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National Juvenile Defender Center Releases Assessment of 
Kansas’ System of Providing Lawyers for Youth 

 
WASHINGTON, DC — The National Juvenile Defender Center (NJDC) today released Limited Justice: An 
Assessment of Access to and Quality of Juvenile Defense Counsel in Kansas. 
 
The report found that “although Kansas has admirably ensured that young people nearly always have a 
defense attorney by their side during juvenile court proceedings … all too often, those defenders are 
present in name only,” and do not provide the zealous, expressed-interest representation their young 
clients need and the Constitution requires. 
 
“Young people facing the legal system deserve a well-trained, specialized lawyer to advocate for their 
legal interests and against system harms,” said NJDC Executive Director Mary Ann Scali. “Kansas has no 
entity or policies in place to ensure juvenile defenders are prepared to defend youth against routine 
shackling, racially disparate outcomes, and unnecessary court contact.” 
 
The report addresses a number of barriers to due process—such as the crippling effects of fees and 
costs assessed to children and families, disparate treatment of youth of color, and a wholly unmonitored 
juvenile defense practice—and includes recommendations for actions Kansas can take to improve the 
quality of juvenile defense. 
 
“The Supreme Court gratefully acknowledges NJDC's effort to conduct this statewide assessment,” said 
Kansas Supreme Court Chief Justice Marla Luckert. “Our state and our courts are committed to 
supporting children's success, so my fellow justices and I look forward to reading the report and working 
with other leaders in Kansas to improve the juvenile justice system.” 
 
The assessment found that juvenile defense lawyers often lack the training, compensation, and other 
resources to ensure effective representation. State regulations merely “recommend” that judges, 
prosecutors, and defense attorneys who work in juvenile court attend continuing legal education on 
topics related to juvenile justice. 
 
Judge Thomas Foster of Kansas’ 10th Judicial District has supported the assessment since its inception: 
“Kansas has excellent law schools and very well-trained lawyers. But very few are trained to do juvenile 
defense work, and there is no system to provide support to or monitoring of the defense young people 
receive.” 
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Kansas provides oversight and support to public defenders and court-appointed attorneys who 
represent adults charged with felony offenses (and youth transferred to adult court), including 
statewide guidance on attorney quality, eligibility, payment, and appointment. The report notes that, in 
contrast, the state has “no comparable regulations governing defense counsel appointed to represent 
young people in juvenile court,” leaving “counties and courts without the guidance needed to create 
effective juvenile defense delivery systems.” 
 
“Kansas juvenile defenders work hard and want to do well for the kids they represent, but the structure 
to support their work simply does not exist; there is a lack of centralized, effective, mandated—and 
funded—training and resources to position defenders to do their best for Kansas children,“ said Melanie 
DeRousse, Director of the Legal Aid Clinic at Kansas University School of Law. “Our clinic has acted as 
something of an ad hoc resource center for juvenile defenders, but it’s clear so much more is needed. 
We hope this assessment report is the first step toward long overdue action for Kansas’ children.” 
 
NJDC’s assessments, part of a nationwide effort to strengthen juvenile defense advocacy, are 
comprehensive examinations of the systemic and institutional components necessary to ensure young 
people have high-quality legal representation. Assessment findings are based upon interviews, court 
observations, and research by a team of experts who analyzed Kansas’ juvenile defense systems and 
delinquency courts over the period of a year. 
 
The Kansas report is the 28th state assessment NJDC has released. All of NJDC’s state assessments can 
be found online. 
 
 
For more information, please contact: 
 Mary Ann Scali, Executive Director, mscali@njdc.info 
 Tim Curry, Special Counsel, tcurry@njdc.info 
 Amy Borror, Justice Systems Analyst, aborror@njdc.info  
 

### 
 
 
The National Juvenile Defender Center (NJDC) is a nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting justice 
for all children by ensuring excellence in juvenile defense. Through community building, training, and 
policy reform, we provide national leadership on juvenile defense issues with a focus on curbing the 
deprivation of young people’s rights in the court system. 
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