
Juvenile Detention Centers
Juvenile detention centers detain young offenders sentenced by a juvenile court as well as those awaiting trial.
In principle, juvenile detention center sentences are reserved for the most dangerous offenders from whom
society needs protection or for those who are most likely to escape before their case ever reaches the court.
Nevertheless, judges often sentence youths who have merely breached probation orders or are in noncompliance
with a court order. Most detention centers house an overrepresentation of ethnic minorities and are ill equipped
to meet the unique needs of female young offenders.

Detention centers are the most durable feature of the juvenile justice system. Even before the creation of
juvenile courts, institutions to detain young people such as houses of refuge, industrial schools, and
reformatories were present. When separate centers of detention for juvenile offenders were inaugurated at the
beginning of the 19th century, child savers and justice officials alike were confident that these carceral
institutions were the antidote to juvenile deviance.

In 1998, there were 1,121 public and 2,310 private juvenile detention centers in the United States. These
facilities admit approximately half a million juvenile offenders every year with the majority residing in public
facilities. Between 1985 and 1995, the average daily population in American detention centers increased by 72%
and the expense of detaining young offenders more than doubled to reach $820 million in operating costs.
Despite increasing costs and greater attention devoted to alternatives to custody, detention continues to be a
popular solution to juvenile deviance among justice officials, the public, and politicians.

HISTORY

For much of the 18th and 19th centuries, the majority of the American population lived in rural areas where
communities were closely knit and citizens’ lives were well integrated. The solidarity experienced in colonial
America meant that criminal courts were unnecessary as justice was meted out by community members and was
primarily directed not toward social exclusion (as is practiced today) but rather toward reintegration of the
delinquent person into the community.

The primary mechanism to govern young offenders at this time was an informal network made up of church
discipline, the family, and a strong network of community members. With the emergence of cities in the late
18th and early 19th centuries and the relative anonymity of the burgeoning urban context, informal social
controls came to be less effective in dealing with juvenile misconduct. The influx of Western European
immigrants and rural Americans migrating to cities in search of employment in the manufacturing sector created
both a juvenile delinquent problem and a movement for its control.

To reclaim deviant youths, 19th-century reformers proposed centers of detention such as reformatories and
industrial schools. Some institutions offered deviant boys disciplinary programs that emphasized education,
athletics, drill, training in the habits of industry, and religious guidance designed to remake deviant them into
respectable members of the working class who could fulfill their breadwinner roles, respect authority, attend
church, and demonstrate self-control. Other institutions provided a disciplinary program designed to (re)make
deviant girls into good, working-class women by training them in the values and manners of domesticity,
femininity, and maternalism. Institutional officials encouraged girls to resist sexual temptations and attempted to
make them into wives or chaste girls who could fill domestic roles in affluent homes.
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As the turn of the 20th century approached, centers of detention for youths increasingly came to resemble adult
prisons and to take on similar functions. By the late 19th century, institutionalizing deviant boys increasingly
came under attack for creating an artificial environment that did not resemble society, promoted homosexual
relations, and created a situation where older boys contaminated younger more impressionable inmates. In
response, child savers began to promote community-based solutions such as probation. Initially designed to
govern youths who had yet to spiral into a life of crime, the establishment of community-based practices such as
probation effectively turned detention centers into dumping grounds for offenders hardened into a life a crime.

Another blow was dealt to the rehabilitative program of detention centers with the publication of the Martinson
Report in the mid-1970s. Political officials and justice professionals alike understood Martinson's conclusion to be
that “nothing works” when it came to rehabilitation. The debate over what works in correctional reform
programming still rages today. Although commissions of inquiry and juvenile justice reformers have made
several attempts to restructure centers of detention in the direction of rendering them more amenable to the
needs of youths, in many ways these institutions have not progressed much beyond their early-19th-century
arrangements. Many of the same problems reformers and child savers disputed more than a century ago
continue to haunt the operation and environment of juvenile carceral institutions.

GENDER

Working-class girls were the clear losers in the movement toward establishing separate juvenile penal facilities.
While first-time and nonserious male offenders received probation sentences, few similar programs were
available for female offenders. Girls were also confined for different types of activities. Mary Odem and Steven
Schlossman, for example, suggested that 93% of girls in 1920 who appeared in Los Angeles juvenile courts were
arrested for status offenses with immoral sexual conduct being the offense of record in the majority of cases.
Sentences for flouting socio-sexual norms for young adolescent females were extremely severe. In Chicago, half
of all female delinquents and only 20% of male offenders were sentenced to training schools.

CURRENT PRACTICE AND BELIEFS

There seems to be no one antidote to the problem of youth crime. Nevertheless, the current crop of youth justice
officials argues that through the application of modern case management techniques that defer to a risk
management checklist the most appropriate residential treatment strategy can be devised. For example, Robert
Hoge (2001) argued that the Youth Level of Service/Case Management Inventory is particularly relevant to case
planning in institutional settings. The fundamental goals of the inventory are to provide broad assessments of
risk and needs relevant to young offenders’ patterns of offending and create a format for linking the assessment
with decisions about treatment planning.

