that does not live with you (separated, divorced, ill, etc.)?

a. How often do you talk to that parent/guardian?

b. Name, phone, employment

 ° How well do you get along with the people at home?

 ° Do you have chores and responsibilities at home?

 ° Have you ever been to court for problems at home? (neglect/abuse)

 ° Do you want to go home?

a. If not, where do you want to go?

b. Have you ever run away from home?

c. Where did you run?

 ° If you want to go home, are people at home willing to have you come back?

a. If not, are there any relatives or friends that would be willing to take you in?

 ° Will parents/guardians be in court in time for the initial hearing? (Have you spoken with them? Did 
the police call them? Did somebody tell them you were arrested?)

a. If parents/guardians won’t be in court, is there some other adult that we can get to be here? (Get 
numbers to try to call.) 

 ° Are you in school?

a. Which school, what grade?

b. What are your grades like?

c. How often do you attend?

d. Do you have a favorite teacher who would vouch for you? If so: name, subject he or she teaches?

e. Any activities at school (band, choir, sports, etc.)?

f. Have you ever been suspended? Why?
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g. Special Education: Have you ever gotten special help at school?

i. Any tutoring?

ii. Are you in separate classes?

iii. Have you ever been tested for special classes?

 ° Do you have a job?

a. Where do you work?

b. How long have you worked there?

c. How often do you work/what are your hours?

d. Have you applied for any jobs that you are waiting to hear from?

 ° Do you go to church?

a. Where/how often?

b. Any activities in church?

 ° Are you involved in any activities at a recreation center?

 ° Do you have any other court cases in this city? In other cities? Other states?

a. Open cases: What charge(s)? When is your next court date? Who is your attorney in that case 
(name, number)?

b. Closed cases: What charge(s)? What was the outcome (guilty/not guilty/diversion/proba-
tion/dismissed)?

c. Are you on probation in another case? Who is your probation officer, what is your probation of-
ficer’s number, how do you get along with your probation officer?

d. Arrests?

 ° What is your medical condition, any health problems?

a. Do you have regularly scheduled doctor’s appointments, treatments, medications, etc.?

 ° Any mental health treatment? 

Note To Trainer Ask participants how you ask this question without offending the youth. Example: Do you take any 
medication? Have you ever been in the hospital? What for? Do you go see a counselor?  
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 ° Drug use: When you were arrested, were you given a urine test or “pee test”?

a. What do you think the result will show?

i. If positive, what drug?

b. Have you ever tested positive in a previous case?

 ° Do you drink alcohol?

 ° Broad, open-ended questions: Is there anything else about you or your family that I can tell the 
judge to convince him or her to let you go home?

 ° When you came through the court system after arrest, somebody interviewed you – do you 
know whom?

 ° How tall are you? Weight? Eye color, hair, facial hair, complexion, clothes? 

Practice Tip

The defender should ask the client to sign “Release of Information” forms so the defender 
will be able to obtain records about the client from his or her school and other agencies. The 
defender should explain what type of records he or she will be requesting and why. A sample 
Release of Information Form is provided in the Training Materials.

•	 Get a Cursory Overview of the Facts 

Note To Trainer The trainer should ask participants, “What do you want to ask about the facts? What do you want 
to know about the incident?” The trainer should then use the following Training Notes to guide  
the discussion.

 ° Basic accusation

 ° Potential defenses to undermine probable cause

 ° Potential mitigating facts

 ° Officers’ likely source(s) of information for the allegations

 ° Severity of the offense (weapons involved, etc.)

 ° Please give me a quick summary of what happened that led to your arrest:

a. What time of day and where?

b. What type of offense?

c. Describe briefly what happened.

d. Did you resist arrest?
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Note To Trainer

The trainer should ask, “How do you ask non-threatening, non-accusatory questions about the 
alleged offense?” For example, in an Unlawful Use of a Motor Vehicle case, you may ask: “Are the 
cops going to say there was reckless driving/endangering of others?” Or in a theft case, you may 
ask, “What will the witness say was taken?” The trainer should then use the following Training 
Notes to guide the discussion.

 ° Did you say anything to the police? (If so, what?)

