
Juvenile Reformatories
Juvenile reformatories were once the juvenile equivalent of adult prisons. Originally opened to keep young
offenders separate from the threat and influence of adult criminals, they were often used to house juvenile
delinquents and children “for their own good” or for those in need of protection. Reformatories sought to aid and
rehabilitate young people through teaching them the value of hard work. Great emphasis was placed on
vocational skills that could lead to employment after release and on conforming to mainstream values in what
was intended to be a wholesome environment. Juveniles were assigned to them without trial and with minimal
legal requirements. Because the juvenile courts and the reformatories were acting in what they believed were
the delinquents’ best interests, the youths were given indeterminate sentences and left to be rehabilitated by the
institution.

These days, delinquents are still generally kept in separate facilities from adult criminals, but reformatories are
now known as training schools or juvenile correctional facilities. While many continue to embrace the goal of
rehabilitation, these institutions are more explicitly concerned with protecting the community from juvenile
criminals. They also seek to punish offenders and hold them accountable for their actions.

HISTORY

The first public reformatory, the New York House of Refuge, was opened in New York City in 1825 by the Society
for the Prevention of Pauperism. It was soon followed by institutions in Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, and other
cities. These first reformatories varied in size, holding anywhere from 90 to 1,000 children. They were designed
to maintain complete control and were often built with locked cells in order to hold the young people securely.

The New York House of Refuge was meant to be an alternative to the penitentiary for delinquent youths. In
practice, however, it was not all that different from the prisons and jails of the time. Juveniles who had
committed crimes were confined alongside orphans and poor or incorrigible children, without the benefit of a trial
or concern for due process. The New York House of Refuge was used to house, school, and train poor children in
an attempt to help them avoid becoming paupers as adults. Eventually, houses of refuges became clearing
centers of sorts, collecting poor and delinquent children from the city streets and sending them to the west to
work on farms as indentured servants. Boys were often sent there until their 21st birthday; girls were committed
until their 18th birthday.

State reformatories or training schools were essentially a continuation of these houses of refuge, with slightly
more focus on education. Massachusetts led the way, opening the Lyman School for Boys in 1847 and the
Lancaster School for Girls in 1855. By the end of the century, all states had adopted the idea and opened their
own reformatories. These institutions, whether in Massachusetts, New York, or elsewhere, were based on the
guiding principle that strict discipline and vocational training could counteract the forces of poverty, unstable
family lives, and an unhealthy, dangerous environment.

Reformatories were generally built in rural settings in order to remove children from the temptations of the city.
The youths sent to them were closely supervised and expected to work and to learn vocational skills. Most
reformatories were designed around a cottage system, with juveniles separated into a number of small living
units. In these more intimate settings, house “parents” were able to focus on and supervise the youths in their
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care and to attempt to model conforming behavior and values. While many juvenile correctional facilities
continue to use the cottage system, juvenile institutions also took on additional forms in the 20th century.
Forestry camps and ranches became popular alternatives, and a number of larger training schools moved their
populations under one roof and into a more custodial model.

Today, juvenile training schools and correctional facilities generally provide structured environments. Young
inmates must attend school and participate in a range of activities including vocational training, individual and
group counseling, regimented meals, and planned recreation, work, and chores. There are usually standard
times for waking up, lights out, and showering. Privacy is almost nonexistent and children have few choices in
the company they keep or how they spend their limited free time.

CHANGES AND CONTROVERSY

From the beginning, juvenile reformatories were criticized as overly punitive institutions, doing as much to
punish children who had committed no crime as they did to help or “save” them. Immigrants and poor children
were especially at risk of being taken to reformatories and housed there through their adolescence. Some have
suggested that, by mixing delinquents and nondelinquents in the same institutions, these institutions created
breeding grounds for learning criminal skills and values. In addition, youths who had committed no crime may
have been stigmatized by spending time in reformatories and returning to their communities labeled as
delinquent and treated as such. In turn, they may have faced diminished opportunities and actually been more
likely to subsequently become delinquent.

Girls were in a particularly precarious position since they were vulnerable to abuse by a system all too willing to
institutionalize them “for their own protection.” Girls were frequently placed in the first reformatories for moral
rather than criminal offenses, and many were brought in because of actions of their parents or family members
rather than their own behavior. When institutionalized for delinquency, girls were most likely to have committed
status offenses, or offenses that would not be crimes if committed by adults, such as running away, vagrancy,
lewd conduct, or stubbornness.

Institutions for girls were often run more strictly than those for boys because administrators were very
concerned about the morality and respectability of their female charges. They aimed to control the sexuality of
adolescent girls from lower-class families in part by isolating them away from boys and out of trouble until they
were of marriageable age. While boys in reformatories were trained in skills for higher-paying jobs such as auto
mechanics and welding, girls in reformatories were subjected to gendered vocational training—they were taught
cooking, sewing, and office skills. Through it all, the sexual double standard in incarceration was very much in
place in early reformatories: Girls were much more likely to be held “for their own protection” and “for their own
good” than boys.

