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e Good evening, and thank you for the opportunity to be here today. My name is
Joanne L. Finney, and | currently serve as Principal of the SOAR Academy at the
Youth Transition Campus here in San Diego. I've been working in education for over
25 years, spanning both general and special education. For the past 13 years, |
have focused on developing programs for students involved in the juvenile justice
system. In addition to my site leadership role, | also represent our region on the
Juvenile Court, Community, and Alternative School Administrators of California
(JCCASAC). JCCASAC is the statewide network that brings together county office
leaders, probation partners, and educators to advocate for equity, share best
practices, and improve student outcomes in court and community schools. Today,
I'll be sharing an overview of the educational landscape in our state’s juvenile halls
and community schools — who we serve, how programs are funded, what
outcomes look like, and the challenges and innovations shaping our work. | hope
that by the end of this session, you’ll have a clear picture of both the tremendous
needs and the exciting opportunities that exist for our students.
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JCCASAC stands for the Juvenile Court, Community, and Alternative School
Administrators of California. We're a statewide network that represents county office
leaders responsible for operating court and community schools. Our role is to
provide leadership, advocacy, and professional learning, while also serving as a
voice in Sacramento to influence policy and legislation. We bring together
educators, probation partners, and agencies like the California Department of
Education and OYCR to share best practices, track outcomes, and strengthen
equity and student success. At its heart, JCCASAC is about collaboration —
ensuring that the unique needs of our students are represented and supported
statewide.
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The role of JCCASAC is to support all 58 County Offices of Education that operate
court and community schools across California. We create opportunities to share
best practices and utilize statewide data to inform and guide improvement. We also
serve as strong advocates for both equity and funding, ensuring that our students’
needs are heard at the state level. Another core function is convening — we bring
staff together through conferences, regional meetings, and professional
development opportunities so educators and leaders can learn from one another
and strengthen programs for students.
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In California, we operate several types of alternative education schools, each
serving students with different needs. Juvenile Court (adjudicated) Juvenile Halls
(pre-disposition) are secure detention facilities run by probation, but education
inside those facilities is provided by the County Office of Education. Court Schools
are also operated by COEs and typically serve students on short-term placements
who are under probation supervision or court orders, these are day programs in
which the the student attends. Community Schools are non-secure settings, also
run by COEs, that provide instruction for students who have been expelled, referred
by SARBSs, or who are foster youth, homeless, or on probation. Finally, District
Alternative Schools — like continuation high schools or independent study programs
— are operated by local school districts, not COEs, and serve students who may
need flexible or alternative pathways but are not justice-involved
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California law requires County Offices of Education to operate schools for students
who are in juvenile detention or have been placed by the courts. Under Ed Code
§48645, COEs are responsible for ensuring that every youth has access to a quality
education, even during a very short stay — sometimes only days or weeks. There
are also strong requirements around credit transfer to protect students’ progress
toward graduation. Key laws include AB 490 and AB 167/216, which ensure partial
credits are recognized; AB 365, which supports graduation for foster youth and
other high-mobility students; and the more recent AB 2108, which strengthens credit
protections. Finally, court and community schools are held to the same LCAP and
SPSA planning obligations as any other public school, which means we must track
student outcomes, set goals, and demonstrate accountability for state and federal
funds



Legislative Updates

» <« SB 823 (2020): DJJ closure, OYCR created
> * AB 1224 (2024): Expanded guest teacher days
» * AB 2176 (2024): Chronic absenteeism focus

