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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of the proposed study was to examine if differences existed in the risk 

factors predictive of recidivism in adolescent male offenders versus adolescent female 

offenders.  Specific independent variables examined included special education 

diagnosis, diagnosis of an emotional disability, diagnosis of a learning disability, age at 

time of the most serious offense, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, grade point average, 

high school credits, grade level, standardized achievement scores in reading, writing, and 

math, adjudication status, offense history, and offense severity.  It was hypothesized that 

these variables would not predict sex membership or recidivism in female delinquents, 

but would significantly predict recidivism in male juvenile delinquents.  It was also 

hypothesized that no significant differences would exist between factors predictive of 

recidivism in male versus those for female delinquents.   

 In regard to factors predicting group membership, analysis indicated that offense 

severity could significantly differentiate between male and female delinquents.  For 

recidivism in female delinquents, analyses found that 7 of 21 factors were significantly 

predictive of recidivism in females, including: total number of parole violations, 

diagnosis of an emotional disability, total number of status offenses, adjudication status, 

the total number of personal and property misdemeanor offenses, and grade point 

average.  For males, 9 of 21 variables significantly predicted recidivism, including: total 

number of parole violations, diagnosis of an emotional disability, standardized reading 

performance scores, total number of status offenses, total number of drug offenses, 

adjudication status, total personal and property misdemeanor offenses, and grade level.   
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Thus, six predictor variables for recidivism were shared by both female and male 

delinquents, namely, total parole violations, diagnosis of an emotional disability, total 

status offenses, adjudication status, total misdemeanor personal offenses, and total 

misdemeanor property offenses. A hierarchical regression was also computed with sex as 

an independent variable, resulting in 12 variables being predictive of recidivism.  The 

results revealed that differences existed between males and females in terms of 

recidivism, and highlight that risk assessment instruments should be individualized based 

on sex of the juvenile.  The implications of these findings, areas for future research, and 

limitations to the study are discussed.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

After reaching an all-time high in the late 1980s and early 1990s, juvenile crime 

rates have dropped over the past decade; however, despite a decline in arrests, in 2006 

there were still more than 1.6 million arrests of juveniles in the United States (Sickmund 

& Snyder, 2006).  Although individuals between 5 and 18 years of age comprise 

approximately 17% of the national population, juveniles between the ages of 12 and 18 

comprise 16% of all arrests nationwide.  This anomaly of juvenile delinquency in our 

nation has been evident in documents for centuries, but it was not until the late 1800s that 

the United States began acknowledging juvenile delinquency as a crime that was separate 

from those crimes committed by adults (Zimring, 2005).  Before the inception of the 

juvenile justice system over a century ago, juvenile offenders were commonly regarded 

as ‘little adults’ and punished accordingly.  Near the turn of the 20th century, however, 

society’s stance on punishing youths for criminal behavior transformed into a philosophy 

that focused on protecting youth, and hence the juvenile justice system was conceived as 

one to be more rehabilitative than punitive in nature (Zimring, 2005).  Since its inception, 

the juvenile justice system has wavered between one that is founded on the original 

model of rehabilitation versus one that focuses primarily on punishment as a way of 

dealing with juvenile delinquents.  Most recently, in response to rising rates of juvenile 

delinquency in the 1980s and 1990s, the system became one that was more punishment 

focused, with many states making it easier for a juvenile to be prosecuted and treated as 

an adult offender (Snyder & Sickmund, 1999).  In 1984, the National Advisory 
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Committee for Juvenile Justice and Delinquency began encouraging state legislators to 

pass laws which allowed more juvenile delinquents to be transferred to adult court, 

supporting the movement towards a punishment-oriented model of practice (Sacks & 

Reader, 1992).  This resulted in many states having statues that allowed for the transfer of 

juveniles to adult court (Heilbrun, Leheny, Thomas, & Huneycutt, 1997). 

Definitional Issues Related to Juvenile Delinquency 
 

 The term ‘juvenile delinquent’ generally refers to an illegal act committed by a 

youth between 10 and 17 years of age (National Council on Disability, 2002; Shoemaker, 

2005); however, there is some lack of clarity in this definition, and the manner in which 

the term “juvenile” is defined differs across states in the US based on the nature of the 

crime committed.  For example, most states allow youths to be prosecuted as adults if 

they commit crimes such as murder, although this is also moderated by a youth’s age.  

Moreover, in most cases, children below the age of seven are exempt from any 

involvement in the juvenile justice system as they are assumed to be incapable of 

criminal intent (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). 

 In regard to the definition of an illegal act, what is considered illegal for juveniles 

does vary across states in the US, and what is considered illegal for a juvenile may not be 

illegal if the indivual was above the age of 18 (e.g., running away from home; truancy).  

Status offenses are those offenses considered illegal solely because of the juvenile’s age, 

and include offenses such as running away, truancy from school, and possession of 

alcohol or tobacco.  A broad definition of a delinquent criminal act was presented by 
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Hoge (2001) and defined as “any action which violates a law or ordinance of the 

jurisdiction in which the action is performed” (p.14).  

Processing of Youth within the Juvenile Correctional System 

 The processing of a youth within the juvenile justice system varies from that of 

the adult system.   A primary difference in the juvenile justice system is how the 

juvenile’s case is finalized, specifically, whether the youth is adjudicated (found guilty) 

or not adjudicated.  The following is a basic outline of the process.  Upon arrest, an initial 

decision is made by the police as to whether to pursue the matter further within the 

juvenile’s court system or to divert the case to an alternative program.  If the case is 

referred to the juvenile court, there are a variety of options.  For example, many cases are 

dismissed or may be handled through a “consent decree” specifying certain conditions the 

juvenile must follow, such as drug counseling, curfew, or victim restitution.  Juveniles 

may also be offered an informal disposition of their case --- such as engaging in a 

specified number of hours of community service --- and agree to have the case followed 

by a probation officer.  If the juvenile fails to comply with the consent decree or informal 

disposition, or if the case is chosen to be handled formally in juvenile court, an 

adjudicatory hearing may be requested (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).  At a formal hearing 

the decision as to whether to adjudicate the juvenile will be made by a judge or jury.  If 

the juvenile is adjudicated at the formal hearing, a variety of options are available as to 

where to place the youth.  The youth may be placed on probation, with requirements such 

as drug counseling or curfews, or the judge may order residential placement in facilities 

ranging from public or privately operated home-like settings to secure prison-like 



 14 

environments.  The juvenile may also be sentenced to the state department of juvenile 

corrections (Sickmund & Snyder, 2006).   

 A variety of factors are considered prior to determining whether a formal 

adjudication hearing will take place or whether the juvenile will be allowed an informal 

resolution.  Generally, law enforcement officials make the decision to refer juveniles to 

the juvenile justice system only after speaking with the victim, the juvenile, guardians, 

and after reviewing the juvenile’s offense history.  Other factors that may impact the 

referral determination include whether the prosecutor determines there is sufficient 

evidence to support the allegation against the juvenile, the type of offense committed by 

the juvenile, and the juvenile’s adjudication history (Sickmund & Snyder, 2006).  

Prevalence and Incidence of Juvenile Delinquency 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the number of arrests in the United States of 

individuals under 18 years of age peaked, particularly for violent crimes (Snyder & 

Sickmund, 2006).  Since 1994, the rates of juvenile arrests have dropped nearly 18%, 

with an even greater decline in arrests for violent crimes, dropping 32% since 1994.  In 

fact, in 2003 juvenile murder rates were at a 30-year low  (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). 

Despite the decline in arrests of persons under the age of 18, the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation’s (FBI) crime report (FBI, 2007) reported over 1.6 million arrests of 

juveniles in 2006, with juvenile delinquents accounting for over 15% of arrests 

nationwide during this time period.  These data represent the total number of arrests of 

juveniles, not the number of juveniles arrested; therefore, it is possible that the same 

juvenile may have multiple arrests in the same year.  Consequently, the total number of 
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arrests does not necessarily translate into the total number of juveniles involved in crimes 

in a given year.  In addition, because many crimes go unreported or no arrest is made, the 

reported numbers may be an underestimate of the actual number of crimes committed by 

juveniles.   

Of the total number of juvenile arrests, personal offenses (e.g., homicide, forcible 

rape, robbery, aggravated assault, simple assault, other violent sex offenses and other 

person offenses) accounted for almost 17% of the total cases processed through the 

juvenile court system.  Property offenses (e.g., burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle 

theft, arson, vandalism, trespassing, stolen property offense, and other property offenses) 

accounted for nearly 26% of the total cases.  Drug law violations accounted for almost 

9% of court cases, and public order offenses (e.g., obstruction of justice, disorderly 

conduct, weapons offense, liquor law violation, nonviolent sex offense, other public order 

offense) accounted for approximately 20% of the total cases handled by juvenile courts 

FBI, 2007).  Other cases, including status offenses (acts that are illegal solely because of 

an individual’s age, such as curfew violation and runaways) accounted for nearly 28% of 

the total arrests of juveniles under 18 years of age.  In addition, when considering the 

total number of arrests across the United States, juveniles were involved in nearly 1 in 10 

arrests for murder, drug abuse violations, and sexual offenses; and, nearly 1 in 4 arrests 

for weapons violations, robbery, motor vehicle theft, larceny-theft, and burglary (FBI, 

2007).   

In 2003, the majority of juvenile arrests were of adolescents between the ages of 

15 and 17.  Specifically, 0.82% of arrests were of youths under 10 years of age; 6.04% 
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were between the ages of 10 and 12; 22.3% between the ages of 13 and 14; 19.9% were 

age 15; 24.3% were age 16; and 26.6% were age 17.   

With respect to sex, adolescent males have comprised a significant proportion of 

juvenile arrests, accounting for nearly 71% of arrests, while females have accounted for 

29% of juvenile arrests.  However, female delinquents account for a greater percentage of 

same sex arrests than do males.  For example, in 2006, female juveniles accounted for 

19% of all arrests of females (all ages) nationwide, while male juveniles accounted for 

14.5% of all male arrests nationwide (FBI, 2007).  In addition, although overall rates of 

juvenile crimes have decreased over the past decade, rates of offenses committed by 

females have risen, particularly for violent assaults (FBI, 2007).  Although the incidence 

of female delinquency has been increasing over the past decade, a large proportion of the 

empirical literature on juvenile delinquency focuses solely on male delinquents or does 

not differentiate between male and female delinquents in the sample chosen.   

 The current juvenile justice system is largely represented by low-income, minority 

youth, and youth with a variety of educational and/or mental health disabilities (e.g., 

Pagani, Boulrice, & Bitaro, 1999; Teplin, Abram, McClelland, Bulcan, & Mericle, 2006).  

It is also one that processes many of the same youth because of a high frequency of re-

offending (e.g., Cottle, Lee, & Heilbrun, 2001).  Although research has been published on 

re-offending, or recidivism, in delinquents, the majority of available empirical literature 

focuses primarily on male delinquents.        

 Many of the legal decisions made by those directly involved with juvenile offenders 

--- including police, judges, and other juvenile court personnel --- are often based on 
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predictions of the likelihood that a juvenile will re-offend and/or if he or she will be a 

danger to the public (Schwalbe, 2007).  These decisions are typically based on 

professional judgment and/or the use of standardized risk assessment instruments (Hoge, 

2002).  However, given the high rate of recidivism among juvenile offenders, current 

prediction methods may be inadequate.  In addition, given the lack of substantial research 

on recidivism in female offenders, current risk assessment instruments may also not 

adequately meet the needs of female offenders (Funk, 1999).  More research is therefore 

needed for developing valid assessment instruments that differentiate risk factors in male 

and female re-offenders.  Such research would appear to form the basis for developing 

effective interventions for reducing recidivism in this population (e.g., Andrews, Bonta, 

& Hoge, 1990; Dembo, Schmeidler, Nini-Gough, Sue, Bordon, & Manning, 1998; 

Gendreau, 1996; Henggeler, Melton, Smith, Schoenwald, & Hanley, 1993).   

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of the proposed study was to examine if differences existed in female 

versus male juvenile offenders in risk factors predictive of recidivism.  Variables that 

were examined included special education diagnosis (i.e., receiving special education 

services versus not receiving services); diagnosis of an emotional disability; diagnosis of 

learning disability; age; socioeconomic status; ethnicity; grade point average; number of 

high school credits; grade level; standardized achievement scores in reading, writing, and 

math; adjudication status; offense type committed (i.e., status, parole violation, 

misdemeanor, and felony offenses); and, offense severity (i.e., status versus obstruction 

versus misdemeanor versus felony offenses).     
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Hypotheses 

Due to the paucity of empirical and theoretical literature regarding risk factors 

related to female juvenile delinquency, the following null hypotheses were stated in 

regard to predicting sex group membership based on recidivism factors: 

Hypothesis I: Ho: The independent variables of special education status, 

emotional disability, learning disability, age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 

grade point average, high school credits, grade level, standardized achievement 

scores, adjudication status, offense type, and offense severity will not 

significantly (p < .05) predict sex group membership (i.e., males versus females).   

In regard to predicting recidivism in female juvenile delinquents, the following null 

hypothesis is made: 

Hypothesis II: Ho: The independent variables of special education status, 

emotional disability, learning disability, age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 

grade point average, high school credits, grade level, standardized achievement 

scores, adjudication status, offense type, and offense severity will not 

significantly (p < .05) predict recidivism in female juvenile delinquents. 

Given the substantial amount of theoretical discussion on delinquency in male 

adolescents, as well as empirical literature examining risk factors predictive of recidivism 

in male juvenile delinquents, the following directional hypothesis is made:  

Hypothesis III: H1: The independent variables of special education status, 

emotional disability, learning disability, age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 

grade point average, high school credits, grade level, standardized achievement 
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scores, adjudication status, offense type, and offense severity will significantly (p 

< .05) predict recidivism in male juvenile delinquents.   