 ° Was anybody else arrested with you (names)?

a. Was there anybody else involved who was not arrested?

b. Any witnesses?

 ° Did the police search you? Did police find anything or take anything from you at the police department?

 ° Did anybody point you out and identify you?

 ° Did you have to go to the hospital or anywhere else?

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask participants, “How do you approach your review of the arrest reports/prob-
able cause affidavits with the clients?” The trainer should then use the following Training Notes to 
guide the discussion. 

 ° The defender should review the police report and/or probable cause affidavit with the client:

a. To let the client know what the police/complaining witness is alleging

b. To explore any discrepancies affecting probable cause between what the police/complaining 
witness said occurred and the client’s account

i. If there are significant discrepancies, then the defender should consider asking for a brief 
recess or continuance in order to either subpoena the officer/witness to testify or to call an 
independent witness on the client’s behalf.

c. To help ensure that the client is prepared for what is going to be said in court and does not 
negatively react

 ° Some attorneys like to wait for the client to give his or her version of events in the initial interview 
before reviewing the police report with the client. This helps the client tell his or her version untaint-
ed. Defenders who do this should take care to tell the client that he or she will review the police 
report with him or her, but first wants to get the client’s version of the events. This way, if there are 
inconsistencies that the lawyer has to explore, the client will be less likely to think that the lawyer 
was trying to “catch him in a lie.” It also communicates to the client that the lawyer is interested in 
what the client has to say and is not going to automatically believe what the police say.
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Practice Tip

The defender should obtain enough factual information to argue against probable cause and 
should tell the client that there will be a longer interview later, either at the lawyer’s office, cli-
ent’s home or at the detention facility if he or she is detained. The defender should be up front 
with the client about why the initial interview is going to be short and focus on information 
other than the facts of case.

Note To Trainer
The trainer should ask, “Why should the defender limit himself or herself to only a cursory review 
of the facts in the initial custodial interview?” The trainer should then use the following Training 
Notes to guide the discussion.

 ° No privacy – attorney/client privilege

 ° Concerns regarding co-respondents – no confidentiality

 ° Short amount of time

•	 Concluding the Interview 

Counsel should leave the client with these warnings:

 ° Say nothing at all to the police and prosecutors. Reply to all questions by saying that “my lawyer 
told me to not answer any questions.” 

 ° Discuss the case with no one. Not friends, family or co-respondent(s) – no one except for the defender.

 ° Sign nothing requested by the police or prosecutor. 

 ° Refuse to go anywhere with the police and/or the prosecutor.

 ° Refuse to appear in any line-up or appear before any person for possible identification without a lawyer. 

 ° Refuse consent to anyone who may ask the client’s permission to search the client’s home, automo-
bile or any place or thing belonging to the client. 

 ° Telephone the defender as soon as possible if anything at all comes up relating to the case. 

Practice Tip

The defender should establish a weekly phone check-in with the client.

IV. Considerations for Interviewing Youth in Other Contexts

Many of the skills needed in the initial custodial interview (e.g., establishing rapport) can be transferred to the fol-
lowing other interview contexts. To follow are some additional considerations for common types of interviews:
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A. Stationhouse Consultation

•	 Despite the fact that attorneys are supposed to have a private space in which to consult with their cli-
ents, there are never guarantees that this is the case.  Consequently, the defender should explain to the 
client up front that the conversation they are having will be limited to addressing immediate concerns, 
and that they will have an opportunity to have a fuller discussion after the client is released from the 
police station.

•	 Areas that the attorney should address include:

 ° Any medical needs or injuries

 ° Explaining the arrest, detention and court process

 ° Finding out if the client wants the defender to contact a parent or guardian

 ° Whether there are potential witnesses to the arrest or incident that should be contacted immediately

 ° Whether there is physical evidence that needs to be preserved (e.g. client alleges police broke down 
the door)

 ° Get a basic overview of the arrest, but resist getting into details of the alleged offense

•	 The attorney should be sensitive to the fact that the client is likely frightened, angry, confused, etc., and 
try to help assuage any fears without making any unrealistic promises.

