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 Criminalizing a “Rough Life”:
A Study of Systems Involvement Among Incarcerated People in Massachusetts

“The Cradle-to-Prison Pipeline ... runs through economically 
depressed neighborhoods and failing schools; across vacant lots 
where playgrounds and health facilities should be and in and 
out of understaff ed child welfare agencies.”
–Marian Wright-Edelman1

“The racial and ethnic disparities of the juvenile justice system 
can be seen in the family regulation system which has 
contributed to the establishment of a juvenile version of the 
carceral state, a birth to prison pipeline.” 
–Jill Lepore, Baby Doe: A History of Political Tragedy, The New Yorker
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 I.  Introduction 

Arecent survey of incarcerated individuals in Massachusetts
 reveals the ways that the systems designed to identify,

protect, and support youth are failing to successfully 
divert them from the cradle-to-prison pipeline. Northeastern’s
Cradle-to-Prison (C2P) Phase I Jail and Prison Survey data
illustrates how the C2P pipeline operates in Massachusetts
and its profound impact on our most vulnerable youth.

The C2P pipeline is a web of legal and social systems -- rooted 
in structural racism and persisting through childhood and the 
teen years -- that disproportionately diverts Black, Indigenous, 
Latinx, and other youth of color, along with LGBTQ youth, toward 
juvenile and adult incarceration. Beyond the more widely studied 
and discussed school-to-prison pipeline,2 the C2P pipeline 
encompasses early childhood experiences and systems involve-
ment in addition to the school system.  The more holistic C2P 
pipeline is a signifi cant contributor to mass incarceration, in part, 
because its reach is broad and multi-faceted, and it stems from 
a narrow policy focus framed by reactive conceptions of public 
safety and security.  

Northeastern’s C2P Jail and Prison Survey Project

Northeastern’s C2P Jail and Prison Survey project (“the survey”) 
seeks to gather otherwise unavailable data to better understand 
the workings of the C2P pipeline in Massachusetts.  The survey 
project stems from an ongoing collaboration between the 
School of Law’s Center for Public Interest Advocacy and Collab-
oration (CPIAC), the College of Arts, Media + Design (CAMD), the 
Boston Area Research Initiative (BARI), and the Department of 
Sociology and Anthropology.  Supported by a Tier 1 University 
grant, the C2P project involves multi-faceted research efforts, 

including data collection and mapping of the systems involved
in the pipeline, resource collection and sharing,3 and narratives 
of the lived pipeline experiences of formerly incarcerated people.
Specifi cally, the survey questions focus on involvement with the 
child welfare system, special education services, mental health, 
juvenile justice, and school discipline. The purpose of the survey 
is to explore the childhood experiences of currently incarcerated 
individuals to help understand the operation and extent of the 
cradle-to-prison pipeline in Massachusetts. 

The C2P project’s early review of publicly available data revealed 
crucial gaps about key contributors to the pipeline in Massa-
chusetts, including data related to early childhood involvement 
with the Department of Children and Families (DCF), disability 
services, school discipline, the juvenile justice system, and 
court and police juvenile diversion programs. The C2P survey of 
incarcerated individuals in Massachusetts aims to address these 
critical data gaps relating to childhood experiences and systems 
involvement along the cradle-to-prison pipeline. 
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During the fall of 2020, 262 people completed the survey 
while incarcerated at the Suffolk County House of Correction in 
Boston and the Middlesex County House of Correction in 
Lowell.  These survey responses make up the Phase I data 
collected and analyzed in this report.  Of the 262 participants, 
66% identifi ed as male, 31% identifi ed as female, and the 
remaining 3% preferred to self-describe.  The survey is completely
anonymous and voluntary, with approximately 40% of 
eligible people participating at each facility. Participants in Phase 
I received a $10 incentive to complete the 20-30 minute survey. 

Phase II of the survey was initially delayed in light of COVID-19 
public health protocols and facility closures in late fall of 2020, 
but has resumed at several Massachusetts Department of
Corrections facilities as of September, 2021.  It is anticipated that 
500 - 700 additional surveys will be completed under Phase II
of the project. 

While over the last 20 years, several studies focusing on the C2P 
pipeline have been conducted in other states,4 Northeastern’s C2P 
Jail and Prison Survey is the fi rst and most comprehensive such 
study undertaken in Massachusetts.  The data collected is both 
qualitative and quantitative and provides valuable insights about 
the interconnections between systems along the pipeline that
often operate in a vacuum.  