Given the inconclusive literature regarding the differences in risk factors predictive of 

recidivism for males and females, the following null hypothesis will also be made: 

Hypothesis IV: Ho: No significant differences will be found in the variables 

predictive of recidivism in males versus those variables predictive of recidivism 

in females. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT RESEARCH 

Philosophers and researchers have attempted to explain the etiology of juvenile 

delinquency since early Greek and Roman times.  In past centuries, philosophers 

developed subjective explanations based on what they observed firsthand, while in more 

recent times researchers have attempted to develop and expand theories based on 

empirical evidence.  Despite this contemporary move to research-based theories, many 

current theories are still lacking in empirical support (Hoge, 2001).  Most theories of 

juvenile delinquency attempt to integrate a number of factors or variables that are 

associated with delinquency in order to speculate about specific causes.  However, while 

some theories have been shown empirically to have more predictive and statistical power 

than others, none have yet been able to account for the variety of risk factors found to be 

associated with juvenile delinquency (Borowski, 2003). Nevertheless, theoretical 

explanations of juvenile delinquency are important because of the subsequent attempt to 

develop explanations of criminal behavior that may lead to more effective assessment and 

psychosocial treatments of different types of offenders, as well as to aid in the 

development of prevention programs for at-risk youths (Hoge, 2001).  Major theoretical 

perspectives and theories to be discussed in this section include classical theory, 

psychological theory, sociological theory, control theories, biological theory, and labeling 

theory.    
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Etiological Theories of Juvenile Delinquency 

Classical Theory 

Classical theory of crime dates back to the 18th century and the work on crime and 

punishment by Cesare Beccaria, a philosopher and early advocate for reforming the 

criminal justice system (Beccaria, 1764/1963).  This theory is based on the premise that 

behavior is the result of conscious, calculated thought, and it argues that individuals act 

on free will and make rational choices with the intent of achieving a goal (Shoemaker, 

2005).  Beccaria stated that individuals commit crimes voluntarily and do so because they 

derive pleasure and gratification from these acts.  A juvenile delinquent, therefore, differs 

from a nondelinquent in the way that he or she goes about achieving goals: the 

nondelinquent abides by society’s laws in his or her various pursuits, whereas the 

delinquent does not (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990).  Although this is a frequently 

referenced theoretical perspective, it is often critiqued for many reasons, including: (1) it 

assumes all individuals have the ability to reason and act rationally, (2) it fails to take into 

account individual differences such as age or cognitive ability, and (3) it does not account 

for mitigating factors that may influence one’s decisions to engage in criminal behavior, 

such environmental stressors (Curran & Renzetti, 1994; Vold & Bernard, 1986).   

Necolassical theory is a close relative of classical theory, consistent in that it 

argues that individuals behave to gain pleasure and gratification; however, this theory 

does allow for environmental or individual factors that may influence the person’s 

decision to commit a certain act or behavior (Vold & Bernard, 1986).  
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 Another theory related to classical theory is rational choice theory, which argues 

that individuals commit crimes using reasoning and rational approaches to their behavior 

(Cornish & Clarke, 1986).  Similar to neoclassical theory, it also allows for mitigating 

factors that may influence an individual’s choice to commit a crime.  Rational choice 

theory continues the classical thought that a crime is committed out of self-interest, but it 

argues that the decision to commit a criminal act is reasoned-out and based on a “rational 

choice” (Onwudiwe, 2004).  The primary criticism of this theory is that it again assumes 

the individual has the ability to make a reasoned, calculated decision (Paternoster, 1989).   

Psychological Theory 

 Psychological theory assumes that while environmental factors may influence an 

individual, the cause of juvenile delinquency is internal to the juvenile and the individual 

is directly responsible for his or her behavior and actions (Shoemaker, 2005).  This 

theoretical approach also assumes that the psychological disturbance began in early 

childhood.  Subcategories of psychological theory include psychoanalytic and 

psychodynamic theories, as well as personality trait theory and social learning theory.    

 Psychoanalytic and psychodynamic theory assume that individuals develop in 

stages, at which point abnormalities may occur and consequently the development of 

their personality is hindered.  This, in turn, leads to conflicts between an individual’s 

personal desires and restraints placed on the person by society, which may lead to 

delinquent behavior (Shoemaker, 2005).  
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The psychodynamic approach to juvenile delinquency can be traced back to 

Sigmund Freud (1900/1953).  Psychodynamic theory assumes that delinquency is a 

manifestation of underlying constructs of a person’s psychological framework, and the 

resulting disturbances or malfunctions in the interactions between the person’s id, ego, 

and superego (Vold & Bernard, 1986). 

 Personality trait theory as related to juvenile delinquency is similar to 

psychoanalytical theory in that it assumes that traits develop primarily from childhood 

and are also internal mechanisms controlling the individual’s behavior (Shoemaker, 

2005).  Most research supporting personality trait theory describes general personality 

traits exhibited by juvenile delinquents.  Eysenck (1977), for example, constructed a 

theory that specifically studied personality and delinquency.  He stated that juvenile 

delinquents differ from nondelinquents on three dimensions of personality: Psychoticism, 

Extraversion, and Neuroticism.  Eysenck (1977) argued that delinquents score high on all 

three of these traits.  More recent studies, however, have failed to confirm Eysenck’s 

hypotheses (e.g., van Dam, De Bruyn, & Janssens, 2007).   Other research has attempted 

to discern personality traits specific to juvenile delinquents with measures such as the 

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-Adolescent and the Millon Adolescent 

Clinical Inventory (Oxnam & Vess, 2006; Sorensen & Johnson, 1996; Taylor, Kemper, 

Loney, & Kistner, 2006).  Shoemaker (2005) maintains that although studies using these 

assessment instruments have yielded significant results, many of the findings have 

yielded poor predictive power.   
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Albert Bandura’s social learning theory maintains that individuals learn behavior 

through their interaction with and modeling of others (Bandura, 1977).  As applied to 

delinquent behavior, social learning theory suggests that individual’s learn social 

behaviors such as delinquent behavior through modeling (Akers, 1977).  Criminal 

behavior will thus begin or continue when it is seen in others with whom the delinquent 

identifies strongly, or when the criminal behavior is rewarded.  If an individual is 

reinforced for crime (e.g., peer support or attention, monetary gains), they learn beliefs 

that are favorable to crime.  In this regard, a study by Elliott and Menard (1996) 

investigated the relationship between delinquent peer group association and delinquent 

behavior and found numerous conclusions that support social learning theory: (1) the 

onset of exposure to delinquent friends typically preceded the onset of a juvenile’s own 

illegal behavior, (2) adolescents tend to gradually become involved with delinquent 

friends and gradually become involved in delinquent behavior in early to middle 

adolescents, and became less involved in both as the delinquent enters young adulthood, 

and (3) there is some association with delinquent peers before beginning minor 

delinquent acts.  Other studies have also found support for social learning theory, with 

many focused on the influence that family members, friends, and gangs may have on a 

youth’s behavior (Caputo, 2004; Winfree & Backstrom, 1994). 

Sociological Theories 

 Sociological theories posit that delinquent behavior is caused by the environment.  

Personal and situational influences may be taken into consideration with these theories, 
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but ultimately it is assumed that delinquency is caused primarily by social factors in the 

environment (Shoemaker, 2005).   

 Social disorganization theory links social and demographic characteristics of 

juveniles committing crimes and is a frequently referenced social theory of crime.  The 

theory proposes that juvenile delinquency is the result of a breakdown of institutional 

structures in the juvenile’s environment (Lander, 1954).  This theory hypothesizes that 

social disorganization in an area leads to a community’s inability to maintain social order 

and exert informal social control.  This disorganization leads to the development of 

criminal values and traditions, which then replace conventional values and traditions, and 

the process then becomes a self-perpetuating revolving door (Bursik, 1988; Kornhauser, 

1978).   This theory argues that the disorganization occurs more readily in urban areas 

because of rapid industrialization and urbanization, and it is often used to understand 

social conditions associated with crime rates (Jacob, 2006).  Shaw and McKay (1942; 

1969) were the first to apply this theory to juvenile delinquency.  They studied 

delinquency rates in Chicago and found that in addition to juvenile crime rates being 

substantially higher in the central city, areas with low rates of juvenile delinquency were 

characterized by “uniformity, conformity, and universality of conventional values and 

attitudes with respect to child care, conformity to laws, and related matters…” (Shaw & 

McKay, 1969, p. 88).  Relative to other theories of delinquency, social disorganization 

theory has had a substantial amount of empirical research to support its claim that 

juvenile delinquency is greater in an unstructured social environment (Bernburg & 
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Thorlindsson, 2007; Lowenkam, Cullen, & Pratt, 2003; Osgood & Anderson, 2004; Rice 

& Smith, 2002; Sampson & Grove, 1989; Veysey & Messner, 1999).   

 Anomie theory is similar to social disorganization theory; however, a primary 

difference between these two theories is that anomie generally refers to larger societal 

conditions than does social disorganization theory, and it refers mostly to the 

inconsistency between societal conditions and individual opportunities for growth, 

fulfillment, and productivity within a society (Shoemaker, 2005).  Anomie theory’s 

primary assumption in the etiology of juvenile delinquency is that youth who find 

themselves at an economic disadvantage are more motivated to engage in delinquent 

behaviors.  The theory argues that if these individuals were allowed the same 

opportunities as others they would not engage in delinquent behaviors.  When these youth 

are not allowed these opportunities, they then become frustrated with society and engage 

in criminal activities or they engage in crime acts out of economic necessity.  Emile 

Durkheim first coined the term anomie in his work done in the late 1800s (Durkheim, 

1893/1933).  Although originally applied to labor and financial crisis, this theory was 

applied to criminal behavior in Durkheim’s later work (Durkheim, 1893/1933).  

Durkheim’s work on anomie theory and its association with criminal behavior were 

continued by Merton (1957).  He expanded on anomie, maintaining that it is a relatively 

permanent feature of society rather than one that only occurs during economic change.  

Merton suggested that criminal behavior results after one’s inability to obtain his or her 

desired goal(s).  More recently, this theory was expanded upon and is now generally 

referred to as strain theory (Agnew, 1991, 2006; Agnew & White, 1992).   
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 Strain theory posits that it is strains or stressors in the individual’s environment 

that increase the likelihood of criminal behavior occurring.  General strain theory is an 

extension of Durkheims’s (1893/1933) work on anomie and Merton’s (1957) work on 

strain theory, and states that individuals try to obtain certain goals as well as avoid 

painful situations.  The attempt at avoiding painful situations may become frustrating for 

the individual and consequently produces strain (Agnew, 1991).  Attempts to escape this 

strain may include criminal activities.  Agnew described likely situations under which 

criminal behavior would occur in response to strain, including (1) the strain is severe or 

high in magnitude, (2) the strain is seen as unjust, (3) the strain is associated with low 

social control, and (4) the strain creates some pressure or incentive for violent or criminal 

coping (Agnew, 2007).   Agnew explained the cycle of violence with this theory and has 

related it to the effect that victimization of adolescents can have on subsequent 

delinquency.   Agnew (1991) noted in his theory that not all juveniles who experience 

strain become delinquents, arguing that there are constraints, such as values, goals, self-

esteem, intelligence, interpersonal skills, social support, or societal values which may 

support the individual.  Therefore, delinquency is less likely to occur if the costs of the 

delinquent acts exceed the benefits.   Although available research is limited and, in many 

cases methodologically flawed, empirical evidence does exist to support a general strain 

theory of crime (e.g., Broidy, 2001; Froggio, 2007; Ostrowsky & Messner, 2005; Perez, 

Jennings, & Gover, 2008) 
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Control Theories 

 Control theories of criminal behavior assume that the motivation an individual has 

to commit a crime is similar to the motivation for all other behavior.  Similar to social 

theories, control theories assume that behavior is motivated by the pursuit of pleasure and 

the avoidance of pain. Control theories therefore seek to explain what drives the majority 

of society to generally refrain from criminal behavior.  Types of control theory include 

social control and self-control theories.   

 Social control theory was developed by Hirschi (1969) and argues that when an 

individual’s relationships with family, friends, and society are broken, they are more 

likely to engage in delinquent behavior.  According to Hirschi, individuals abide by 

society’s rules and values because they fear having bonds broken with other individuals 

in society.  Once these are broken, the individual has less motivation to abide by society’s 

laws and consequently is more likely to engage in criminal behavior.   

 Self-control theory assumes that the basis for the development of conforming 

behavior is the attachments that children form early in life with parents or other 

caregivers.  This theory argues that it is these early attachments and bonds that aid the 

tendency of the child to regulate conduct by developing an ability to delay instant or near 

gratification and to avoid long-term negative consequences (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 

1990).  Specifically, self-control theory is the ability to delay short-term personal gain for 

long-term personal rewards and interests, and it focuses on socialization as a primary 

means for an individual to develop self-control (Gottfredson, 2007). In regard to 

delinquency, it maintains that while many delinquent acts provide for immediate 
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satisfaction and serve desires, they do so only at the risk of long-term goals.  Therefore, 

those with lower levels of self-control are more likely to engage in delinquent behavior 

than those with higher levels of self-control (Gottfredson, 2007).   

Biological Theory 

 A biological approach to juvenile delinquency assumes that criminal behavior, 

whether it is genetically or biologically influenced, is caused by a mechanism internal to 

the individual (Shoemaker, 2005).  Classical biological theories assume there is a 

biological basis that has caused an individual’s criminal behavior, while more 

contemporary biological theories of crime maintain that there is a biological basis that 

predisposes an individual to commit a crime (Hoge, 2001).  Recently, researchers have 

identified certain physiological measures such as low resting heart rate, abnormalities or 

lesions in different areas of the brain, and slow EEG wave activity as being related to 

juvenile delinquency and child and adolescent antisocial behavior (e.g. Lorber, 2004; 

Ortiz & Raine, 2004; Patrick & Verona, 2007; Raine, 2002).  In this regard, some 

researchers have posited that juvenile delinquency may be the result of such hypoarousal, 

as these individuals have a need for sensation seeking behavior (Eysenck, 1977; Raine, 

2002).   

 A genetic theory of juvenile delinquency posits that delinquency is determined by 

factors passed biologically from a parent to their child.  The exploration for a genetic link 

of crime has existed for centuries, with early studies using a “family tree” method to 

explain the continuation of criminal behavior between generations of families (e.g., Fink, 

1938; Shoemaker, 2005).  A major criticism of this theory, however, is that it fails to 



 30 

account for any social learning that may be occurring.   Twin studies are a more 

commonly used method for supporting a biological link to criminal behavior.  One of the 

earliest twin studies published was by Newman, Freeman, and Holzinger (1937).  These 

researchers evaluated the concordance of juvenile delinquency in 42 pairs of identical 

twins and 25 pairs of fraternal twins.  Results indicated that 93% of identical twins were 

both adjudicated while only 20% of fraternal twins were both adjudicated, strongly 

supporting a genetic link to criminal behavior.  More recent studies have also supported 

the findings that identical twins exhibit higher rates of concordance on delinquency than 

fraternal twins (e.g., Reid, 1979; Vold & Bernard, 1986).  A meta-analysis of twin and 

adoptee studies by Rhee and Waldman (2007) examined five studies focusing on criminal 

behavior and 14 studies focusing on aggression and concluded that there is a significant 

link between genetics and criminal behavior.   

Despite the evidence suggesting a biological and genetic link to juvenile crime, 

the majority of available research focuses on adults.  Given that many youth offenders 

cease criminal behavior as they enter into adulthood, generalization of adult studies to 

delinquent youth should be done with caution.  Moreover, in regard to the nature versus 

nurture debate, some contemporary biological theories do acknowledge the contribution 

that the environment may also have (Burt, McCue, Krueger, & Iacono, 2007).   

