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Abstract: This paper discusses the role of women
inmates as historical agents active in curriculum
development at the Massachusetts Reformatory for
Women at Framingham during the 1930s, 40, and 50s.
Explored are the educational programs and practices
established for and by women inmates in the Era of
Reformatory-Prisons. The historical legacy of these
programs and practices are then discussed in view of
the lack of contemporary programming available at
MCI-Framingham.

Ann’s” eyes skimmed the catalog’s course
offerings...journalism,  playwriting,  psychology,
biology, piano lessons, beginner’s English. Her eyes
widened as she thought of all of the possibilities.
How would she find the time to take them all?
Rivaling the curriculum to be found at any of the
women’s colleges located throughout the Northeast,
this particular institution prided itself on the fact that it
was modeled after one of the oldest and most
prestigious of women’s colleges in Massachusetts—
Wellesley College, which was chartered in 1870 and
opened its doors in 1875. Only this institution was not
a school in the traditional sense. Rather it was the
Massachusetts ~ Reformatory  for Women  at
Framingham.? The school Ann was readying herself
to enter the next morning was a prison school.

Of the eighteen prison-reformatories opened
for women between 1877 and 1933 in the United
States, Framingham was one of the most committed to
providing educational programs for its inmates. In a
criminal justice system where a gendered application
of the law was in effect that disproportionately
arrested women and girls for crimes against morality,
the unique educational programs and practices
implemented by Superintendent Dr. Miriam Van
Waters, the staff, and the inmates, themselves,
allowed the justice these women received to be an
educative one.® Educative Justice meant that the
women could step outside of their role of gendered
“prisoner” and participate in the role of academic
learner. It was the intended practice of the prison
superintendent and staff to foster an environment
where inmates could participate in the role of
academic learner.

Historically, with a few exceptions, the
portrayal of prisons and women’s experiences in those
prisons has been bleak. Early women’s prison
histories claim that educational programs were one of
the few places of inspiration and genuine good work
in women’s reformatories. Contemporary women’s
prison histories debate this finding and revise the
historical lens through which we look at prisons. |
believe that the legacy of the women’s reformatories
is complicated and complex enough to allow for both

of these histories. | maintain that while the early
histories may have focused too narrowly on the
“good” intentions of educational programs, later
histories focus too narrowly on the negative outcomes
of the “good” intentions. | would argue that the
history of the women’s reformatory movement is a
rather complex and complicated one, and it is only by
investigating both the transformative experiences
women had in the reformatories and the limitations of
those experiences that a comprehensive portrait of
women’s reformatories begins to develop.

When the first women’s prison opened in the
United States in the 1870s, education was valued as
the tool to be wused toward reformation and
rehabilitation.* Curiously, despite the indication that
education was uniquely at the foundation of women’s
penal reform, no modern scholarship has been devoted
to this topic. In light of this neglect, this paper
explores the nexus between the Era of women’s prison
reform and the subsequent curriculum development.
It was these programs which intentionally allowed for
the practice of inmates to initiate and contribute to the
prison curriculum. The central research questions this
paper addresses are: What input did student inmates
have on the curriculum at the Reformatory, what
educational ideas did they articulate, and how were
students able to initiate and respond to the
development of their education? The historical legacy
of these programs and practices are then discussed in
view of the lack of contemporary programming
available at MCI-Framingham.®

This paper is based on a historical study and
as such relies on methods of historical inquiry. This
study is based on the manuscript collections at the
Schlesinger Library (Radcliffe Institute for Advanced
Study) of Framingham Reformatory’s Superintendent
Dr. Miriam Van Waters, Framingham prison art
teacher Amy Paddon Row, and prison staff member
Anna Spicer Gladding. | use both primary and
secondary sources to explore my research questions.
Primary sources include empirical studies conducted
by social scientists during the time period, published
newspaper accounts of Framingham, selected articles
from the Journal of Correctional Education (1949-
2004), periodicals, including prisoner produced
periodicals, and archival sources such as class reports,
student-inmate reports, library holdings, prison policy
reports, newspaper accounts, the writings of individual
prisoners, and 2,699 inmate case files held at the Mass
State Archives. Secondary sources | consulted, which
provide a larger context for my study include the
biographies of the female superintendents of women’s
prisons, literature on the history of prison education,
literature on the history the women’s prison reform
movement, literature on the history of delinquency



and rehabilitation of women and girls, and the
literature on Progressive Era social reforms.

