
WHAT WORKS:  

Florida DJJ implements  
Positive Achievement Change Tool (PACT)

The Florida Department of Juvenile Justice, which provides case management for 
over 155,000 referrals each year and probation services for nearly 30,000 youth is 
reinventing itself. A fundamental part of that reinvention is PACT, an acronym for 
Positive Action Change Tool.  

The PACT is a verified, reliable and 
standardized risk/needs assessment 
instrument designed to identify the 
individual risk and protective factors 
affecting Florida’s youth, and help the 
department target scarce resources and 
treatment efforts appropriately. The 
name PACT emphasizes the expectations 
DJJ has for its youth: that there will be a 
positive achievement in behavior. It also 
emphasizes the contractual relationship 
between the youth and the juvenile 
justice system. 

Created collaboratively in 2005 by 
Assessments.com and the Florida DJJ, it 
is heavily adapted from the Washington 

State Juvenile Court Assessment, Back 
on Track! (also known as YASITM in some 
jurisdictions), which has been in use 
throughout the country since 1998.  
It incorporates evidence-based practices 
including the technique of Motivational 
Interviewing, and includes a number  
of new efficiencies identified by Florida’s 
DJJ to free-up valuable time for  
the JPOs. 

One such efficiency is the incorporation 
into the PACT of sufficient portions of the 
MAYSI-2 (Massachusetts Youth Screening 
instrument) to allow Florida’s DJJ, after 
extensive review, to discontinue its use and 
rely instead on the PACT to predicatively 
determine whether there is a need for 
further mental health, substance abuse or 
suicide assessments. 
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The PACT includes two assessments:  
a pre-screen and a full assessment. 

The PACT Pre-Screen is a 46-item, multiple 
choice initial assessment instrument which 
is administered to all youth referred for 
delinquency. It is pre-populated with any 
information housed in Florida’s Juvenile 
Justice Information System, including any 
prior criminal history. 

With automated scoring, the PACT Pre-
Screen identifies a risk level for each youth 
assessed. Low-risk youth are generally 
recommended for diversion or other 
community-based intervention programs 
and isolated from any contagion effects 
caused by higher-risk youth or separation 
from the protective factors present in their 
lives. Moderate-risk youth are generally 
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directed to intervention programs and 
other community-based interventions. 
Moderate-high and high-risk youth will 
receive the PACT Full Assessment. 
This comprehensive initial assessment 
instrument measures a youth’s risk and 
protective factors in the following four 
domains: Criminal History, Social History, 
Mental Health and Attitudes/Behaviors. 
 
The PACT Full Assessment is a 126-item, 

multiple choice in-depth assessment 
instrument which produces research-
validated risk level scores measuring a 
juvenile’s risk of re-offending. The PACT 
identifies not only the areas (domains) in 
which the juvenile is most at risk, but just 
as importantly, those in which he or she 
has strengths (protective factors) which 
can be built upon to help turn the youth’s 
life around. Risk and protective factors in 
this instrument include both static and 
dynamic characteristics. The benefit of 
measuring both factors and characteristics 

is that a juvenile justice professional has 
more and better information upon which 
to match a child’s current needs with the 
appropriate programs and services. 

This comprehensive assessment 
instrument measures a youth’s risk  
and protective factors in the following 12 
domains: Criminal History, School, Use  
of Free Time, Employment, Relationships, 
Family, Living Arrangements, Alcohol and 
Drugs, Mental Health, Attitudes/Behaviors, 
Aggression, and Skills. Importantly, the  
full PACT provides critical information 
about each youth’s individual criminogenic 
risk factors (all dynamic) which can then  
be targeted via an automated case plan. 

The PACT provides a wealth of information 
on both the individual and aggregate 
levels. The PACT system in Assessments.
com provides reports by supervision unit, 
juvenile probation officers and circuits, 
serving as an effective management 
system. Not only does this implementation 
of the PACT inform policy makers about 
how effective their programs are in 
reducing crime and recidivism rates, it also 
provides reliable evidence upon which to 
judge whether a jurisdiction is truly and 
positively affecting the life of the child and 
his or her family.

