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IV. Core Competencies of Court-Appointed or Contract Counsel  

Representing Youth in Delinquency Proceedings 

 

 

What constitutes quality juvenile defense representation is often impacted by features that may be 

particular to the specific jurisdiction in which an attorney works. For example, caselaw, statutory 

provisions, and procedural rules may lay out specific tasks or competencies that an attorney who 

represents youth in delinquency proceedings must be aware of and proficient in for a particular locality.  

 

However, regardless of jurisdiction, there are some core competencies in which every juvenile defense 

attorney should be proficient. Some of these core competencies are general to defense practice, while 

others are specific to working with youth clients or juvenile court systems. The following core 

competencies are drawn from commonalities found in state and local juvenile defense practice 

standards, national best practices, state rules of professional conduct, and state and federal case law. 

 

 

Administrators of juvenile defense systems should consider the following in assessing or addressing the 

quality of juvenile defense practice. 

 

Understanding of and Effective Adherence to the Expressed-Interest Role of Counsel 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Practice in accordance with the expressed interest of the client? 

 Effectively elicit the client’s interests, rather than assume them? 

 Refrain from substituting personal judgement or suspected “best interests” for client desires? 

 

 

Competency in State and Local Delinquency Law and Procedure 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney demonstrate an effective understanding of: 

 Juvenile and criminal codes in the jurisdiction?  

 Relevant state and federal case law? 

 Juvenile court rules and procedures?  
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Non-Delinquency Topics Relevant to Representing Youth 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney demonstrate familiarity with and competency in: 

 The local education system and options available to the client? 

 The local juvenile mental health system and options available to the client? 

 Alternatives to incarceration and youth services available through the court? 

 Alternatives to incarceration and youth services outside of the delinquency system? 

 Immigration consequences of being in the juvenile court system? 

 

 

Adolescent Development Principles that Relate to Client Advocacy 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney demonstrate a level of comfort with and mastery of the basic 

science of adolescent development in:  

 Interactions with the client? 

 Advocacy with the judge, prosecutor, or probation officer? 

 Adjudicatory competence? 

 Motions practice? 

 

 

Effective Attorney-Client Relationship Management 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Communicate with the client in developmentally and age-appropriate language? 

 Communicate with the client with sufficient regularity? 

 Take the necessary time to explain concepts to the client or answer the client’s questions? 

 Meet with the client in person? 

 Communicate with the client outside of the courthouse or outside of hearing days?  

 Safeguard client confidentiality? 

 Demonstrate a respect for, sensitivity to, and appreciation of the impact that a facet of the 

client’s individual identity (racial, ethnic, gender, sexual orientation, immigration status, 

disability, etc.) may have on the client’s case and treatment by the system? 

 

 
Detention/Initial Hearing Advocacy 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney:  

 Meet with the client sufficiently prior to the detention hearing or initial hearing? 

 Explain to the client what the hearing is about and what to expect as possible outcomes? 

 Understand the client’s goals for the hearing? 

 Advocate for the client’s release under the least restrictive means possible? 

 Advocate against probable cause that an offense was committed or that the client was the one 

who committed it? 
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 Advocate against the statutory factors that make client eligible for detention (e.g., harm to 

others, no place else to go, etc.)? 

 Advocate for conditions of release that are appropriately tailored and are manageable for the 

specific client? 

 If detained, move for reconsideration/modification at a later date? 

 If released, explain the judge’s order to the client and help the client understand what success 

looks like? 

 

 

Investigation, Discovery, and Pretrial Case Planning 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Request initial discovery or initiate the discovery process as required by local procedure? 

 Assess the completeness of the discovery provided and, if necessary, litigate the client’s right to 

more complete discovery? 

 Sufficiently analyze the discovery? 

 Conduct independent defense investigation? 

 Conduct witness interviews? 

 Conduct visits to the scene of the alleged offense? 

 View state-controlled evidence? 

