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Bring Our Children Home: Ain’t I A Child? 



WHY MUST WE CLOSE YOUTH PRISONS? 

❖Moral Failure: Racial Disparities 

❖Public Safety Failure: Recidivism 

❖Financial Failure: Fiscal Waste



Moral Failure: Racial Disparities 

❖New Jersey has the worst Black/white youth incarceration disparity rate in the nation.

❖A Black child in New Jersey is over thirty times more likely than a white child to be detained or 
committed in a juvenile facility, despite Black and white kids committing most offenses at similar 
rates. 

❖70 percent of kids in New Jersey’s youth prisons are Black, as of June 1, 2017.

❖Less than 8 percent of kids in youth prison in the state, or 18 kids, are white, as of June 1, 2017.

❖In addition to having the worst Black/white youth incarceration disparity rate in the nation, New 
Jersey also has the worst Black/white adult incarceration disparity rate in the nation. 

❖New Jersey also has the second worst Latino/white youth incarceration disparity rate in the 
nation. A Latino kid in our state is five times more likely than a white kid to be detained or 
committed in a juvenile facility.  



SOURCE: THE SENTENCING PROJECT, BLACK DISPARITIES IN YOUTH INCARCERATION (2017). 
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Financial Failure 

❖Currently, the state spends about $60 million to fund its three youth prisons. By contrast, the state 
spends only around $8 million to provide counties with funds for community programming 
through the state/community partnership program. 

❖New Jersey spends approximately $250,000 to incarcerate one child for one year in a youth prison.

❖We must stop investing in a system that fails our children.  Imagine what could be done for a child 
with $250,000 a year?

$$$



❖Of the 450 young people released from commitment in state youth facilities in 2013, 78.7 percent 
had a new court filing/arrest; 67.3 percent had a new adjudication/conviction; and nearly one-third 
(30.2 percent) were recommitted within three years of release. 

❖Studies show that long-term youth incarceration actually increases recidivism. 

❖Children who are incarcerated are more likely to be imprisoned and to live in poverty as adults.  

Public Safety Failure 





The Bordentown School 

Courtesy of New Jersey State Archives; Department of State



The Female Secure Care and Intake Facility (Hayes) 



A Moment for Transformative Change 
❖New Jersey’s system of youth incarceration does not work (racial disparities, financial 

waste, not rehabilitative, does not increase public safety).  

❖That New Jersey has allowed the Bordentown School to become a youth prison is a moral 
stain upon our state that speaks to the investment we are willing to make in our Black kids.

❖Former Governor Christie’s recent announcement of the closure of Hayes and Jamesburg, 
the construction of two smaller youth rehabilitation centers, and the reinvestment of funds 
into rehabilitative and therapeutic programming means the time is now for action and 
change. 

❖New Jersey’s current status as the state with the worst Black/white incarceration disparity 
rates in the nation in both its youth and adult populations, as well as Black students’ 
overrepresentation in the school-to-prison pipeline calls for transformative and innovative 
changes to be made at the front-end to keep our young people—primarily our Black 
youth—in their homes and schools where they belong.  



The Way Forward: Healing and Reconciliation  

❖The way forward must begin with the recognition that New Jersey’s failed system of youth 
incarceration has been devastating, for more than 150 years, to young people and their 
communities—particularly young people of color and their families. 

❖This moment presents an opportunity for New Jersey to heal and remedy this injustice. A moment to 
turn Bordentown back into what it once was—a place to empower, realize promise, and expand 
opportunity for all of our state’s youth, rather than a source of shackled dreams and imprisoned  
futures.  

Courtesy of New Jersey State Archives; Department of State



New Jersey Must Take Immediate Steps to 
Close Hayes and 

Reopen a Modern Bordentown School 



Why Close Hayes? 

❖Incarceration is fiscally wasteful: 
o Largely empty facility: Although Hayes has a capacity of 48 girls, 12 girls are incarcerated there as of June 1, 

2017. 

o Exorbitant cost: The state spends $25,804,000 each year to operate the Johnstone Campus, which includes 
Hayes and JMSF.  

❖Incarceration perpetuates racial disparities: 
o Nationally, Black girls are the fastest growing population in the youth justice system. 

o In New Jersey, Black girls have consistently made up a majority of committed girls over the past several 
years. 

o As of June 1, 2017, Black girls represented 9 out of the 12 girls incarcerated in Hayes.  

❖Incarceration does not increase public safety: 
o Of the girls released from state juvenile facilities in 2013, 52.2% had a new court filing or arrest, 43.5% had a 

new adjudication or conviction, and 17.4% were recommitted within three years. 

