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T H E  J U V E N I L E  C O U R T  P R O C E S S

D O E S  M Y  C H I L D  N E E D  A  L A W Y E R ?

YES. It is important that your child has the proper representati on to support him or her 
during this diffi  cult ti me.  If you have not found your child an att orney by the ti me he or she 
fi rst appears before a judge, the judge will advise you to fi nd representati on. 

W H A T  I F  I  C A N ’ T  A F F O R D  A  L A W Y E R ? 

If you cannot aff ord a lawyer to represent your child, the court is legally responsible to appoint one to your child’s case.  
At the detenti on hearing, or the soonest possible opportunity, you should fi le a request with the court to have an 
att orney appointed to your child.  The court will then make a determinati on of eligibility based on parent/guardian’s 
resources.  If found indigent and your child is detained, the court is required to immediately appoint your child with 
representati on.  In all other circumstances where your child is determined indigent but not detained, the court must 
provide your child with representati on on or before the 5th working day aft er their charges have been fi led.

W H AT  CA N  I  E X P E C T  A F T E R  M Y  C H I L D  H A S  B E E N  A R R E S T E D ? 

The court process can be a very confusing ti me for any family.  It is important that you understand how the court 
operates and what exactly is happening to your child.  This will allow you to speak to your child about what is best 
for him or her, and it will help you understand how to convey that to your lawyer.  The fi gure below shows the inner 
workings of the court process: 

Detention Hearing       First Appearance       Adjudication Hearing       Disposition Hearing

W H A T  D O  A L L  T H E S E  H E A R I N G S  M E A N ? 

 Detenti on Hearing: This hearing determines whether or not your child will be detained in a pre-adjudicati on 
facility prior to his or her fi rst appearance in court.  The risk of your child fl eeing, or hurti ng him- or herself or 
others, are the most important factors considered when the court makes this decision.  

 First Appearance: If your child has a lawyer, this hearing is where the lawyer will review the evidence and speak with 
the prosecutor about a possible plea bargain.  If your child does not have a lawyer, you will be advised to retain one. 

 Adjudicati on Hearing: This hearing determines whether or not your child will be found guilty of the off ense he or she 
was arrested for.  If your child is found not guilty, the charges will be dropped and the case will be dismissed. 

 Dispositi on Hearing: If your child has been found guilty, this hearing will determine what will happen to your 
child. Depending on the off ense committ ed, dispositi ons can vary from deferred prosecuti on to an indeterminate 
sentence in a juvenile correcti onal facility. 

W H AT  I F  M Y  C H I L D  I S  M E N TA L LY  U N S TA B L E  O R  I S  B E I N G  T R I E D  A S  A N  A D U LT ? 

If your child is mentally unstable or you have been told that he or she may be tried as an adult, you should know that 
there are required hearings to establish these facts.  A competency hearing is used to determine whether or not your 
child is mentally able or “competent” to stand trial.  A transfer hearing is used to determine whether or not your child 
should be certi fi ed as an adult and tried within the adult court system. 

A D D I T I O N A L  I N F O R M A T I O N

If you are sti ll unclear about the details of the juvenile justi ce court process, please contact our organizati on so that 
we may assist you.