This historical study is significantly different
in its focus from previous scholarship on prison
reform as it is focuses on women and girls’ prison
education programs and looks at the work and lives
and roles of student inmates who both shaped and
were the subjects of progressive educational ideals
and reforms. Although a number of historians and
legal scholars have studied the history of prisons and
prison reform in the United States,® no one has yet
examined the curriculum in these all-female
institutions from the prisoners’ point of view or
investigated the role played by prisoners in the
outcome of particular reforms. Thus far, the literature
often reduces prisoners to passive beings who
benefited from reformer’s humanitarianism or
suffered at the hands of anti-educational forces; little
of it investigates the consciousness of prisoners and
the  consequential  effects on  educational
programming.” My research in this area suggests that
the educational programs at the Framingham
Reformatory were progressing in vital and important
ways late into the 1950s, over twenty years after
prison historians claimed that the prison reform
movement had exhausted itself.

While reformatory-prisons are often deemed
to have remained prisons at heart,® the Framingham
Reformatory’s educational classrooms were spaces in
which inmates could “forget lock and key” and
operate as students rather than inmates. The director
of the Boston Children’s Museum wrote of one
classroom at the Massachusetts Reformatory for
Women as a place where they “forgot time and locks”
and found “inspiration and real encouragement to try
again.”® The Framingham Reformatory for Women
was seen as a “place, not for punishment, but for
reformation, training, and treatment. A place of
comfort and dignity, where discipline is tempered with
kindness and understanding.”*°

In 1870, at the Cincinnati National Prison
Congress, Governor Rutherford B. Hayes [later the
19" President of the United States] welcomed a host
of 130 wardens, chaplains, judges, and humanitarians
to Ohio to begin the work that in essence would later
be termed the beginning of this country’s reformatory
movement."*  The National Prison Congress, which
would later change its name in 1955 to the American
Correction Association, first convened in order to
professionalize prison management and encourage
humane prison conditions.  Another one of its
purposes was “to transform prisons into schools.” The
delegates adopted a “Declaration of Principles.”
Principle Ten dealt specifically with correctional
education.

X. Education is a vital force in the reformation
of fallen men and women. Its tendency is to
quicken the intellect, inspire self-respect,

excite to higher aims, and afford a healthful
substitute for low and vicious amusements.
Education is therefore, a matter of primary
importance in prisons, and should be carried
to the utmost extent consistent with the other
purposes of such institutions.*?

In 1935, the Framingham superintendent’s
report documented that out of 296 women inmates 250
were enrolled in the voluntary school classes.”® By
1940, twenty-six classes were offered. This number
would continue to grow into the late 1950s and
included classes in the visual arts, beginners’ English,
poetry, biology, typing, Bible study, metal craft,
arithmetic, folk dancing, and a Biography class run by
the superintendent’s mother.** This did not include
the correspondence courses, which were procured for
the University Extension Division of the State
Department of Education, and at one time 50 classes
alone were being offered in this way, nor did it
include the various clubs.™® All of the clubs met
weekly and were designated for specific purposes.
For instance, the 36 members of the Merry Makers
Club were all African Americans, whose purpose in
meeting was to “encourage the interest of the
members in the leaders in their race—books are read
about the lives of outstanding [Negro] men and
women.”'®  Other clubs included the Garden Club,
Glee Club, Barn Club, Parole Club, the Two-Sided
Club,'" the Good Fellowship Club, the Mothercraft
Club, Junior Council, and the Birthday club, which
threw a birthday party for all the women in the
institution who celebrated a birthday during that
month.  Another group of students comprised the
editorial board of the Harmony News, which was the
student run periodical that was in operation for over
twenty years. The subscription base extended beyond
the reformatory as many community members also
subscribed to the news magazine. In a span of twenty-
five years [1932-1957], 90 different classes would be
offered and 14 different clubs.