The incarcerated individuals who participated in Phase I of 
the survey--along with the formerly incarcerated people who 
provided feedback on survey content and format as part of a pilot 
project--were partners and collaborators in the creation of this 
wealth of data.  Their willingness to share lived experiences 
and opinions of these systems animated the survey and led to 
invaluable information and insight. The survey features open-ended
questions to allow space for these essential narratives. In sum, 
this survey provides a platform for a meaningful exploration of the 
cradle-to-prison-pipeline in Massachusetts through those most 
deeply impacted by it. 

Part II of this report provides an overview of the systems along the 
C2P pipeline which are prominently featured in the survey data and 
analysis, including the child welfare, school discipline, and juvenile 
justice systems. This section further discusses related childhood 
experiences, police contacts, mental health and housing.  Part III 
describes the methodology for the C2P Phase I survey, including
a discussion of the pilot survey process, underlying research
questions, data collection and analysis methods, and survey
participant demographics.  

Part IV presents the key fi ndings of the survey, including data 
analysis of the systems involvement and childhood experiences
 of currently incarcerated individuals, cross-tabulated by race, 
gender, and sexual orientation.  These fi ndings help illustrate the 
interconnection of the various C2P pipeline systems to foster
a clearer understanding of the pipeline and its impact in 
Massachusetts.  The data presented in this report can and should 
be used to support interventions and policy reform efforts to 
dismantle the C2P pipeline.
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  II.  The Cradle-to-Prison (C2P) Pipeline:  
   Racial Disparities in the Child Welfare, School, 
   and Juvenile Justice Systems 

The United States prison population has increased fi vefold in the 
last 40 years, with the number of incarcerated women ballooning 
to fourteen times the 1970’s-era incarceration rates.5  Black and 
Latinx people are consistently and substantially overrepresented
in jail and prison populations throughout the US, including in
Massachusetts.6 While the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in
 reduced incarceration rates around the country 7-- at least in the 
short term -- it remains unclear whether these lower numbers 
will last.  At the same time, the number of children in foster care 
in the United States has increased substantially over the last
several decades, with Black, Latinx, and Native American children 
overrepresented at all stages of the child welfare process, from 
abuse and neglect investigations to home removals.8

Understanding the C2P pipeline’s impact on mass incarceration
is critical,  as the pipeline is vast and multifaceted and 
incorporates an array of systems.  Some of the systems that feed 
into the C2P pipeline are the child welfare system, the school 
system -- including school discipline, school-based arrests, law 
enforcement referrals, and special education services -- and the 
juvenile justice system. 

A.  Child Welfare System

While school-to-prison pipeline research has focused much-need-
ed attention on the ways that school discipline, school resource 
offi  cers (SROs), and school-based arrests can lead to juvenile and 
adult incarceration, there has been less attention paid to the role 
of the child welfare system as a feeder to the pipeline.  As legal 
scholar Dorothy E. Roberts has noted, the child welfare system is 

“designed primarily to monitor, regulate, and punish poor,
Black families.”9  This criticism has led some advocates and
scholars to refer to the child welfare system instead as the 
“‘family regulation system.”10 Existing data shows that the 
modern child welfare system has a disparate impact on Black, 
Latinx, and indigenous communities.11  For example, according 
to one 2000 study, Black children made up 26% of the foster care 
population in the United States, but just 14% of the population 
overall.12 Black families have also been shown to be investigated
for abuse and neglect at higher rates, more likely to have 
children removed from their homes, and less likely to receive 
support services.13  There is also evidence that child welfare 
cases are often clustered in urban areas with largely Black and 
Latinx populations.14

These racial disparities are decidedly present in Massachusetts
as well, with Black and Latinx communities substantially
overrepresented in the state’s child welfare system.  By the end of 
fi scal year 2020, the population of children that Massachusetts’
DCF served was 14% Black, 34% Latinx and 38% white.15 The 
racial makeup of the population served by DCF in the 18 and older
range is 20% Black, 32% Latinx, and 37% white.16 In comparison, 
Massachusetts’ total population is 6.5% Black, 12.6% Hispanic, 
7.2% Asian, and 67.6% white.17 The child welfare system has 
been widely criticized as badly in need of reform,18 and Massa-
chusetts is no exception.19
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While the system is designed to protect and support children, 
it has been repeatedly characterized as a reactionary system
that devotes much of its colossal budget to a post hoc
response-to-tragedy approach, with insuffi  cient resources
directed to meaningful anti-poverty initiatives and supports.20

Scholars and advocates have noted that a misguided confl ation of 
neglect and poverty has further exacerbated the problem.21  Other 
scholars have argued that an infl ux of funding to the child welfare 
system over the last several decades has not meaningfully
improved outcomes.22 In spite of the $30 billion spent nationally 
on child welfare over the last ten years, along with a spate of new 
federal statutory mandates and impact litigation efforts, there 
is no indication that instances of abuse and neglect have been 
meaningfully reduced.23

