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Myths and Facts About the Impacts of Juvenile Court
Numerous myths and misconceptions exist about
involvement with the juvenile legal system and the effects
it can have on a young person’s trajectory to success. Many
people have misconceptions about the mostly unrealized
benefits of juvenile court, thinking juvenile court is a
benevolent system of support that does not lead to longterm negative outcomes.
The reality is that involvement with the juvenile court
system can put overwhelming hurdles in the way of young
people’s futures. Youth are regularly saddled with fines and
fees, driver license suspensions, suspension or expulsion
from school, stigma from electronic monitoring, and many
other obstacles.1 Additionally, youth are often traumatized
by legal system practices like shackling, strip searches,
isolation, and incarceration.2 And health, mental health,

MYTH

Compounding all of these problems, records of arrests,
charges, and/or adjudications4 may be available to the
public and appear on background checks run by potential
employers, landlords, and colleges.5 Additionally, young
people are often required to provide information about
their involvement with the legal system on applications for
employment, housing, and higher education,6 which can
lead to demoralizing rejections.
Referring young people to the legal system can have
a detrimental impact on them, their families, and the
community at-large. Below are some myths and facts that
illustrate these long-term consequences.

Records and information from juvenile court
are confidential, not publicly accessible.

Fact: Many juvenile court records or information from

those records are available to the public and can appear on
background checks.7

Fact: A majority of public colleges and universities run
background checks as part of their admissions process.
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MYTH

education, and employment outcomes are generally worse
for youth who interact with the legal system.3

Fact: “About 94% of employers conduct some form of
criminal history check” on applicants.9

Fact: “[A]bout 90% of landlords run background checks
on prospective tenants.”10

Records related to juvenile court involvement
disappear when the youth turns 18.

Fact: Almost every state requires young people to wait

a period of time and/or submit a request before the record
can be destroyed (expunged) or otherwise closed and
removed from regular access (sealed).11

Fact: The expungement and sealing process for juvenile
records is often fraught with long waiting periods, costly
filing fees, complex eligibility requirements, and unlimited
discretion of the court.12

Fact: Some states do not allow for the destruction or
sealing of certain juvenile court records at all.13

MYTH

Juvenile court involvement does not affect a
family’s ability to obtain or maintain housing.

Fact: In certain circumstances, local public housing

authorities may exclude or evict families with a child who
has been involved with the delinquency system.14

MYTH

residents’ arrests, convictions, or time on probation
or parole.15

Young people involved in the juvenile court
system can easily enlist in the military.

Fact: Anyone with an arrest, charge, or adjudication

for certain offenses must request a waiver to enlist in the
military.16 The waiver process requires applicants to provide
documentation of all involvement in the legal system, no
matter the applicant’s age at the time of the alleged actions.

MYTH

Fact: Some public housing applications ask about

Fact: Applicants must disclose all arrests, charges, and

adjudications even if they have been expunged, sealed, or
otherwise cleared.17

Having a juvenile record will not prevent someone
from obtaining an occupational license.

Fact: Some state licensing boards can access information
about applicants’ juvenile records and/or ask questions
related to applicants’ juvenile court involvement. These

agencies take this information into consideration when
deciding whether to grant applications for a professional or
occupational license.18

To ensure young people have access to opportunities to succeed in life,
the legal system should be avoided whenever possible.
Support for this publication was provided by The Pew Charitable Trusts.
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