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Lawsuit over: Everyone won
Ohio’s juvenile-prison system became a national model
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This week, there was a rare type of celebration at the federal
courthouse in Columbus, with cake and goodwill. Defendant and
plaintiff, adversaries under most circumstances, had good reason for
a sincere conviviality: Each emerged from a decadelong lawsuit as
victors.

But it is Ohio’s children and taxpayers who are the true winners in
this case. The lawsuit impelled a once-grudging and Dickensian
system to develop a juvenile-corrections system that has become a
national model: humane, redemptive and cheaper. It saves dollars
that would be spent locking kids up, sending them to more-effective
community programs. And it saves money long term by redirecting
delinquents so they may become productive citizens rather than
inmates in the adult system.

“We have (achieved) a sea change in the culture of the Department of
Youth Services and how they deal with youth,” said U.S. District
Judge Algenon L. Marbley, who presided over the case since its 2004
filing.

In its lawsuit, a group of juvenile-justice advocates accused the state
of fostering a culture of violence in its youth prisons. They said kids
weren’t getting proper medical and dental care, let alone mental-
health care. And they related excessive uses of force against children
and extended solitary confinement.
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The usual response is defensiveness and denial. But this changed as
Marbley took a different tactic to the case: The court brought in
national experts in juvenile justice to guide Ohio in how to best
reform youths and its youth-corrections system.

In 2008, DYS agreed in a settlement to be placed under court
monitoring. These “subject experts” became the game-changer.

The process was often rocky. The judge brokered no excuses, pushing
to ensure compliance with the terms of the settlement and
monitoring DYS to keep progress on track. The federal supervision
finally ended on Tuesday.

A great deal of credit goes to Department of Youth Services Director
Harvey Reed, who took over in 2011. Ohio pumped money into
community corrections, which can more effectively help youths and
keeps families involved.

The change has been dramatic. The state has closed half of its youth
prisons (it’s down to four). The budget for the Ohio Department of
Youth Services dropped by more than $58 million since 2008, as the
state’s juvenile-incarceration rate has decreased far more than the
U.S. average.

In 2007, the year before the court-monitoring agreement, the state
was locking up 2,000 youths. Today, fewer than 500 are incarcerated.

The youth-services system has added prison psychologists and social
workers, increased medical care, expanded career and technical
opportunities, and reduced the use of solitary confinement.

A decade ago, Ohio’s juvenile-corrections system was stuck in the
Dark Ages. An angry public wanted the little thugs locked up and
sternly punished, as if making the milk really sour would straighten
up the kids rather than producing socially malnourished adults.

Kids are not short adults. Their brains haven’t fully developed
faculties for reasoning and self-control. Kids might have mental-
health problems or family issues — and they’ll get out someday. It is
better for all if they aren’t angrier and more alienated.

Ohio now is a national leader in youth corrections, but as Marbley
warned Reed, “We must be vigilant.”
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