At the same time, studies have shown that removing children 
from their homes is profoundly traumatic, with long term mental 
health impacts.24  Moving children from place to place while un-
der the care of the child welfare system -- or placement instability 
-- exacerbates the trauma as well.  Legal scholars and children’s 
rights advocates have long argued that home removals and
foster care or congregate care placements are “catastrophic 
events” which should be understood as harmful interventions to 
be used sparingly and avoided where possible.25  

While historically policy reforms have focused on federal and 
state legislative mandates that “tinker with procedures after a 
child has already been separated from a parent,” some scholars
and advocates argue that positive child welfare outcomes 
depend instead on a strong anti-poverty agenda and related 
supports.26 Rather than spending the bulk of the child welfare 
budget on foster care placement, reformers have argued that 
efforts should instead focus on supporting families to prevent 
removals before they occur.

While the failures of the child welfare system, including 
persistent racial disparities with disparate impacts on BIPOC 
and LGBTQ youth, have been widely studied and discussed, the
connection between child welfare involvement and juvenile and
adult incarceration has been less robustly explored, particularly in
Massachusetts, where such data has been historically unavailable
to the public, if collected at all. A 2018 report by Citizens for
Juvenile Justice has described the destructive connection 
between the child welfare and juvenile justice systems as follows:

We start out recognizing [these children] as
victims, then fail to help them heal; and eventually 
punish them for expressing their pain. Most of the 
young people who end up committed to the Mas-
sachusetts Department of Youth Services (DYS) 
for delinquency had previous or current contact 
with our Department of Children and Families 
(DCF), and nearly 40% of the youth in DYS deten-
tion have current DCF involvement.27
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B.  School Discipline System

The school-to-prison pipeline is widely recognized as a harmful
phenomenon, resulting from predominant school policy
approaches -- including harsh disciplinary measures, zero 
tolerance policies, and school resource offi  cer (SRO) presence 
-- that criminalizes school experiences and behaviors, especially
among BIPOC and LGBTQ youth, and those with mental or phys-
ical disabilities.28 According to Katayoon Majd, Senior Staff 
Attorney at the National Juvenile Defender Center, “... these two 
systems--the education and justice systems--have developed a 
‘symbiotic relationship,’ effectively working together to lock out 
large numbers of youth of color from societal opportunity and 
advantage.”29 These policies result in disciplinary measures 
such as suspensions and expulsions that remove children from 
school, disconnecting them from friends and teachers, and
making them more vulnerable to arrest.30

The school-to-prison pipeline has been described as “fully 
operational” in Massachusetts and studies have shown that
BIPOC students, and those with disabilities, are impacted most 
acutely.31 Legal scholars and children’s rights advocates have
promoted reform efforts that focus on eliminating these 
harmful policies. Specifi cally, recent reform efforts in
Massachusetts have focused on eliminating school resource 
offi  cers (SROs) in schools and ending zero-tolerance policies for 
minor offenses.32

C.  Juvenile Justice System

The last, and most directly connected, feeder system along the 
C2P pipeline is the juvenile justice system. Children involved 
in the child welfare system are substantially more likely to end 
up incarcerated as juveniles. According to a recent study by 
Citizens for Juvenile Justice, nearly half of all children detained 
in Massachusetts Department of Youth Services (DYS) facilities 
are actively involved in the child welfare system.33

While the juvenile justice system is ostensibly intended to
address and recognize youth as a population with still-developing
brains, legal scholars and advocates have long criticized the 
system for its tendency to treat juvenile offenders like adults.34

Additionally, the stark racial disparities in the Massachusetts
juvenile justice system are well documented and have been 
characterized as “one of the highest rates of disparity in
the country”.35 

In 2019, the Juvenile Justice Policy and Data Board noted that
racial and ethnic disparities existed at every level of the Massa-
chusetts juvenile justice system.36 While on a national level and in 
Massachusetts juvenile commitment rates are decreasing overall, 
recent studies have shown that Black juveniles are “more than 
four times as likely to be committed as white juveniles, American 
Indian juveniles are more than three times as likely, and Hispanic 
juveniles are 61% more likely.”37 Additionally, studies show racial 
disparities persist in every aspect of the juvenile justice system.38