•	 Similarly, clients may be focused on issues that seem incidental or less important (e.g. “They took my 
phone.” “I have a test tomorrow.”). The attorney should not minimize those concerns (“You have much 
bigger problems in facing a drug charge…”) but instead try to address them or explain what steps he or 
she will take to address them at a later date.

B. Follow-Up Fact-Based Interview

•	 After the initial hearing, the defender should arrange to have a full interview with the client.

•	 Prior to the meeting, the defender should read the discovery, pull the relevant statutes and case law and 
start developing the investigation strategy. Preparing for the interview in advance will make the meeting 
more productive and give the client confidence in the attorney.

•	 It is generally a good idea to review the attorney-client relationship and privilege with the client at this 
meeting, to ensure he or she fully understands these concepts.

•	 The attorney should allow the client to tell the story once and then go back and ask to fill in facts.

•	 As the lawyer reviews the facts and asks questions, he or she might need to explain why he or she is doing so: 

 ° If the lawyer has begun the fact investigation, he or she should let the client know what he or she 
has done, the results, what he or she intends to do and how the client can help.

•	 The lawyer should always give the client the opportunity to amend facts. It is not unusual for clients 
meeting a lawyer for the first time in a crisis situation to omit or even lie about facts. As the client 
begins to trust the attorney, he or she will be more likely to provide full and accurate facts.
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•	 The lawyer should not only ask questions relating to defending the case, but he or she should obtain 
information (and records release forms) to begin preparing for disposition.

•	 As with all interviews, the defender should make sure the client has the opportunity to ask questions 
and make sure the client is aware of the next steps in the case.

C. Disposition Preparation

•	 Establishing rapport and trust in previous interviews is critical for the disposition interview.

•	 Goals of the disposition interview will largely depend on whether or not the probation recommendation 
is in line with the client’s wishes. If it appears the disposition recommendation is in line with the client’s 
wishes, the attorney will want to review the specific conditions with the youth to ensure the youth 
considers the plan reasonable and can adhere to the conditions. 

•	 If the Probation Officer’s recommendation is not in line with the client’s wishes, the defender should 
work collaboratively with the youth to develop an alternative dispositional plan.  

D. Preparing the Client to Testify

•	 The defender should block out sufficient time to practice the direct and cross-examination a few times.

•	 The defender should help the client learn to answer questions in sentences rather than simply saying  
“yes” or “no.” The judge is more likely to believe a client who is speaking in his or her own words rather 
than that of the lawyer. 

•	 The lawyer should also warn the client away from specific areas that would open the door to otherwise 
inadmissible evidence (e.g. “I have never broken a law in my life.”).

•	 The lawyer should ask a colleague to conduct a mock cross-examination.

•	 The decision as to whether to testify or not always belongs to the client.

E. Post-Disposition Interviews

•	 For those youth in residential or correctional facilities, interviews should be sure to address: 

 ° Basic conditions of the facility (food, sleeping arrangements, structural issues?)

 ° Disciplinary practices

 ° Type of mental health and other treatment services 

 ° Educational arrangements and special education needs

 ° Reentry plan

 ° Family and other visits

•	 For those youth on probation: 

 ° Check in with the youth to see if he or she is able to reasonably meet the probation conditions. Be-
ing mindful of conditions that may create scheduling conflicts or be too overwhelming for the youth 
to reasonably meet.  
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V. Special Note on Parents/Guardians and Interviewing the Youth Client 

A. Establishing Privacy and Confidentiality with the Youth

•	 The defender must interview the youth alone.

Note To Trainer The trainer should ask participants, “Why must the defender interview the youth alone without the 
parents/guardians?” The trainer can use the following sample responses to guide the discussion.

 ° Preserve attorney-client privilege

a. The majority of jurisdictions do not recognize a parent-child privilege, thus parents who are sub-
poenaed to testify against their children and recount the child’s incriminating statements may be 
forced to do so. In the few jurisdictions that have a parent-child privilege, there are exceptions to 
the privilege so the defender can never be wholly sure that the privilege will shield statements 
during an interview in the parent’s/guardian’s presence.

b. The trainer should determine whether a parent-child privilege exists in the training jurisdiction. 