 With regard to a neuropsychological basis to delinquency, research has 

consistently found that juvenile delinquents display a variety of neuropsychological 

deficits in the areas of verbal processing, executive functioning, and verbal memory (e.g., 

Linz, Hooper, Hynd, Isaac, & Gibson, 1990;  Ross, Benning, & Adams, 2007; Teichner 
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& Golden, 2000; Wolff, Waber, Bauermeister, Cohen, & Ferber, 1982).  There are a 

variety of explanations regarding the etiology of the neuropsychological impairment, 

including natural brain abnormalities, illicit drug use of adolescents, or brain damage 

(e.g., Lewis, Shanock, Pincus, & Glaser, 1979; Millsaps, Azrin, & Mittenber, 1994; 

Rosselli & Ardilla, 1996).  

Labeling Theory 

 Labeling theory assumes that the initial delinquent act is caused by a number of 

factors, with the primary factor associated with repeat offending being the label 

“delinquent.”  This theory argues that a label alters the self-image of adolescents so that 

they, in turn, perceive themselves as a delinquent and act accordingly (Shoemaker, 2004).  

Labeling theory can be traced back to Lemert (1951), who focused on the impact of both 

formal and informal labeling.  He identified formal labels as those which social agencies 

place on youth, and informal labels as those placed on youth by teachers, parents, friends, 

or peers (Adams, Robertson, Gray-Ray, & Ray, 2003).  Becker (1963) has argued that 

peer social groups may also impact the effect of labeling, because many serve as social 

support for the juveniles in which their delinquent behaviors are accepted and supported. 

 A conundrum of most theories, however, is the absence of any explanation as to 

why many delinquents cease all criminal behavior as they move into adulthood.  This 

may be better explained with additional theory-based research and/or by the better 

understanding of additional risk factors related to juvenile delinquents.   
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Characteristics and Risk Factors Related to Juvenile Delinquency 
  
 Aside from the various theories that exist to help explain juvenile delinquency, 

there is a substantial amount of research literature that has investigated a variety of risk 

factors and characteristics that are common among the delinquent population.  

Characteristics and/or risk factors are generally considered those factors that are 

associated with an increased probability that a juvenile will engage in criminal activity 

(Hoge, 2001). A variable may be identified as a “risk factor” if it is associated with the 

youth before delinquency occurs, and if it still exists after other possible confounding 

variables have been controlled (Farrington, Loeber, Yin, & Anderson, 2002).  

Numerous investigations have been conducted to identify variables associated 

with juvenile delinquency, with one of the first major studies being conducted by Glueck 

and Glueck (1950).  These researchers examined 500 delinquents and 500 nondelinquents 

between 11 and 17 years of age.  Their research identified several factors associated with 

increased juvenile delinquency, including poor parenting skills in the household, family 

criminal history, and defiant attitudes of the youth. Glueck and Glueck (1950) also 

reported that there was an additive nature to the factors, with the more factors being 

present the higher the likelihood of the youth offending.  A variety of other studies have 

also appeared in the literature, and common risk factors or characteristics prevalent 

among juvenile delinquents that appear include the following: ethnicity, socioeconomic 

status, intelligence level, educational disability, school achievement level, and mental 

health diagnoses (e.g., Beebe & Mueller, 1993; Morris & Morris, 2006; Skowyra & 

Cocozza, 2007).   
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Ethnicity 

 Minority youth have been overrepresented in the juvenile justice system for a 

number of years.  In 2004, for example, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention reported that of all juvenile arrests for violent crimes, 52% were white youth, 

46% were black youth, 1% were Asian youth, and 1% were American Indian (Snyder & 

Sickmund, 2006), whereas the general composition of youth population was 78% white, 

17% black, 4% Asian, and 1% American Indian.  Unfortunately, data are not collected for 

Hispanic youth by the U.S. Department of Education, so most Hispanic youth are 

grouped with white youth.  Some states, however, do differentiate between Hispanic and 

White youths, and have reported disproportional representation of Hispanic youths.  For 

example, in 2007, Arizona Department of Juvenile Corrections (2008) reported an 

overrepresentation of minority youth, particularly Hispanic youth, who were adjudicated 

in their system.  Specifically, 51.1% of adjudicated youth were of Hispanic descent, 

30.1% were Caucasian, 12.8% African American, 4.8% Native American, and 0.7% 

Asian.  This is compared to the general youth population in Arizona of 75.5% Caucasian, 

25.3% Hispanic, 3.1% African American, 5% Native American, and 1.8% Asian.   

In regard to types of offenses, available literature suggests significantly more 

minorities are adjudicated for violent versus nonviolent offenses (e.g., van Wijk, Loeber, 

Vermeiren, Pardini, Bullens, & Doreleijers, 2005), while some studies have found that 

Caucasians are more prevalent in the category of sex offenders (e.g., van Wijk, van Horn, 

Bullens, Bijleveld, & Doreleijers, 2005; Veneziano, Veneziano, LeGrand, & Richards, 

2004).     
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In 1988, amendments were made to the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention Act of 1974 that required those states participating in federal programs to 

determine if minority youth were overrepresented and, if so, to make an effort at reducing 

the disproportionate representation.  Studies have found mixed results as to whether this 

program has been effective (e.g., Barrett, Katsiyannis, & Zhang, 2006; Jones, Harris, 

Fader, & Grubstein, 2001; Rodriguez, 2007; Wu, Cernkovich, & Dunn, 1997).  For 

example, a review of studies between 1989 and 2001 that looked at minority contact 

within the juvenile justice system concluded that despite some alleviation in the 

disproportionate representation of minorities in the juvenile justice system, ethnicity and 

race still affected the processing of youth through the juvenile justice system (Pope, 

Lovell, & Hsia, 2002). 

Socioeconomic Status  

 A significant correlation has been found between juvenile delinquency and 

poverty (e.g., Hay, Fortson, Hollist, Altheimer, & Schaible, 2007).  A theoretical 

explanation for why poverty may have an impact on delinquency is evident in different 

sociological theories, such as strain theory and social control theory, and some 

researchers have gone as far as to determine that economic background may be the best 

predictor regarding which juveniles will become incarcerated (Johnson, 1999). Snyder 

and Sickmund (2006) also found that in 2002, one of every six juveniles lived in poverty.  

Directly related to ethnicity, African American and Hispanic juveniles --- two ethnic 

groups overrepresented in the juvenile justice system --- were also three times as likely to 

live in poverty as Caucasian juveniles (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).  Some researchers 
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have posited that the direct relationship between poverty and low academic achievement, 

which itself has been linked to delinquency, may also increase the risk factor of youths 

from low socioeconomic classes being more likely to be arrested (e.g., Cohen, 1955; 

Lawrence, 1998; Pagani et al., 1999).  Pagani and colleagues (1999) examined the impact 

that poverty may have on academic achievement and delinquency for adolescent males 

living in low-income neighborhoods, with results indicating that poverty level 

significantly predicted delinquency.  Jarvelin, Laara, Rantakallio, Moilanen, and Isohanni 

(1994) also concluded in their investigation of adolescent males that the incidence of 

delinquency is higher for those who are from lower socioeconomic classes, and highest 

for those from a low socioeconomic background with a history of poor academic 

performance.   

Special Education Status 

 The research literature overwhelmingly suggests that there is an 

overrepresentation of youths with disabilities involved in the juvenile justice system, with 

studies finding prevalence values ranging from 20% to 100% (e.g., Bullis & Yovanoff, 

2005; Bullock & McArthur, 1994; Morgan, 1979; Morris & Morris, 2006).  The wide 

spread in the prevalence values may be due to a variety of factors, such as definition of 

disability and/or classification system used in a particular study, the evaluation 

procedures used and the methodology used by researchers in gathering the data (Morris 

& Morris, 2006).  A variety of theories exist which attempt to explain the 

overrepresentation of youth with disabilities in correctional and detention facilities (i.e., 

school failure theory, susceptibility theory, and differential treatment theory). For 



 36 

example, school failure theory asserts that disabilities lead either directly or indirectly to 

school failure and, consequently, school drop-out and delinquency (Murray, 1977).  

Susceptibility theory supposes that a disability indicates a predisposition to criminal 

behavior because of characteristics such as poor impulse control or poor problem-solving 

ability (Keilitz & Dunivant, 1987).  Differential treatment theory hypothesizes that 

students  with disabilities engage in comparable behaviors to nondisabled students, but 

that the police, courts, and/or corrections respond differential to youths with disabilities 

(e.g., Keilitz & Dunivant, 1987; Leone & Meisel, 1997; Osher, Woodruff, & Sims, 2002).   

A national survey was conducted across states by the Center for Effective 

Collaboration and Practice and the National Center of Education Disability to determine 

the number of students in juvenile correctional and detention facilities who were eligible 

for special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004).  The results showed that prevalence values varied widely 

between states, with values ranging from as low as 9.1% to 77.5%, with a median 

prevalence rate of 33.4% (Quinn, Rutherford, Leone, Osher, & Poirier, 2005).  The 

results also revealed that a high percentage of juveniles with a special education label 

were identified as having an emotional disability (47.7%) with 38.6% having a specific 

learning disability, 9.7% with mental retardation, and 0.8% identified as having multiple 

disabilities.  These percentages differ markedly from those students involved in the 

general public education system during the equivalent school year in terms of the types of 

IDEA categories represented.  For example, 47.7% of delinquents were identified with an 

emotional disturbance, compared to only 8.2% in the general population (U.S. 
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Department of Education, 2005).  Appreciable differences were found in other diagnostic 

categories as well. 

School Achievement 

 For nearly a century research has investigated the association between 

delinquency and academic achievement, consistently finding that juvenile delinquents 

tend to perform lower academically than their same-age peers.  In 1950, Glueck and 

Glueck found that nearly 85% of juvenile delinquents were behind their peers 

academically, and more recent studies have reported similar estimates (e.g., Beebe & 

Mueller, 1993; Zamora, 2005).    In fact, research suggests that a failure to properly 

develop basic reading and writing skills may be a strong predictor of later incarceration 

(Drakeford, 2002; Rogers-Adkinson, Melloy, Stuart, Fletcher, & Rinaldi, 2008).  Reading 

and mathematics are the most commonly researched areas, with findings suggesting that 

in some cases as many as 70% of incarcerated delinquents read at or below the 4th grade 

level (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1997).  A meta-analysis conducted by Foley (2001) for 

articles published between 1975 and 1999 found the average reading level for delinquent 

youths to be between the fourth and seventh grades, significantly below the expected 

reading level.  A study by Baltodano, Harris, and Rutherford (2005) concurred with the 

lower than average reading level for juvenile delinquents, finding that  their sample of 

delinquents had significantly lower standardized test scores.   Some research has even 

investigated a link between severity of offense and academic achievement levels, 

suggesting that violent youth display the greatest academic deficits when compared to 

nonviolent offenders (e.g., Beebe & Mueller, 1993; van Wijk, Loeber, et al., 2005).  
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Findings have been different for juvenile sex offenders, however, with some studies 

suggesting that these youths display fewer academic weaknesses than other types of 

offenders (Jacobs, Kennedy, & Meyer, 1997; Milloy, 1994).  Van Wijk, Loeber and 

colleagues (2005) also found that a smaller percentage of sex offenders displayed low 

academic achievement than violent offenders.  Additional support for a relationship 

between low academic achievement and delinquency has been provided by studies 

demonstrating that academic interventions lead to decreased rates of recidivism (e.g., 

Archwamety & Katsiyannis, 2000; Katsiyannis & Archwamety, 1999; Malmgrem & 

Leone, 2000). 

 Youth who drop out of school are also significantly more likely to be involved 

with the juvenile justice system than those who remain in school, with high school 

dropouts being 3.5 times more likely to be arrested (U.S. Department of Education, 

1994).  Throughout the entire correctional system, approximately 82% of prison inmates 

are high school dropouts (Ysseldyke, Algozzine, & Thurlow, 1992).  Approximately 11% 

of young adults are not enrolled in school and have not completed high school (Snyder & 

Sickmund, 2006).  These numbers vary slightly between male and female adolescents 

(12.0% and 9.9% dropout rates, respectively) but substantial variations are seen when 

focusing on ethnicity.  For example, the dropout rate for Hispanics was reported by 

Snyder and Sickmund (2006) to be 27.8%, 13.1% for African American youth, 6.9% for 

Caucasian youth, and 3.8% for Asian youth.  As previously mentioned, Hispanic and 

African American youths are also significantly overrepresented in the juvenile delinquent 

population. 
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Cognitive Functioning 

 In regard to general intelligence , studies have found conflicting results as to 

whether delinquents display lower than average intellectual functioning compared to their 

nondelinquent peers.  Early studies suggested that delinquents performed as much as 15 

to 20 points below the general population on intelligence tests (Caplan, 1965), while 

more recent studies have found smaller or insignificant discrepancies in IQ between 

delinquent and nondelinquent youths on these tests.  Another cognitive deficit presumed 

to exist in the juvenile delinquent population is impairment in executive functioning 

skills.  Deficits in executive functioning may lead to problems with control of behavior, 

including poor response inhibition, risk-taking, rule breaking, failure to comply with 

instructions, or poor emotional responses such as poor regulation of emotion, aggression, 

and antisocial personality traits (Bauer, O’Conner, & Hesselbrock, 1994).  Studies 

confirming the presence of various executive functioning deficits in court-referred youth 

have found deficits specifically in planning, inhibition, and attention (e.g., Lueger & Gill, 

1990; Olvera, Semrud-Clikeman, Pliszka, & O’Donnell, 2005; Raine, Moffitt, Caspi, 

Loeber, Stouthamer, Loeber, & Lynm, 2005; Wolff et al., 1982).  Other studies have 

found no association (e.g. Dery, Toupin, Pauze, Mercier, & Fortin, 1999, Linz et al., 

1990).  Researchers looking at more specific verbal skill, such as receptive and 

expressive language, have also suggested that delinquents may display deficits in these 

skills (e.g., Linz et al., 1990; Dery et al., 1999; Olvera et al., 2005).  
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Mental Health Diagnoses 

 As many as 75% of juvenile delinquents have diagnosable mental health disorders 

(Skowyra & Cocozza, 2007; Teplin et al., 2002).  A multi-state study by Skowyra and 

Cocozza (2007) of over 1400 youths involved with the juvenile justice system indicated 

that the most common disorders among juvenile delinquents are disruptive behavior 

disorders (e.g., attention-deficit-hyperactivity disorder, conduct disorder and oppositional 

defiant disorder), followed by substance use disorders, anxiety disorders, and mood 

disorders.  Given that many youth qualify for a diagnosis of conduct disorder based 

solely on their involvement in the juvenile justice system, researchers controlled for this 

factor and found that over 63% of the youths still qualified for a mental health diagnosis.  

Moreover, after controlling for substance use disorder, researchers found that over 61% 

still qualified for a mental health diagnosis.  Lastly, after controlling for both conduct 

disorder and substance use disorder, over 45% of youth still qualified for a mental health 

diagnosis.  In summary, over 60% of youth had a co-morbid mental disorder (Skowyra & 

Cocozza, 2007). 