Additionally, police contacts as a juvenile or adult can also impact 
the pipeline. The persistent racial disparities in policing have been 
widely reported and recognized on a national level, particularly
in recent years, and in the wake of the 2019 murder of George 
Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis police. The racial disparities 
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in policing in Massachusetts have been extensively studied as 
well.  Notably, Black, Brown, and Targeted, a 2014 study of police
practices in Boston, conducted by the ACLU of Massachustts, 
found that 63% of fi eld interrogations conducted by Boston police 
offi  cers between 2007-2010 were directed at Black individuals, 
while Boston’s population was just 24% Black.39

The study further found that even “after controlling for alleged 
gang involvement and prior arrests,” Black residents of Boston 
were “more likely to experience repeat police encounters and to 
be frisked or searched during an encounter.”40 Additional studies 
have supported that Boston policing is disproportionately in pri-
marily Black neighborhoods.41

D.  Childhood Trauma

In addition to the feeder systems discussed above, childhood
experiences of trauma more broadly contribute to the C2P
pipeline as well. Children can experience trauma at home, at 
school, and in the child welfare system. As Kate Lowenstein from 
Citizens for Juvenile Justice describes, 

From birth through their teenage years, children’s 
brains are building skills that are critical for life 
success. When exposed to trauma, the part of the 
brain that is developing at that particular age is 
affected, limiting the child’s development.42

Childhood trauma, particularly chronic trauma interferes with 
neurological development and the ability to integrate emotional 
and cognitive experiences into a cohesive experience.43 Without 
support and stability, these traumatic experiences in childhood 
and adolescence can develop into mental illness and disabilities 
in later adolescence and adulthood.

E.  Mental Health/Disabilities 

Mental health diagnoses and treatment can have a signifi cant
impact on the C2P pipeline as well. In Massachusetts, the 
Mental Health Advocacy Program for Kids (MHAP) provides 
mental health support and advocacy to juvenile-justice involved 
youth.44 In 2017, 83% of the juveniles served by MHAP were 
diagnosed with one or more mental illnesses, 89% had
experienced a barrier to mental health treatment, and 63% had 
accessed crisis or emergency mental health care systems in the 
past year.45 MHAP’s statistics demonstrate the substantial cross-
over between the mental health and juvenile justice systems in 
Massachusetts.

Children and adults with disabilities are also overrepresented 
in the juvenile justice and adult criminal justice systems. One 
national study found that those with disabilities have a higher 
cumulative probability of arrest than those without.46 Specifi cally, 
Black individuals with disabilities experienced the highest
cumulative probability of arrest.47

All of these systems--child welfare, school, and juvenile 
justice--bear enormous responsibility for how young people grow 
up. Collectively, these systems are intended to nurture, protect, 
and support children. Instead, these systems operate to funnel 
youth of color, children with disabilities, and LGBTQ youth onto the 
C2P pipeline. 

The C2P survey serves to illuminate the role of these systems in 
the childhoods of those currently incarcerated in Massachusetts.
This body of research seeks to connect and analyze systems 
that frequently operate in silos. 
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  II.  Study Methodology 

A.  Survey Development

Northeastern’s C2P Jail and Prison survey began as a student-led, 
independent study project in February 2020 and grew into a 
multi-year project overseen by Northeastern Law faculty, and 
supported by law students and social scientists. The C2P survey  
was inspired by a 2019 Kansas City Star survey focusing on 
the foster care experiences of incarcerated people in several  
midwest states.48 

Ultimately, a team of over 15 attorneys, professors, legal  
advocates, and community members collaborated on the C2P 
survey construction and content.49 The survey project under-
went an Institutional Review Board (IRB) process in early May, 
2020, and received final IRB approval on July 27, 2020. 

B.  Pilot Survey

In the months leading up to the survey, a pilot survey was  
conducted with 25 people who had recently been released from 
a correctional facility in Massachusetts. The pilot survey was  
designed to test the clarity and content of the questions and 
to solicit feedback from respondents about the experience of  
taking the survey. The feedback received was instrumental in the  
revision process and helped ensure that the final survey was 
clear and easily digestible. 

The pilot survey was conducted in August 2020, and each  
participant received a $30 incentive for completing the survey 
and providing written feedback about its content and structure.50 
Many participants were recruited from Everyday Boston, one of 
the C2P Project’s community partners. 51 The feedback from the  

pilot participants informed and shaped the next draft of the  
survey, resulting in additional narrative and revisions of existing 
questions.  Pilot survey participants reported that the survey 
took about 20-30 minutes to complete.

C.  Survey Instrument

The final C2P survey instrument contains 66 questions,  
including primarily multiple-choice and some long-form, narrative  
questions relating to basic demographic information, along with 
childhood experiences and systems involvement. Specifically,  
the survey sought to answer the following research questions: 

• Whether, and to what degree, incarcerated individuals have 
  had contact with the Department of Children and Families 
  (DCF) or have been placed into foster care, and whether  
 incarcerated people of color are more likely to have had  
 significant child welfare involvement than incarcerated  
 white people.

