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Introduction

Children are our future—and today’s youth are tomorrow’s leaders. Yet far too many
young people are denied the opportunity to thrive due to deep-rooted disparities
within their communities and the very public systems meant to support them.
Nowhere is this injustice more visible than in the juvenile justice system, where
marginalized youth—especially Black and Latino adolescents—face disproportionate
rates of arrest, incarceration, and recidivism. These outcomes are not inevitable;
they are the result of systemic failures that criminalize trauma, ignore potential, and
perpetuate cycles of disadvantage. As many are working to build a more just and
equitable society, this brief proposes a reimagined approach to youth justice—
starting with a framework rooted in healing, opportunity, and hope.

The Social Policy Institute (SPI), a nonprofit affiliate of the SDSU School of Social
Work, partners with public systems and cross-sector leaders to strengthen youth
leadership and improve community well-being. By bridging academic and
community knowledge through training, research, advocacy, and collaboration, SPI
supports efforts to transform systems that impact justice-involved youth and
families. While acknowledging the persistent challenges highlighted in this brief, we
recognize and honor the work of individuals and organizations driving meaningful
change. This resource is intended to spark dialogue, encourage collaboration, and
inspire progress toward a more just and youth-centered system.

SPI spearheads several community-based projects that support the wellness of local

San Diegans and transform county systems. One major project that launched in Fall
2023 is HOPE at SDSU.
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Background: Positive Childhood Experiences & the HOPE Framework

The Healthy Outcomes from Positive Experiences (HOPE) framework uses evidence-
based principles that support Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs). PCEs allow youth,
students, and adults of all ages to form strong relationships and meaningful connections,
cultivate a positive self-image and self-worth, experience a sense of belonging, and build
skills to cope with stress in healthy ways. [2] .

SPI is passionate about bringing the HOPE framework to San Diego State University
(SDSU) and expanding its application outside of childhood to college students, the
workforce, and older adults, to foster healthier outcomes.

The HOPE framework identifies Four Building Blocks
essential for well-being: [2]
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This Issue Brief explores the Juvenile Justice System through the lens of the HOPE
Framework, examining how its principles can enhance outcomes and well-being for
justice-involved youth. It provides an overview of the system, explores its alignment
with the HOPE Building Blocks, and proposes a HOPE-inspired approach to diversion
and community integration efforts that support meaningful juvenile justice reform.

































