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We consulted with 156 people to learn 
about their experiences in court.

We developed ideas for action  
on each theme.

There are 3 Youth Courts in Toronto. By 2022, all Toronto’s youth and 
adult criminal courts will be amalgamated in one location downtown.

The young people painted a complex picture of their experiences 
in court. Some described not feeling “seen” or “heard” in court. 
Others described feeling completely “stuck,” while some felt like 
they were “falling through the cracks.” 

We also heard stories of positive experiences with the court 
system—of interactions with individuals working within the courts 
who helped connect young people with the supports and services 
they needed.

Parents

Youth
Frontline  
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We identified 16 themes.
• youth-serving agencies and youth-friendly people in 

the courthouse 

• youth specialty courts:  
youth mental health court  |  Aboriginal Youth Court

• S.34 assessment reports

• racism and culturally-relevant programs and services

• youth specialized justice professionals

• lack of knowledge and understanding of the Youth 
Court process

• communication

• lack of adequate legal representation

• participation in Youth Court

• delays and inefficiencies

• stigma and trauma

• food, travel and associated costs 

• consistency

• safety

• privacy

• getting the right intervention at the right time

We listened to people’s stories.
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Introduction

By 2022, all of Toronto’s youth and adult criminal courts are 
consolidating in one centralized courthouse downtown. It 
will change the way youth justice services are designed and 
delivered in Toronto. It presents an opportunity to imagine 
how we can do things better.  By listening to those who 
experience and work in youth courts, and combining it with 
research on best practices, we identified concrete ideas 
to improve youth justice services in Toronto. We spoke 
to young people who painted a complex picture of their 
experiences in Toronto’s youth courts. These perspectives 
informed 42 Ideas for Action are listed on pages 17-18.

The Consultation process
To understand youth courts from the point of view of 
court users—namely young people, their families, justice 
professionals and frontline workers—Peacebuilders’ 
organized consultations throughout the City of Toronto. 
These consultations explored the experiences of those 
using and working within youth courts. In total, 156 people 
shared their experiences and perspectives. Consultations 
took place between January and July 2019.

A Note on Terminology
This document references the Criminal Code of Canada 
(CCC) and the Youth Criminal Justice Act (YCJA). It refers 
to three procedures used in youth court: diversion, 
extrajudicial measures (EJM) and extrajudicial sanctions 
(EJS). Extrajudicial measures are “out of court” measures, 
or diversion measure that holds young people responsible 
without having to go through the formal court system. A 
police officer or Crown attorney can recommend a young 

person for EJM. Extrajudicial sanctions are a consequence 
or punishment for breaking the law and is only used if other 
forms of extrajudicial measures would not be sufficient to 
hold a young person accountable. 

There is no single accepted definition of youth. Canada’s 
youth justice system defines youth as being between the 
ages of 12 and 17. In this report, we use youth to refer to 
anyone between the ages of 12 and 30.

– Youth

“They say it’s justice, but it’s not really—it’s just get this case closed 
and go on with your day.” 
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Themes
Our consultations also identified several current challenges in Youth Court, organized here as themes. 

Theme 1: Youth-serving agencies and youth-friendly people in the 
courthouse

“Just being there in person. Just showing up. It was comforting to have someone who was in 
the court who was a neutral party that I could speak to. Like a buffer. It was very comforting 

to have someone there even if they didn’t say anything in court. Just having someone there 
was helpful. It was a huge comfort.” 

– Parent

For a majority of the young people and parents we 
consulted, Youth Court was an intimidating experience. These 
young people often felt lost and confused. They need a guide 
to navigate the process. We heard over and over again from 
young people, their parents and families, frontline workers 
and justice professionals, that youth-serving agencies 
significantly improve youth justice services and outcomes 
for young people. Frontline workers from community-based 
organizations provide invaluable resources to assist both 
justice professionals, including counsel, and the Youth Court 
meet the goals of the Youth Criminal Justice Act (YCJA). 
This assistance includes identifying the most appropriate 
resources available to support the youth’s rehabilitation 
and reintegration into society. In order to effectively use 
the provisions of the YCJA, the court needs to know what 
supports a young person has at home and in community, and 
what options exist to connect a young person to alternatives 
to trial and formal prosecution.

“When they enter the court system, who is there 
for them? Parents don’t know what to do, and they 
don’t know where to get help.”