Whereas youths detained during the late 19th century were subjected to a sweeping reform program that
promised an antidote to juvenile offending generally, contemporary research argues for more customized reform
strategies. James Finckenauer (1992) suggested that effective treatment starts with rehabilitation programs that
are constructed in conjunction with the offenders and tailored to their individual needs and particular risks. In
recent years, some agreement has been reached about the success of programs that are matched to the needs
and conditions of each offender.

The Dobbs Center in North Carolina, for example, offers many specialized programs and unique learning
opportunities. In addition to the JROTC program and Boy Scouts, the institution offers youths an opportunity to
take part in a vocational training program. Dobbs also boasts a broadcasting center that can be heard
throughout the facility and a campus-wide literary program that provides incentives for students to occupy their
time with independent reading. Dobbs's innovative program aspires to facilitate inmates’ reintegration into
conforming society.

RACE, ETHNICITY, DIFFERENCE
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Minorities of all kinds and the politically powerless continue to make up the class of offender who are most often
detained in detention centers. Minority youths are currently incarcerated at rates that greatly exceed their
representation in the U.S. population. A study of felony cases detained by juvenile court judges found that racial
characteristics had a dramatic impact on judicial decisions to incarcerate minority offenders, even when weapon
use, victim injury, and socioeconomic factors were controlled.

In Canada, the group that has been particularly hard hit by the pervasive youth incarceration addiction is
Aboriginal peoples. That a colonial legacy continues to have dramatic effects for Aboriginal peoples is evident in
the numbers of incarcerated Native youths. A Statistics Canada report for 1998–1999 on youths in custody
confirmed that Aboriginal youths were overrepresented in detention. While they account for only 5% of the total
youth population in reporting jurisdictions across Canada, Aboriginal youths make up 24% of the total
admissions to custody. The rates of incarceration of Aboriginal youths on the Prairies are far greater. In the
prairie provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan, three quarters (75% for Manitoba and 74% for Saskatchewan)
of youths sentenced to custody were identified as Aboriginal, while less than 20% of Manitoba's youth
population, for example, is identified as Native (Statistics Canada, 2000). These facts not only are sobering
reminders that colonialism is not a distant memory but also confirm that Aboriginal youths are considered the
most punishable young offenders in Canada.

The conditions found inside many contemporary detention facilities seem to confirm 19th-century child savers’
worst fears about institutionalizing young people. Many detention centers for juvenile delinquents today are
practically indistinguishable from adult prisons. Slightly more than half of all detained youths live in overcrowded
facilities that operate well beyond their design capacity. The conditions for incarcerated youths are often
appalling with few work or education options and poorly trained staff.

While the conditions for male juvenile offenders are horrendous, adolescent girls’ institutions are often neglected
entirely by policymakers and politicians because adolescent females make up such a small percentage of the
offending population. Girls in institutions remain “too few to count” and are the “forgotten few.” This pattern of
systemic disregard for the needs of young female offenders has created additional complexities that contribute to
their subordination in the contemporary youth justice system. As a result of the small number of female
offenders, very few programs have been designed to meet their unique needs. Instead, interventions and risk
management tools that have been developed by men for boys are often applied to female offenders without
reference to the gendered nature of adolescent development. Moreover, the small number of incarcerated girls is
frequently invoked to deny them access to treatment programs.

CONCLUSION

The widespread optimism about strategies that promised to reform juvenile offenders during the early 19th
century has been replaced in the current context by pervasive skepticism. During the 1990s and early 21st
century, sentencing youths to custody was publicly popular and politically astute. While detention centers are
supposed to be reserved for only the most dangerous juvenile offenders, reliance on custody to govern all
categories of juvenile offenders has increased. In custodial facilities, ethnic minority groups are highly
overrepresented and female young offenders are given short shrift.

Juvenile justice officials, politicians, the public, and the media have become almost zealous about the incidence
of juvenile crime without at the same time highlighting the ways in which juvenile offenders have been socially
produced through injurious conditions of life. By advertising the most heinous deeds of juvenile offenders, the
media constructs all juvenile offenders as gun-toting gang bangers who, as a result of their violent disposition,
require intrusive (read punitive) intervention to protect the public. Such an image that has captured public
disdain and become the main focus of political campaigns is hardly characteristic of juvenile deviance. The
majority of offenses that raise the ire of police, parents, and school officials are relatively minor ones, not the
serious, violent offences emphasized by the media. However, when juvenile offenders are painted with one
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brush—as a serious problem requiring a serious solution—the result is an instinctive recourse to more punitive
forms of intervention. In response to the question, “What should we do with bad kids?” the typical retort is,
“Lock them up!” Despite the rising costs of incarcerating young offenders and the growing success of alternatives
to custody, the popularity of custody among politicians, justice officials, and the public remains resolute.

—Bryan Hogeveen
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