> e liTle .vpaarea raciity stanaaras

In recent years, legislation has significantly influenced how we support students in
court and community schools. SB 823 closed the Division of Juvenile Justice and
shifted responsibility for youth back to counties. It also established the Office of
Youth and Community Restoration, which now plays a key role in oversight,
technical assistance, and elevating youth voice. AB 1224 extended the number of
days guest teachers can cover for absent teachers — up to 60 days in both general
and special education — giving us more stability in classrooms. AB 2174
specifically addresses chronic absenteeism in court and community schools,
recognizing this as a statewide crisis and mandating new approaches. Finally,
updates to Title 15 set new minimum standards for juvenile facilities — expanding
requirements for programming, access to libraries, technology, and teacher
credentialing — which directly impact how education is delivered inside facilities
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Across California, there are about 40 juvenile halls or commitment facilities where
County Offices of Education provide schooling inside secure environments. In
addition, there are more than 400 community school programs statewide. These are
non-secure settings that serve students expelled from traditional schools, referred
by SARB, or those who are foster youth, students who are experiencing housing
insecurities, or on probation. Funding for both court and community schools comes
primarily through the Local Control Funding Formula, specifically the
court/community schools allocation, with additional support from federal funds and
some local county partnerships. This structure means that while every county has
some form of service, the size and resources of programs vary greatly depending on
local context and enrollment
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Court and community schools are funded primarily through the Local Control
Funding Formula, using a specific calculation for court and community schools that
allocates dollars based on average daily attendance (ADA). Because our students
often have short-term stays and highly mobile placements, this ADA-driven model
can create instability in funding. In addition to LCFF, many programs rely on
supplemental federal funds — such as Title | for disadvantaged youth, Title 11l for
English learners, and IDEA for students with disabilities. There are also local
contributions and partnerships, particularly with probation and county agencies,
which sometimes provide additional support for staffing, counseling, or wraparound
services. Despite these streams, funding remains a significant challenge because
student numbers fluctuate daily, and the needs of our population — especially older
youth, foster students, and English learners — are high compared to available
resources.
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When we compare the demographics of students in court schools with those in the
general California public school system, the disproportionalities become very clear.
Black students make up nearly 20% of enrollment in court schools, compared to just
over 5% statewide. Latinx students are the majority in both settings — around 55%
— but remain overrepresented in juvenile justice placements compared to their
overall share of the population.

Students with disabilities are almost twice as likely to be enrolled in court schools —
nearly 30% compared to 14% statewide. And perhaps most striking, foster youth
make up more than one in five students in court schools, while they represent less
than 1% of the general student population. This tells us that court schools serve
some of the most vulnerable student populations in California, and it reinforces why
advocacy, equity, and specialized supports are so critical in our work
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When we look at statewide outcome data, the differences between students in court
schools and those in the general California public school system are stark.
Graduation rates for court school students hover around 30%, compared to the
statewide average of 84%. On state assessments, only about 8% of court school
students meet standards in English Language Arts, and about 5% in math, while
statewide averages are 48% for ELA and 34% for math. We also see much higher
levels of chronic absenteeism — about 30% of court school students miss
significant portions of school compared to 14% statewide.

It's important to note the limitations of this data: our students often have short-term
stays, are highly mobile, and many arrive significantly behind academically. Still,
these numbers highlight the urgent need for targeted supports, strong literacy and
numeracy programs, and comprehensive re-entry planning.
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Chronic Absenteeism Trends

When we look at chronic absenteeism, court schools consistently report rates that
are two to three times higher than the statewide average. During the pandemic
years, absenteeism spiked for all schools in California. Statewide, rates climbed
close to 30%, but in court schools, they remained even higher, reflecting the
challenges of instability, trauma, and reentry disruptions that our students face. In
recent years, we've seen statewide absenteeism return closer to 14%, but in court
schools, rates remain stuck at about 30%. This illustrates how persistent the
attendance challenge is in these programs — and why legislation like AB 2174 and
targeted interventions are so critical for improving engagement.
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Across California, court and community schools share many common programs
designed to meet the needs of our students. A primary focus is on literacy
interventions, using evidence-based programs like SIPPS, REWARDS,
Achieve3000, and Language Tree to help students build foundational reading and
writing skills. We also emphasize trauma-informed practices — restorative
approaches, MTSS, and PBIS — because so many of our students have
experienced trauma, instability, or adverse childhood experiences. Another area of
strength is Career Technical Education. Students gain hands-on skills in programs
such as Culinary Arts, Building Trades, Horticulture, and Graphic Arts. These
programs not only engage students, but also provide certifications and pathways to
jobs after release. Finally, we prioritize social-emotional supports — from counseling
and mentoring to structured reentry planning — to help students regulate, heal, and
transition successfully back into their communities and schools
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Across the state, court and community schools are aligning around a set of shared
goals to improve outcomes for our students.

First, we are focused on equity and belonging — ensuring that every student feels
seen, valued, and supported in culturally responsive and inclusive learning
environments.

Second, there is a strong emphasis on post-secondary readiness. Whether that
means college, career, apprenticeships, or trades, we want students to leave with
options and confidence for their next steps.

Third, literacy and language development remain at the core. Many of our students
come in significantly behind grade level, and building strong literacy and ELD
supports is essential to both academic success and life opportunities.