Recidivism and Juvenile Delinquency 

A significant area of concern surrounding the problem of juvenile delinquency is 

that of recidivism, or the repetition of criminal behavior or repeated arrests of an 

individual.  Although arrest rates have declined to some extent over the past decade, 

recidivism percentages among juvenile offenders remain high and stable, and it is 

estimated that from 70% to 90% of offenders will re-offend (e.g., McMackin, Tansi, & 

LaFratta, 2004; Trulson, Marquart, Mullings, & Caeti, 2005; van der Geest, 2008).  There 
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is a lack of consensus on a standard definition of criminal recidivism (i.e., whether a 

probation violation counts as a repeat offense).  Because of the differences in the 

definition of recidivism across states in the United States, no national recidivism rates are 

tracked for juveniles and it is difficult to compare recidivism rates across states or 

counties. The only data available for courts are official records in the system, so 

recidivism rates include only those offenses that come to the attention of the juvenile 

justice system (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).  The lack of a standard definition of 

recidivism is also a methodological consideration when examining empirical studies of 

recidivism, as rates tend to change depending on the definition being used.  However, 

national data that exist suggest that nearly 6 in 10 juveniles return to juvenile court before 

their 18th birthday.  At age 17, nearly 84% of juveniles referred to the court have had at 

least one prior referral, and 53% of those referred at age 17 have had 7 or more referrals 

(Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).  These numbers highlight the social concern of juvenile 

recidivism, and are suggestive of the need for better psychosocial intervention and 

treatment programs for delinquent youth.  Another factor to take into consideration when 

analyzing recidivism percentages is the period of time being analyzed to determine 

whether recidivism occurred.  Because longitudinal studies are rare and difficult to 

maintain, recidivism must often be determined over a short period of time and may not 

include a youth’s entire offense history.  Also, because of privacy laws it is difficult to 

track a juvenile’s offending into adulthood, so most available data are only related to 

recidivism while the individual is considered a juvenile.   
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There are a variety of explanations and studies available which discuss factors 

related to juveniles who recidivate.  Risk factors found to be associated with greater 

recidivism rates include age of first offense, types of offenses committed, and academic 

achievement level (e.g., Archwamety & Katsiyannis, 2000; Cottle et al., 2001; Dembo, 

Turner, Sue, Schmeidler, Bordon, & Manning, 1995; Jones et al., 2001; Katsiyannis et 

al., 2008).  Many of these factors are similar to those determined to be risk factors for the 

occurrence of delinquency, but differences do exist, and there is inconsistency in the 

literature regarding which factors are predictive of recidivism.   

One factor found to be a stable predictor of recidivism is the age of first offense 

by a juvenile.  Specifically, research consistently suggests that the earlier the juvenile 

begins committing crimes, the greater the likelihood that the juvenile will continue to re-

offend (e.g., Cottle et al., 2001; Jones et al., 2001; Trulson et al., 2005).  Age of first 

offense has even been described as “…the single most important predictor in recidivism” 

(Hoge, 2001, p. 28).   

Another stable predictor of recidivism has been the type of crimes committed by 

juvenile delinquents, with research suggesting that delinquents who commit more severe 

crimes are more likely to re-offend (e.g., Archwamety & Katsiyannis, 1998; Cottle et al., 

2001; Dembo et al., 1995, 1998; Myner, Santman, Cappelletty, & Perlmutter, 1998).  

Cottle and colleagues (2001), for example, conducted a meta-analysis of studies 

examining risk factors that best predicted juvenile recidivism.  The domain of offense 

history was found to be the strongest predictor of recidivism, finding that those 

committing more serious crimes were at a higher risk of recidivism.  
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Researchers have also repeatedly linked academic achievement with recidivism.  

The juvenile delinquent population is overwhelmingly represented by youth in need of 

academic remediation, and this is true of juvenile offenders who recidivate as well.  

Archwamety and Katsiyannis (2000), for example, examined juvenile delinquents in 

remedial math and reading groups.  Analyses revealed that these youth were twice as 

likely to recidivate than those in the control group.  A recent literature review by Vacca 

(2008) focused on reading achievement and delinquency, and concluded that if more time 

was spent on teaching delinquents to read, then recidivism rates would decrease.  A 

review of relevant studies by Katsiyannis, Ryan, Ahang, and Spann (2008) also 

determined that a significant relationship existed between low academic achievement 

levels and higher rates of recidivism. 

A variety of other factors have been found to be predictive of recidivism; 

however, they have been inconsistently supported in the literature.  Specifically, factors 

such as substance abuse, being from a single-parent family, ethnicity, socioeconomic 

status, intellectual functioning, and a history of conduct problems have been cited in the 

literature as possible predictors of recidivism, but they have received inconsistent support 

(e.g., Dembo, Turner, Sue, Schmeidler, Bordon, & Manning, 1995; Dembo et al., 1998; 

Duncan, Kennedy, & Patrick, 1995; Katsiyannis & Archwamety, 1998; Mynder et al., 

1998; Repo & Virkkunen, 1997; Wierson & Forehand, 1995).   

 A meta-analysis of the literature on recidivism in the area of juvenile delinquency 

was conducted by Loeber and Dishion (1983).  They found four main categories of 

predictor variables, including behavioral (i.e., conduct problems), family (i.e., 
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socioeconomic status, criminality in family members), education background, and 

aggregated (i.e., two or more variables).  This analysis revealed that behavioral factors 

(specifically stealing, lying, and/or truancy) were the strongest predictors of recidivism, 

and socioeconomic status was the weakest predictor of recidivism.  A more recent meta-

analysis conducted by Cottle and colleagues (2001), however, found a significant 

relationship between juveniles from a specific socioeconomic status being at an increased 

risk for re-offending.  These researchers examined 22 available studies and found that all 

demographic variables were significantly associated with recidivism, including sex and 

ethnicity.  This meta-analysis also revealed that juveniles with a lower intellectual 

functioning were more likely to recidivate.  The results did not concur with other studies 

suggesting that poor academic achievement was associated with recidivism; however, 

results did indicate that juveniles with lower standardized test scores in basic academic 

areas were at an increased risk of re-offending.  A history of special education was also 

found to be a significant predictor of recidivism.  This meta-analysis further found that 

while substance abuse was significantly related to recidivism rate, substance use was not.  

A significant limitation of this research was that many studies analyzed used data on 

youths who had committed a large number of offenses and/or crimes severe enough for 

them to be incarcerated in a long-term facility.  Given that studies finding no significance 

are often not published, the meta-analysis is also lacking in research revealing certain 

factors that are not related to recidivism.  

 Although Cottle and colleagues (2001) found that a history of substance abuse 

was not related to recidivism, Sharpe and Litzelfelner (2004) examined recidivism rates 
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of 157 first-time juvenile offenders, and found that those who were committed for a drug 

offense were significantly more likely to recidivate.  Sharpe and Litzelfelner (2004) also 

found a history of gang activity to be a significant predictor of juvenile recidivism.  In 

this regard, Trulson and colleagues (2005) followed 2,436 juvenile offenders released 

from a juvenile correctional facility and found that gang membership was a significant 

factor predictive of recidivism.  These researchers also determined that poverty status, 

mental health issues, and a greater number of previous adjudications were predictive of 

recidivism.   

 In regard to ethnicity, some studies have found that minority youth are more 

likely to recidivate (Cottle et al., 2001).  Jones and colleagues (2001), for example, found 

that Hispanic juveniles had above average rates of recidivism.  Moreover, in a 13-year 

follow up study of 270 adolescent males who had been sentenced to a residential 

treatment facility, van der Geest and Bijleveld (2008) found a variety of factors predictive 

of delinquency, including ethnicity.  Cottle and colleagues (2001), however, found that 

after controlling for socioeconomic status, ethnicity was not a significant predictive factor 

of recidivism.   

 A majority of the literature available that focuses on juvenile delinquency and 

recidivism has either focused solely on adolescent males or did not distinguish between 

male and female adolescents.  Those studies that have differentiated between male and 

female offenders suggest that gender may be a major contributing factor in recidivism, 

with male juvenile delinquents being more likely to be re-arrested than females (e.g., 

Baffour, 2006; Dembo et al., 1998; Trulson et al., 2005).  Archwamety and Katsiyannis 
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(1998) conducted a study which focused solely on female delinquents and recidivism.  

They found that age of first offense and the age a delinquent was first committed to either 

a detention or correctional facility significantly predicted female recidivists from non-

recidivists.  Specifically, results suggested that the younger the age, the more likely the 

juvenile was to be re-arrested.  The study also indicated that gang affiliation, history of 

child abuse, and length of stay in a correctional facility were predictive of recidivism.  

Also similar to males, these researchers found that those juveniles with lower academic 

achievement were more likely to recidivate.  However, contrary to that found with male 

adolescents, only poor math skills were significant, versus low reading and math skills 

for male delinquents.  

 A study by Tille and Rose (2007) also identified factors unique to female 

delinquents between 13 and 18 years of age, finding that female recidivists were more 

likely to have emotional and behavioral problems and come from an unstable family 

situation as compared to same-age first time female offenders.  Funk (1999) specifically 

examined sex differences in offense style and recidivism and argued that risk assessments 

should differ for males and female delinquents because of the difference in the variables 

predictive of their recidivism.  A regression analysis found six significant predictor 

variables with males and females combined, including low socioeconomic status, 

previous time spent in detention, younger age of offense, school conduct problems, and a 

history of special education services.  Separate analyses, however, yielded different 

results, with the female only regression model having the fewest number of predictors 

present.  Significant factors for females included a history of person-related offenses, a 
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history of child abuse, and a history of running away.  Consequently, low socioeconomic 

status and receiving special education services were not significant predictors of 

recidivism for females, contrary to what has commonly been found for male delinquents.   

 In summary, risk factors consistently found to be predictive of recidivism in 

juvenile delinquents include the age of first offense, types of offenses being committed, 

and academic achievement level.  Other factors suggested to be related to recidivism, but 

supported inconsistently in the literature, include lower socioeconomic class, substance 

use, ethnicity, special education status, and intellectual functioning.  Sex has also been 

shown to be a significant predictor of recidivism, with males more likely to recidivate 

than females; however, the literature suggests that male and females may differ in risk 

factors significant of recidivism.  Literature in this area is sparse.  Given the increase in 

crimes committed by female adolescents and the increased interaction females are having 

with the juvenile justice system, this is an area that is in need of further research.   

Risk Assessment Instruments 

 As previously mentioned, a commonly used method of predicting recidivism and 

danger to society in juvenile delinquents is the use of risk assessment instruments.  These 

instruments generally attempt to classify delinquents based on their likelihood of re-

offending, and common risk factors used to measure this likelihood include offense 

history, family problems, peers, substance abuse, and school-related variables (e.g., Hoge, 

2002; Schwalbe, 2007).  Generally, numerical scores are assigned to sets of risk factors, 

and risk scores are summed to yield a raw score, which consequently is used to rank 
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juveniles into classes of re-offending, from low risk to high risk (Schwalbe, 2007).   Some 

instruments may also take into consideration environmental or personality factors (e.g., 

North Carolina Assessment of Risk, Psychopathy Checklist, Child and Adolescent 

Functional Assessment Scale).  In the identification of risk factors that may lead to 

recidivism, these assessments also make it easier for rehabilitation programs to be 

developed for youth who are being released.  A variety of instruments exist and are being 

used more frequently; however, studies examining the predictive validity of these 

assessments with youth are lacking (Schmidt, Hoge, & Gomes, 2005).  Those studies that 

do exist suggest that risk assessments may be a valuable tool in predicting recidivism and 

helping to modify treatment and rehabilitation for offenders being released, but available 

studies also suggest that more research is needed.  For example, the small amount of 

literature available suggests that some risk assessment instruments may more accurately 

predict recidivism in male delinquents than female delinquents (e.g., Edens, Campbell, & 

Weird, 2006; Funk, 1999; Sharkey, Furlong, Jimerson, & O’Brien, 2003), and some have 

found that some instruments have little predictive power for female recidivism, 

particularly when the assessment instrument uses psychopathy as a variable (e.g., 

Vincient, Odgers, McCormick, & Corrado, 2008).  A study by Schwalbe, Fraser, Day, 

and Cooley (2006) found gender differences on risk factors measures by the North 

Carolina Assessment of Risk (NCAR), finding that while eight of nine risk factors 

measures by the NCAR predicted recidivism in white and black males, only five of the 
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factors predicted recidivism in black females, and only one factor predicted recidivism in 

white females.  The combined sample analysis also found eight factors to be predictive of 

recidivism, indicating that while males generally reflect the general findings, females may 

not necessarily be exhibiting the same risk factors.  

Other studies support the use of current risk assessment instruments, denying 

any difference in validity for males and females.  Schwalbe (2008), for example, examined 

the predictive validity of risk assessment instruments for juvenile delinquents, 

specifically focusing on the generalizability of validity across males and female.  The 

results suggested that predictive validity estimates were equivalent for males and females.  

In another study, Schwalbe (2009) found support for the Arizona Risk/Needs 

Assessment Instrument in its predictive utility with both male and female juvenile 

offenders.  These studies which support the use of risk assessment instruments for both 

sexes argue that while brief risk assessment instruments may create problems, these more 

extensive, lengthier instruments do not have as many predictive validity problems as do 

the brief instruments.   

As previously discussed, there is a dearth of literature examining risk factors of 

recidivism in females, so current risk assessment instruments have little empirical 

support.  If current risk assessment instruments are based on available empirical literature 

identifying risk factors of recidivism, and the majority of current literature focuses on 

male delinquency, risk assessment instruments may not be a valuable tool for assessing 
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risk of re-offending in female delinquents.  The increase in empirical literature focusing on 

female delinquents is of greater importance when one considers the increasing incidence of 

female delinquency over the past decade.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

Participants 

 The participants in this study originally consisted of 2,466 high school students 

between 13 and 18 years of age who were enrolled within a large public school district in 

Arizona.   The sample used for analysis was taken from a database of 4,686 youths from 

all grade levels in the district that were arrested during the 2006-07 or 2007-08 academic 

years.  Of the 2,466 high school participants, only 537 had complete data, particularly 

standardized achievement test scores.  Given that only 21.7% of the original sample had 

complete data, it was determined that missing variable equations would not be used, and 

consequently the final sample size for the study was 537 high school students.   

The sample was obtained from a school district that is comprised of 118 schools 

and 60,000 students.  All of the students in the sample had been arrested for at least one 

offense during the 2006-07 or 2007-08 academic year.  For those participants who had 

been arrested during both academic years, the data from the most recent academic year, 

2007-08 were used in the statistical analyses.  No student identification data were made 

available to the researcher, although through an inter-governmental agreement the school 

data on each student were sent to the participating juvenile court center in order to 

provide court related data on each arrested student.  This project was approved by the 

University of Arizona’s Institutional Review Board.  