– Parent

During our consultations, frontline workers described the 
increase of youth-friendly people in the courthouse over 
the last decade who can meet with a client right after their 

court appearance. These include court support workers, 
such as youth mental health court workers, the Toronto 
Bail Program, and other youth-serving agencies, as well as 
judges, crowns, duty counsel, probation officers, and other 
justice professionals that regularly work in Youth Court. 
Frontline workers and justice professionals spoke positively 
about the collaboration that exists between agencies 
working within the courthouse and justice professionals. 
Youth-serving agencies provide young people with 
information about the court process, how to apply for legal 
aid, and how to appeal denied legal aid applications. They 
help young people prepare for their court appearances 
and debrief after court to ensure they understand what 
happened and what they need to do. These agencies also 
connect young people with a range of services, including 
individual and family counselling, housing, employment, 
and educational supports. This kind of wrap-around 
support extends well beyond the walls of the courthouse 
to address the underlying issues that may have led a young 
person into conflict with the law.

“Supporting youth with understanding the court 
process…Obviously we can’t give them legal 

advice, but we can at least help them understand 
what is going to happen next.” 

– Frontline youth worker
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“There are gaps in services in different locations in the 
city. So some areas of the city have a high—there are a 
lot of programs within them—and then there are really 
bare areas of the city where there is nothing located 
and trying to navigate the kids safely is a challenge.”

– Frontline youth worker

“I’ve worked in the court system for quite a while 
and over the last ten years I’ve seen there are 

more youth-friendly people in the courthouse…
there’s youth mental health court workers, bail 

program workers, and a variety of different 
services being offered directly in the courthouse to 
try to help youth….All of the youth workers really 

try to worker together. There’s collaboration… 
and they are open to suggestions from each other.” 
– Frontline youth worker

Unfortunately, not all young people who appear in court get 
referred to these agencies and services. There is no consistent 
process for youth to find these services, and connections to 
services are often made informally—sometimes because 
someone who knows the young person is aware of a service 
available at the courthouse. Frontline youth workers are not 
aware of all of the agencies and services that are available 
to young people in Toronto making it difficult to make the 
appropriate referrals. Judges and Crowns also rely on the 
organizations they are familiar with, and are not able to make 
use of newer or more specialized agencies.

Theme 2: Youth specialty courts: youth mental health court and 
Aboriginal Youth Court

“I think the judges in [youth mental health court] and the Crown are amazing. The judges 
are very fair, and I think that’s good that the judges are also understanding instead of 
looking at you as a criminal they look at you as someone who has gone astray because that is 
often the case. I can’t say I like all judges. I’ve noticed judges at Old City Hall are generally a 
bit more harsh and kind of look at you more as a criminal. They treat you like an adult who 
has a life of crime.”

– Youth

Specialty courts, such as youth mental health courts, and 
the Aboriginal Youth Court (AYC), are designed to ensure 
the application of certain sections of the Youth Criminal 
Justice Act and the Criminal Code of Canada, and address 
the overrepresentation of Indigenous youth and youth 
with mental health issues in the justice system through a 
more collaborative and less adversarial process than the 
traditional court system. In both of these specialty courts, 
young people are connected with a court worker who 
supports them throughout the process, accompanying 

them to court appearances and connecting them to 
other services. Focus group participants expressed that 
specialty courts provided a more meaningful experience 
and lead to better outcomes for young people.

i. Youth Mental Health Court 
Young people described the process in the youth mental 

health court as being more efficient and “personable”. The 
young people who appeared in youth mental health court 
also spoke positively about the support they received 

Frontline workers were also concerned about agencies 
competing for funding. Some agencies get funding on a 
“transfer payment” schedule, receiving funding for each 
client. Frontline workers expressed concern that this 
creates the wrong incentive for agencies to take on clients 
even when a referral to another program would be more 
appropriate or effective.
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“The Crown [in youth mental health court] made 
me feel really welcome. Her motivation isn’t to 
get me out of her court and get new kids in—she 
actually cares. Today, she said I was the smartest 
person in my school while she was on the stand.”

– Youth

“I was going down a pretty bad path and caused a 
lot of harm to the people around me. I know it’s not 
the whole thing, it’s a bunch of different things, but 
court I guess did help. I honestly think because they 
got me into CAMH that changed everything.”