 ° Build trust with the client 

 ° Ensure the client speaks truthfully about social factors and about the offense

 ° To make sure the parent/guardian does not suggest answers 

 ° Give the youth an opportunity to talk without parent/guardian dominating the questions and answers

•	 The defender may begin the interview by meeting briefly with the youth and parent/guardian together. 
In the initial contact with the parent/guardian, the defender should explain:

 ° The nature of the charges and the potential consequences

 ° The chronology of legal proceedings to come

 ° The attorney/client privilege and the absence of a parent-child or parent/guardian-attorney privilege

 ° The role of a defense attorney in a delinquency case (i.e., the defender is the attorney for the youth 
and not for the parent/guardian or the family)

•	 If the parent/guardian is reluctant to leave the youth alone for the interview, the defender should 
explain that the parent/guardian could be subpoenaed to testify against the youth. The parent/guardian 
will be more likely to sit out of the interview once he or she understands this. 

B. Following Up with the Parent/Guardian and Cultivating the Parent/Guardian as an Ally for the Youth

•	 After the separate interview with the client, the defender may bring the parent/guardian back into the 
room and talk to the parent/guardian and the youth together. 

 ° The defender should explain that the attorney-client privilege forbids the defender from revealing 
the content of the attorney-client interview to anyone, including the parent/guardian. 
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 ° The defender should attempt to get any background information the youth could not provide from the 
parent/guardian.

 ° The defender should get the parent/guardian to sign “Release of Information” forms to obtain 
records about the client from his or her school and other agencies. 

 ° The defender should make sure that the parent/guardian really understands the negative and col-
lateral consequences of being involved in the court. Often parents/guardians have unrealistic views 
about what the juvenile court can accomplish by way of treatment and services and fail to under-
stand the collateral consequences associated with juvenile court.

 ° Often, especially at the detention hearing, parents/guardians are angry or embarrassed by the 
youth’s arrest and want to explain that it is not their fault (e.g., “My son just won’t listen.”) It is im-
portant to allow the parent/guardian to complain to the defender and then discuss whether and how 
the parent/guardian should address the court. With really angry parents/guardians, the defender 
may consider suggesting that they let you represent their concerns to the court (with the youth’s 
permission), so you can frame it more constructively. 
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You have been appointed to represent Jonathan Lopez 
who has been charged with Possession with Intent to 
Distribute Cocaine. According to the police report, on 
April 11, YR-0, officers received an anonymous tip that 
someone was selling cocaine underneath the bleachers in 
the gym at East High School. The reporting officer, accom-
panied by the school principal and teacher, approached 
Jonathan Lopez and ordered him to empty his pockets. 

He complied and produced a small bag of suspect powder 
cocaine. Jonathan gave an oral and written admission to 
possessing the bag of cocaine.  

You will conduct an initial custodial interview. The only 
information you know about Jonathan at this time is that 
he is 15 years old, his birthday is January 23 YR-15 and 
he lives with his father, Armando Lopez. You will only be 
allotted 10-15 minutes to conduct this interview.

You will be playing the role of Jonathan in an initial cus-
todial interview. You should play the role as realistically 
as possible. You should only provide information in re-
sponse to questions and not volunteer unsolicited infor-
mation. You should ask your lawyer questions that you 
would expect Jonathan to ask his lawyer.

Name:  Jonathan Lopez
DOB:  January 23, YR-15
Address:  1234 Evergreen
Phone:  555-1212

You are a 15-year-old sophomore at East High School. You 
have been on the football team since freshman year and 
have a positive relationship with Assistant Coach Ham-
line. Although you often get detention for talking in class 
or not paying attention, you also have a positive relation-
ship with your special education teacher, Ms. Whitfield. 
Your grades are below average. You have been suspend-
ed twice for fighting your girlfriend’s ex-boyfriend. 

You live with your father, who works long hours at a ga-
rage. You used to help him out there, but have not done 

Defender Confidential Materials

Client Confidential Materials
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VI. Forensic Exercises:  Client Interviews  

Note To Trainer

There are two Forensic Exercises—A: The Initial Custodial Interview and B: The Office Interview—
both with “Defender Confidential Material” and “Client Confidential Material.” The trainer can have 
the participants engage in one or both exercises. If the trainer is going to conduct both exercises in 
sequence (as opposed to at the same time), assignments should be made to ensure that a participant 
plays the role of the defender in one exercise and the client in the other.  

