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Learning Objectives

As a result of this session, you will be able to:

• List the Core Competencies for a 
Prosecutor in a Specialty Court;

• Explain the importance of 
Risk/Need/Responsivity Principles;

• Recognize how Specialty Courts fit 
into the traditional role of public 
safety; and, 

• Describe how the Specialty Court 
Prosecutor needs to think 
differently



DIVERT Court

We were all complicit in 

“moving the case”

• Initial challenges 

• What we learned

• Anecdotal data promising

• Challenges changed over time

http://faculty.smu.edu/tfomby/DivertFinal.pdf
http://faculty.smu.edu/tfomby/DivertFinal.pdf


A Different Kind of 
Animal

An effective prosecutor in 
a Specialty Court has a 
different mindset



A Different Kind of 
Animal
Non-Adversarial Courts

• Therapeutic approach

• Teamwork with Judge, defense 
attorneys, & the Specialty Court team

• Works toward recovery and productive 
citizenship rather than incarceration

• Belief in the effectiveness of  
alternative courts



Core Competency #1

Participates fully as a Specialty Court team 
member



COMPETENCY 1: Participates fully as a Specialty Court team member, 
committing him or herself to the program mission & goals 

PLANNING PROCESS 

• Assists in scheduling planning meetings conducive to the schedule of 
each specialty court team member 

• Compromises with team members regarding structure of program 
(including creating a program mission along with goals and objectives) 
during planning process meetings 

• Assists in gathering data relevant to the population that would be 
impacted by specialty court 

• Develops efficient method of conducting legal screens on potential 
specialty court participants 

• Actively demands participant accountability 

• Assists in creating and executing all participant waivers and contracts 
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COMPETENCY 1: Participates fully as a Specialty Court team member, 
committing him or herself to the program mission & goals

OPERATIONAL COURT 

• Promptly conducts legal screens on offenders recommended to specialty  
court 

• Assists in executing all participant waivers and contracts 

• Advocates for prompt sanctions in response to negative client behavior 

• Protects integrity for specialty court program by monitoring effectiveness 
of community supervision 

• Maintains up-to-date record of participant performance 

• Moves for dismissal of participant from program based on factual history 
of non- compliance (when appropriate) 
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Core Competency #2

Operate in a non-adversarial manner



COMPETENCY 2: The prosecutor, while in Specialty Court, participates as a 
team member, operating in a non-adversarial manner, promoting a 
sense of a unified team presence. 

PLANNING PROCESS 

• Attends regularly scheduled planning meetings 

• Compromises with team members regarding structure of 
program (including creating a program mission along with goals 
and objectives) during planning process meetings 

• Assists in gathering data relevant to the population that would 
be impacted by specialty court 

• Develops professional rapport with team members based on 
information sharing 

• Actively participates in team building exercises 
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COMPETENCY 2: The prosecutor, while in Specialty Court, participates as a 
team member, operating in a non-adversarial manner, promoting a 
sense of a unified team presence.

OPERATIONAL COURT 

• Attends regularly scheduled court staffings

• Solicits information regarding participant progress, or 
lack thereof, from all team members 

• Share information regarding status of the drug court 
and individual clients with drug court team members 

• Maintains up-to-date record of participant 
performance 
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Research confirms

Presence of the district attorney at staffing and review dockets matters
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Core Competency #3

Effective Responses to Client 
Behavior



COMPETENCY 3: As part of the Specialty Court team, in appropriate non-court 
settings (i.e. staffing), the prosecutor advocates for effective incentives 
and sanctions for program compliance or lack thereof. 

PLANNING PROCESS 

•Attends regularly scheduled planning meetings 

•Assists in researching use of incentives and sanctions in 
specialty court setting 

•Actively participates in seeking appropriate incentives 
and sanctions that benefit local community 

•Compromises with team in creating incentives and 
sanctions and assures final decisions are memorialized 
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COMPETENCY 3: As part of the Specialty Court team, in appropriate non-court 
settings (i.e. staffing), the prosecutor advocates for effective incentives 
and sanctions for program compliance or lack thereof. 