Finally, we are seeing an emphasis on stronger community partnerships —
connecting with probation, social services, families, and community-based
organizations. These partnerships help us wrap services around students and build
smoother transitions back into their communities
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Court and community schools face a set of systemic challenges that impact both
staff and students.One of the biggest is recruiting and retaining teachers. These
positions require highly skilled educators who can work in a unique environment, but
vacancies and turnover remain persistent issues statewide. There is also ongoing
need for role clarity between probation and County Offices of Education. Both
agencies share responsibility for youth in detention, and smooth collaboration is
essential to avoid gaps in services. Funding is another pressure point. Because
we're funded largely by average daily attendance, the short-term and highly mobile
nature of our students makes resources unstable and often inadequate for the level
of need.

We also struggle with short student stays, which make it difficult to provide
continuity of instruction or track progress. Finally, we've seen a growth in older
youth — ages 18 to 21 — in our programs, which presents new challenges in terms
of instruction, workforce preparation, and reentry planning.
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At the student level, the challenges are profound. Many of our youth arrive with very
low academic skills — the average reading level is below 4th grade, and math often
hovers around a 3rd grade level. This means we must accelerate learning while also
addressing foundational gaps. On top of academics, our students carry significant
trauma and mental health needs. Most have ACEs — Adverse Childhood
Experiences — scores above 5, which research shows is associated with long-term
impacts on health, behavior, and learning. They may also have unmet medical and
mental health needs when they arrive. We also serve students with diverse learning
needs — including high percentages of special education students, English
learners, and foster or homeless youth. Finally, students face serious transition
struggles. Placement instability, frequent school moves, and credit transfer issues
create barriers to reentry and continuity of education. These factors make it clear
why intensive academic, social-emotional, and wraparound supports are essential



Early

ldentification & l“
' el an)

\ J

il

* Alternatives to Ca Ij\f?h';?:ﬁs MTSS
suspension/expulsion

ronger feeder
partnerships

* MTSS/PBIS
expansion

m

One of the most important statewide conversations is how to prevent students from
entering the court and community school system in the first place. We need stronger
feeder partnerships with districts, charter schools, and community agencies to
identify students at risk earlier and coordinate supports before they disengage or
drop out. Expanding MTSS — Multi-Tiered Systems of Support — and PBIS can
provide proactive academic, behavioral, and social-emotional interventions. These
tiered frameworks help address student needs before they escalate into discipline or
justice involvement. Finally, we need more alternatives to suspension and
expulsion. Restorative practices, reengagement programs, and creative pathways
allow students to stay connected to learning while addressing underlying issues,
rather than being pushed out of school.
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SB 823, passed in 2020, was one of the most significant shifts in California’s
juvenile justice landscape. It closed the state Division of Juvenile Justice, which had
long housed youth in large, centralized facilities. As of 2023, all responsibility for
youth rests with county systems. The legislation also established the Office of Youth
and Community Restoration, or OYCR, to provide oversight, technical assistance,
and elevate youth and family voices in shaping services. This shift has placed
greater emphasis on rehabilitation and reentry, requiring counties to expand
programming, education, and supports for older youth — especially ages 18 to 21
— who are now staying in local systems. For education specifically, SB 823 means
a stronger need for career technical education, literacy programs, and wraparound
supports to prepare students not only for high school completion but also for
successful reentry into their communities. (SIPPS example)
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The Office of Youth and Community Restoration, or OYCR, was created under SB
823 when the state closed the Division of Juvenile Justice and shifted responsibility
to counties. OYCR plays several key roles. It provides technical assistance to
counties as they redesign local programs, and it manages grants and program
monitoring to ensure funding is used effectively. It also operates the Ombudsman’s
office, which gives youth and families a place to raise concerns and ensures their
voices are heard. Finally, OYCR leads policy development and research at the state
level, helping to guide practices that improve outcomes for justice-involved youth.