EXERCISE A: THE INITIAL CUSTODIAL INTERVIEW  (35 MIN.)

Note To Trainer

The trainer should instruct the participants to break into pairs. One member of the pair will be as-
signed to play the role of the juvenile defender, while the other will be assigned to play the role of 
the client. The trainer should distribute a copy of the Defender Confidential Material Handout to the 
defenders, and a copy of the Client Confidential Material Handout to the client. 

The initial custodial interview will last for only 10 or 15 minutes to keep the realistic time pressure. 

The trainer should walk around during the interviews and take note of interview strategies that work and do not work.
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I. Juvenile Defender Self-Critique

Note To Trainer

After all participants have been allowed their allotted time for the interview, recon-
vene the group and facilitate a discussion about how the interviews went, using the 
following Discussion Points as a reference point. The trainer should ask participants 
who played the role of the juvenile defender to evaluate themselves along the follow-
ing lines.

A. Rapport Building

•	 How was the rapport?

•	 How did you describe your role as attorney?

B. Information Gathering

•	 Did you get enough information to get your client home from the hearing?

•	 Was there going to be anyone who could come to court for Jonathan?

EXERCISE A – DISCUSSION POINTS

so since the beginning of the school year. You have no sib-
lings and spend most of your time with your friends and 
girlfriend. Your mother returned to Mexico some years ago, 
and you speak on the phone infrequently. You and your fa-
ther do not always get along because he thinks that you 
hang out with bad friends who have gotten you into trou-
ble, including drugs. You say that you sometimes stay out 
late with your friends, which makes your father mad. You 
have no other relatives with whom you are close. Your fa-
ther has an adult cousin who you see every once in a while. 
You think the cousin is a night shift supervisor at a factory.  

You were arrested yesterday at school after the principal 
found drugs in your pocket. You had recently returned to 
school after being suspended for fighting with another stu-
dent named Mark.  You have had a contentious relationship 
with Mark, because you are dating his ex-girlfriend, Sabrina. 
Mark, who is a drug dealer, approached you and said that he 
wanted you to be cool again after everything that had hap-
pened. He wanted you to deal for him again. You told him 
that you did not want to deal. Mark shook his head, smiled 
and handed you a small bag of what was likely cocaine. Even 
though you did not intend to sell it, you took it because you 
wanted to be friends again with your “boy” Mark. 

During your free period, you were hanging out by the 
bleachers. The principal and a school officer came up 
to you and told you to empty your pockets. They found 
the bag Mark had given you in your school gym uniform 
jacket. After taking the bag from you, they told you to 
sit on the bleachers and began asking you questions. 
They later took you to the police station, where you 
remained all day. You do not remember much because 
you hadn’t slept the night before, and you had been 
drinking in the bleachers earlier that day. You don’t re-
member signing anything.

You admit that other people, including Mark, may have 
been selling drugs under the bleachers, since everyone at 
school knew that it was the place to go when you wanted 
to buy or sell. 

You do not think you have any prior adjudications/convic-
tions. You once got arrested for being in someone’s garage 
with your friends, but nothing ever happened from it. You 
occasionally smoke weed, but try not to smoke a lot dur-
ing football season. However, when you were suspended 
from school, you were also banned from some football 
games, so you smoked quite a bit in the last week.
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•	 Did you learn that his parents separated, his mother is in Mexico and his father works long hours?

•	 Did anyone get the information about the father’s cousin?

•	 What positive facts did you learn about Jonathan (football, positive teacher relationships, helpful 
to dad in the past)?

•	 Did you learn that Jonathan has one prior arrest for what appears to be trespass?

 ° What did you find out about what happened with that case? 

•	 Jonathan has had some disciplinary problems at school. Did you find them out? Did you find out 
what some of the reasons for this might be? (behavior in class that may be related to special 
education issues, fight with girlfriend’s ex-boyfriend) 

•	 Did you learn about his drug use? (smoked marijuana: if tested, may come out positive) 

•	 What kind of information/questions did your client ask of you?