OPERATIONAL COURT

•Attends regularly scheduled staffings 

•Requests appropriate incentives and sanctions, based 
on participant behavior 

•Researches efficacy of specialty court’s behavior 
modification techniques 

•Argues for swift response to participant behavior 

•Maintains up-to-date record on prior incentives and 
sanctions given to assure 
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Response Matrix

Matrix is a guide

Behavior responses

➢Court

➢Treatment

➢Supervision



Responses to 
Client Behavior

Matrix is a guide



Core Competency #4

Ensures community safety concerns



Competency 4: Ensures community safety concerns by maintaining 
eligibility standards while participating in a non-adversarial environment 
which focuses on the benefits of therapeutic program outcomes. 

PLANNING PROCESS 

•Participates with entire team in creating eligibility 
criteria for potential drug court participants 

•Analyzes population for whom specialty court might be 
most effective based on current offender 
characteristics 

OPERATIONAL COURT 

•Moves for dismissal of specialty court participants who 
no longer meet eligibility criteria 

•Monitors participant behavior for compliance and 
continued eligibility 
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Core Competency #5

Monitors offender progress



COMPETENCY 5: Monitors offender progress to define parameters of 
behavior that allow continued program participation and suggest 
effective incentives and sanctions for program compliance. 

PLANNING PROCESS 

•Attends regularly scheduled planning meetings 

•Builds effective means of information sharing with 
entire team in order to make informed choices for 
participants 

•Compromises with team in creating program 
procedures and protocol 

•Assures each specialty court participant is fully advised 
of requirements of program prior to agreeing to 
participate 

•Assists in completion of all client contracts and waivers 
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OPERATIONAL COURT 

•Attends regularly scheduled staffings 

•Solicits information from team members regarding 
client compliance 

•Vehemently encourages sanctions for client 
noncompliance and seeks incentives for client 
compliance 

•Files motions or other legal document in order to 
remove noncompliant participants 

•Offers encouragement to participants while reminding 
them of consequences of noncompliance 
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COMPETENCY 5: Monitors offender progress to define parameters of 
behavior that allow continued program participation and suggest 
effective incentives and sanctions for program compliance. 



COMPETENCY 5: Monitors offender progress to define parameters of 
behavior that allow continued program participation and suggest 
effective incentives and sanctions for program compliance. 

Video – Specialty Court Team Concept
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Core Competency #6

Knowledgeable about substance use disorders



COMPETENCY 6: Is knowledgeable about addiction, alcoholism and 
pharmacology generally and applies that knowledge to respond to 
compliance in a therapeutically appropriate manner. 

PLANNING PROCESS 

• Attends regularly scheduled planning meetings 

• Assists in selecting competent and informed treatment provider 

• Assists in drafting memorandum of understanding with 
treatment provider that assures effective information sharing 
and compliance with all regulations 

• Researches effective treatment modalities for offender 
population 

• Creates open dialogue with treatment provider to ensure 
appropriate treatment 

• Researches and studies publications regarding addiction, 
alcoholism and pharmacology 
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OPERATIONAL COURT 

•Continues to research effective treatment modalities
Conducts regular quality assurance to ensure 
appropriate treatment Attends and actively 
participates in all court sessions and staffing 
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COMPETENCY 6: Is knowledgeable about addiction, alcoholism and 
pharmacology generally and applies that knowledge to respond to 
compliance in a therapeutically appropriate manner. 



Paul Cary – “Google is your friend!”

• Check out NADCP/NDCI websites 
and download as much as you 
can.

• Watch the webinar seminars –
especially on ETG/ETS (ethyl 
glucuronide/ethyl sulfate), 
designer drugs and dilution by 
Paul Cary. 

• Subscribe to different drug 
testing sites for info.

• Go to an open 12-step mtg and 
read the basic text.