For further information on the PACT,  
go to www.assessments.com and choose 
the Assessments Catalogue. 
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Assessment of criminogenic risk factors and treatment directed toward changing dynamic characteristics 
provides the best chance of reducing recidivism.

The PACT  
in action—
a case study

I was conducting a PACT with a youth in 
detention who had been very distant since 
supervision began about three months 
ago. As the interview progressed, he 
relaxed and became eager to tell me about 
his family history and then his substance 
abuse history. The interview lasted about 
an hour, not because it had to, but because 
the youth wanted to talk for the first time. 
We really connected! Then, when he got 
out of detention, he stopped associating 
with his drug-using friends and got a job. 
He began to come home by curfew and 
really started working on his strained 
relationship with his parents. They asked 
me what happened and stated that they 

had their son back. They are now  
very supportive. He still needs substance 
abuse therapy and has the charges 
pending in court that landed him in 
detention, but he seems to be a changed 
young man. I am excited about  
the potential of this instrument and the 
motivational interviewing techniques. It  
is definitely a move in the right direction.

Charles Anderson
Senior Juvenile Probation Officer
Circuit 13
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ASSESSING THE RISK OF RECIDIVISM 

Assessments.com’s Back on Track! has gained significant 
market share across the United States

In recent years, there has been growing recognition among court and probation 
professionals that a comprehensive assessment protocol is an essential first 
step toward achieving the goals of public safety, youth accountability, and competency 
development. A systematic assessment protocol increases outcome predictability  
while supporting professional judgment, and assists to pinpoint targets for service, 
thereby augmenting the effectiveness of case management. 

The Back On Track! Risk and Protective 
Factor Risk Assessment Instrument brings 
together good probation and court practice 
with developments in research regarding 
assessment, prevention, and effective 
intervention. Back On Track! was initially 
developed, field-tested, and validated in 
Washington State based upon empirical 
research, and has been customized and 
enhanced, in one public domain version or 
another, to meet the needs of California, 
New York, Illinois, Oregon and Utah. It 
is also being used by juvenile courts, 
probation departments and other juvenile 
professionals in Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, 
Iowa, Michigan, Louisiana, Ohio, Mississippi, 
Georgia, Alaska and Minnesota,  
among others.

The Back On Track! tool has two 
components: an initial pre-screen that 
assesses risk, and a full assessment that 
incorporates items related to need and 
protective factors (strengths). Each item 
offers several response options, allowing 
for narrative description of the risk, need, 
and protective factors being assessed.  
This allows for more detailed and 
insightful case profiling of the results of 
the assessment. Through rigorous item 
definition, Back On Track! addresses some 
of the problems of “checklist” reliability, 
while increasing user-friendliness. 
Additionally, the protocol includes 
interview material to guide the assessment 
process. It is directly transferable to client 
intervention and supervision, and offers 
excellent potential as a reassessment tool 
for measuring supervision progress  
over time. It provides a common 
language for talking about clients and 
communicating with other service 
agencies, and offers more objective  
criteria for assigning services.

Back On Track! is available in a web-
enabled, Internet ready, case management 
software system called Assessments. com. 
This user-friendly platform drives best 
practices—namely, client intake and data 
collection management, risk, needs  
and strengths assessment using validated 
assessment instruments, case plan 
management, and outcome measurement— 
to better ascertain “what works” for  
clients and jurisdictions.

Assessrnents.com offers not only the Back 
On Track! instrument, but also a host of 
other validated assessment instruments, 
including instruments for risk and needs, 
substance abuse, and mental health. By 
combining all of these assessments and 
other pertinent information about each 
client, Assessments. corn enables criminal 
justice and human services professionals 
to create and share a very comprehensive 
“picture” of each client’s risks, needs 
and strengths, and then, using that same 
“picture,” helps case managers design a 
customized action plan specifically tailored 
to reduce an individual’s risks and increase 
their strengths.

Ultimately, to determine what works, 
Assessments.com has ready-to-use  
and customizable reports that readily 
gather and analyze data about both an 
individual client and/or large or small 
groups of clients. These reports will 
compare and contrast an individual’s or 
groups’ performance over time, compare 
one group against another, or profile  
an entire population, etc., which helps to 
identify program efficacy or service  
gaps within a jurisdiction.