– Frontline youth worker

“Black youth aren’t [getting referred to youth 
mental health court] because of systemic racism” 

– Frontline youth worker

from the youth mental health court workers and the 
benefits of the counselling services they were referred to. 
Many justice professionals who regularly sit in Youth Court 
described the very low recidivism rates for young people 
who go through youth mental health court. Despite these 
benefits, frontline workers were concerned that not all 
youth get the opportunity to participate in youth mental 
health court. In particular, there were concerns that Black 
youth are not consistently being recommended for youth 
mental health court. Some frontline workers believed that 
lawyers are not recommending youth mental health court 
for their clients because the lawyer is unaware of it or 
reluctant to recommend an unfamiliar process. 

ii. Aboriginal Youth Court 
The Aboriginal Youth Court (AYC) was first convened 

in June 2012 at 311 Jarvis. The judge presides at a “circle” 
and encourages anyone supporting the youth, such as 
parents, guardians, siblings, caseworkers, child welfare 
workers, probation officers, shelter supervisors, program 
facilitators, or close friends to sit at the table. Everyone at 
the table is offered the opportunity to speak about the case 
at hand. According to an evaluation of AYC, Indigenous youth 
and their families believed that the inclusiveness of the 
process was “among its most positive attributes.” For youth 

“There’s a difference between Aboriginal lawyers 
and non-Aboriginal lawyers. The difference is they 
know exactly what they’re asking for of the Crown. 

It doesn’t matter if you’re a youth or an adult. 
They understand the circumstance. If you open up 

and talk to them about what’s happening—they 
will assist you. But with a regular lawyer, they’re 

not understanding that you should be in Native 
court. They’re not advocating for me.”

– Youth

“Aboriginal Youth Court was better than regular court 
because we all sat in a group and got to talk together.”

– Youth

who had been through both AYC and regular Youth Court, 
they believed AYC was a much faster process. They also 
felt that the process was more inclusive than regular court, 
and that they had more opportunities to participate. Some 
youth described negative experiences with their lawyers 
and expressed a desire to be represented by an Indigenous 
lawyer, or at least a lawyer with an understanding of issues 
affecting Indigenous youth.
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Theme 3: Section 34 assessment reports

“I think part of the challenge is identifying the need at an early stage so that you get the right 
intervention at the right time. A lot of times I think what happens is there are kids who are sort of 
floundering who are working through the criminal court process, but it’s not until you’re a quite 
a late stage in the proceeding that a section 34 report or something like that happens where the 
needs are really identified in a specific way.”

– Frontline youth worker

Prepared by mental health professionals, Section 34 
assessments provide valuable information about the needs 
and circumstances of the young person before the court. 
They identify relevant mental health concerns, criminogenic 
factors, potential responsiveness to therapeutic treatment, 
educational needs and may address the young person’s 
risk for recidivism. Justice professionals reinforced the 
importance of these assessments to identify relevant mental 
health concerns and educational needs of young people 
in court especially for those with undiagnosed learning 

disabilities. Despite the benefits of these assessments, 
some participants were concerned that the assessments 
are being ordered too late in the process, while others were 
concerned that they are not being utilized at all.

“I order a [Section 34] report for every young person.” 
– Judge

Theme 4: Anti-Black racism and culturally-relevant programs 
and services

“Because my son is Black [the officer] thinks here is another negligent mom who lets 
her son run in the streets and get into trouble. Before he met me, he already started 
stereotyping my son and our family the way he spoke to me.” 

– Parent

Some participants believed that their race affected how they 
were treated in the justice system, especially when interacting 
with police. Encounters with police were highlighted as 
defining moments for racialized youth in the justice process, 
but frontline workers pointed out that racism goes beyond 
encounters with police and affects other parts of the court 
system. One explained that Black and Roma youth are more 
likely to get extrajudicial sanctions than White youth, who 
are offered extrajudicial measures for the same kinds of 
charges. Frontline workers also believed that lack of culturally-
responsive programs and services in Youth Court is a pressing 

“We need culturally appropriate services and 
lawyers that understand where the youth come 

from—cultural understanding, nuances of when 
you meet a client from this background versus that 

background and knowing the families.”
– Frontline youth worker

issue.  Some participants described the courts as being 
“oppressive” to racialized youth and expressed a desire for 
more culturally-relevant spaces and more racially diverse staff. 
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“It just felt like I was one of the regular Black youth 
who they had arrested. Like they all put is in a category 
and that’s how I felt when they were looking at me. 
They talked to me like ‘oh we know you’re a bad kid, 
don’t put up that front.” 