❖Incarceration does not promote rehabilitation: 
o As of June 1, 2017, two-thirds of our state’s incarcerated girls have been involved with both the child welfare 

system and the youth justice system, and all of them have a mental health diagnosis. 



Why Reopen the Bordentown School? 

❖We must seize this moment to make a transformative shift that is not only symbolic, but demonstrates a 
concerted effort to invest an abundance of resources in the potential of our state’s youth at the front-end, rather 
than their incarceration. 

❖Reopening a modern Bordentown School is an integral part of the creation of a rehabilitative system of care for 
New Jersey’s youth, wherein kids are shifted away from system involvement and kept in the schools and 
communities where they belong.

❖The Bordentown School once served as a launching pad for the development of so many promising Black 
students. It is time for it to serve this purpose once again for all of New Jersey’s youth—primarily its youth of color. 

❖Reinvesting funds into reopening a modern Bordentown School would provide children of all races with an 
opportunity to learn and grow in a rigorous educational environment focused on celebrating diversity, all while 
cultivating and empowering the next generation of dynamic leaders, and developing innovative strategies for 
educating youth of color. 

❖Through this closure and reconstruction, New Jersey can, literally, build a prison-to-school pipeline that will have 
reverberations throughout the state. 



Bring Our Children Home: 
A Prison-to-School Pipeline for New Jersey’s Youth

❖First, this report sets forth an affirmative vision for creating a youth justice system that works 

for all of our kids. As part of this transformative vision, this report urges New Jersey to 

recognize that its failed system of youth incarceration has been a moral stain on our state that 

has been devastating to young people and their communities—particularly young people of 

color and their families. 

❖Second, to reconcile this reality, this report implores New Jersey to take immediate steps to 

close Hayes and rebuild a modern Bordentown School. In doing so, we can move toward 

creating a community-based system of care that provides an opportunity for all of our state’s 

young people, regardless of skin color, to grow and flourish. 

❖Finally, this report addresses the school-to-prison pipeline phenomenon, which feeds New 

Jersey’s youth prisons, and sets forth policy proposals to help end that destructive practice.  



The School-to-Prison Pipeline and Black Students 
❖In New Jersey, although Black students constituted only 16 percent of total student enrollment 

during the 2015-2016 school year, they accounted for one-third (31.6 percent) of total dropouts. 

❖During the 2013-2014 school year, with around the same total enrollment,  Black students in New 

Jersey made up an estimated 35.3 percent of students receiving one or more in-school suspensions, 

43.7 percent of students receiving one or more out-of-school suspensions, and 37 percent of 

students receiving expulsions with or without educational services. 

❖Black students in the state also made up an estimated 34.5 percent of school-related arrests and 

31.4 percent of referrals to law enforcement.



The School-to-Prison Pipeline and Black Girls 

A Black girl in New Jersey is 8.5 times more likely to be suspended 
than a white girl.



The School-to-Prison Pipeline and Black Girls 

❖During the 2015-2016 school year, while Black and Hispanic girls in the state made up 7.7 percent and 12.8 

percent of total enrollment, respectively, they made up 13.3 percent and 17.6 percent of total dropouts. By 

contrast, white girls, 22.4 percent of total enrollment, only accounted for 9 percent of dropouts. 

❖In addition, over the 2013-2014 school year, while Black girls made up only 16.2 percent of female students in 

New Jersey, they made up an estimated half (50.4 percent) of girls receiving one or more out-of-school 

suspensions, 30.2 percent of girls receiving expulsions with or without educational services, 37.6 percent of 

girls subject to school-related arrests, and 33.9 percent of girls referred to law enforcement. 



Racial Disparities in our State’s Youth Justice System 
❖In New Jersey, a Black youth is over thirty times more likely to be detained or committed to a youth 

facility than a white youth.

❖As of June 1, 2017, there are 232 youth incarcerated in New Jersey’s three youth prisons. Of this number, 

163 are Black and only eighteen are white. 

❖Even more glaring, only two white youth, out of a total sixty-five young people, are housed in JMSF—

the same number of white students who attended the Bordentown School after integration.

❖New Jersey also has the second worst Latino/white youth incarceration disparity rate in the nation 

(behind Massachusetts). A Latino youth in New Jersey is five times more likely to be detained or 

committed than a white youth. As of June 1, 2017, New Jersey had forty-nine incarcerated youth 

classified as Hispanic.  



New Jersey Must Take Immediate Steps to Close Hayes

❖New Jersey should take immediate steps to close Hayes, its failing girls’ youth prison. 

❖Due to the small number of girls currently incarcerated in Hayes, New Jersey should immediately begin a holistic assessment of each girl to 

create an individualized program of services.