 Have a theory of defense that drives pretrial decisions? 

 

 

Motions Practice 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Sufficiently consider and/or file: 

 Suppression Motions? 

 Evidentiary Motions? 

 Release Motions? 

 Discovery Motions / Motions to Compel? 

 Accommodation Motions (petitioning the court for things their client needs to navigate 

a hearing or the system)? 

 Motions for Expert Funds / Admission of Expert Testimony? 

 Other relevant or case-specific motions? 

 Engage in: 

 Appropriate motion hearing advocacy? 

 Hearing preparation? 

 Examination of witnesses? 

 Sanctions advocacy? 
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Plea Negotiations & Client Advising 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Understand the client’s desires for how the case is resolved?  

 Present all plea offers to the client? 

 Spend time with the client discussing the pros and cons of any offer in a way that allows the 

client to make an informed decision about the plea? 

 Demonstrate an understanding of the breadth of collateral consequences resulting from the 

plea and discuss the long-term implications with the client? 

 Proactively offer terms to the prosecutor, with the client’s informed consent? 

 Negotiate for some benefit for the client in every plea offer? (Sentencing recommendation, 

dismissed charges, avoiding registration, etc.?) 

 

 

Trial Prep and Hearing Advocacy 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Have an effective handle on the facts of the case? Have a defense theory to address different 

versions of the facts? 

 Have an effective understanding of the law relevant to the issues being litigated? 

 Appear sufficiently prepared for each hearing? 

 Have an understanding of the client’s expressed interests for the hearing and advocate 

accordingly? 

 Witness examinations prepared in advance?  

 Have results or analysis of physical evidence? 

 Subpoena/secure the attendance of necessary witnesses? 

 Conduct necessary informal or out-of-court negotiation with relevant stakeholders prior to the 

hearing, when appropriate? 

 Sufficiently establish the record for appeal, if necessary? 

 

 

Disposition Advocacy 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Have an independent disposition plan, developed in consultation with the client and in 

accordance with their expressed interests? 

 Have an understanding of the other parties’ position prior to disposition and arguments to 

counter them, when appropriate? 

 Review reports or documents prepared by third parties (probation, evaluators, etc.) supplied to 

the court in advance of the disposition hearing? 

 Have a sufficient understanding of all community-based conditions or services that could be 

used to advocate against out-of-home placement? 

 Sufficiently establish the record for appeal, if necessary? 
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Post-Disposition Advocacy 

 

Does the juvenile defense attorney: 

 Discuss appeal options with the client and understand client’s expressed interest with respect to 

potential appeal? 

 Understand and follow the local procedure necessary for preserving the client’s right to appeal, 

even if the client has not yet made a decision about appealing? 

 Sufficiently understand what would be required of the client following disposition and prepare 

the client for success? 

 Maintain communication with the client outside of post-disposition hearings? 

 Advise client of collateral consequences and referrals for legal assistance in areas the attorney is 

not able to represent the client? 

 Advise client and the client’s family of how and when record clearing may be available to the 

client? 

 Effectively advocate for client at probation/parole revocation hearings by: 

o Having an understanding of the legal and procedural requirements of such hearings and 

holding other stakeholders to them when it benefits the client (e.g., notice, timing, 

receipt of reports and evidence, statutory considerations for or against detention, etc.) 

o Having a factual understanding of the allegations and effectively advocating on the 

client’s behalf? 

o Having a disposition plan and argument prepared if the client faces higher restrictions of 

liberty? 

 

 

Professionalism, Caseload Management, and Organization Skills  

 

 Does the attorney keep files updated and orderly? 

 Is the attorney punctual for court? 

 Does the attorney keep scheduled meetings with clients and other stakeholders? 

 Does the attorney manage time effectively to keep on top of required tasks? 

 Does the attorney act in a professional manner in court? 

 Does the attorney reflect ethical standards and expectations of a juvenile defense attorney?  

 Does the attorney effectively manage conflicts of interest? 

 