– Youth

“I wish I could have gone through Native court.”
– Youth

“The court space is oppressive.”
– Frontline youth worker

Theme 5: Youth specialized justice professionals

During our consultations, we repeatedly heard about 
the importance and benefit of youth specialized justice 
professionals. Frontline workers and justice professionals 
emphasized that Crowns and judges who regularly work 
in Youth Court develop an understanding of how to work 
with young people and how to speak to them, as well as 
knowledge of the services and supports available to 
justice-involved youth. This specialization is particularly 
important when the young person does not have legal 
representation or when their lawyer is unfamiliar with 
youth justice matters. In these situations, the Crown can 
play a critical role in making sure that the young person gets 
the supports and services they need. There is no existing 
research or articulation of youth justice specialization. 
Some focus group participants expressed a desire for 

“One of the things that is working is the justices 
of the peace, and the judges at [Finch court] are 
well versed in all aspects when it comes to young 
people’s lives, and they have the human touch—
outside of the bail process, obviously. You never 

know who you are going to get as a justice of the 
peace at the bail stage, but judges and JPs in 

Youth Court have more understanding and care to 
follow-up with them.”

– Frontline youth worker

this kind of study to demonstrate the importance of youth 
specialized justice professionals on youth justice services 
and outcomes.
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The justice system is often incomprehensible to the 
average person. For young people, it can be even more 
confusing. Most young people do not understand the 
court process, do not know their rights, and cannot 
comprehend the legal jargon that is regularly used by 
justice professionals in Youth Court. Confusion about the 
court process and lack of understanding was one of the 

“It starts with information. How informed children, 
parents, and communities of what their rights are, 
what should be the nature of the conversation 
with police…young people need to know what the 
consequences will be of having a record on their 
lives. And it needs to be peer education—from 
youth to youth and from parent to parent.”

– Parent

Theme 6: Knowledge and understanding of the Youth Court process

“I remember the first time I went to court like it was yesterday. I was by myself. It was just 
too much going on and everything was going through my head and I didn’t know what to do. I 
called my sister to tell me what to do.”

– Youth

“It would be good if someone asked you what was going 
on during court because I feel like a lot of questions 

come into your head while it’s happening cause 
obviously if you’re a kid in a courtroom for the first 
time, you’re gonna have questions at the top of your 

head. You’re thinking about a bunch of things, right? 
And then you’re sitting there thinking and you have to 

be quiet—you can’t ask anyone. So you just gotta sit 
there, and you see what happens.”

– Frontline youth worker

Theme 7: Communication

“They literally didn’t say anything to me. That’s the messed up part. They called me up to the 
front just so the judge could look at me. But they didn’t say anything to me. They just told me 
to come back in July. Seven times I went.”

“I should be aware of the options in front of me. It can help plan for their future, right? Not only that, 
it can shorten everybody’s time to go through the courts. Tax payers money, you know what I mean?”

– Youth

– Youth

most significant challenges we heard from young people, 
frontline workers, and parents, making the experience 
intimidating and difficult, and was often perceived as unfair 
as a result. An emphasis on the use of plain-language in 
the courthouse, in conversation, in court proceedings and 
in print materials, will help young people and their parents 
better understand the Youth Court process.
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Inconsistent communication was identified as a major 
barrier for court-involved youth and frontline workers 
during our consultations. Frontline workers explained that 
lawyers and court personnel did not communicate about 
what was happening in court to young people, and this 
created a great deal of confusion for young people. Some 
young people believed that all of their court appearances 
were part of their “trial” even when they were being 
offered diversion. Some youth believed that they would be 
remanded to custody because their lawyer did not explain 
the diversion process to them. The lack of communication 
between lawyers and clients is particularly a problem, 
when a young person has signed a designation allowing 
their lawyer to appear without them.

“They are under-informed. Because half the time, 
their lawyer is showing up for them, and they don’t 

know what’s going on. They don’t know when their next 
court date is, and their lawyer isn’t communicating 

with them—this is what’s happening, this is what you 
need to do. So I feel like it’s really lawyers that need to 

improve on communication.” 
– Frontline youth worker

“My lawyer isn’t here that often. Sometimes she 
sends people to come. But the communication is 

poor between us.”
– Youth

“On the flipside…we see young people who come from 
a large amount of privilege as well, so again, you know 
[their parent] works or lives in a certain location and 
their neighbor is a lawyer doing them a family favour 
and he knows absolutely nothing about youth criminal 
justice, and it’s a disservice to the young person.” 