❖ Based on this assessment, the state should then determine whether a girl can be safely placed back in the community with intensive wrap-

around services or whether she would be best served by an out-of-home placement for safety reasons.  Importantly, at the decision-making 

point, the default should be to keep every girl in their home community with services and supports that are trauma-informed, gender-

specific, and culturally-sensitive. 

❖ If a girl may need to be in an out-of-home placement, best practices dictate that such settings should be small, home-like, rehabilitation-

and treatment-focused, and have family and/or community engagement at the heart of a girl’s rehabilitation.

❖Given the high rates of dual-system involvement and mental health concerns among the state’s incarcerated girls–as of June 1, 2017, two-

thirds of our state’s incarcerated girls have been involved with both the child welfare system and the youth justice system, and all of them 

have a mental health diagnosis—every effort should be made to evaluate whether there are currently effective and rehabilitative out-of-

home placements available for these young women through the child welfare system. 



New Jersey Must Reopen a Modern Bordentown School
❖Reopening a modern Bordentown School would serve as a real and symbolic reversal of the school-to-prison pipeline 

that Bordentown has come to embody. 

❖As a contrast to Hayes’ silencing of youth of color, our proposal for the new Bordentown School is a public boarding 
school open to all of New Jersey’s students, with a focus on promoting racial understanding, a celebration of 
diversity, and the empowerment of students of color in particular—to counter the lasting legacy of excluding students 
of color from full classroom engagement.  

❖Operating a public boarding school focused on academic rigor, leadership preparedness, and diversity would also 
allow New Jersey to join the ranks of a number of states from around the country already operating world-class, public 
residential schools, such as Arkansas, Illinois, and Maine.

❖By reopening the Bordentown School and accounting for the current educational landscape, New Jersey has the 
opportunity to stand apart in providing a transformative educational experience for New Jersey’s youth. 



Our Proposed Modern Bordentown School Model 

❖First, the proposed school should be a public boarding school, open to all students in New Jersey, with a primary goal of developing a diverse group of 

future leaders. To combat both the disproportionate impact the school-to-prison pipeline has on Black students, and to honor the initial intent of the 

Bordentown School, there should be a commitment to recruiting students from areas of the state that send large numbers of Black youth to juvenile 

facilities—such as Essex and Camden Counties.

❖Second, the school curriculum and programming should be centered on racial and social justice, reconciliation, and the celebration of diverse voices and 

backgrounds.

❖Third, the school should be focused on life and career development, college preparation, vocational training, and other supportive elements to provide 

students with the opportunity to choose among the options that were available to students at the original Bordentown School. 

❖Fourth, family engagement should be an important pillar of the school’s foundation, with events and activities planned for family at the school, and 

transportation provided to families to allow students to keep actively involved with their home communities.

❖Fifth, the school’s disciplinary code should be focused on restorative justice, with the school, rather than law enforcement, addressing issues in real-time. 

Consistent with this philosophy, the school should be resourced with guidance counselors, interventionists, social workers, psychologists, and other staff to 

aid in the positive development of the student body. 

❖Last, the revised school should serve as a research incubator for developing new strategies in promoting racial reconciliation, racial understanding, and 

the education of youth of color.



The Time is Now:
A Call for a Closure Commission  

❖ Former Governor Chris Christie recently announced a plan to close Hayes and Jamesburg and to replace them with two smaller youth rehabilitation 

centers in the central and southern regions of the state. 

❖ Steps must be taken to close Hayes and Jamesburg in short order and to transform our state’s youth justice system through (1) ensuring these new 

rehabilitation centers are in line with national best practices (2) developing effective community-based programming, and (3) creating new and 

innovative strategies to reverse the funneling of children of color into our state’s youth prisons—such as reconstructing the Bordentown School on 

Hayes’ former grounds. Advocacy must also be focused on the development of a third youth rehabilitation center in the northern region of the state 

and the eventual closure of JMSF.   

❖ To chart this path forward, we are calling on our new Governor to appoint a closure commission.

❖ The closure commission, which should include formerly-incarcerated youth and their families, should meet for six months. 

❖ The focus of the commission is to create a strategy for transforming New Jersey’s youth justice system through (1) assessing current Juvenile Justice 

Commission programming and facilities, (2) providing the foundation for the creation of rehabilitative and effective youth rehabilitation centers, (3) 

reviewing and identifying the most successful and effective community-based programming and alternatives to incarceration, and (4) proposing 

innovative strategies—such as the construction of the Bordentown School—to provide space for healing and reconciliation, related to our state’s history 

of youth incarceration, while also establishing a foundation to stem the flow of young kids of color into our state’s youth prisons. 



William A. Valentine 

“It is hoped that from all the varied experiences that the school can furnish the 
student, he will acquire a taste of success in some field of endeavor, which will 

motivate his aspirations and widen his horizon.” 