Independent Variables 

 The independent variables for the study were the following: 
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1. Special education diagnosis upon arrest, as defined by the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

2. Presence of an Emotional Disability. 

3. Presence of a Learning Disability. 

4. Ethnicity.  

5. Age. 

6. Socioeconomic status. 

7. Grade point average. 

8. Total number of high school credits earned. 

9. Grade level. 

10. The participants’ Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS) 

standardized achievement test scores in the areas of Reading Performance, 

Writing Performance, and Math Performance. 

11. Adjudication status (guilty vs. non-guilty) of participants arrested. 

12. History of a drug offense during the available academic year.  

13. Total number of status offenses committed during the available academic 

year. 

14. Total number of misdemeanor offenses against persons committed during the 

available academic year. 

15. Total number of misdemeanor offenses against property committed during the 

available academic year. 
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16. Total number of parole violations committed during the available academic 

year. 

17. Total number of drug offenses committed during the available academic year. 

18. Total number of felonies against persons committed during the available 

academic year. 

19. Total number of felonies against property committed during the available 

academic year.  

20. Severity of offense. 

Special education status was determined by whether a student had an existing 

IDEA diagnosis at the time of arrest. Age was determined as the age of the participant at 

the time of the most severe offense that was committed. 

Socioeconomic status was determined by whether the participant was receiving 

free or reduced lunch, a program that is based on the parent/guardian income of the 

students.  Those receiving no free or reduced lunch fall above a pre-determined income, 

with those receiving free lunch falling into the lowest income category.  Three categories 

existed for this variable, no free or reduced lunch, reduced lunch, or free lunch.  

Specifically, Arizona Department of Education requires that a family have a combined 

income (including salary, welfare, social security, etc) equal to or less than $27,560 for a 

household of four to qualify for a free lunch rate, and a combined income equal to or less 

than $39,200 for a household of four to qualify for a reduced lunch rate.   Poverty 

guidelines established by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2008) 
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define poverty level for a family of four to be $21,000, not including additional assistance 

(e.g., welfare, food stamps, etc) 

 High school credits was defined as the total number of credits a student had 

obtained by the end of the relevant academic year.  The number of high school credits 

needed to graduate from the school district was 20.  However, a specific number of 

credits is required for each core subject, so some students may graduate with more than 

20 credits.   

Standardized achievement scores were determined from the scores available from 

the students’ most recent Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS) standardized 

test results in the areas of reading, writing, and math performance.  Scaled scores for high 

school participants can range from 500-900.  Reliability coefficients for the AIMS tests 

are above 0.90 for all grade levels.  For Reading Performance, a score between 500 and 

626 is ranked as “Falls Far Below” passing level, 627-673 “Approaches” passing level, 

674-772 “Meets” passing level, and 773-900 “Exceeds” passing level.  For Writing 

Performance, a score between 500-609 “Falls Far Below” passing level, a score between 

610-677 “Approaches” passing level, 678-753 “Meets” passing level, and a score 

between 754 and 900 ‘Exceeds” passing level.  For Mathematics Performance, an 

achievement score between 500 and 677 “Falls Far Below” passing level, 668-682 

“Approaches” passing  level, 683-749 “Meets” passing level, and a Mathematics score 

between 750 and 900 “Exceeds” passing level (Arizona Department of Education, 

(2008).   
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 Adjudication status was defined by whether the participant was found guilty for at 

least one of the offenses for which he or she was arrested during the academic year.  

History of a drug offense was determined by whether a participant was arrested for at 

least one drug offense during the academic year. 

 The type of offense committed for each criminal act for which a student was 

arrested was determined by the local juvenile court center.  For all offense types, the total 

number of particular offenses, committed by a participant included only those offenses 

committed during a particular academic year.  Status offenses included all of those 

offenses deemed illegal primarily because of the juvenile’s age, and included offenses 

such as possession of alcohol or tobacco, truancy, or running away.  Misdemeanors 

against persons included, but were not limited to, offenses such as simple assault, 

domestic violence, or threatening or intimidating another individual.  Misdemeanors 

against property included, but were not limited to, offenses such as petty theft, 

shoplifting, or theft.  Felonies against persons included, but were not limited to, offenses 

such as aggravated assault, and felonies against property included, but were not limited 

to, offenses such as burglary, damage of property, or aggravated criminal damage.   

Offense severity was also determined by the local juvenile court center, and 

included four different categories: status offenses, obstruction, misdemeanor, or felony.  

Given that some youth are likely to have committed more than one offense during the 

academic year, the most severe offense committed by a juvenile was used for the 

statistical analyses. Because status offense is the only category in which a crime is illegal 

solely because of the juvenile’s age, this was rated to be the least severe offense type.  
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Obstruction, which consisted of offenses such as violation of conditions of release or 

parole violations,  was ranked second in terms of severity, because violations are deemed 

criminal acts regardless of an individual’s age, with misdemeanors and felonies ranked 

third and fourth, respectively, in terms of severity.    

Dependent Variables 

1. Sex for the analysis examining risk factors predictive of delinquency. 

2. Recidivism.  

For the present study, recidivism is defined as the total number of arrests present in a 

student’s lifetime record with the local juvenile court center.   

Procedure 

 A database consisting of juvenile court data and educational data from the 2006-

07 and 2007-08 academic years was obtained through an intergovernmental data-sharing 

agreement between the local juvenile court center, a local school district, and the 

University of Arizona.  To maintain student confidentiality, the participants were 

assigned random identification numbers by individuals from the school district and 

juvenile court center, none of whom were affiliated with the University of Arizona, and 

no identifying information remained in the database.  The cleansed database was 

delivered electronically in Microsoft Excel format, and was converted into SPSS for data 

analyses.  For youth who were arrested during both academic years, the information from 

the most recent, 2007-08, academic year was used for analysis. 
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Demographics of Sample 

The sample used for analysis consisted of 51.2% male delinquents and 48.8% 

female delinquents (Table 1).  While these numbers were comparable to that of the 

school district which the sample was extracted from, 51.5% and 48.5%, respectively, 

there are a substantially greater number of females in this sample than is generally found 

among the delinquent population.  Specifically, although female delinquents represented 

48.8% of participants in the present study, female delinquents represent approximately 

29.1% of juvenile arrests nationwide (Sickmund & Snyder, 2006).    

 In regard to ethnicity, the representation of ethnic/racial groups is comparable to 

that of the sample population, with 9.1% of the population being African American, 2.0% 

Asian American, 29.6% Caucasian, 54.6% Hispanic, and 4.7% Native American.  The 

breakdown of male and female ethnic/racial representation can be seen in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Sample and School District Population 
     Sample  School District  
 
Gender  

Male    51.2   51.5 

Female    48.8   48.5 

Race/Ethnicity 

African American   9.1   7.2 

 Male    9.5   7.2 

 Female    8.8   7.2    

Asian American            2.0   2.8   

 Male    2.2   2.7 

 Female    1.9   2.8 

Caucasian    29.6   30.8 

 Male    32.0   31.1 

 Female    27.1   30.6 

Hispanic    54.6   54.9 

 Male    52.0   54.8 

 Female    57.3   55.1 

     Native American   4.7   4.3  

 Male    4.4   4.3 

 Female    5.0   4.3 

Note. The values represent percentages.   
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Data Analyses 

 Data analyses were conducted using the SPSS for MAC statistical package, 

version 17.0.  Analyses included descriptive statistics of the participants, and chi-square 

analyses conducted to determine if differences existed between males and females in the 

sample on independent variables. Discriminant function analysis were conducted to 

determine if any independent variables significantly predicted group membership (i.e., 

male versus female), and step-wise hierarchical multiple regression was used to 

determine which factors best predicted recidivism in male juvenile delinquents and 

female juvenile delinquents.  This allowed the researcher to determine which independent 

variables best predict recidivism for each sex, as well as to qualitatively determine if 

factors differ between genders.  A step-wise hierarchical regression model was also used 

with sex as an independent variable, to determine which factors were predictive of 

recidivism, independent of sex.  This allowed the researcher to further determine if risk 

factors varied by sex. 

 A one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was also conducted to determine if 

the number of referrals differed significantly between the various ethnic groups in the 

sample.   
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Characteristics of Males vs. Females Arrested 

A chi-square analysis was conducted to determine if differences existed between 

male and females participants in regard to ethnicity.  The results showed that no 

significant association was found for gender on the observed versus expected frequencies 

for ethnicity, X2(4, N = 537) = 1.99, p > .05.   

At the time of arrest, 27.6% of the delinquents had a special education diagnosis.  

In regard to specific diagnoses at the time of arrest, learning disabilities and emotional 

disabilities were the most common diagnosis, with 69.6% of those in special education 

arrested being diagnosed with a learning disability and 17.6% of those having a special 

education diagnosis being diagnosed with an emotional disability.  Table 2 lists the most 

common special education diagnoses observed in the sample compared to the school 

district and nationally.  Chi-square analyses were conducted to determine if differences 

existed between males and females regarding the frequency of special education 

diagnosis.  The results showed no significant associations were found for sex on the 

observed versus expected frequencies for special education diagnosis, X2(1, N = 537) = 

3.48, p > .05, diagnosis of a Learning Disability, X2(1, N = 537) = 1.33, p > .05, or 

diagnosis Emotional Disability, X2(1, N = 537) = 1.17, p > .05.  Chi-square analyses were 

not conducted on other individual special education diagnoses because of the low 

frequency of the diagnosis observed and because these other diagnoses were not used as 

independent variables in subsequent analyses.   
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Table 2   
 
Presence of an IDEA Diagnoses 

    Sample School Districta U.S.a 

 
Total      27.6       13.8  9.0 

 Males    29.8          -   - 

 Females    25.2          -   - 

Learning Disability   69.6          -   46.4 

    Males    70.7          -   - 

    Females    68.2          -   -  

Emotional Disability   17.6          -   7.9 

    Males    19.5          -   - 

    Females    15.2           -   - 

Speech/Language Impairment 10.1          -   18.8 

    Males    7.3          -   - 

    Females    13.6           -   - 

Other Health Impairment  7.4          -   8.4 

    Males    4.9          -   - 

    Females    10.6          -   -   

Mental Retardation   2.0          -   9.3 

    Males    1.2          -   - 

    Females    3.0          -   - 
Note. Values represent percentages. The values may not equal 100 because of some youth having more 

than one disability. a Available statistics include youth age 6 – 21, the sample includes only those youths 

age 13-21.  
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Ages for the sample ranged from 13 to 18 years of age at the time of the most serious 

offense during the 2006-07 or 2007-08 academic year.  Tables 3 and 4 list percentages of 

each age in the sample as well as the percentages by grade level.  

Table 3  
 
Age of Participants 
Age  Males  Females   

13  0.0  1.1       

14  0.0  1.9     

15  44.4  40.8    

16  41.8  44.7    

17  13.5  11.5 

18  0.4  0.0 

Note. Values represent percentages. 

Table 4 

Grade Level of Participants 
Grade  Males  Females 

9th  7.6  7.3 

10th  77.8  78.2 

11th  9.8  12.2 

12th  4.7  2.3 

Note. Values represent percentages. 
 
Chi-square analyses were conducted to determine if differences existed for age or grade 

level between males and females.  The results showed that no significant associations 
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were found for sex on the observed versus expected frequencies for age,  X2(5, N = 537) 

= 10.42, p > .05, or Grade Level, X2(3, N = 537) = 2.98, p > .05.   

 In regard to socioeconomic status, 42.8% of the sample had not been receiving 

Free or Reduced lunch at the time of arrest. 7.0% was receiving Reduced lunch, and 

49.7% of the sample was receiving a Free lunch (see Table 5).  A chi-square analysis 

revealed that there was no significant association between males and females on the 

observed versus expected frequency of Free and Reduced Lunch Status, X2(2, N = 537) = 

0.41, p > .05. 

Table 5 

Free/Reduced Lunch Status 
                       Free         Reduced        None 

Males  49.5   6.5         44.0 

Females 50.0   7.6         41.6 
Note. Values represent percentages. 

 A two-tailed independent sample t-test was conducted to determine if a significant 

difference existed between AIMS performance scores for males versus females.  The 

results showed that there was no significant difference found for sex on Reading 

Performance, t (535) = -0.24, p > .05,  Writing Performance, t (535) = -0.36, p > .05, or 

Math Performance, t (535) = 0.46, p > .05 (see Tables 6 through 8 for scaled score ranges 

and standard deviations on reading performance, writing performance, and math 

performance for male versus female offenders). 
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Table 6 
 
AIMS Reading Performance Scaled Scores 
          Standard  

  Low  High  Mean  Deviation 
Males   511  798  674.79  48.32 
 
Females  502  821  675.83  50.77   
  
 
Table 7 
 
AIMS Math Performance Scaled Scores 
         Standard 
   Low  High  Mean  Deviation 
Males   613  834  676.56  35.74 
 
Females  521  784  675.06  39.96 
 
 
Table 8 

AIMS Writing Performance Scaled Scores 
         Standard 
   Low  High  Mean  Deviation 
Males   500  777  671.75  52.45 
 
Females  500  777  673.35  51.3 

 

High school grade point averages ranged on a 0.0 to 4.0 point system from 0.17 to 

2.9 for males, with a mean of 1.61 (SD = .78).  For females, grade point averages ranged 

from 0.00 to 4.00, with a mean of 1.65 (SD = 0.82).  A two-tailed independent sample t-

test was conducted to determine if a significant difference existed between grade point 

averages for males and females.  The results showed that there was no significant 

difference, t (537) = -0.52, p > .05.  In regard to high school credits, the number of credits 

for males ranged between 0.50 and 23.25, with a mean of 10.61 (SD = 4.7).  For females, 



 65 

the number of high school credits obtained ranged between 0.0 and 25.0, with a mean of 

10.19 (SD = 4.72).  A two-tailed independent samples t-test was conducted to determine 

if a significant difference existed between the mean number of credits for males versus 

females.  The results showed that there was no significant difference, t (530) = 0.77, p > 

.05.   

 In regard to adjudication for an offense during an academic year, 17.5% of males 

were adjudicated versus 13.7% of females.  A chi-square analysis revealed no significant 

association between males and females on the expected versus observed frequencies for 

adjudication, X2(1, N = 453) = 1.47, p > .05.   

 In regard to offense history, 24.0% of males had at least one drug offense during 

the 2006-07 or 2007-08 academic years, and 22.1% of females had at least one drug 

offense.   A chi-square analysis found no significant association for gender on the 

observed versus expected frequency for history of a drug offense, X2(1,  N = 413) = 0.26, 

p > .05.   

 The total number of past referrals ranged between 1 and 24 for males, and 

between 1 and 22 arrests for females (see Table 9).  Approximately 83% of the male 

delinquent population had three or fewer arrests, and approximately 78% of the female 

population had three or fewer arrests.  Approximately 49% of males had only one arrest 

in their offense history and approximately 47% of females had one arrest in their offense 

history.  A chi-square analysis conducted to determine if differences existed between 

males and females in regard to the number of referrals found no significant association 
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for sex on the observed versus expected frequencies of referrals, X2(20, N = 537) = 19.63, 

p > .05.   