•	 Did you strike a balance between facts and social factors in the interview?  

 ° Facts: How did you react to his story?

 ° The interview should be weighted more heavily to discussion of social factors that will help 
get your client out.

II. Client Feedback 

Note To Trainer The trainer should ask the participants playing clients similar questions to elicit feed-
back for the participants in the role of juvenile defender.  

A. Rapport: Did you feel comfortable and safe with your attorney? Why or why not? What might have 
you done differently from the person playing the attorney?

B. Information Gathering

•	 Did your attorney fail to ask you about something that you thought he or she should have asked 
you about?

•	 How did you feel about the way questions were asked?

•	 Did you think the attorney was listening to you?

•	 Did you understand confidentiality as it was presented to you?

C. Facts of the case: did you feel like your attorney believed you about what happened?

D. Information giving: did you feel like you understood the process you were about to go through (initial 
detention hearing)?
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You will be playing the role of Ronald. You should play the 
role as realistically as possible. You should only provide 
information in response to questions and not volunteer 
unsolicited information. You should ask your lawyer ques-
tions that you would expect Ronald to ask his lawyer.

You are a 15-year-old student in the ninth grade at East 
High School. You are a black male with permed hair, and 

you dress very effeminately. You identify with the lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) community, but are still 
uncertain about whether you are gay or bisexual.  

You are a special education student. You cut school a 
lot because the work is hard for you, and you are em-
barrassed. You like your special education teacher, Mr. 
Montgomery, and feel like you let him down because you 

Client Confidential Materials

EXERCISE B: THE OFFICE INTERVIEW

Note To Trainer

Again, the trainer should instruct the participants to break into pairs. One member of the pair will be 
assigned to play the role of the juvenile defender, while the other will be assigned to play the role of 
the client. The trainer should distribute a copy of the Defender Confidential Material Handout to the 
defenders, and a copy of the Client Confidential Material Handout to the client. 

The office interview will last for only 15 – 20 minutes, time permitting.  If this exercise follows exercise A, less 
time will be needed for the debriefing discussion that follows, as many of the concepts from exercise A’s debriefing 
will carry over into this discussion. 

The trainer should walk around during the interviews and take note of interview strategies that work and do not work.

You have been appointed to represent 15-year-old Ronald 
Gibson, who has been charged with one count of felony 
theft for stealing more than $3000 from a safe in the attic 
of his mother’s home. You were appointed to represent 
Ronald at the initial hearing, at which time you entered 
a plea of not guilty on his behalf. You were only able to 
speak to Ronald for a few minutes and arranged for him 
to come to your office for a meeting after school the fol-
lowing Friday. Ronald is a black male with permed hair, 
and he dresses very effeminately.  

At the initial hearing, you spoke briefly to Ronald’s moth-
er, who was very angry. She told you that she was tired of 
Ronald’s behavior and thinks he needs to be taught a les-
son. The prosecutor told her that they could send Ronald 
to a facility where he would get counseling, which she 
thinks is a good idea. She also said she wants to get her 
money back.

According to the police report, on March 3, YR-0, officers re-
sponded to a complaint from Wanda Gibson that her son had 
stolen $3000 from a safe in their home. When the police arrived 
at the house, Ms. Gibson let them in. She, Ronald and Ronald’s 
two siblings were interviewed in the living room. Ms. Gibson 
accused Ronald of taking $3000 from a safe. The other two chil-
dren agreed that Ronald was the culprit and pointed out that he 
had been wearing new clothes. The police received permission 
from Ms. Gibson to search Ronald’s room. There they recovered 
a Nike tennis shoe box that looked new and had a price sticker 
of $145 and a Macy’s tag for a large silk shirt with a price of $65. 
The police also found $54 in a dresser drawer. Ronald was taken 
into custody and processed. Ms. Gibson initially said that she did 
not want Ronald back in her house, but she changed her mind 
after speaking with a support officer. Ronald was released to his 
mother’s custody with a court summons.

Conduct the client interview with Ronald.

