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On March 22, 2018, the State Assembly unanimously passed AB 953, which was signed into law 

and became 2017 Act 185. 

Act 185 adopted the “Wisconsin Model” of juvenile incarceration, which – if and when properly 

funded – will bring a close to Lincoln Hills, one of the nation’s largest remaining juvenile 

prisons.  In its place will be smaller, regionalized facilities closer to the juvenile’s home.  

Act 185 was a major step in the right direction, but it was limited in scope to juvenile 

incarceration facilities – a focus on the back end of the system.  Reforms to the Juvenile Justice 

Code, Wis. Stat. Chapter 938, are needed to bring the spirit of the “Wisconsin Model” to the 

laws and procedures that govern courts, prosecution, and procedures within the juvenile justice 

system – the front end of the system. 

LRB 5802/1 makes a number of substantive changes to the Juvenile Justice Code. The Juvenile 

Justice Code was written in the early 1990’s and has not been substantially amended 

since.  States across the country, under Republican and Democratic control, have successfully 

reformed their Juvenile Justice systems to realize better outcomes, including reduced juvenile 

crime rates. 

There are dozens of changes proposed in LRB 5802/1. 

A key provision of the bill is returning all 17 year olds to the Juvenile Justice system and fully 

funding the transition.  Wisconsin is now one of only 3 states in America that considers all 17 

year olds as adults within the criminal justice system.  Over the last decade, a number of states 

have returned 17 year olds to the juvenile system and no state that has returned 17 year olds to 

the juvenile system has since repealed their action. 

Our neighbors in Michigan recently returned 17 year olds to the juvenile system in a successful, 

bipartisan effort.  Like Wisconsin, Michigan’s legislature has a Republican majority in both the 

Assembly and Senate, while the Governor, Gretchen Whitmer, is a Democrat.  Wisconsin should 

follow suit and be the 48th state to return 17 year olds to the juvenile system. 

Another state that served as a model for many of the reforms in this bill is Utah.  In 2017, 

Republicans in Utah led the effort to improve outcomes and reduce juvenile prison population 

through comprehensive juvenile justice reform.  Specifically, the items within this bill regarding 

schools and school districts were modeled after the Utah legislation. 

More on the Utah bill is available here https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-

analysis/issue-briefs/2019/05/utahs-2017-juvenile-justice-reform-shows-early-promise 

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2019/05/utahs-2017-juvenile-justice-reform-shows-early-promise
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2019/05/utahs-2017-juvenile-justice-reform-shows-early-promise


In addition to raising the age of juvenile jurisdiction and making changes to school-based 

incidents, LRB 5802/1 makes the following changes: 

• Raises the age of jurisdiction from age 10 to age 13 

• Eliminates Original Jurisdiction in adult court and modifies the grounds for waiver into 

adult court 

• Focuses the use of the Serious Juvenile Offender Program to older juveniles and more 

serious offenses only 

• Extends the eligibility of out-of-home foster care, with certain restrictions, to age 21 

• Changes the admissibility and procedures regarding the custodial interrogation of 

juveniles 

• Prohibits schools and school districts from referring school policy violations to the 

juvenile justice system that are otherwise under the discipline of the school policy or 

school district discipline policy 

• Requires low-level, non-violent, or status-level juvenile offenders to be offered a 

Deferred Prosecution Agreement before being referred for charges 

• Creates a new community-based treatment alternative in Multi-System Therapy and 

requires the Department of Children and Families to promulgate rules regarding the 

licensing, training, and qualifications for Multi-System Therapists or providers 

• Provides up to $2 million each year to counties or tribal governments to establish or 

expand evidence-based programs that provide services to divert juveniles from the 

juvenile justice system 

  

In many ways, Wisconsin’s juvenile justice system is an outlier. Our juvenile justice code has 

not been reformed to recognize the growing evidence on brain development, trauma, and more 

effective, evidence-based interventions. We should follow in the footsteps of states throughout 

the country, conservative and liberal, to make this important change for our kids within the 

justice system. 

To be added as a co-sponsor please reply to this e-mail or contact Rep. Goyke’s office at 608-

266-0645 by 5:00 p.m. on Thursday, March 19th. 

  
Due to the length of the LRB analysis please see the attached pdf of the bill draft. 
 