A total of 718 referrals occurred in the sample.   Of the total referrals, 52.4% were 

committed by males, and 47.6% were committed by females.  Of the total referrals, 

48.7% were status offenses, 15.6% were misdemeanors against property, 10.9% were 

misdemeanors against persons, 13.1% were drug offenses, 4.6% were parole violations, 

0.97% were felonies against persons, and 6.1% were felonies against property (see Table 

10).  Chi-square analyses revealed that no significant associations existed between sexes 

on the observed versus expected frequency for total status offenses, X2(6, N = 537) = 

7.82, p > .05, total misdemeanor offenses against property, X2(2, N = 537) = 3.83, p > 

.05, total misdemeanor offenses against persons, X2(2, N = 537) = 1.71, p > .05, total 

drug offenses, X2(3, N = 537) = 5.71, p > .05, total parole violations, X2(3, N = 537) = 

0.32, or total felonies against persons, X2(1, N = 537) = 1.16, p > .05.  A significant 

association was found for gender on the observed versus expected frequency for total 

felonies against property, X2(1, N = 537) = 5.53, p < .05.  Specifically, males were more 

likely to have been arrested for a felony against property than were females.   
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Table 9 
 
Referral History 
Number of Total Referrals  Males  Females    
  
  1   48.7  47.3 

  2   22.5  20.6 

  3   11.6  10.3  

  4   4.4  5.7 

  5   4.0  5.0 

  6   2.5  1.9 

  7   1.1  4.6 

  8   0.4  1.1 

  9   0.7  0.4 

  10   0.7  0.8 

  11   0.4  0.8 

  12   0.4    - 

  13   0.7    - 

  14   0.4  0.4  

15   0.4  0.0 

16   0.0  0.4 

17   0.4    - 

           18     -  0.4 

 19     -    - 

20     -    -  

21     -    - 

22     -  0.4 

23   0.4    - 

                       24   0.7    - 

Note. Values represent percentages. 
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Table 10   

Offense Types 
Type of Offense    Males  Females 

    Status Offenses    46.5  51.2 

    Misdemeanor Against Property  13.3  18.1 

    Misdemeanor Against Persons  10.9  10.8 

    Drug Offenses     15.4  10.5     

    Parole Violation    4.5  4.7 

    Felony Against Property   1.3  0.6 

    Felony Against Persons       8.0  4.0 

Note. Values represent percentages. 
 

In regard to the severity of offenses, as can be seen in Table 11, obstruction was 

the most severe offense for which 57.7% of the sample was arrested during the 2006-07 

or 2007-08 academic year.  Felony, the most severe type of offense, was the most severe 

offense for which 27.7% of the sample was arrested.  Approximately 11.2% of the 

population had status offense as their most severe offense, and 3.4% of the sample had a 

misdemeanor as the most severe offense.  A chi-square analysis found a significant 

association for males versus females on the observed versus expected frequency of 

Offense Severity, X2(3, N = 537) = 10.34, p <  .05.  Specifically, males were more likely 

to have a felony as the most severe offense than were females.  
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Table 11 

Offense Severity 
Offense   Males  Females 

Status      8.7     13.7 

Obstruction     55.6     59.9 

Misdemeanor     2.5     4.2 

Felony      33.1     22.1 
 

Hypothesis I: Predicting Male-Female Group Membership 

 A step-wise discriminant function analysis was conducted with all independent 

variables to determine if group membership, specifically sex, could be predicted.  

Hypothesis I stated that the independent variables would not significantly predict group 

membership; however, results revealed that one variable, offense severity, significantly 

predicted sex, F(1, 536) = 8.39, p < .05, rejecting Hypothesis I.  Specifically, males were 

more likely to have severe offenses than females, X2(3, N = 537) = 10.34, p <  .05. 

Hypothesis II: Predicting Recidivism in Female Offenders 

To test hypothesis II, which stated that the independent variables would not 

significantly predict recidivism in female delinquents, a stepwise hierarchical regression 

analysis was conducted.  Analyses found that seven variables did significantly predict 

recidivism in females, with a significant regression model, F (7, 838) = 25.283, p < .05, 

rejecting the null hypothesis II.  Specifically, variables found to be predictive of female 

recidivism included the following: total parole violations, presence of an emotional 

disability, total status offenses, adjudication status, total misdemeanor personal offenses, 
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total misdemeanor property offenses, and high school GPA, R2 = 0.413 (see Table 12).  

The total number of parole violations, status offenses, misdemeanor personal offenses, 

and misdemeanor property offenses were all positively correlated with the total number 

of referrals.  Analyses also indicated that the diagnosis of an emotional disability was 

positively correlated with recidivism, as was adjudication status.  High school grade point 

average was found to be negatively correlated with recidivism, with those having a higher 

grade point average having a fewer total referrals.  

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine if ethnicity was significantly 

related to recidivism, and results indicated that the number of referrals did not differ 

significantly between ethnic groups, F (4,257) = 0.339; p > .05. 
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Table 12  
 
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Recidivism in 
Adolescent Females (N = 262) 
Variable     B  SE B  ß 
 
Step 1       

Total Status Offenses   1.03  0.16  0.37 

Step 2 

Total Status Offenses   1.06  0.15  0.39 

Adjudication Status    2.74  0.44  0.34 

Step 3 

Total Status Offenses   1.23  0.14  0.45 

Adjudication Status    2.54  0.41  0.31 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 2.30  0.38  0.31 

Step 4 

Total Parole Violations   1.50  0.47  0.17 

Total Status Offenses   1.27  0.14  0.46 

Adjudication Status    2.01  0.44  0.25 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 2.45  0.38  0.33 
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Table 12 (continued) 

Variable     B  SE B  ß 
 
Step 5 

Total Parole Violations   1.56  0.46  0.18 

Emotional Disability   2.02  0.75  0.14 

Total Status Offenses   1.27  0.14  0.46 

Adjudication Status    1.91  0.43  0.24 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 2.16  0.39  0.29 

Step 6 

Total Parole Violations   1.70  0.46  0.20 

Emotional Disability   2.01  0.74  0.14 

Total Status Offenses   1.32  0.14  0.48 

Adjudication Status    1.90  0.43  0.23 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 2.29  0.39  0.31 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 0.74  0.32  0.12 
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Table 12 (continued) 

Variable     B  SE B  ß 
 
Step 7 

Total Parole Violations   1.71  0.46  0.20 

Emotional Disability   2.0  0.74  0.14 

Total Status Offenses   1.31  0.14  0.48 

Adjudication Status    1.74  0.43  0.21 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 2.31  0.38  0.31 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 0.79  0.32  0.12 

High School GPA    -0.38  0.17  -0.11 

Note. R2 = .14 for Step 1; R2 =.25 for Step 2; R2 =.35 for Step 3; R2 =.37 for Step 4; R2 =.39 for Step 5; R2 = 

.40 for Step 6; R2 =.41 for Step 7. 

Hypothesis III: Predicting Recidivism in Male Offenders 

To test hypothesis III, which stated that the independent variables would 

significantly predict recidivism in male delinquents, a stepwise hierarchical regression 

analysis was conducted.  The hypothesis was accepted, as the regression model for males 

was also significant, F (9, 1440) = 27.667 p < .05.  Variables found to be predictive of 

male recidivism included the total number of parole violations received during an 

academic year, the total number of status offenses obtained during an academic year, the 

total number of drug offenses, misdemeanor personal offenses, and misdemeanor 

property offenses during an academic year, the diagnosis of emotional disability, AIMS 

reading performance scores, adjudication status, and the juvenile’s grade level, R2 = .484 
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(see Table 13).  Specifically, a diagnosis of emotional disability was positively correlated 

with recidivism, as was the total number of parole violations, status offenses, drug 

offenses, misdemeanor personal offenses, and the total number of misdemeanor property 

offenses.  Adjudication status and grade level were also positively correlated with 

recidivism.  AIMS reading performance was negatively correlated with recidivism, 

indicating that lower reading performance scores were associated with a higher number 

of lifetime arrests.  

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine if ethnicity was significantly 

related to recidivism, and results indicated that there were no significant differences 

between ethnic groups in regard to the number of referrals for each group, F (4,270) = 

0.105; p > .05.  
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Table 13 
 
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Recidivism in 
Adolescent Males (N = 275) 
Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 1 

Total Parole Violations   5.31  0.17  0.51 

Step 2 

Total Parole Violations   4.82  0.50  0.47 

Emotional Disability   4.47  0.69  0.32 

Step 3 

Total Parole Violations   4.53  0.50  0.44 

Emotional Disability   4.04  0.68  0.29 

Reading Performance   -0.01  0.00  -0.18 

Step 4 

Total Parole Violations   4.40  0.50  0.43 

Emotional Disability   4.04  0.67  0.29 

Reading Performance   -0.01  0.00  -0.18 

Total Status Offenses   0.60  0.20  0.14 
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Table 13 (Continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 5 

Total Parole Violations   4.08  0.50  0.40 

Emotional Disability   4.28  0.67  0.31 

Reading Performance   -0.01  0.00  -0.17 

Total Status Offenses   0.79  0.21  0.18 

Total Drug Offenses    1.13  0.35  0.16 

Step 6 

Total Parole Violations   3.51  0.53  0.34 

Emotional Disability   4.15  0.66  0.30 

Reading Performance   -0.01  0.00  -0.17 

Total Status Offenses   0.82  0.21  0.19 

Total Drug Offenses    1.10  0.34  0.15 

Adjudication Status    1.20  0.44  0.14 
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Table 13 (continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 7 

Total Parole Violations   3.45  0.53  0.33 

Emotional Disability   4.12  0.65  0.30 

Reading Performance   -0.01  0.00  -0.16 

Total Status Offenses   0.89  0.21  0.21 

Total Drug Offenses    1.17  0.34  0.16 

Adjudication Status    1.18  0.43  0.14 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 0.93  0.41  0.10 

Step 8 

Total Parole Violations   3.36  0.52  0.33 

Emotional Disability   4.20  0.65  0.30 

Reading Performance   -0.01  0.00  -0.16 

Total Status Offenses   1.07  0.22  0.25 

Total Drug Offenses    1.38  0.35  0.19 

Adjudication Status    1.17  0.43  0.14 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.15  0.42  0.13 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.04  0.39  0.13 
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Table 13 (continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 9 

Total Parole Violations   3.33  0.52  0.32 

Emotional Disability   4.07  0.65  0.29 

Reading Performance   -0.01  0.00  -0.14 

Total Status Offenses   1.06  0.21  0.24 

Total Drug Offenses    1.31  0.35  0.18 

Adjudication Status    1.22  0.43  0.14 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.09  0.41  0.12 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.06  0.39  0.13 

Grade Level     0.55  0.25  0.10  

Note. R2 = 0.27 for Step 1; R2 = 0. 36 for Step 2; R2 = 0.39 for Step 3; R2 = 0.41 for Step 4; R2 = 0.44 for 

Step 5; R2 = 0.45 for Step 6; R2 = 0.46 for Step 7; R2 = 0.48 for Step 8; R2 = 0.49 for Step 9. 

Hypothesis IV: Comparison of Predictive Factors for Adolescent Male versus Female 

Offenders 

 Hypothesis IV stated that no significant difference would be found in the 

variables predictive of recidivism in males versus females.  Stepwise regression 

conducted with identical independent variables for males and females, however, revealed 

different significant predictive models for males and females.  Seven variables were 

found to be predictive of recidivism for females, and nine were found to be predictive for 

males.  Of these variables, six were similar between males and females (see Table 14 for 
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a list of similar variables between males and females and their corresponding beta 

weights). A two-tailed independent sample t-test, however, found that no significant 

differences existed between the standardized beta weights for males and females on 

similar predictor variables, t (10) = 0.58, p > .05.  

Table 14 
 
Standardized Beta Weights for Common Predictor Variables 
 Variable           Females           Males 

 Parole Violations   0.20  0.32 

 Emotional Disability   0.14  0.29 

 Status Offenses   0.48  0.24 

 Adjudication Status   0.22  0.14 

 Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 0.31  0.12 

 Misdemeanor Property Offenses 0.12  0.13 

 
Hypothesis IV was also tested by running a stepwise hierarchical regression 

which combined the male and female samples, using sex as an independent variable in 

the analysis.  This model was found to significantly predict recidivism, F (12, 2264) = 

35.894, p < .05; however, sex was not found to be a variable predictive of recidivism. 

Twelve risk factors were found to be significantly predictive of recidivism, including 

total parole violations, presence of an emotional disability, total status offenses, 

adjudication status, total misdemeanor personal offenses, total drug offenses, total 

misdemeanor property offenses, severity of offense, grade level, high school credits, and 

total property and personal felonies, R2 = 0.452, (See Table 15).  Specifically, total parole
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violations, status offenses, drug offenses, personal and property misdemeanor offenses, 

and personal and property felony offenses were positively correlated with recidivism.  

Emotional disability, adjudication status, and grade level were also positively correlated 

with recidivism.  High school credits were negatively correlated with recidivism, as was 

offense severity, indicating that those with fewer credits and those committing less severe 

offenses during the academic year had a higher number of lifetime arrests. 