– Frontline youth worker

“Lawyers are coming in and asking if they don’t have 
counsel and scooping them up and from that it delays 
the whole court process—lawyers scooping up clients 

for legal aid…Because duty counsel will appear for 
their set date and tell them to read their disclosure 
package first and the Crown will notify them if they 
need a lawyer and it just complicates the situation 
when inappropriate lawyers or counsel take these 
kids—predominantly kids of colour—to get funds 

from legal aid and they are not really doing anything. 
But they delay the process for over a year or two and 

they don’t really need to be in court that long.”
– Youth

Theme 8: Lack of adequate legal representation

Many young people are not adequately informed of or 
assisted in the process of securing counsel through Legal 
Aid Ontario. Young people complained about waiting for 
hours on the phone and then having their application 
denied because they were not able to provide the right 
financial documentation from their parents. If their 
applications were denied, most young people did not 
know how to appeal their applications. At 311 Jarvis, there 
is a staff person who provides young people with help on 
their legal aid application and with the appeal process, but 
this is not the case at every courthouse. In addition, some 
of the young people we spoke to were reluctant to apply 
for legal aid because they did not think they would receive 
adequate legal representation from a “free” lawyer.

Throughout our consultations, parents, youth and frontline 
workers complained to us about the quality of defence 
counsel. Inadequate legal representation is not only a 

problem for low-income youth represented by underfunded 
legal aid lawyers, but also an issue for young people being 
represented by private counsel that were not familiar with 
the youth justice system. Some frontline workers described 
youth who are represented by a family member or friend 
of the family who does not regularly work in Youth Court. 
Another suggested that because legal aid certificates are 
easier to get for youth cases than for adult cases, there 
may be more lawyers trying to represent youth clients 
despite their lack of specialized experience or expertise. 
One participant suggested that youth who are being offered 
diversion should not need to get their own legal counsel and 
would be better represented by duty counsel.
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“Instead of just a Youth Court, maybe there could 
be a youth room where you can speak to the judge 

about what happened before you go to court. Yeah, 
the lawyer tells them. But maybe if the judge can 

hear it from you and see how you’re feeling and 
see your reaction it would be a lot different. I told 
my lawyer my side of the story but he explained it 
to them. I never really shared by side of the story 
to them. Most definitely it would be better to tell 

the judge myself because he could see that I knew 
I screwed up. They need to understand you more 

than just your lawyer.”
– Youth

Young people are guaranteed legal representation in 
Youth Courts in order to participate in court proceedings by 
instructing counsel and choosing whether to plead guilty or 
engage in a diversion program. However, the ability for young 
people to participate in youth justice proceedings is greatly 
affected by their knowledge of the system—“and by the quantity 
and quality of information they are given about the process.”  
Many youth felt that they did not have an opportunity to “share 
their side of the story.” Many of the young people we spoke 
to felt that the court was a “private conversation” between 
their lawyer, the Crown and the judge that did not involve 
them. Some justice professionals we spoke to suggested 
increasing the use of conferencing to give young people more 
opportunities to participate in judicial proceedings.

Theme 9: Participation

“…maybe if the judge can hear you and see how you’re feeling and see your reaction, it would be 
different. It would be better to tell the judge myself because he could see that I knew I screwed up…
he would understand you more than just your lawyer…I think it would change the outcome.”

– Youth

Theme 10: Delays and Operational Issues

“Going every month just to get the next date, that’s so stupid. That’s not efficient, yeah that’s 
not efficient. I don’t know why they’re doing that. I deserve an explanation… Because then it’s 
discouraging, you’re plainly saying you’re going to be punished, you’re going to come back here 
every month to avoid your punishment until you serve your punishment. Yeah the uncertainty 
of not knowing—it’s know a good feeling…It feels discouraging, like I said.”

– Youth

One of the major challenges youth, parents and frontline 
workers identified during our consultations was delays and 
inefficiencies in court. Even though many of the young people 
did not have to go to trial to have their matter dealt with, they 
were still required to appear in court numerous times before 
they were offered diversion and had their charges withdrawn. 
Many young people expressed frustration about the number 
of appearances they had to make, many of which seemed 
“pointless.” In addition, when young people appear in court, 

“They kept setting off my pre-trial and didn’t 
follow-up. They never gave me reasons. They set it 

off and set it off. I went to court 9 times.”
– Youth

they complained that they will often have to wait for hours 
before their matter is heard. These delays caused young 
people and their families to lose confidence in the system.
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Theme 11: Stigma and Trauma

“It’s a traumatizing experience coming into the system and sometimes we expect them to 
function normally when they are going through trauma. And they may be doubly traumatized 

if there is violence around them. So many of these kids have seen people get killed or know 
people who have been killed so there is a lot of trauma surrounding them when they come in.”