When Framingham opened its doors in 1877,
it only met some of the original goals of the prison
reform movement. Rather than cottage-like housing
facilities, which reformers advocated, a large stone
edifice adorned the center of the thirty acres of land
designated for buildings.”® Inmates were prohibited
from talking at all, and if they passed another inmate
in the corridor, “one of the two had to stand and face
the wall with her arm over her eyes until the other had
passed.”*® Framingham, also called Sherborn because
its land spilt over into the town of Sherborn, was
located thirty miles west of Boston in a pastoral
setting on 333 acres of land; this met with the
reformers’ approval.?

When the Reformatory first opened, other
conditions also met with the reformers approval. The
windows had no bars, white linens adorned the
mattresses, and women who earned privileges were



allowed to decorate their cells. But the most unique
feature was the nursery, where infants brought with
their mothers or born while their mother was at the
institution stayed until they were two. While
reformatory nurseries did exist elsewhere in the
country, few were as well-known as Framingham’s.
The administration considered Framingham to be a
child-centered institution where “parent-education
[was] not limited to the mother-child relationship, but
included individual development and achievement.”*

The legacy of the moral reform campaign
against prostitution was still in effect during the
1930s, 40s, and 50s, as it was these crimes against
chastity that many unwed mothers and pregnant girls
had been locked up for committing; these were crimes
for which their male partners never received penalties.
Recognizing that a gendered application of the law,
which linked women’s deviancy and criminality to
their sexuality in a way that men’s was not, the
academic educational programs and practices at
Framingham did allow women the opportunity to
develop and foster a gender consciousness that
operated outside of the normed prison system. In
large part, this was accomplished by the student-
inmates, themselves, who initiated and contributed to
the educational curriculum. In conjunction with the
prison staff and superintendent Miriam Van Waters,
the inmates had the possibility to make their time at
Framingham educative.

Dr. Miriam Van Waters accepted the
superintendency of Framingham in 1932 and stayed
for 25 years, the longest tenure of any female
superintendent before or since. Thought to resemble a
college president more than a prison warden,? she
sought to reframe institutional life by suggesting that
the institution was a school—albeit a reformatory—
rather than a prison. One of the most impressive ways
in which she accomplished this was by calling her first
assembly to inform the prisoners that she was
changing their collective title from “women,” the term
the former superintendent Hodder had used, to the
term “students.” She officially banned the term
“prisoner.”%

The students at Framingham often spoke
glowingly of the educational opportunities they were
afforded at the Reformatory. One inmate whose piece
“Frustration, or...” appeared in the Harmony News,
Framingham’s student-run and produced news
magazine and literary journal (the piece was then
reprinted in the men’s prison magazine Agricola)
described how the reformatory acted as place where
she could receive an education that she would not
have received otherwise.

Now that | am here, | have completed a
short story course, two years of English, and
a short course in Basic Psychiatry. | would
never have taken the time to do this outside,
and through doing these things, | have found

that 1 can do things | never knew | could
do.*

Another inmate in a letter entitled, “For my
daughter when she reaches an age of understanding,”
iterated the importance of passing on the value of
education. She stressed the need for her daughter not
to take for granted her early schooling since this
would teach her right from wrong and respect for
others. She advised her to pick friends who she would
be proud to bring home and to “stay away from the
ones that have no ambition and don’t like school.”*

Since the educational programs were not
compulsory, except for in the cases of illiterates, the
Education Department was proud that they maintained
an average of 75-80% of all the women participating
in some portion of the program.?® Foreign students
were not the only ones found to be illiterate, but so
were the younger girls “whose migratory families
have been unable or unwilling to keep them in
schools.”?’ Given the variety of choices, it was easy
for inmates to find at least one course they wanted to
take. The curriculum was not set, but instead,
Director Weinberg changed the classes from year-to-
year based on student interest and teaching staff
availability.?® What was consistent from year-to-year
was the value placed on education: “We stress
education from the time of the introductory class,
which is a form of orientation while students are in
isolation, until the day the student leaves the
institution.”?

