
Interested in Youth Courts?   
What Judges Need to Know 
 

A youth court is a program in which youth volunteers sentence their peers under 
restorative justice principles for juvenile offenses, traffic infractions, truancy, or school 
rule violations.  There are over 25 youth courts operating throughout Washington State 
and many more are being planned.  Could your community benefit from a youth court 
program?  As a member of the judiciary, here are a few things to consider as you think 
about starting a program in your community. 
 

Benefits to Judges  
Youth court programs not only provide benefits for the individual judges who 
participate, they help the judicial branch fulfill its mission as well.   
 
Youth courts 

• foster public trust and confidence in the courts, 

• demonstrate evidence-based outcomes that reduce crime and save costs, 

• enable judges to witness firsthand the growth and learning of youth in their 
jurisdiction, 

• provide a new and beneficial way for judges to interact with the community, 

• educate the public about the judicial process, 

• encourage youth to fulfill their role as jurors, and 

• are enjoyable programs for both youth and adult volunteers. 
 
State law authorizes and encourages youth courts 
State law authorizes and regulates youth court programs in Washington State. The law 
requires youth courts to use restorative justice principles and to follow national youth 
court guidelines. It specifically encourages courts to work with cities and counties to 
implement, expand and use youth court programs.  In addition, the Washington State 
Institute for Public Policy determined that youth court reduces crime and saves 
taxpayers and victims over $9,000 per case. The list below highlights the responsibilities 
of the court as outlined by the Washington state youth court legislation.   
 

Juvenile Diversion: 
• Juvenile court must grant prior approval to and supervise youth courts. 
• Youth courts have specific disposition options that are in addition to 

traditional diversion options. 
 
Traffic: 
• Limited to civil traffic infractions committed by 16- and 17-year-old violators. 

• District/municipal courts must monitor completion of dispositions. 
 
School Courts: 
• The law also provides for school courts to hear school rule violations. No 

judicial involvement is required. 
 

        (over) 

 

"No other 

program that I 

have been 

involved with 

provides the level 

of youth 

involvement, 

education and 

excitement that 

our Teen Court 

does.   

 

 The changes 

and growth that I 

have seen in the 

youth who 

participate is 

extraordinary.  It 

re-energizes me 

every time we 

hold court." 

 

 

- Judge Charles 

Snyder, 

 Whatcom 

County Superior 

Court 
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Roles for Judges 
The involvement of the judiciary is important to every youth court program and is 
statutorily required for juvenile diversion and traffic youth court programs.  The role of 
a judge in a youth court program varies depending on the type of program and how it is 
structured. 
 
Judges can 

• convene the stakeholders to get a court started, 

• authorize youth court programs, 

• provide oversight, ensuring that sound practices are used, 

• serve as judges in youth court proceedings, 

• be the liaison to the court administration, 

• provide training to program volunteers, 

• lead advisory or policy boards, 

• open doors to the courthouse (literally and figuratively), 

• involve the bar and attorneys, 

• inform the public about the program, and 

• monitor the program for compliance with state youth court law and national guidelines. 

 

Steps to take 
Whatever their role, active participation from judges is a key component of a successful 
program.  Here are some steps you can take right now to begin the creation of a youth 
court in your community. 
 

• Participate in an exploratory group to identify youth problems in your community and 
where there is a need for effective programs. 

• Contact the Washington State Council for Public Legal Education (cple@wsba.org) for 
information and technical assistance in starting and operating a youth court.  

• Consult the Federal Youth Court Program at www.youthcourt.net. 

• Contact other communities in Washington that have a youth court program in place.  

• Participate in an advisory group to set up a program. 
 

 

 
Want to create a 
youth court but 
don’t know where 
to start? 
 
Help is here!  Start with 
contacting the 
Washington State 
Council on Public 
Legal Education for 
information and 
technical assistance. 
 
Visit the Federal 
Youth Court 
Program, 
www.youthcourt.net, 
which has helpful 
publications, training 
materials and resources 
to assist emerging 
youth court programs, 
including these 
important 
publications. 
 

• Youth Cases for Youth 
Courts Desktop Guide 

 
• Peer Justice and Youth 
Empowerment:  
An Implementation 
Guide for Teen Court 
Programs 

 

• National Youth Court 
Guidelines 

For more information on youth court programs and 
training opportunities in Washington State, contact  

 

The Council on Public Legal Education 
c/o Washington State Bar Association 

1325 4th Avenue, Suite 600 
Seattle, WA  98101-2539 

Telephone: 206-727-8226 
e-mail: cple@wsba.org  ����  www.plecouncil.org 