– Frontline youth worker

Frontline workers, in particular, expressed their concern 
for the trauma that young people experience in court. 
Participants explained that court-involved youth are often 
already struggling with trauma, and the court experience can 
exacerbate these issues. Trauma-informed court practices 
does not require a judge or lawyer to provide care, or act as 
a person’s social worker. Nor does it absolve an individual of 
responsibility for their actions. It simply recognizes that the 
people who come before the courts may have experienced 
acts of violence or other traumatic life events. We heard 
about the need for more trauma-informed training for justice 
professionals and all individuals that work in courts, as well 
as trauma-informed practices to improve outcomes for 
youth who interact with the court system.  

In addition to trauma, young people, frontline workers 
and parents spoke frequently about the stigma of court 
involvement. Many young people felt like they were viewed 
as “criminals” when they were interacting with police and 
appearing in court. We also heard young people describe 
experiences where they were treated with incredible dignity 
and humanity—that they were recognized for being “more 
than just their charges.” These experiences led to more 
positive self-perceptions during their court involvement

“There was a judge who was really nice and smiley 
and he looked so happy to hear the things that were 
being said not just about me, but about all the kids.”

– Youth

“The fact that you can’t talk when the judge is 
talking, you just feel so unauthorized, you feel like 
everyone is there to get you. Especially when you 
have a charge or you’re a criminal, as they would 
say. Everyone just looks at you that type of way.”

– Youth

 “It’s just stigma here. Once you get arrested, 
once you have charges, once you have to go to the 

courtroom and stuff, you are automatically put into 
the box of ‘you are a problem to society’. When we 
were in the waiting room [in the courthouse], we 
were looking at each other like ‘Oh what did this 
person do? He probably did something bad. Look 

at the way he’s dressed That’s why.’ Everyone was 
looking at each other. For me, I don’t dress like a 
‘hoodlum’ as people would say so it was like ‘Oh, 

what did she do?’ So everyone is worried. It was very 
toxic for me. Being in that place where I had to get 
up and walk around a lot—everyone was watching 

each other. It’s just the environment.”
– Youth
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Theme 12: Food, Transportation and Associated Costs

“You know they didn’t bring a lunch and they already didn’t have breakfast. They can’t go for lunch 
because they are waiting and this causes frustration.”

“No food just knocks you out. I remember one kid didn’t eat nothing.”

– Frontline youth worker

– Youth

The need for healthy food was a major theme raised by 
youth, frontline workers and parents. Although food may seem 
like a secondary issue it is directly affecting young people’s 
experience of court. When young people are hungry, they are 
more likely to feel frustrated and have difficulty managing their 
emotions and processing options. Some frontline workers 
believed that this could lead to further acting out. Young people 
also expressed a desire for more nutritious food options and 

food options for those who are vegetarian, kosher, or halal.  
Travel and the costs associated with going to court were 
also raised as issues for parents and families. Although many 
youth-serving agencies provide transit tokens to young people 
in their programs, travel costs are not consistently provided 
to young people appearing in court. These issues will be even 
more difficult for families traveling to the new courthouse who 
do not live in the downtown core.

Theme 13: Consistency

“I wish I knew they had community programs that could help…The first time I went to court I 
wasn’t connected to any community programs. The second time I was. But I didn’t get connected 
to a program every time.”

– Youth

We heard that there is lack of consistency both in terms of 
youth justice services and outcomes. Co-accused charged 
with the same offence, but represented by different counsel 
will sometimes get different outcomes. Some youth were 
connected to court supports, while others were not. In a 
single court case, a young person may deal with a number of 
different Crowns and judges. This inconsistency can make 
the young person feel lost and confused. Young people 
who received different outcomes from their peers believed 
that the system was unfair. Frontline workers and justice 
professionals hoped that centralizing all Youth Courts in the 
same location could lead to more consistent practices.

“Seeing that every time there is a different judge for 
a single case. I feel like that is really bad. There is 

always a different judge or justice of the peace. There 
should be consistency. If you have a long case and you 
see a different judge every time, how can they make a 
proper, right decision if they don’t really know you?”