The practice of holding girls and poor children who had committed no crime in reformatories for their own
protection was challenged in the United States in the 1970s. In 1974, the federal government passed the
Juvenile Justice Delinquency and Prevention (JJDP) Act. This act offered financial incentives for states to
deinstitutionalize status offenders. Most states followed the federal government's lead, and nondelinquent youths
were diverted to community agencies rather than confined in secure custody. The incarceration of girls fell
dramatically after passage of the JJDP Act.

With status offenders largely out of the system, the next major problem to be addressed was the abuse that took
place within reformatories. Juveniles in reform schools were frequently victimized by other inmates and by staff
members. They were beaten, sexually abused, starved, drugged, forced to live their days in silence, subjected to
demeaning rituals, put in restraints and in various versions of solitary confinement, and continuously threatened.
Time served in reformatories was a painful, punitive process. In the 1970s, Jerome Miller (1998) sent a Harvard
University undergraduate into a Massachusetts training school undercover to document the abusive treatment of
incarcerated youths. During the four days he spent in the institution, the young man watched a staff member
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hold a 12-year-old's head under water in a toilet; a 14-year-old boy was dragged by the legs over a urine-soaked
floor; and other boys were beaten, hit about the face, and moved to isolation. The undercover Harvard student
was himself hit in the face for a minor infraction, clearly illustrating that these institutions were places of pain
and punishment.

As the director of youth services in Massachusetts in the early 1970s, Jerome Miller recognized that there were
numerous problems plaguing juvenile institutions and although he began his tenure with the idea of improving
the conditions of confinement, he chose, ultimately, to close all reform schools in the state. His decision was met
with hostility, fear, and death threats, but he eventually managed to move both the children and the funding
from the reform schools into a wide variety of community alternatives. The alternatives included both residential
and nonresidential placements—options included boarding schools, art programs, group homes, universities, and
specialized foster care.

One of the key components of this change in ideology was its flexibility. If a youth was placed in a program that
did not work for him or her, the youth could request a new placement and be moved to a different environment
that would, it was hoped, provide a better fit. To this day, Massachusetts has not reopened its reform schools
(“an old-fashioned but honest name,” according to Miller, 1998, p. xvii) or created new ones, and it does not
suffer unusually high rates of juvenile crime. In fact, studies have shown that serious juvenile offenders have
better results when sentenced to small, treatment-oriented facilities rather than the larger state-run juvenile
prisons. The “Massachusetts experiment” illustrates that there are other options that can work at least as well as
locking up adolescents in secure facilities; it serves as a reminder that there are other ways to think about how
to best treat juvenile offenders.

CONCLUSION

Over the years, state reformatories were relabeled “vocational schools” or “training schools” to emphasize their
focus on rehabilitation rather than punishment. Yet, for the youth confined to such institutions, the punitive
climate continued to belie the soft words.

While federal lawsuits have curtailed the use of corporal punishment and blatantly cruel acts, state training
schools still face criticism. In particular, concern exists about the racial and gender makeup of the populations of
state training schools. According to critics, a two-tiered system of juvenile corrections has developed: private
facilities that predominantly house white girls and boys—and those with the money to afford their costs—and
state training schools that continue to house poor and minority delinquent youths. Another troubling trend can
be found in the increasing numbers of girls placed in psychiatric units and private facilities. Youths can be locked
in these facilities indefinitely “for their own good” and without meeting the legal standards of the juvenile courts.
Total institutions seem to take on a life of their own, in spite of the best intentions of reformers and the
particular individuals involved at any given time. Perhaps Jerome Miller (1998) said it best when he made the
following point:

Reformers come and reformers go. State institutions carry on. Nothing in their history suggests that they can
sustain reform, no matter what money, staff, and programs are pumped into them. The same crises that have
plagued them for 150 years intrude today. Though the casts may change, the players go on producing failure.
(p. 18)
One reason to maintain a separate juvenile justice system is the belief that youths are more malleable than their
adult counterparts and juvenile offenders have a chance to be resocialized by stints in training schools and
shaped into more conforming adults and humans. Yet, even with the best of intentions and using the best
available materials and strategies, reform schools generally faced a losing battle in trying to turn the lives of
delinquent adolescents around. While training schools may hold juvenile offenders captive for a time, outside
forces are much stronger than the rules and the walls of institutions will ever be. Without creating real change in
the communities, the families, and the opportunities that these youths will come home to, it is difficult to effect
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real change in their lives and to influence the choices each will make.

—Michelle Inderbitzin
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