
 “Best Practices” for Youth Courts in Utah 
 Adapted from the National Youth Court Guidelines* 
 
Youth courts are a juvenile diversion, intervention and prevention program that is used as an 
alternative to the juvenile justice system for certain violations.  The Utah Youth Court 
Diversion Act, (§78-57-101, et. seq., U.C.A.as amended 2002) defines the youth and offenses 
that are eligible for diversion to a Utah youth court.  Those statutes must be consulted to assure 
that the youth court is operating within the requirements of the legislature.   Additionally, the 
following guidelines are suggested as “best practices” to be considered by existing and 
developing programs within the state.  A discussion of each of the guidelines, along with tips 
for implementing the guidelines and expected outcomes, can be obtained from the National 
Youth Court Guidelines, (Tracy M. Godwin, et. al, American Probation and Parole Association 
and National Youth Court Center, 2000) available in paperback or electronically at 
www.youthcourt.net. 
 
I. Program Planning and Community Mobilization 
· Establish an advisory committee from the community to assist with program and policy 

decisions. 
· Foster community support and community involvement in the program by working with 

groups such as juvenile justice representatives, government officials, educators and social 
service organizations.  (Examples include local law enforcement, private and public 
schools, city officials, YMCA, Boys and Girls Clubs, Junior League, Kiwanas, etc.)   

· Integrate youth court with other like-programs in the community to prevent competition 
for resources and participants.  Consider diversions through the local juvenile courts, 
traffic courts, school discipline programs, police diversion programs, etc. 

· Make an effort to partner with other youth service providers to access all available 
resources in the community.  (Health departments, hospitals and colleges.) 

· Consider cultural differences and seek diversity when involving the community and 
planning operations. 

· Define a purpose that encompasses both equitable and effective sentencing of offending 
youth while educating and creating a positive environment for volunteers. 

· Establish goals and objects to further this purpose as a foundation of operation and 
evaluation of the program. 

· Consult the Utah Youth Court Diversion Act to assure that procedures that are developed 
follow the legislative requirements 

· Consult the certification requirements of the Utah Youth Court Board and apply for 
certification with the Board. 

 
II. Program Staffing and Funding 
· Draft a staffing plan to address short-term and long-term personnel issues for the 

operation of the program today and into the future. 
· Develop written job descriptions and conduct routine performance reviews. 
· Implement a strategy to be self-supporting and to plan for the on-going funding of the 

youth court program. 
 
III. Legal Issues 



· Familiarize staff, volunteers, participants and board members with statutory requirements 
and legal issues such as due process, ethical and confidentiality issues. 

· Develop liability waivers and consent and voluntary participation forms.   
· Consider liability issues related to the operation of youth courts. 
· Consult with a legal advisor on issues related to volunteers in the workplace. 
 
IV. Target Population and Referral Process 
· Define the class of offenders who are eligible for diversion to the youth court program.  

The statutes broadly define the offender, but youth courts should then narrow the class to 
determine what offenders that they can effectively help through their program. 

· Determine and describe the screening process for diverting the juveniles to the youth 
court, whether it be through law enforcement, the juvenile court, prosecuting attorney, 
school resource officer, school administration, or a combination of resources. 

· Maintain the ability to use case-by-case discretion and establish a process to return cases 
that are not accepted or do not successfully complete the youth court program. 

 
V. Sentencing Options 
· Establish a method of informing offending youth what they are facing.  (Statute requires 

the youth request youth court involvement and waive certain rights) 
· Define levels of offenses with corresponding ranges and types of punishment permitted to 

be assigned by the youth court to the offender. 
· Incorporate the concept of restorative justice in sentencing of offenders, choosing 

sentencing options that are positive and teach accountability.  A suggested deliberation 
protocol and on-line training of good deliberation strategies is available through the 
National Youth Court web-site, www.youthcourt.net. 

· Design a method of follow-up for ensuring that offenders complete their court sentences. 
· Incorporate provisions for parental involvement in the youth court judicial process.  

(Statute requires that parents are present) 
· Incorporate a philosophy of victim restitution in sentencing options.  (Statute requires 

that restitution be made as a condition of youth court involvement and that victims are 
heard if they desire.) 

· Establish a procedure to modify sentencing, if necessary, that is understandable to the 
youth court and supportive of their process. 

 
VI. Volunteers 
· Establish eligibility requirements for youth and adults who serve as volunteers in the 

court system.  This should minimally include a criminal background check on any adults 
who will be working with youth on a one-on-one basis.  Assistance with criminal 
background checks can be obtained through local law enforcement entities. 

· Assign student coordinators to oversee the process. 
· Define duties and training requirements for each of these roles; provide job descriptions. 
· Write a code of conduct for volunteer behavior. 
· Consider diversity issues when recruiting and utilizing volunteers. 
· Establish a method of tracking volunteer hours for program use. 
 
VII. Youth Court Model and Case Management 



· Establish court procedures and practices and define a youth court model (i.e. adult judge, 
youth judge, youth tribunal or peer jury model.)  Most Utah programs utilize a youth 
tribunal or peer jury model.  By statute, Utah youth courts are dispositional (as opposed 
to fact finding) programs. 

· Develop a system to collect, record and maintain the offender’s case information. 
· Establish a time frame for processing cases.  State statute sets time requirements. 
 
VIII. Program Evaluation 
· Implement an assessment practice to determine the effectiveness of the program.  Both 

local assessment and statewide assessment tools are available, or will soon be available, 
through the Utah Youth Court Board. 

· Implement a software system to track and maintain data. 
 
IX. Resources 
· Acquaint yourself with local and national resources.  These minimally include: the Utah 

Youth Court Board’s web-site at ______________, the National Youth Court web-site at 
www.youthcourt.net, adult advisor’s conferences sponsored by the Youth Court Board 
and held either in the spring or the fall of each year, and the yearly youth court 
conference for youth and advisors held in June of each year. 

 
 
 
*Our thanks and acknowledgment of the Idaho Youth Court state organization who provided the 
idea and suggestion to adopt this “Best Practices” format. 
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