Not only was education in terms of classes
stressed, but the department endeavored “to use all of
the teaching potentialities of our staff and student
body, thus providing a well rounded, integrated
program of wide variety.”® This meant that inmates
did teach their own classes. For example, one inmate
taught a painting on glass class. Not only was it an
educational endeavor, it was a profitable one as the
inmates sold their own wares: “The activity is set up
on the same financial basis as the weaving; that is, it is
self-supporting, does work by order, using donated
materials or those brought with profit from sales.”™
The inmates initiated and responded to the curriculum
as they saw fit.

Students took on several unique leadership
roles in the reformatory. For instance, they ran the
monthly student assemblies at which students from
each of the reformatory’s departments gave progress
reports. They also wrote and produced their own
plays. One such play, “Reunion,” performed in June
of 1948, was a portrayal of institution life from the
day of admission to the day of discharge. The play
was written with the larger community in mind.
Students invited members of the community to the
play and used it as a teaching performance, offering
community members the chance to see institutional
life from the prisoner’s perspective. One visitor, Irja
Kanttii, a European visitor from Finland, likened the
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student run assemblies to “a student government
meeting at any American College.”®* Sitting in the
dining room, Kanttii felt as if she were “back in my
college dining-room, for everything was conducted
very much like a boarding school.”™

During World War II, a staff shortage gave
several inmates the opportunity to hold positions of
staff duty.>* These “outstanding students” held jobs
running the sewing room, the laundry, the cannery,
and one was given “full charge of [the] Institution.”*®
Framingham also hired ex-offenders for staff
positions, another policy that came under attack
during the Van Waters’ investigation.* For instance,
the Assistant Superintendent Margaret (Peggy)
O’Keefe had served time for a juvenile offense. The
storekeeper, switchboard operator, and two of the
female reformatory officers also had arrest records.*’

This was exceptional then and now to find in
a prison setting. Inmates have been allowed to work
as teacher aides, but the case of inmates managing
their own classrooms and occupying staff positions
seems to be unique to Framingham. Kathy Boudin, an
inmate until the summer of 2003 at Bedford Hills in
New York State, for a brief time did teach her own
literacy class. In writing about her experience, she
describes that administrators limit the amount of
responsibility inmates can possess in a classroom so as
to limit their independence; it is part of the social
control of prisons.® The Framingham education
department’s policy, rather than ensuring its control
over the lives of students, respected the lives of the
women and the knowledge they could share with their
fellow students. They saw them as more than
prisoners. These women could also be educators.

Nellie Doughton one of the agricultural
instructors saw the educational endeavor with her
students as a shared one. She poignantly describes the
educational process she had been through with her
students:  “We were climbing; we fell back, but
always we climbed again with a bit more strength and
hope for in climbing and in falling our feet touched
the earth.”*

Unfortunately, these same opportunities do
not exist for today’s prisoners. In the past, the prison
educational programs were paradoxical in the ways
they could be both liberating and confining. Today’s
lack of academic programming make women’s prisons
simply confining. According to the U.S. Department
of Justice, 87% of state and federal prisons offer some
form of educational programming for inmates, but
most women do not take advantage of these
opportunities.**  According to criminologist Chris
Rose, there has never been an instance between 1979
and 1997 (the last year of her study) where the
majority of female prisoners were participating in
some form of educational programming.** In fact, the
number of participants has declined from 49% in 1986
to 30% in 1997. Rose cites structural/policy
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changes and individual prisoner motivations to explain
these changing patterns.