– Youth

“It isn’t all bad. If everyone is working out of one 
location, it could lead to consistency because it 

means everyone is doing the same thing in the same 
place and it could lead to best practices.”

– Frontline youth worker
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Theme 14: Safety

Theme 15: Privacy

“I know a lot of young people who want to go to court with 3,4,5 friends because it makes 
them feel safe because they don’t know who they are going to see. I’ve seen other young 

people in court texting buddies ‘so and so is here from this turf’ and then you’ve got to find 
an alternative to exit when you’re finished.”

“I remember one of my conversations with my lawyer was in the basement on a bench and 
there were other people around us and it didn’t really feel confidential, but there was no 

other place. It would feel more comfortable if we have a nice room where we can talk and no 
one else around us entering and exiting.”

“I would feel safer if the whole court was in a private room and it was not just me and a 
bunch of other people who were in the same position...all those people get to know all of your 

information and what’s happening and stuff like that.”

– Frontline youth worker

– Youth

– Youth

Frontline workers raised many concerns about young 
people’s safety in and around the courthouse. Young people 
from different neighbourhoods are often at court at the same 
time creating safety concerns when young people are coming 
to and going from court. While many participants believed that 
young people will be probably safe inside the courthouse, we 
repeatedly heard that even if young people are be safe inside 
the courthouse, they will not be safe travelling to and from 
court. In addition, participants expressed concern about young 
people being “preyed upon” outside the court by adults. Many 
young people had concerns about appearing at a courthouse 

Justice-involved youth have enhanced privacy rights, 
but many participants expressed concern about the lack of 
privacy in court. Young people felt uncomfortable being in 
court with people that they did not know and some young 

“Well, for like, most of the youth that we work with. 
Most times youth have to carry some kind of weapon 
to feel safe in the situation that they’re in. When you 
go to court, you can’t do that. You have to go through 

a metal detector, right? They can’t bring in. They 
can’t bring what makes them feel safe.”

– Frontline youth worker

with adults and youth from across the city. Some suggested 
that the nearby subway stop would become more dangerous.

people expressed concern that people they did know would 
see them in court. For example, one frontline worker described 
a youth taking a picture of an accused young person in court 
and identifying him by last name on the docket.
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Theme 16: Getting the right intervention and over-programming

“[The courts] are just referring to where they know. So let’s say you have a youth who has a theft 
charge, what is getting them to write an essay going to do? I have a kid who has to do his hours 
and I ask him what he does and he says he just sits there…How does that help him?”

“It becomes very difficult for the young person to take the process seriously because they have 
bounced between three different agencies and they are back to square one again.”

– Frontline worker

– Frontline worker

Participants had many concerns about young people 
getting the right intervention at the right time, and many 
believed that not all diversion programs are effective. 
Participants explained that when young people are offered 
diversion they may be asked to write an essay or complete 
community service hours, but these sanctions are not 
always meaningful and can be very disconnected from 
the young person’s needs and experiences. Participants 
described young people bouncing between different 
programs, but not completing any of them. Participants 
expressed concerns about young people being charged and 
brought into the court as a way to address underlying social, 
economic, or family issues. 

We’ve had young people, where for whatever reason, 
they are not successful so they get referred back to 
court and to another program. They flop on that one. 
‘Okay, we’re going to refer you to this one.’ And it 
becomes very difficult for the young person to take 
the process seriously because they have bounced 
between three different agencies and they are back to 
square one again.

– Frontline youth worker

“…Other times they will go through the entire process 
and then they are not successful and they have to 
start a new program all over again. Or sometimes 

more stringent outcomes come from this so if a young 
person isn’t successful with a certain program at it 
was informal diversion, it might turn into EJS…Or 

they might lose their opportunity entirely, if the Crown 
perceives that they are not engaged in the process.”

– Frontline youth worker

“There is an impetus to get charges to get support. 
I’ve had clients where one sister will press charges 

against the other sister because there is a lot of 
anger and substance use and this kid isn’t willing 

to get help outside of the courts. Whereas now 
they are in the courts, one of our treatment plans 
is to get them counselling services. But police will 

say, we can’t do anything.”
– Frontline youth worker
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42 Ideas for action
1. Formalize a referral process at a young person’s 

first point of contact in the courts  (See the 
Turning Point Youth Services screening project 
pilot at 311 Jarvis).

2. Develop a plan amongst youth-serving 
organizations, funders and government for 
inter-agency collaboration and partnership. 