Washington’s Offender Accountability 
Act: A First Look at Outcomes

What follows are excerpts from the July 
2005 Report issued by the Washington 
State Institute for Public Policy (WSIPP) 
regarding Washington’s Offenders 
Accountability Act (OAA). The report 
provides the fundamental rationale for the 
basic service Assessments.com provides 
– that jurisdictions can reduce recidivism 
by initially classifying offenders according 
to their risk for future offending and then 
by re-allocating budget-limited resources 
to put more effort on higher-risk offenders 
and less on lower-risk offenders. 

On an average working day in the Superior 
Courts of Washington, about 125 adults 
are convicted for a felony crime. Over 
the course of a year, this means that 
close to 30,000 adult felony sentences 
are handed down statewide. Except for 
those who serve a life sentence in prison, 
all of these felony offenders will re-enter 
the community, either immediately after 
sentencing or eventually after serving time 
in a county jail or a state prison.

In 1999, the Washington State Legislature 
passed the Offender Accountability Act 
(OAA) to affect how the state provides 
community supervision to these adult 
felony offenders. In broad terms, the OAA 
directs the Washington State Department 
of Corrections (DOC) to:

• Classify felony offenders according  
 to their risk for future offending  
 as well  as the amount of harm they  
 have caused society in the past; and

• Deploy more staff and rehabilitative  
 resources to higher-classified offenders
 and, because budgets are limited,  
 spend correspondingly fewer dollars on
 lower-classified offenders. 



When the Legislature enacted the OAA, 
it defined a straight-forward goal for the 
Act: to “reduce the risk of reoffending by 
offenders in the community.” To determine 
whether the OAA results in lower 
recidivism rates, the Legislature directed 
the Washington State Institute for Public 
Policy (WSIPP) to evaluate the impact of 
the Act. This is WSIPP’s fifth annual report 
on the OAA. The final evaluation on long-
term outcomes is due in 2010. This year’s 
report provides the initial opportunity 
to examine the effect of the OAA’s first 
year of operation on short-run recidivism 
rates. We emphasize that the information 
provided here is preliminary; we will only 
have definitive results after four more 
years of observation. This year’s report is 
a bit like the earliest returns on election 
night—the reader should be aware that 
initial outcomes can change significantly as 
time unfolds. 

Under the OAA, DOC classifies offenders 
into four groups and allocates more 
resources to the higher risk groups (and 
corresponding fewer resources to the 
lower-risk groups). To test whether this 
strategy lowers recidivism, we analyze the 
reconviction rates of all offenders released 
to the community during the first full year 
of implementation of the OAA – between 

July 1, 2001, and June 30, 2002. We 
compare this initial OAA group with similar 
offenders released prior to the OAA.

In this preliminary analysis, we made two 
types of comparisons:

1. We combined the two higher-risk 
OAA groups and compared their  
recidivism with their higher-risk  
pre-OAA counterparts.

2. We combined the two lower-risk  
OAA groups and compared them with
similar lower-risk offenders from 
the pre-OAA period. 

For information on this report, contact the 
authors: Steve Aos and Robert Barnoski 
at, respectively, saos@wsipp.wa.gov or 
barney@wsipp.wa.gov.
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Key Finding

Preliminary results indicate that recivism 
rates have declined slightly since passage 
of Washington’s Offender Accountability 
Act (OAAA).

Enacted in 1999, the OAA requires the 
Department of Corrections to classify adult 
felony offenders and reallocate community-
based resources by putting more effort on 
lower-risk offenders.

We estimate that the two-year felony 
recidivism rates of higher-risk offenders 
and less effort on lower-risk offenders.

We estimate that the two-year felony 
recidivsm rates of higher-risk offenders 
have dropped by 3.5 percentage points, 
while the rates for lower-risk offenders 
have fallen a more modest 1.2 points. These 
findings are preliminary; definitive results 
will require four more years of observation. 
While it is too early to conclude that the 
OAA “caused” the drop in recidivism, these 
initial outcomes can be interpreted as 
promising.

