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Engaging Older Adolescents 
(ages 16+) in the courtroom 

j u d i cial  b enc h c ard  1 

Document court actions 
Document in the court order: 

• If the youth is present, have him identify himself on the
record.

• OR if the youth is not present, address the reasons why the
youth is not in attendance.

• What efforts were made and the accommodations offered
to encourage the youth’s attendance.

• Explore and encourage resolution of common reasons for
nonattendance, including interference with the school
schedule and transportation issues.

• In the absence of exceptional circumstances, postpone the
hearing until the youth can be present.

• Request a current picture that will be introduced into the
record.2 

Communicate with the youth during the 
court hearing 
• Use age-appropriate language.3 

• Talk with the youth about his interests, likes, and dislikes.

• If helpful, offer to have a conversation in chambers, making
sure it complies with all procedural rules.

• Provide an age-appropriate list of legal terms to the youth
before court to which he may refer during the hearing.4 

• Avoid legal jargon and acronyms.

• Ask directed questions.5 

• Encourage the youth to ask questions, particularly if he
doesn’t understand a question or statement.

• Recognize cultural differences in language.

• Publicly praise the youth’s accomplishments.

Observe the youth’s behavior and appearance 
• Observe the youth’s interaction with caregivers, parents, and

guardians.

• Does the youth look to them for help, support,
advice, etc.?

• Observe the youth’s physical appearance and health.

• Is the youth appropriately dressed?

• Does the youth look well-nourished?

• Does the youth have appropriate personal hygiene?

Preparations for court attendance 
• Ensure that your courtroom is teen friendly.6 

• Ensure all children are accompanied by a support person at
the hearing such as the foster parents, CASA, mentor, coach,
or other adult role model.

• Have the agency invite the youth to submit report cards, let-
ters, drawings, stories, poems, or other age-appropriate mate-
rials periodically. Refer to anything previously submitted.

• Read anything that the youth gives to the court while the
youth is present.

• When appropriate, ask for the youth’s input and opinions.

• Talk with the youth about permanency options.7 

• Review the outcome of the hearing with the youth and
answer any questions (or ensure that someone else will do so).

• Ensure the youth understands what was ordered and why.

• When appropriate, share court documents with the youth.8 

• Ask the youth what he wants to accomplish before the next
hearing.

• Consult with the youth and his caregiver when scheduling the
next hearing so it does not interfere with the youth’s normal
daily routine, including school.

• Keep a school district calendar on the bench to ensure there
are no conflicts with state standardized tests.

1 This bench card was created to assist judges when a child is present in the courtroom. It 6 It may be necessary to address issues related to the youth’s safety at the courthouse and 
does not include what information the judge should require from additional parties, the appropriateness of courtroom waiting areas. Judges may find it beneficial to have 
such as a report from the child’s therapist about the child’s mental health status. age-appropriate games and books available. 

2 The social worker or caregiver can provide the court with a picture. 7 Questions that address permanency may include: Who do you spend most of your time 
with? Over the holidays, who do you spend time with? Is there a relative that you are 3 Older adolescents can understand more complex concepts. 
close to? Is there a close family friend that you like to spend time with? Do you know 

4 See Andrea Khoury, With Me, Not Without Me: How to Involve Children in Court, Child what adoption is? Do you want to be adopted? 
Law Practice, Vol. 26, No. 9 (November 2007). 8 Sharing court documents increases awareness and gives the youth a sense of control. 

5 Where do you want to live? What do you like about your home? Do you know why you 
live away from home? Do you see your mom and dad? What things do you like to do 
with them? Do you wish you could see them more? 



• Thank the youth for coming to court.

• Encourage the youth to attend the next hearing.

• Ask the youth whether he has any last questions, thoughts, or
concerns.

Possible questions to ask the youth 
• Who is your favorite teacher? Why?

• Do you participate in sports or other extracurricular activities?

• Is there anyone helping you with vocational or college appli-
cations?9 

• When will you graduate?

• What are your post-graduation plans?

• Do you have an interest in the military?

• Do you have a mentor?

• Do you have someone you can call at anytime?

• Who do you rely on if you need help?

• Do you drive?

• What do you like to do on the weekends?

• Do you have a job?

9 For a more detailed list of questions to ask regarding school and related issues, see 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, Asking the Right Questions: A 
Judicial Checklist to Ensure That the Educational Needs of Children and Youth in Foster 
Care Are Being Addressed (2005). Other resources to address education issues can be 
found at the Legal Center for Foster Care & Education website, 
www.abanet.org/child/education, and in the Legal Center’s recent publication, Blueprint 
for Change: Education Success for Children in Foster Care, available at 
www.abanet.org/child/education/blueprint. 
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mission is to provide, improve – and ultimately prevent the need for – foster care. 

For more information, see http://www.abanet.org/child/empowerment/home.html. 
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