Defender Confidential Materials
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are not doing well in your classes. Ever since you started 
exploring your sexuality, your math teacher (Ms. Hall) 
has had a bad attitude towards you (saying things like, 
“Get your girlie ass in your seat” “Why are you wearing 
those clothes? Your mama needs to knock some sense 
into you.”). Some of the kids at school give you a hard 
time, but you generally ignore them. You pretend to go to 
school and then come home after your mom has left for 
work. Many times, you fall asleep on the couch, but you 
always seem to wake up in time to go to a recreation cen-
ter. Your mom caught you sleeping one afternoon when 
she came home early from work, but you told her you 
were sick, and she did not hassle you.

You have a 12-year-old sister, Sharon, and a 17-year-old 
brother, Charles. You live with them, your mother and your 
mother’s boyfriend, Homer. You get along with everyone 
OK. You and your brother, with whom you share a room, 
argue sometimes, but you have not had a physical fight in 
several years. You admire your big brother, because he is 
smart and a good athlete. Your sister can be a pain some-
times, but she likes playing dress up with you, and she of-
ten draws you pictures. You occasionally see your father, 
but don’t really have much of a relationship with him.  You 
do not know where exactly he lives. Homer drives a bus 
during the day. Your mother works at a factory.

You want to be a fashion designer and have found out 
that the local community college offers classes in design 
and modeling. You have been attending a local LGBT-
friendly church and recreation center on weekends and 
after school hours. (If asked, make up activities at the 
center and names of staff people who will say positive 
things about you.) You stay up late at night, often hang-
ing out with your friends until one or two in the morning. 
(You can make up names of your friends.) You have ex-
perimented with drugs in the past, but have not used any 
in several months.

You and your mother have been arguing a lot about you 
staying out late and your new style of dress. Your mother 
has also told you that she does not like you hanging out 
at the church and recreation center, but you really like 
it there and so continue to go. You do not think your 
mother understands you. You have stayed with various 
other relatives (aunts, a grandmother, a family friend) in 

the past, but none of these arrangements lasted beyond 
two months. 

You have been charged with stealing more than $3000 
from a safe in the attic of your mother’s home. This is 
the first time you have ever been in juvenile court. You 
will admit that you took the money to the lawyer if he 
asks. You found the money one day a few months ago 
when your mother told you to go to the attic to get a box. 
Ever since then, you have taken a few dollars here and 
there. You spent the money on clothes, a flattening iron 
and gifts for your friends.  

During your conversation with your lawyer, you should 
express differing attitudes about your mom and the theft. 
You are generally remorseful about taking the money, 
at one point even breaking down and crying. At another 
point, you should become became angry at your mother, 
telling the lawyer that you think your mother is exag-
gerating the amount missing so she can get money from 
someone else. You just cannot believe that you spent 
$3000 and think a more likely figure is $300.  

You love your mother and want to continue living with her 
and your siblings. You will acknowledge that you have 
been disrespectful and disobedient a lot lately and know 
that your mother is fed up and probably “needs a break” 
from you. You also know that you have to turn your behav-
ior around to “win your mother back.”  

You will be resistant to suggestions of tutoring, or family 
or individual counseling, but might be receptive to tutor-
ing depending on how the lawyer frames it. You do not 
want to leave your mother’s home – not even to create a 
short respite for her.  

The arrest: the entire family was home on a Saturday 
when the police came to the door. You had no idea what 
was going on. Your mom told them that she wanted them 
to arrest you for stealing over $3000 from a box in the at-
tic. You could not believe it and started to cry. The officers 
asked you if you had taken the money, and you said no. 
They asked your sister and brother if they took the money, 
and they said no. Someone said something about the fact 
that you had been wearing new clothes. You do not know 
why your mom decided that you were the one who took 
the money. The police asked you if they could look in your 
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Note To Trainer

After all participants have been allowed their allotted time for the interview, recon-
vene the group and facilitate a discussion about how the interviews went, using the 
following Discussion Points as a reference point. The trainer should ask the partici-
pants who played the role of the juvenile defender to evaluate themselves along the 
following lines.

A. Rapport Building

•	 How was the rapport?

•	 How did you describe your role as attorney?

B. Information Gathering

•	 What positive facts did you learn about Ronald? 