In short, OYCR was designed to shift the focus of the system away from punishment
and toward rehabilitation, restoration, and equity
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The Office of Youth and Community Restoration (OYCR) is working to address
some of the most pressing issues facing youth in the justice system. One of the
biggest challenges is chronic absenteeism, where court and community schools
have rates nearly double the statewide average. This undermines both learning and
reentry success. Another priority is tackling the literacy crisis. Many students arrive
reading at elementary grade levels, which impacts every other subject area and
future opportunities. OYCR has also identified significant gaps in transition planning
— too often, students leaving detention struggle with enrollment, credit transfers, or
connecting to postsecondary opportunities. Data sharing remains another barrier,
with education, probation, and health agencies operating on different systems that
don’t always communicate. Finally, OYCR is focused on youth employment and
reentry supports, including partnerships with the Department of Rehabilitation to
build workforce readiness and pathways to sustainable employment
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Title 15 outlines the minimum standards for juvenile detention facilities in California,
and the most recent updates in 2023—-24 brought significant changes that directly
affect education. These updates include requirements for increased programming
time, ensuring students have access to more consistent educational and enrichment
opportunities while detained. They also mandate greater access to libraries, literacy
supports, and technology, so students are not left behind in critical skill areas or
digital learning. Another important change is strengthening requirements for teacher
credentialing and staffing ratios, raising the bar for the quality of instruction in
facilities. Finally, Title 15 revisions expand the emphasis on youth well-being and
reentry preparation, aligning facility standards with the broader goal of rehabilitation
and successful transition back to the community
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Even with the challenges, there’s a great deal of innovation happening in court and
community schools. For example, under AB 2174, several counties are piloting new
strategies to address chronic absenteeism, looking at creative ways to keep
students engaged. We’re also seeing a surge of literacy pilots, using structured
interventions like SIPPS, REWARDS, Achieve3000, and Language Tree to
accelerate student reading and writing growth. Our Career Technical Education
programs continue to expand, offering hands-on experiences in Culinary Arts,
Building Trades, Graphic Arts, and Horticulture — all aligned to real-world
certifications and employment pathways. Some counties are leading with reentry
navigation centers, creating bridges for students returning to districts, colleges, or
jobs.

And finally, Ombudsman reports from OYCR are lifting up student and family voices,
ensuring innovations are informed by the real experiences of those we serve
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As we look ahead, there are several priorities shaping the future of court and
community schools. First, We are guided by curriculum and instructional vision —
ensuring students not only gain skills, but also the motivation and joy to learn.
Second, we're committed to an expanded equity focus, working to close gaps for
foster youth, English learners, and students with disabilities who are
overrepresented in our schools. There’s also a strong need to improve state metrics
and accountability systems so that highly mobile students are accurately
represented in data and not penalized by gaps caused by short stays. We need
measures that capture reentry success, Lexile growth, attendance, and real-world
readiness. We must also invest more in prevention and diversion programs,
stopping students from entering the justice system in the first place. The vision is to
not just provide education in custody — but to create opportunity, hope, and
pathways for our students to thrive beyond these settings.
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There is a very old story about a little boy who continues to question his granddaddy
about all the sights and sounds of the farm. One evening about dusk, the little boy
asked about the fireflies as they began to dance among the trees. He asked, "Why
do they light up? Where does the light come from? His granddaddy was not sure of
the how and the why, so his response was simple, "It's the stuff inside of it.” As we
close, | want to leave you with a call to action. First, continue to support our County
Offices of Education and JCCASAC as they lead this work across the state.
Second, always remember to elevate youth and family voices — they are the most
important stakeholders in shaping programs that truly work. Third, we must invest in
prevention, reentry, and wraparound supports that give students the tools they need
not only to succeed academically but also to thrive in their communities. And finally,
it takes all of us. We need to strengthen collaboration between schools, probation,
OYCR, and community partners so that together, we can create lasting change for
some of California’s most vulnerable — and most resilient — young people. Unlike
other creatures, the firefly doesn’t wait for daylight or for others to shine the way. It
carries its own light, glowing even in the darkest of nights. In many ways, our
students are like fireflies. Even when they’ve experienced trauma, instability, or
setbacks, they carry within them a light — talent, resilience, hope. Sometimes it
flickers, sometimes it’s hard to see, but it's always there. Our job, as educators and
partners, is not to give them light but to help them recognize it, protect it, and let it
shine. And when enough fireflies gather together, their small lights combine to
brighten even the darkest spaces.



Closing
& Q&A

» Thank youl!
» Contact:

Thank you for the opportunity to share the work of the JCCASAC and the SOAR
Academy at the YTC, as well as the incredible efforts of our students, our staff
members, and collaborative partners. I'd be happy to answer any questions you
may have. Again, thank you.



