
 
CURRENT SITUATION 
Youth of color receive harsher punishments.  Without a doubt, minorities are overrepresented at every stage 
of Florida’s juvenile justice system.  The problem was documented as long ago as 1990 by the Florida Supreme 
Court’s Racial and Ethnic Bias Study Commission.  Nearly two decades later, the Florida Juvenile Justice 
Blueprint Commission found: “Minorities are disproportionately represented in all 20 of Florida’s judicial circuits, 
though the degree varies.”   

African-American youth suffer disproportionately.  The problem of minority overrepresentation is focused 

almost entirely on African American youth.  They make up less than a quarter of Florida’s youth population, but 

constitute nearly half of youth held in secure detention or transferred to adult court and nearly three of every four 

youth in Florida’s prisons.  Overall, youth of color (Blacks, Hispanics and other ethnic minorities) make up 46% of 

Florida’s youth population (ages 10-17), but they constitute:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Schools over-rely on zero tolerance policies.  A misdemeanor is the most serious charge for nearly two of 

every three school related referrals to juvenile justice.  Weapon and drug related offenses account for one of 

every four.   Schools that turn to law enforcement to remove children with manageable behavioral problems do so 
at a very high cost.   Research shows the exclusion of children from school increases the likelihood of academic 

failure and dropping out.  Suspensions and academic failure are strong predictors of entry into the adult criminal 

justice system, especially for African-American males.  

CAUSES & CHALLENGES 

Florida sets the stage for failure.  Schools are the primary gateway to future success, but too often serve as the 

departure point to the juvenile justice system.  Decisions made in schools regarding discipline can impact a child 

for a lifetime.  At present, the balance is inappropriately tilted in a way that decreases positive youth outcomes.   

Schoolhouse to Jailhouse Track.  It starts when school officials use law enforcement and the legal system to 

address minor transgressions rather than traditional in-school disciplinary approaches, such as counseling, after-

school detention, and in-school suspension.  First-time offenders often require intervention and counseling.  Not 

utilizing alternatives, schools throw the book at children through expulsion while the juvenile justice system can 

deep-end a child at the first violation 



Causes varied and complex.  Bias, whether overt or subtle, is far from the only cause of Florida’s minority 

overrepresentation problem.  Economic class makes a difference.  Affluent youth are more likely to conduct risky 

or delinquent behavior on private rather than public property.  More affluent parents make themselves 
immediately available to law enforcement officers and school officials when problems occur.  They are also more 

adept at navigating the legal system.      

The law enforcement community is not properly engaged.  Some teachers, parents and students report 

feeling safer because of police presence, while others believe they are relied upon too often.  Officers complain 

they are not empowered to do more than refer a child to the juvenile justice system and ask for more discretion.  

VOTER VOICE 

Voters see intolerance and economic causes. In polls conducted by Children©s Campaign, Inc., voters rated 

Florida’s efforts as fair to poor when dealing with juveniles who get in trouble.  While 58% supported zero-

tolerance policies in school, more than a third believe society has gone overboard in criminalizing childhood 

misbehavior.  Most respondents viewed the over-representation problem as being related more to wealth and a 

capacity to work the system than discriminatory tendencies.  However, many disagree.   Advocates, parents and 

youth believe racial and cultural intolerance among school officials results in unfair discipline of students of color. 
 

BUDGET IMPACT 

Cuts exacerbate problems.  The 2008 Florida Legislature cut hundreds of millions of dollars from schools and 

juvenile justice.  This has resulted in fewer alternatives to suspension and expulsion, along with reduced 
programs and services to youth in the juvenile justice system.  The reliance on detention lockups and other 

correctional approaches have historically been unfairly shouldered by youth of color.     

ACTION NEEDED 

 Develop a statewide action plan to address the problem of minority over-

representation.  An independent Citizen Oversight Committee should be 

established to monitor the development of the plan and the implementation of 

related public policy reforms.   

 Conduct an intensive examination of the fairness in the administration of zero 

tolerance policies.  An extensive study is needed on all school districts that 
employ zero tolerance policies, including how they were applied, the 

outcomes, and if they had an impact on the serious crimes they were 

established to eradicate. 

 Create and expand prevention and early intervention funding for programs targeted at addressing zero 

tolerance in those counties/school districts with the highest school related referrals.  

DEFINITIONS 

Over-representation:  The condition where a group is present in numbers that exceed their percentage of the 

population.  Minority over-representation exists in every stage of Florida’s juvenile justice system, and is most 

prevalent in incarceration. 

Zero Tolerance:  Complex legal and regulatory structure for addressing misbehavior at school or during school 

sanctioned activities.   

 

 

 

 
Labeling minority youth 

accelerates juvenile justice 
involvement.  