 A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine if ethnicity was significantly 

related to recidivism.  The results indicated that there were no significant difference in 

the number of referrals for the various ethnic groups, F (4, 5011) = 0.195, p > .05.  
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Table 15 

Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Recidivism in 
Adolescents (N = 537) 
Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 1 

Total Parole Violations   3.58  0.38  0.38 

Step 2 

Total Parole Violations   3.39  0.37  0.36 

Emotional Disability   4.21  0.54  0.30 

Step 3 

Total Parole Violations   3.40  0.35  0.36 

Emotional Disability   4.28  0.52  0.30 

Total Status Offenses   0.97  0.12  0.28 

Step 4 

Total Parole Violations   2.62  0.37  0.27 

Emotional Disability   4.00  0.50  0.28 

Total Status Offenses   0.99  0.12  0.29 

Adjudication Status    1.75  0.32  0.21 
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Table 15 (continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 5 

Total Parole Violations   2.70  0.36  0.28 

Emotional Disability   3.65  0.50  0.26 

Total Status Offenses   1.10  0.12  0.32 

Adjudication Status    1.66  0.32  0.20 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.48  0.29  0.18 

Step 6 

Total Parole Violations   2.61  0.36  0.27 

Emotional Disability   3.72  0.49  0.26 

Total Status Offenses   1.19  0.12  0.35 

Adjudication Status    1.53  0.32  0.18 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.60  0.29  0.20 

Total Drug Offenses    0.94  0.27  0.13  
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Table 15 (continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 7 

Total Parole Violations   2.68  0.35  0.28 

Emotional Disability   3.75  0.49  0.26 

Total Status Offenses   1.31  0.12  0.38 

Adjudication Status    1.49  0.31  0.18 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.82  0.29  0.22 

Total Drug Offenses    1.16  0.27  0.16 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.06  0.26  0.15 

Step 8 

Total Parole Violations   2.51  0.35  0.26 

Emotional Disability   3.73  0.48  0.26 

Total Status Offenses   1.26  0.12  0.37 

Adjudication Status    1.69  0.32  0.20 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.88  0.29  0.23 

Total Drug Offenses    1.48  0.29  0.20 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.13  0.26  0.16 

Offense Severity    -0.39  0.13  -0.11 
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Table 15 (continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 9 

Total Parole Violations   2.41  0.35  0.25 

Emotional Disability   3.60  0.48  0.25 

Total Status Offenses   1.26  0.12  0.37 

Adjudication Status    1.74  0.32  0.21 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.85  0.29  0.23 

Total Drug Offenses    1.45  0.28  0.19 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.17  0.25  0.16 

Offense Severity    -0.41  0.13  -0.12 

Grade Level     0.52  0.18  0.10 

Step 10 

Total Parole Violations   2.40  0.35  0.25 

Emotional Disability   3.67  0.48  0.26 

Total Status Offenses   1.23  0.12  0.38 

Adjudication Status    1.65  0.31  0.20 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.71  0.29  0.21 

Total Drug Offenses    1.27  0.29  0.17 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.12  0.25  0.15 

Offense Severity    -0.37  0.13  -0.10 

Grade Level     0.86  0.21  0.16 

High School Credits    -0.80  0.26  -0.12 
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Table 15 (continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Step 11 

Total Parole Violations   2.4  0.35  0.25 

Emotional Disability   3.66  0.48  0.26 

Total Status Offenses   1.28  0.12  0.37 

Adjudication Status    1.43  0.32  0.17 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.86  0.29  0.23 

Total Drug Offenses    1.59  0.31  0.21 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.27  0.26  0.18 

Offense Severity    -0.52  0.15  -0.15 

Grade Level     0.85  0.21  0.16 

High School Credits    -0.78  0.03  -0.12 

Total Property Felonies   1.16  0.43  0.10 
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Table 15 (continued) 

Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Level 12 

Total Parole Violations   2.51  0.35  0.26 

Emotional Disability   3.53  0.47  0.25 

Total Status Offenses   1.31  0.12  0.38 

Adjudication Status    1.20  0.33  0.14 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.94  0.29  0.24 

Total Drug Offenses    1.75  0.31  0.23 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.36  0.26  0.19 

Offense Severity    -0.59  0.15  -0.17 

Grade Level     0.81  0.21  0.15 

High School Credits    -0.08  0.03  -0.12 

Total Property Felonies   1.34  0.44  0.12 

Total Personal Felonies   2.5  0.94  0.09 

Note. R2 = 0.14 for Step 1; R2 = 0.23 for Step 2; R2 = 0.31 for Step 3; R2 = 0.34 for Step 4; R2 = 0.37 for Step 

5; R2 = 0.39 for Step 6; R2 = 0.41 for Step 7; R2 = 0.42 for Step 8; R2 = 0.43 for Step 9; R2 = 0.44 for Step 

10; R2 = 0.45 for Step 11; R2 = 0.45 for Step 12. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of the present study was to determine if particular risk factors were 

predictive of recidivism in both male and female juvenile delinquents, and if such 

predictive factors were different for males versus females.  The risk factors examined 

included ethnicity, age, socioeconomic status, grade point average, standardized 

achievement scores in reading, writing, and math, number of high school credits, special 

education status, presence of an emotional disability, presence of a learning disability, 

adjudication status, offense severity, history of a drug offense, the total number of parole 

violations, status offenses, misdemeanor personal and property offenses, and the total 

number of personal and property felony offenses.  It was hypothesized that these 

variables would not significantly predict sex.  It was also hypothesized that the stated 

independent variables would not predict recidivism in females, but would significantly 

predict recidivism in males.  In addition, it was hypothesized that no differences would 

exist between factors predictive of recidivism for males versus females. 

 In regard to Hypothesis I, a discriminant function analysis found one variable, 

offense severity to significantly predict sex.  Specifically, analysis revealed that those 

committing more severe offenses were more likely to be male.  This is consistent with the 

research literature, which suggests that male offenders generally commit more serious 

offenses than females (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).  
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With respect to predicting recidivism in females (hypothesis II), a significant 

regression model was found containing seven predictor variables.  These variables were 

the following: number of parole violations, diagnosis of an emotional disability, total 

status offenses, adjudication status, total misdemeanors against persons, total 

misdemeanors against property, and grade point average.  Although seven variables fit 

into the model, the first three variables accounted for the majority of the explanation of 

the variance (R2 = 0.35 for first three variables, and R2 = 0.41 for all seven variables 

included in the final model). This is consistent with other research that has found that 

special education status is a risk factor of recidivism and that females may not be as 

affected by academic deficits as male delinquents (Funk, 1999).  However, contrary to 

previous research, offense severity was not significantly predictive of recidivism. There 

are several possible explanations for these contrary findings. First, status offenses were 

found to be one of the most common offenses in the sample, and often the resulting 

reprimand is minor compared to more serious offenses.  Consequently, youths who are 

committing less serious offenses may be spending less time in detention and/or are less 

likely to be incarcerated, and have more time to re-offend compared to those committing 

more serious offenses.  To confirm this, future research would need to be conducted with 

incarcerated youths, to determine if those committing more serious offenses have a 

history of committing fewer offenses, as the current results suggest.  In addition, the 

current study used retrospective offense data, and, consequently, it is impossible to 

determine if those committing more serious offenses are going to re-offend.   
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In regard to males, Hypothesis III was confirmed, as a significant regression 

model was found, containing nine predictor variables.  These variables included: the total 

number of parole violations, presence of an emotional disability, standardized reading 

performance score, total status offenses, total drug offenses, adjudication status, total 

misdemeanor against persons, total misdemeanors against property, and grade level.  For 

males, the first four variables accounted for the majority of the variance in the regression 

model (R2 = 0.41 for the first four variables, R2 = 0.48 for all nine variables.  These 

results are consistent with other empirical studies examining recidivism (Cottle et al., 

2001; Dembo, Turner, Sue, Schmeidler, Bordon, & Manning, 1995; Jones et al., 2001; 

Katsiyannis et al., 2008).  However, similar to females, offense severity was not found to 

be a significant predictor for recidivism.  

The current study did not find a significant relationship between age and 

recidivism.  This is an important finding in that it implies that factors other than just time 

lead to increased recidivism, as older adolescents who have had more years to engage in 

delinquent acts were not arrested more than younger youth who have had fewer years to 

engage in delinquent acts.   

Although the general category of having a special education diagnosis was not 

found to be a significant predictor of recidivism, the diagnosis of an emotional disability 

was determined to significantly predict recidivism in both male and female offenders.  

This variable precluded most other variables in the female sample model, the male 

sample model, and the combined sample model, indicating its relative importance in 

predicting recidivism.  Special education status has been a risk factor that has received 



 90 

inconsistent empirical support in its impact on recidivism (Archwamety & Katsiyannis, 

2000).  Given the results of the current study, one reason for these inconsistent findings 

could be that the current study differentiated between types of disability.  For example, 

whereas other studies have only included whether the student had an IDEA diagnosis, the 

present study differentiated between IDEA diagnosis and diagnosis of an emotional 

disability and learning disability.  

Socioeconomic status and ethnicity have also received inconsistent support in the 

literature regarding their relationship with recidivism (e.g., Dembo et al., 1995), and the 

current study failed to find these latter variables as significant predictors for recidivism in 

males or females.   

In regard to hypothesis IV, seven variables were found to be predictive of 

recidivism for females, and nine variables for males.  Of these variables, six were shared 

by males and females, including total parole violations, diagnosis of an emotional 

disability, total status offenses, adjudication status, total misdemeanors against persons 

and total misdemeanors against property.  Although a t test found no significant 

difference between standardized beta weights, qualitative differences did exist in the 

number and type of predictor variables for males and females.  A stepwise regression 

conducted with a combined sample of males and females, using sex as an independent 

variable, did not include sex in the final model, indicating that similarities do exist for 

males and females.  In the combined sample, a variety of variables were included into the 

significant model, with a total of 12 variables in the final model.  However, although 12 

variables were in the final model the majority of variance was accounted for within the 
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first six variables.  These first six variables were total parole violations, diagnosis of an 

emotional disability, total status offenses, adjudication status, total misdemeanor personal 

offenses, and total drug offenses.  Although these variables were similar to those found to 

be predictive of recidivism in males, differences did exist from the female sample model.  

These results are similar to a study conducted by Funk (1999), which compared risk 

factors predictive of recidivism for males and females in that while similarities were 

found, the regression models differed for males and females, with females having the 

fewest number of predictors.  Past research that does exist suggests that females may be 

more affected by family dysfunction and social disorganization than male delinquents, 

which would help explain why fewer variables in the present study were predictive of 

recidivism for females than males, as no variables accounted for family dysfunction.  

Consequently, the present results support the position that risk assessment instruments 

may need to differentiate between males and females in order to validly and reliability 

predict future offending in females, as differences between males and females do exist 

with regard to risk factors predictive of recidivism.  

The results of the present study have implications in the field of school 

psychology in that a target population, specifically individuals with emotional 

disabilities, was identified.  Although emotional disability was only present in 

approximately 20% of the male sample and approximately 15% of the sample, emotional 

disability was a strong predictor of recidivism.  This may have direct implications on the 

implementation of prevention and treatment programs for this target population.  In 

addition, the absence of complete standardized achievement scores for the original 
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sample, data that is obtained in the school setting, may further indicate a relationship 

exists between academics and delinquency.  This relationship between academic 

functioning and delinquency that was observed in the present study also supports the 

importance of communication between agencies serving juveniles.  The present study 

was conducted after communication between various agencies was established, and 

consequently the relationship between academic functioning and delinquency data was 

observed.  Additional communication between various agencies may allow for quicker 

identification of at-risk youth, and the transfer of information may allow for more 

adequate treatment.   

Limitations of the Study 

There were several methodological limitations with the present study.  First, many 

of the variables available were only applicable to the academic year that the juvenile was 

arrested.  For example, other than data for number of referrals all information available 

on offense history was for only those offenses committed during a particular time period 

rather than over the participants’ entire offense history.  It is possible, therefore, that the 

two year ‘snapshot’ of offenses is not an accurate representation of a participants’ normal 

arrest rate or offense pattern.  In addition, offense variables used the total number of a 

certain type of offense (i.e., status, parole violation, misdemeanor, and felony), and, 

therefore, it is possible that a positive correlation would exist based on the increased 

number of offenses during a particular time period with an increased number of referrals, 

regardless of the types of offenses committed.  In addition, an individual who was 

arrested and adjudicated for a serious offense at the beginning of the time period may 
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have been ineligible for additional offenses during the academic year merely because he 

or she was incarcerated/detained and did not have the opportunity to commit additional 

crimes.  The current study also included a parole violation as a subsequent arrest, and not 

all states or studies consider probation violations to be included in recidivism rates.  

Consequently, caution should be taken when comparing the results of the present study to 

other studies that use recidivism as a dependent variable.   

Second, offense severity was used as an independent variable, and it is possible 

that different arrests resulted in different charges, depending on court proceedings, trials, 

or guilty pleas to a lesser charge.  Consequently, some youths may have committed a 

similar offense but charged at different levels of severity (i.e., misdemeanor versus 

felony).   

In addition, in Arizona many severe offenses such as homicide or manslaughter 

require an automatic transfer to adult court; therefore, the current sample did not include 

those juveniles who committed these latter serious offenses.  Such offenses, however, are 

relatively few in number per year.  Another limitation involved the exclusion of severity 

level within each category of offense.  Specifically, although there are different severity 

levels within such offenses as felony and misdemeanor, these were not considered in the 

present study.  For example, felonies range from F1 felonies to F6 felonies, and 

misdemeanors range from M1 misdemeanors to M3 misdemeanors, with lower numbers 

considered more serious.  Consequently, there is room in future studies for more specific 

analysis of offense severity. 
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There was also a lack of available academic information for many delinquents.  

For example, out of an available sample of 2,466 youths, complete academic data, 

including the number of high school credits, grade point average, and standardized 

achievement scores, was available for only 537 youths.   As previously discussed, the 

lack of academic data for many juveniles may be due to a variety of reasons, and while it 

could be perceived as missing data, it may also be perceived as a significant point to 

research given that current analyses suggested that those juveniles without standardized 

test scores had significantly higher recidivism rates than those with standardized test 

scores. 

Anther limitation of the study is that the findings may be limited in their 

generalizability to other states across the nation.  For example, while ethnicity was not 

found to be a factor significantly predictive of recidivism, the sample size was 

predominantly minority in nature, which may not be the case in other cities or states.  In 

addition, the sample was nearly equal in its representation of gender, which is 

inconsistent with national delinquency data.  The findings, therefore, may not be 

representative of all states. 

Conclusions and Areas for Future Research 

 Given the paucity of research available which compares males and females in 

regard to factors related to delinquency and, more specifically, to recidivism, the present 

study confirms that more research is needed.  The present findings indicate that while 

some similarities exist, there are differences between sexes in regard to factors predictive 

of recidivism.   Consequently, additional research is needed which focuses on the 
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differences between males and females in regard to delinquency.  The current findings 

emphasize the need for gender-dependent risk assessment instruments.  There is a paucity 

of research available which examines the reliability and validity of current risk 

assessment instruments for female delinquents, and the present findings suggest that this 

research is needed because of the differences between male and female delinquents in 

factors predictive of recidivism.   

The current study used a snapshot of information over two years, and 

consequently more research is needed which uses a more thorough offense history to 

determine if offense history is more predictive of recidivism.  The age of first offense 

would be another important variable to include in a regression model, as research 

consistently shows that those who began offending at a younger age are likely to commit 

a greater number and more serious offenses.  In addition, a long-term study looking at 

similar variables not in a retrospective manner would provide more accurate 

representation of predicting recidivism.   

 Results of the present study indicated that significant differences existed between 

juveniles with available standardized achievement scores, and those without standardized 

achievement scores.  The variables related to juveniles with achievement scores should 

be explored further to determine if more differences exist and if this serves as a type of 

protective factor as these juveniles are more likely to be in school. 

 Given the overrepresentation of youths with disabilities in the juvenile justice 

system, and the current results which suggest that special education diagnosis, 

specifically a diagnosis of an emotional disability, may make a juvenile more likely to 
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recidivate, future studies could also compare factors of recidivism, and/or differences 

related to those youth in special education and those not with a special education 

diagnosis in regard to the total number of referrals.   

 Two other types of factors that have been suggested to be highly predictive of 

delinquency are cognitive functioning and mental health issues (Katsiyannis & 

Archwamety, 1997; Skowyra & Cocozza, 2007).  The current study relied more on 

demographic factors related to delinquency, and given the results, additional research 

should be conducted which focuses on cognitive factors, such as general intellectual 

ability, executive functioning, and verbal skills of delinquents.  Given the prevalence of 

juvenile delinquents with mental health issues, and the overrepresentation of delinquents 

with mental health diagnoses compared to those in the general population, future research 

should examine whether mental health status is related to recidivism as well. 