3. Develop a service map of youth-serving 
organizations that support court-involved 
youth in Toronto.

4. Create opportunities for two-way education 
between frontline workers and justice 
professionals  to better understand roles, 
process, resources and needs. 

5. Conduct research into the barriers to mental 
health court diversion programs including race-
based data. 

6. Identify the strengths of youth mental health 
court that can be adapted to all Youth Court 
processes.

7. Provide training for justice professionals about 
youth mental health and youth mental health 
court.

8. Ongoing training for lawyers and other court 
actors on Indigenous issues, including Aboriginal 
Youth Court (See Communicating Effectively with 
Indigenous Clients (2019) and Guide for Lawyers 
Working with Indigenous Peoples (2018)).

9. Expand judicial use of Section 34 assessments 
to assess mental health or learning disability 
diagnoses, as two separate reports to protect 
privacy within the education system. 

10. Conduct more research on culturally-specific 

programs and services to establish evidence 
for program funding.

11. Investigate the feasibility of a Gladue-model 
approach to understanding the impact of anti-
Black racism on young people’s lives prior to 
sentencing. 

12. Provide training for justice professionals on 
anti-Black racism in the justice system in order 
to better identify and support Black youth.

13. Develop Crown, and Judicial youth justice 
specializations or long-term rotations into 
Youth Court with a process to build the 
capacity of new justice professionals.

14. Fund ongoing and expanded public 
legal education for youth in schools and 
communities.

15. Providing multiple formats of legal information 
and links to independent, trusted sources of 
reliable public legal information to strengthen 
young people’s understanding and trust.

16. Use of plain-language in the courthouse, in 
conversation, in court proceedings and in 
print materials, to help young people and their 
parents understand processes.

17. Lawyers, court workers, and justice 
professionals can explaining each step of the 
process, likely outcomes, the time frames and 
the expectations, to build legal capability. 

18. Develop a specialized youth panel at Legal Aid 
Ontario.

19. Formalize the Legal Aid Ontario intake support 
offered at 311 Jarvis to help young people with 
the legal aid appeal process.
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20. Train lawyers in youth specific communication 
to ensure better explanation of decisions.

21. Explain the procedures, jargon, court rituals, 
rights and expectations of the young person in 
court—what to wear, how to behave, and how to 
address the court.

22. Facilitate parental and frontline workers’ role in 
informal and social support, compliance with 
orders and building trust that the process and 
the results.

23. Communicate with young people about the 
reason and timing of each court appearances.

24. Schedule court by half days or by blocks of the 
day so that young people do not have to miss as 
much school.

25. Have dedicated Crowns to ensure timely 
review of cases, release of disclosure, and 
consideration of diversion.

26. Train everyone working in Youth Court on 
the effect of underlying trauma and trauma-
informed practices.

27. Provide trauma-informed training for law 
enforcement, justice professionals and 
frontline workers.

28. Provide access to a youth mental health court 
worker or social worker to assist the young 
person and the court when trauma is identified 
within the court process. 

29. Limit the number of contacts or court 
appearances a young person has with the 
justice system and focus on their strengths in 
sentencing and bail proceedings to minimize 
stigma.

30. Fund lunch voucher programs and assistance 
with travel to and from the courthouse.

31. Coordinate between youth-serving 
organizations to assist families with 
transportation or provide safe escorts for 
youth to get to the courthouse.

32. Provide healthy food options close to the youth 
court services.

33. Adopt a scheduling policy analogous to that 
used in family cases that assigns a single judge 
to a case to maintain consistency during the 
process. 

34. Have dedicated Judges in Youth Court to 
improve consistency.

35. Ensure that legal aid lawyers have a basic 
knowledge of options for young people.

36. Facilitate early referral to mental health court 
and other specialized services.

37. Establish a youth safety committee of funders, 
government, justice professionals and frontline 
workers to monitor and address safety issues 
and explore ideas like a “safety network”.

38. Have bookable offices available for solicitor-
client conversations in the youth justice 
section of the courthouse to protect the 
privacy of young people. 

39. Have privacy screens or other architectural 
divisions in waiting areas to allow youth and 
their families to wait in private.

40. Better explain why court is open to the public 
and who else might be in the courtroom.

41. Monitor high-profile cases at the courthouse to 
ensure that young people entering and exiting 
the building are not identified in the media.

42. Improve assessment tools and effective 
referrals to better identify young people’s 
specific context and needs when they appear in 
court.
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