Three Elements 
to the Risk 
Principle
Assessments drive 
recommendations



• Target offenders 
with higher 
probability of 
recidivism

• Provide most 
intensive supervision 
to higher risk 
offenders

• Intensive supervision 
for lower risk 
offender can 
increase recidivism 



What Are Criminogenic Risks and Needs?

• Risk Needs Responsivity (RNR) Model: Derived from research showing that the best outcomes 
are achieved in the criminal justice system when:

• 1) The intensity of supervision matches the individual’s risk for recidivism

• 2) Interventions focus on the specific conditions that contribute to the individual’s 
involvement with crime

• Risk:

• Does NOT indicate that someone is harmful, violent, or dangerous

• Refers to the probability of committing a new offense

• Needs:

• Refers to risk factors for criminal recidivism that are potentially changeable/treatable

• Focuses on treatment needs and social service needs

• Needs do not cause crime, but they can interfere with change and rehabilitation if not 
addressed

• Focus on ensuring the individual receives the services they do need and in the right order.

• https://www.prainc.com/risk-need-responsitivity

https://www.prainc.com/risk-need-responsitivity


TRAS 
Assessment

• Normed & Validated 

• Measures the following 
areas:
• Criminal History
• Education, Employment, 

and Financial Situation
• Family and Social 

Support
• Neighborhood
• Substance Use
• Peer Associations
• Criminal Attitudes and 

Behavioral Patterns



Core Competency #7

Knowledgeable of gender, age and cultural 
issues



COMPETENCY 7: Is knowledgeable of gender, age and cultural issues 
that may impact the offender’s success. 

PLANNING PROCESS 

•Assists in selecting team members who are gender, age 
and culturally aware

•Attends training opportunities to inform team 
members about cultural competence 

OPERATIONAL COURT 

•Continues to attend training opportunities to inform 
team members about cultural competence 

https://www.ndci.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/Equity-and-Inclusion-
Toolkit.pdf
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Core Competency #7



Core Competency #8

Contributes to community education and local 
resource acquisition



COMPETENCY 8: Contributes to the team’s efforts in community 
education and local resource acquisition. 

• PLANNING PROCESS 

• Evaluates whether any potential funding sources exist 
within the prosecutor’s office 

• With other team members, attends local civic 
organizations, bar association and other community 
meetings 

• OPERATIONAL COURT 

• Assist in researching any potential funding streams
(Form a local non-profit?)
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Core Competency #9

Contributes to education of peers, colleagues 
and the judiciary



COMPETENCY 9: Contributes to education of peers, colleagues and 
judiciary in the efficacy of Specialty Courts.
PLANNING PROCESS 

• Informs judiciary and local bar association about specialty courts

• Seeks public speaking opportunities to speak about specialty
courts

• Discusses specialty courts with colleagues 

OPERATIONAL COURT 

• Oversees integrity of specialty court program through quality 
assurance 

• Disseminates information about specialty court as frequently as 
possible 

IDEAS:

• Participate in your state organization/training

• Spearhead and collaborate with legislative efforts

• Educate the stakeholders in your community
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SoWhat Can I Do 
To Be A Proactive 
District Attorney?

Think outside the box



#1 Encourage 
Applicants

• Become active in pre-
screening

• Work with your criminal 
justice dept or other 
agencies at the jail 

• Notify arraignment 
judge and/or fellow DAs 

• Work with pre-trial 
release, bonding 
companies, court 
coordinators and the 
defense Bar 

• Scan intake or charges 
ready to be filed for 
potential candidates



#2 Educate Your 
Office and Others

• Write articles for local 
criminal law publications

• Hold training events for 
all assistant district 
attorneys in your office



#3 Encourage 
Graduation and 
Pro-social Behavior



#4 Proactive Approach

Identify & Explore Opportunities



A Specialty Court 
District Attorney is:

• A better lawyer

• A better person

• More satisfied at work



Thank you

Julie Turnbull
214-653-3892

Julie.Turnbull@dallascounty.org
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