 The present study included only those youths who were in high school.  

Additional research is necessary to determine if these predictive factors are similar for 

younger age groups as well.  Future studies could also focus solely on younger youths or 

compare those predictive factors of younger youths to older adolescents.  Related to this, 

the present study used only those youth who were enrolled in school at one point during 

an academic year.  Given that research suggests that those who drop out of school or are 

not enrolled are more likely to offend, (e.g., Drapela, 2005) the current study may not be 

including those youths who are committing more offenses.   
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APPENDIX A 

SECONDARY ANALYSES 

 Because complete AIMS scores were available only for approximately 20% (n = 

537) of all youth from the contributing school district who were arrested during either the 

2006-07 or 2007-08 academic year, secondary analysis were run to determine whether 

significant differences existed for predictor variables for those participants with available 

AIMS scores and those participants without available AIMS scores.  Chi-square analyses 

were conducted on all categories with nominal data, including presence of an emotional 

disability, learning disability, grade level, number of referrals, socioeconomic status, age, 

special education status, ethnicity, history of a drug offense, adjudication status, offense 

severity, total status offenses, total personal and property misdemeanor offenses, total 

drug offenses, total parole violations, and total personal and property felony offenses.  

Results are as follows:  

Significant associations were found for eight of the eighteen variables.  

Significant associations were found for learning disability on the observed vs. expected 

frequencies for available AIMS scores for both males X2 (1, n = 1499) = 8.80, p < .05 and 

females X2 (1, n = 1260) = 6.55, p < .05 (Table 16); for Grade Level for both males X2 (3, 

n = 1299) = 363.96, p < .05 and females X2 (3, n = 1167) = 355.81, p < .05 (Table 17); 

Age for males X2 (5, n = 1497) = 147.6, p < .05 and females X2 (5, n = 1260) = 148.59, p 

< .05 (Table 18); SES for both males X2 (2, n = 1405) = 10.37, p < .05 and females X2 (2, 

n = 1209) = 8.65, p < .05 (Table 19).   
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Table 16 
 
Chi-Square Analyses of Learning Disability (LD) 
   No LD  LD 

Males   84.7  15.3   

  No AIMS  86.0  14.0   

  AIMS  78.9  21.1 

Females  87.6  12.4   

  No AIMS  88.8  11.2 

  AIMS  83.0  17.0 

Note. Values represent percentage of participants with or without LD. 

Table 17  
 
Chi-Square Analyses of Grade Level 
   9th  10th  11th  12th
     
         
Males      37.0  30.9  21.1  11.1 

       No AIMS     44.8  18.3  24.1  12.8 

      AIMS     7.6  77.8  9.8  4.7 

Females     36.5  30.7  23.2  9.6 

      No AIMS     44.8  17.0  26.5  11.8 

      AIMS     8.3  77.4  12.1  2.3 

Note. Values represent percentages of participants at a given grade level. 
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Table 18 
 
Chi-Square Analyses of Age 
  13       14     15            16         17  18 

Males   0.1       12.4 27.6     26.2         33.1  0.6 

     No AIMS   0.2       15.2 23.8     22.7         37.5  0.7 

     AIMS  0.0        0.0 44.4     41.8         13.5  0.4 

Females  0.7       16.8   27.2     26.9         28.2  0.2 

     No AIMS   0.3       20.8 23.7     22.3          32.7  0.2 

     AIMS  2.3        1.9 40.4     44.2         11.3   0.2 

Note. Values represent percentages. 

Table 19 
 
Chi-Square Analyses of Free/Reduced Lunch Status 
   Free  Reduced None 

Males   41.4  6.0  52.6 

No AIMS  39.4  5.9  54.7 

AIMS  49.5  6.5  44.0 

Females  45.4  5.3  49.4 

No AIMS  44.0  4.7  51.4 

AIMS  50.2  7.6  42.2 

Note. Values represent percentages of sample receiving free, reduced or no free/reduced lunch. 

A significant association was also found between the observed and expected frequencies 

for AIMS scores and Offense Severity for males X2 (3, n = 1493) = 23.04, p < .05 and 

females X2 (3, n = 1255) = 8.22, p < .05 (Table 20).  Significant associations were found 
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between available AIMS scores and the total number of referrals for males X2 (30, n = 

1497) = 60.75, p < .05 but not females X2 (28, n = 1167) = 24.64, p > .05 (Table 21).  

Significant associations were found for males between the expected and observed 

frequencies for available AIMS scores and adjudication status, X2 (1, n = 1499) = 5.37, p 

< .05, but not for available AIMS scores and adjudication status for females, X2 (1, n = 

1260) = 1.49, p > .05 (Table 22).  When comparing the expected versus observed 

frequencies for available AIMS scores and Parole Violations (Table 23), no significant 

associations were found for females X2 (4, n = 1260) = 3.62, p > .05, but significant 

associations were found for males X2 (5, n = 1499) = 16.95, p < .05.  

 
Table 20  
 
Chi-Square Analyses of Offense Severity 
  Status  Misdemeanor  Obstruction  Felony  
  
Males  11.9         7.5  44.9   35.7   

   No AIMS 12.6         8.6  42.5   36.3  

   AIMS 8.7         2.5  55.6   33.1 

Females 14.7         6.1  53.0   26.3   

   No AIMS 14.9         6.6  51.0   27.5 

   AIMS 13.6         4.2  60.4   21.9  

Note. Values represent percentages. 
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Table 21 
 
Chi-Square Analyses for 1-9 Referrals (Males Only) 
    1      2         3           4 5   6     7       8         9  
Sample  34.1      20.8       10.9       7.8        4.7         4.3     2.4        2.3         1.5 

   No AIMS  30.9      20.4       10.7       8.6        4.9         4.7           2.7        2.8         1.7 

   AIMS  48.7         22.5       11.6       4.4        4.0         2.5           1.1        0.4         0.4  

Note. Values represent percentages. 
 
Table 21 (continued) 
 
Chi Square Analyses for 10-18 Referrals (Males Only) 
   10     11         12 13  14   15     16      17          18 

Sample  1.4     1.4           1.3          1.0        1.1         1.0         0.7        0.7         0.3 

  No AIMS       1.6          1.6           1.5          1.1        1.3         1.1         0.8        0.7         0.4 

  AIMS    0.7          0.4           0.4          0.7        0.4         0.4         0.0        0.4         0.0 

Note. Values represent percentages. 
 
 
Table 21 (continued) 
 
Chi-Square Analyses for 19-27 Referrals (Males Only) 
  19     20        21  22  23    24      25         26           27 

Sample 0.4     0.2         0.3            0.1        0.3         0.3        0.1        0.1            - 

  No AIMS 0.5     0.2         0.4            0.2        0.2         0.2        0.1        0.1            - 

  AIMS  0.0     0.0         0.0            0.0        0.4         0.7        0.0        0.0            - 

Note. Values represent percentages. 
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Table 21 (continued) 
 
Chi-Square Analyses for 28-35 Referrals (Males Only) 
  28      29        30  31        32    33      34       35  

Sample   -       -            0.1          0.1         0.1         0.1           -        0.1 

  No AIMS        -       -         0.1         0.1         0.1          0.2           -         0.1 

  AIMS   -       -         0.0         0.0         0.0          0.0           -          0.0    

Note. Values represent percentages. 
 
Table 22 
 
Chi-Square Analyses of Adjudication Status (Males Only) 
   Adjudicated  Not Adjudicated 

Sample       22.7         77.3 

   No AIMS       23.9         76.1 

   AIMS       17.5         82.5 

Note. Values represent percentages. 
 
Table 23 
 
Chi-Square Analyses of Parole Violations (Males Only) 
  0         1      2  3            4  5 
   
Sample 88.6        8.1    2.5      0.5             0.1            0.1     

  No AIMS 87.0            9.3              2.9             0.5             0.2            0.2 

  AIMS  95.6            2.9              1.1      0.4        0.0                0.0 

Note. Values represent percentages. 
 

 



 103 

No significant associations were found for presence of an emotional disability for 

males X2 (1, n = 1499) = 0.203, p > .05 or females X2 (1, n = 1260) = 1.19, p > .05; 

special education diagnosis for males X2 (2, n = 1499) = 5.81, p > .05 or females X2 (2, n 

= 1260) = 3.38, p > .05; ethnicity for males X2 (4, n = 1499) = 1.75; p > .05 or females X2 

(4, n = 1260) = 4.58, p > .05; a history of drug offense for males X2 (1, n = 1499) = 1.62, 

p > .05 or females X2 (1, n = 1260) = 0.98, p > .05; total status offenses for males X2 (9, n 

= 1499) = 9.74, p > .05 or females X2 (13, n = 1260) = 18.30, p > .05; total misdemeanor 

property offenses for males X2 (3, n = 1499) = 1.04, p > .05 or females X2 (4, n = 1260) = 

6.71, p, > .05; total misdemeanor personal offenses for males X2 (3, n = 1499) = 3.05, p > 

.05 or females X2 (3, n = 1260) = 0.39, p > .05; total drug offenses for males X2 (3, n = 

1499) = 2.21, p > .05 or females X2 (3, n = 1260) = 4.50, p > .05; total personal felonies 

for males X2 (2, n = 1499) = 4.23, p > .05 or females X2 (, n = 1260) = 3.08, p > .05; or 

total property felonies for males X2 (2, n = 1499) = 2.91, p > .05 or females X2 (2, n = 

1260) = 1.74, p > .05. 

 Given that secondary analyses indicated that the original sample may differ from 

the population of youth arrested during the 2006-07 or 2007-08 academic year, stepwise 

hierarchical regression analyses were conducted again with the original population of 

arrested youth.  Because of the lack of complete data, AIMS Reading, Writing, and Math 

performance scores were excluded from these secondary analyses, resulting in N = 1499 

for males, and N =1260 for females.  Stepwise multiple regression was run to determine 

whether risk factors significantly predicted male recidivism and female recidivism 

without standardized achievement scores, and a third regression was conducted to 
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determine risk factors predictive of recidivism independent of gender.  The following 

results were obtained:  For males, fourteen of eighteen variables were found to 

significantly predict recidivism F (14, 8810.41) = 89.733, p < .05.  These variables 

included total number of parole violations, total number of status offenses, emotional 

disability, adjudication status, total number of personal felonies, high school credits, age, 

total personal misdemeanors, total drug offenses, total misdemeanors against property, 

special education diagnosis at arrest, grade level, total felonies against property, and 

grade point average, R2 = 0.51  (Table 24). Variables excluded from the analysis included 

learning disability, history of a drug offense, SES, and offense severity. 
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Table 24 

Final Model of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Recidivism in 
Adolescent Males (N = 1499) 
Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Total Parole Violations     3.0  0.20  0.36 

Total Status Offenses    1.19  0.84  0.30 

Emotional Disability    3.35  0.36  0.20 

Adjudication Status    1.11  0.23  0.12 

Total Personal Felonies   1.93  0.40  0.10 

High School Credits    -0.18  0.3  -0.33 

Age      0.51  0.12  0.14 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 0.87  0.22  0.08 

Total Drug Offenses    0.71  0.19  0.09 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 0.73  0.19  0.08 

Special Education Diagnosis   0.32  0.11  0.06 

Grade Level     0.52  0.16  0.14 

Total Felony Property Offenses  0.66  0.27  0.05 

Grade Point Average    0.30  0.14  0.07 

 

For females, fifteen of eighteen variables were found to significantly predict 

recidivism, F (15, 8967.17) = 90.16, p, < .05.  These variables included: total parole 

violations, total status offenses, emotional disability, adjudication status, total felonies 

against persons, high school credits, age, total misdemeanors against persons, total drug 
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offenses, total misdemeanors against property, grade level, total felonies against property, 

grade point average, offense severity, and learning disability, R2 = 0.55 (Table 25). 

Variables excluded from the analysis included a history of drug offense, SES, and special 

education diagnosis at arrest.   

Table 25 

Final Model of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Recidivism in 
Adolescent Females (N = 1260) 
Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Total Parole Violations   2.04  0.22  0.21 

Total Status Offenses    1.33  0.07  0.42 

Emotional Disability    4.76  0.37  0.27 

Adjudication Status    1.27  0.25  0.12 

Total Personal Felonies   2.74  0.55  0.10 

High School Credits    -0.17  0.26  -0.31 

Age      0.49  0.12  0.13 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 2.07  0.22  0.20 

Total Drug Offenses    1.89  0.23  0.21 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.22  0.18  0.15 

Grade Level     0.51  0.17  0.13 

Total Property Felonies   1.68  0.33  0.12 

Grade Point Average    0.34  0.13  0.08 

Offense Severity    -0.45  0.11  -0.11 

Learning Disability    0.48  0.24  0.04 



 107 

A stepwise hierarchical regression was also conducted with a sample combining 

male and female delinquents, with gender included as an independent variable in the 

analysis.   A total of fifteen out of eighteen variables were found to significantly predict 

recidivism, F (15,17517.66) = 169.83, p < .05.  Variables found to significantly predict 

recidivism for males and female delinquents combined included: total parole violations, 

total status offenses, emotional disability, adjudication status, total misdemeanors against 

persons, total drug offenses, total personal felonies, total misdemeanors against property, 

high school credits, age, total felonies against property, offense severity, grade level, 

grade point average, and special education diagnosis, R2 = 0.52 (Table 26). Variables 

excluded included learning disability, history of a drug offense, and sex.   

A one-way ANOVA was again also conducted for both male and female 

delinquents to determine if ethnicity was significantly related to recidivism.  Contrary to 

the initial analyses, which included only those participants with available AIMS scores, 

results indicated that significant differences existed between ethnicities and the number 

of referrals for both males, F (4, 170.63) = 2.7, p < .05, and females, F (4, 174.61) = 2.34, 

p < .05.  A Tukey Post Hoc analysis, however, failed to find any significant differences 

between specific groups.   
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Table 26 

Final Model of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Recidivism in 
Adolescents (N = 2759) 
Variable      B  SE B  ß 

Total Parole Violations   2.56  0.15  0.29 

Total Status Offenses    1.26  0.05  0.36 

Emotional Disability    3.92  0.26  0.23 

Adjudication Status    1.22  0.17  0.13 

Total Misdemeanor Personal Offenses 1.47  0.16  0.14 

Total Drug Offenses    1.37  0.16  0.16 

Total Personal Felonies   2.36  0.33  0.11 

Total Misdemeanor Property Offenses 1.01  0.13  0.12 

High School Credits    -0.18  0.02  -0.32 

Age      0.51  0.09  0.14 

Total Property Felonies   1.21  0.22  0.09 

Offense Severity    -0.31  0.08  -0.09 

Grade Level     0.52  0.12  0.14 

Grade Point Average    0.34  0.09  0.08 

Special Education Diagnosis   0.26  0.09  0.05 
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APPENDIX B 

HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL LETTER 
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