
OUR VISION

WHAT IS YCLJ?

OUR APPROACH

WHY THIS MATTERS

The Justice Lab at Columbia University combines original research, policy development, and community engagement 
to propel the project of justice reform. In our vision, justice depends on peaceful and healthy communities that help all 
their members to flourish in a climate of fairness and respect.

Youth Correctional Leaders for Justice is a 
group of current and former youth correctional 
administrators looking to shift systems away from 
the use of punitive sanctions and incarceration 
and focus instead on a more youth-, family-, and 
community-oriented vision of youth justice. We imagine a world where the tens of 

thousands of youth currently under the 
custody of juvenile justice systems are treated 
the same way that we would want our own 
children to be treated – in their own homes 
and communities, provided with dignity and 
respect, and given opportunities to grow and 
become successful, productive citizens. To 
achieve this goal, we believe that outdated, 
punitive youth prisons, which are often located 
far from youths’ families and communities and 
still exist nationwide, should be replaced with 
expanded community capacity.

YCLJ members will serve as a resource to the 
field, engaging in an array of advocacy, policy, and 
communications activities. In specific jurisdictions 
members may provide strategic advice or short-term 
technical assistance in order to advance reform. 
Ultimately, YCLJ will help build widespread support 
for state and local reforms and develop capacity among 
current and future leaders to execute bold change. 

As research and experience have shown in recent decades, punitive 
approaches of responding to youth crime, including the use of youth 
prisons, are outdated and ineffective. Even as the number of youth 
locked up has declined dramatically in recent years, news stories about 
youth prisons call into question the utility of these distant, archaic 
facilities, where youth face violence and abuse. Upon release, many 
struggle in school, have difficulty securing employment, and repeatedly 
cycle back through the justice system. These negative outcomes come 
at an extraordinarily high cost, with states spending billions of dollars 
annually to operate these prisons. Meanwhile, the burden of this 
incarceration falls almost exclusively on youth of color, who comprise 
the vast majority of youth who are confined. 
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