The Risk 
Assessment 
Process
The Model

The Risk Assessment Model was  
designed to be a standardized process  
to assist professionals working with 
juvenile offenders to:

 1. Determine the level of risk for re-
offending posed by juvenile offenders so 
the court may target more intensive efforts 
at higher risk youth and not use scarce 
resources for lower risk youth.

2. Identify the targets of interventions 
to guide the rehabilitative effort. This 

includes a thorough assessment of risk 
factors that have been consistently linked 
to criminal behavior as well as, protective 
and competency factors related to  
pro-social development.

3. Develop a case management plan 
focused on intervention strategies and 
programs that are linked to reduction  
in future criminal behavior by reducing  
risk factors and strengthening protective 
and competency factors.

4. Monitor the youth’s progress in reducing 
risk factors and increasing protective 
factors to know whether the case 
management strategy is effective

5. Reduce paperwork through the use of 
computerized assessment and monitoring 
software.

6. Provide the court and agencies 
involved with the juvenile with sufficient 
information on the progress made to 
reduce risk factors and increase protective 
factors by court programs and contracted 
service providers.

The Advantages

Standardized risk assessments have 
become increasingly popular in the field 
of corrections and the empirical evidence 
supports the implementation of such 
tools. The advantage of these assessments 
include:

• Noted increase in predictive 
 accuracy (actuarial assessment 
 versus clinical judgment)



5Assessments.com’s Back on Track! has gained significant market share across the United States

•  A reliance on a common 
  theoretical model

• The identification of factors correlated
  with future criminal behavior

• The development of a case 
 management plan based on needs  
 and protective factors

• The identification and effective use  
 of resources

•  Standardization of the assignment  
  of levels of supervision and service

•  Noted increase of staff proficiency

•  Noted increase in assessment 
  and interview skills

• The application of the principles 
 of effective interventions

Reliability And Validation

A fundamental property of a standardized 
risk assessment is reliability. A reliable 
instrument should produce the same 
assessment and results for the  
same subject, when done by different  
assessors or when done shortly later.  
For an instrument to be used reliably  
there must be clear definitions for the 
concepts being assessed and extensive 
training must precede the use of the 
assessment. Training for staff should  
often include the Risk Assessment  
Process, Motivational Interviewing and 
Case Management.

The second property of a risk assessment 
is validity—that the assessment accurately 
measures what it intends to measure.  
For the model the assessment must 
measure those factors related to the 

youth’s risk of re-offending. There are  
two types of validity: face validity and 
empirical validity.

Face validity means the assessment 
adequately represents the concepts/
constructs related to re-offending so a 
practitioner has faith in the assessment 
providing a comprehensive and useful 
picture of the youth. Unless the risk 
assessment is considered by the 
practitioner to be a useful tool for working 
with youth, they will not consider the 
assessment valid. To enhance face validity 
of the risk assessment process using the 
Back On Track! assessment instrument, 
a thorough examination of the existing 
literature and field experience was used to 
guide the selection and development of the 
major domains and items. Empirical validity 
means the assessment can be shown to 
accurately predict re-offending. 

For additional information regarding Back On Track! see www.assessments.com  
and choose Assessments Catalogue.

WSIPP: Validated Back on Track! can 
help reduce recidivism in concert with 
effective treatment programs

These are the key findings from the 
Executive Summary of the March 2004 
validation study of Back on Track! 
Conducted by the Washington State 
Institute for Public Policy.

“This report documents the validity of the 
full assessment by showing how strongly 
each item and domain risk and protective 
factor score is related to recidivism. This 
documentation serves as a reference for 
understanding the relationship between 
recidivism and any particular item on the 
full assessment. 

“Washington juvenile courts can have 
confidence that their assessment produces 
a valid risk classification and that the risk 
and protective factors in the assessment 
have an empirically demonstrated 
association with recidivism. As a result, 
it is appropriate for the courts to use the 
assessment to assign youth to programs 
designed to address a youth’s risk profile 
and to expect that effective programs will 
reduce risk and increase protective factor 
scores.” 