One such structural change was the passing
of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement
Act of 1993 and the Higher Education Reauthorization
Act of 1994 in response to Clinton Administration’s
move to get “tough on crime.” The Acts, which
repelled Pell grant funding for prisoners enrolled in
prison college programs, effectively eliminated almost
all prison college programs (from 350 in 1994 to 7 in
2003), prisoners who may have been able to benefit
from an authentic educational experience have been
denied one.*

Former Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme
Court Warren Burger once observed that prisoners
should be allowed to learn their way out of prison. A
surprising advocate of correctional education
programs, this conservative Justice, who served on the
Supreme Court during the 1970s, felt that prisoners
were entitled to education programs. He felt it was an
injustice not to try and rehabilitate inmates while they
were in institutional care. He saw educational and
vocational training as vehicles through which to
accomplish this.  Since Chief Justice Burger left
office, the prison rate has more than tripled. Prison
Programming for Women is virtually non-existent.
Women on average spend 17 hours a day locked
inside their cells with one hour a day outside for
exercise. Men spend on average 15 hours a day in
their cells with 1.5 hours outside.

The same system  holds inmates,
administration, and staff accountable in ways that
foster an emphasis on moving toward prepackaged
curriculums and standardized assessment instruments.
The educational assessments, including the Test of
Adult Basic Education (TABE) or the Basic English
Skills Test (BEST and/or BEST plus) and a self-
scoring Occupational Interest Survey are administered
to all incoming inmates. The curriculum has shrunk
from 90 classes to 8: Adult Basic Education (ABE),
Communications lab (designed for graduates of the
English as a Second Language (ESL) level 4 and have
a diploma in their native language or the General
Equivalency Diploma (GED), ESL, GED, Pre-GED,
Mandatory Literacy, and Special Education. This
focus on basic education and literacy development
presupposes an understanding that entering inmates
are all of a certain educational attainment level. While
college programs are offered through Boston
University, in order to participate, inmates must have
a minimum of 30 transferable credits.

Education classes as a personal investment in
oneself or for the active engagement of democratic
communal learning are no longer the norm at
Framingham. Instead, Framingham follows a model
where classes are used “to maintain order by keeping
prisoners occupied at seemingly meaningful work.”*
Prison administrators engage in the “new penology”



whereby mandatory correctional education classes are
used to control idleness and manage risk.
Framingham is no longer a place to question prison
authority, politicize prisoner action, or challenge the
power structures of dominate culture. Nor is it a place
where women inmates are afforded “equality of rights,
opportunity, and treatment.” *

The Educational Programming Department is
now called the Division of Inmate Training and
Education. The emphasis is now placed upon inmates
who can “make a positive contribution to an
increasingly more technological society.”  The
current prison administration’s emphasis is on
“competency, development of basic literacy skills, and
the acquisition of salable skills along with an
appreciation of the work ethic.”*®

There is hope though for the pendulum is
beginning to swing. According to a recent report,
Current Issues in Correctional Education: A
Compilation and Discussion, in the last decade there
has been a shift away from the “lock them up”
mentality: “In general, attitudes have begun to turn
back from punishment to rehabilitation with more
emphasis being placed on education in corrections.”*
However, the same report found that “public policy
depends on both legislator opinion and current
economic conditions at any time.”*°

In 1940, a wise student at the Reformatory
for Women at Framingham described the meaning of a
democracy. She wrote, “According to its ideal, a
democracy wishes to save every human being. There
is to be no scrap heap. No one is to be cast aside; no
one is to be defeated.”® Her words remind us that by
living in this democratic society we have an obligation
to our prisoners for there is no “scrap heap.” They
deserve education not because they are prisoners but
because our educational system has for the most part
failed them. These inmate’s words also remind us that
the issues we are fighting today are historical in scope.
These problems are ubiquitous and not unique to
current times. There is a traceable legacy that offers
us lessons and perspectives into our current crisis and
hidden within these records are instructions of what it
is possible to do and what should not be done again.
The example of the Reformatory for Women at
Framingham  honors  those instructions by
demonstrating for us in terms of the history of
women’s correctional curricula all that can be
accomplished when the intended practice is an
educative one.
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