•	 What did you learn about the case?

•	 Did you ask about potential witnesses? If so, did you get contact information?

•	 Did you begin collecting information relevant to disposition?

•	 Did you begin exploring possible defenses (the two siblings and other adult in the house had ac-
cess to the attic)? 

 ° What kind of information/questions did your client ask of you?

C. What is Ronald’s position? 

•	 Ronald wants to stay at home and win his mother over on his own. He does not want any outside 
or additional services or interventions. 

EXERCISE B – DISCUSSION POINTS

room and you said no. The police then asked your mother 
if they could look in your room. One officer went into your 
room and the other stayed in the living room with you. 
The officer who went into your room came out with a Nike 
box, a shirt tag and some money. He asked you if these 
belonged to you, but you just kept crying and shaking your 
head. The officers then told you that you were under ar-
rest and put handcuffs on you. You were appalled. You 
began screaming and crying even harder. The officers 
took you to the police station where they fingerprinted 

you and took your picture. After a few hours, an officer 
came to get you and said you were going home. You think 
that Homer convinced your mom not to leave you at the 
station, but that is just a guess. When you got home, you 
went straight to your room. Ever since this happened, you 
have been trying to stay out of your mother’s way. She 
looks at you sadly and shakes her head, but she has not 
asked you any more questions about the money. You think 
that your siblings and Homer can get into the attic since 
you can.  
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D. What are Ronald’s likely real and immediate interests? 

•	 He wants love, support and admiration from his mom. 

•	 He wants to avoid prison.

•	 He would like to be less frustrated and embarrassed in school.

•	 He would like to nurture his arts/fashion interest and talent.

•	 He would like to have the freedom to explore his sexuality without feeling judged by his mom.

•	 He would probably like to pay his mother back and see his mother feel better.

E. What do you think may be driving Ronald’s position right now? 

•	 Belief that this will work out on its own – like other fights with mom 

•	 Ignorance of how fed up his mother is

•	 Unaware of how serious it is to be in the juvenile justice system and not aware he needs to do 
whatever is necessary to get out of system

F. How can Ronald help you figure out what his mother might want?

•	 Ask Ronald to tell you and help you write out everything that will make his mother happy.

•	 Go through the list and help identify ways to satisfy mom and Ronald.

 ° If there is time, have participants quickly brainstorm a list (which they may use in later 
discussions with mom).

G. What information, insight and advice do you want to offer Ronald?  

•	 Discuss the importance of compromise.

•	 Offer to help Ronald find a better school (with the aid of an education advocate).

•	 Share information about LGBT programs and resources available in the area. 

H. Did you explain next steps to Ronald?

•	 What kind of investigation will be conducted

•	 How the case might be defended

•	 The need to talk to mom, teachers, etc. (and ask for permission)

•	 Set time for next meeting/regularly scheduled phone calls

•	 Stress the importance of him following rules and staying out of trouble

•	 Plea negotiation process
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II. Client Feedback – Office Interview 

Note To Trainer The trainer should ask the participants playing clients similar questions to elicit feed-
back for the participants in the role of juvenile defender.  

A. Rapport: Did you feel comfortable and safe with your attorney? Why or why not? What might have 
you done differently from the person playing the attorney?

B. Information Gathering

•	 Did your attorney fail to ask you about something that you thought he or she should have asked 
you about?

•	 How did you feel about the way questions were asked?

•	 Did you think the attorney was listening to you?

•	 Did you understand confidentiality as it was presented to you?

•	 Were you comfortable with how your attorney handled issues related to your sexual orientation?

C. Facts of the case: did you feel like your attorney believed you about what happened?

D. Did the attorney make it clear that he or she would defend you if you wanted to contest the charges?

E. Information giving: did you feel like you understood the legal process you were about to go through?

F. Did the attorney offer good advice on things you can/should do while the case is being processed?

III. Additional Feedback from the Trainer 

Note To Trainer

The trainer should discuss any other strategies that he or she observed during the 
interviews. The trainer should also pass out the defender materials to the participants 
that role-played the client, and vice versa, so that participants leave with copies of all 
handouts for future reference.  
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NOTES