SCREEN SHOTS  

Assessments.com delivers good information  
in visual form

In the eight years that Assessments.com has been delivering web-based risk 
assessment and integrated case planning for its clients in the criminal  
justice arena, it has developed a number of custom reports, some of which  
might be new to our other users.  Here for example are several screen shots  
of functionality which has been customized for clients in the states of  
Montana, Washington, California and Florida.  
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This Restitution Module was developed for the State 
of Montana specifically as an accountability mechanism 
to track the progress and successful completion of 
one important component of restorative justice – the 
payment by an offender of restitution and fees to  
his or her victim(s).

Note that this Juvenile Probation Case Plan, 
developed for a number of counties in California, 
specifies that the case worker should identify  
“no more than three problems” to work on at a 
time. This comports with research which indicates 
that effective intervention is targeted at specific 
criminogenic needs, with careful attention paid  
to responsivity issues such as learning style, gender  
or culture.

This Intervention Module is currently in use in several 
states. A component of the case management system, 
it provides an easy way for the person supervising 
the youth offender to develop key components of an 
individualized case plan tailored to address specific 
dynamic risk factors/criminogenic needs . 



7SCREEN SHOTS: Assessments.com delivers good information in visual form 

This look at the YES Case Plan shows at a  
glance the entire list of risk and protective 
factors produced from the youth’s full  
assessment which can be used to develop an 
effective treatment program.

This view of a Youth Empowered Success (YES) 
Case Plan demonstrates a feature which Florida’s 
Department of Juvenile Justice thinks makes 
good sense. This plan automatically requires the 
case worker to create goals for the top three 
criminogenic needs, or provide a reason why not, 
before addressing any other risk factors. This 
process ensures accountability to best practices, 
and is essential to measuring outcomes.  
Measuring outcomes is how an organization is 
enabled to make future program adjustments  
which maintain and increase fidelity to  
principles of effective intervention.

This screenshot of the goals page of the State of Florida’s Youth 
Empowered Success (YES) Case Plan demonstrates probably the 
most advanced case plan methodology in use today. It automatically 
presents prioritized criminogenic needs based on an individual’s  
scores from his or her previously completed risk and needs assessment. 
This system then provides accompanying behavioral objectives  
for each risk factor, and offers a list of appropriate actions to take to 
accomplish those objectives. 
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How To Reduce Recidivism 
And Turn Lives Around

COLLABORATION  
BETWEEN  
OFFENDER 
AND CASE  
WORKER

Case Worker uses
motivational 
interviewing skills

INTRINSICALLY  
MOTIVATED 
OFFENDER

Offender  
encouraged 
to explore 
ambivalence 
within Stages of 
Change model

ADDRESS 
CRIMINOGENIC 
NEEDS

Reduce highest 
risk factors, 
increase 
protective 
factors

EFFECTIVE  
TREATMENT

Emphasize 
positive 
reinforcement, 
cognitive 
behavioral 
change and 
community-
based support

PROGRAM 
EVALUATION

Fidelity to 
excellence  
in all 
components

ADAPT AND 
IMPROVE

Do less of what 
doesn’t work and 
more and better 
of what does 
work

POSITIVE 
OUTCOMES

VISION Reduce recidivism, turn lives around

For the offender, the community and  
the justice system

INSTITUTIONAL 

COMMITMENT

Buy-in from 
Policy Makers, 
Judges, DAs, 
and Staff

VALID, RELIABLE 
ASSESSMENT

Assessments.
com’s PACT
or Back on  
Track! e.g., 

The Eight Evidence-
Based Principles for 
Effective 
Interventions

1.   Assess Actuarial Risk/Needs. 

2.  Enhance Intrinsic Motivation. 

3. Target Interventions.
 a. Risk Principle: 
 b. Need Principle: 
 c. ResponsivityPrinciple: 
 d. Dosage: 
 e. Treatment Principle: 

4. Provide skills training using  
  cognitive-behavioral  
  treatment methods. 

5.  Increase Positive Reinforcement. 

6.  Engage On-going Support in 
 Natural Communities.

7.  Measure Relevant Processes/  
 Practices. 
 
8.  Provide Measurement Feedback. 

www.assessments.com

Sean Hosman, President of Assessment.com at 
a recent training session with Jan Abee, PACT 
Coordinator, Florida Department of Juvenile Justice