• Whether, and to what degree, incarcerated individuals have  
 experienced disciplinary measures in elementary, middle 
  school, and high school, and whether the rates of school 
  discipline are higher among incarcerated people of color than 
  among incarcerated white people; Whether, and to what  
 degree, incarcerated individuals have been diagnosed 
  with, or have received treatment for, behavioral, emotional,  
 cognitive issues; and whether there is a racial gap in  
 treatment and/or diagnosis.

• Whether, and to what degree, incarcerated individuals are 
  more likely than the general public to have experienced ACEs  
 (Adverse Childhood Experiences) factors such as physical, 
  emotional, and exposure to drug and alcohol addiction; and 



  whether incarcerated people of color demonstrate higher 
 ACEs scores than do incarcerated white people.

• Whether, and to what degree, incarcerated individuals  
 experienced negative contacts with police during their  
 childhood and teen years, and/or were arrested, charged,  
 or prosecuted with crimes before the age of 18, and whether 
  incarcerated people of color have experienced a higher 
  rate  of youth police contacts, arrests, and prosecution than  
 incarcerated white people. 

D.  Survey Collection

Two county jail facilities in Massachusetts participated in Phase 
I of the survey: the Suffolk County and Middlesex County Houses 
of Correction. The survey collection method was adapted in light 
of the Covid-19 pandemic and related public safety protocols. 
While the original plan was to administer the survey through  
iPads with members of the C2P research team present, in light 
of the pandemic and inability to conduct in-person interviews, 
the survey was instead administered in paper form without  
members of the C2P survey team present.

To encourage participation, the C2P survey team created a short 
video describing the survey and its purpose to be shared with  
incarcerated individuals at each facility. Participants were advised 
that the survey was completely voluntary and confidential. A $10 
incentive was provided to those who successfully completed the 
survey. This incentive was distributed through either commissary 
credit or gift cards received at the end of the respondent’s  
detention. 

The survey began its first round of collections on October 9, 2020, 
at Suffolk County House of Corrections and its second round 
of collections on October 26, 2020, at Middlesex County House 
of Corrections. The survey instrument was made available to 
both male and female units. Along with the survey instrument,  
participants were given an unsigned consent form and a request 
for incentive form, which were correlated to a survey by number, 
rather than by name, in order to ensure survey completion while 
maintaining confidentiality. When each survey was completed,  
it was placed in an envelope, along with the request for incentive, 
and inserted into a locked box labeled “Northeastern University 
School of Law.”  Staff at each county jail facility assisted with the 
distribution of survey materials to interested participants. Each 
facility provided respondents with an opportunity to complete 
the survey in a common space. 

Notably, Phase I of the survey was conducted exclusively in 
county jail facilities, where participants were typically awaiting 
trial or serving shorter sentences than those held in Department 
of Corrections facilities. Additionally, women are overrepre-
sented at 37% in the Phase I survey, as compared to the overall 
incarcerated population in Massachusetts, where women  
account for about 25%.52 It is also possible that Latinx respon-
dents are underrepresented in the respondent group because a  
Spanish translation of the survey was not available for Phase 
I distribution. A Spanish translation of the survey was made  
available for Phase II distribution. 

11
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E.  Data and Methods

The data were entered from handwritten survey responses 
into an electronic Qualtrics form by a team of twelve law stu-
dents and managed by Northeastern School of Law faculty. En-
tries were systematically and randomly checked for accuracy. 
The full sample included 262 respondents. The data were then  
analyzed using Pivot tables in Microsoft Excel. Basic demograph-
ic information was gathered and responses to survey questions 
were cross-tabulated by gender, sexual orientation, and race.  
The survey data inevitably embodies the same response bias 
as many other surveys: the respondent pool primarily includes 

people who were affirmatively interested in taking the survey. 
Additionally, given that the survey was characterized as a study 
of the cradle-to-prison pipeline, it is also possible that those with 
more significant systems involvement were more likely to partic-
ipate in the survey.

F.  Survey Participant Demographics

The first section of the survey sought basic demographic  
information about race and ethnicity, gender identity, childhood 
trauma experiences, transgender status, sexual orientation, age, 
and geographic background of participants. 

Survey Participant Demographics by Gender

figure 1

Phase I survey  
respondents are 66% 
male (174 individuals),  
31% female (81 individu-
als), with one individual  
indicating that they  
would prefer to self- 
describe.53 Additionally,  
2% (5 individuals) of  
survey participants  
reported that they 
identify as transgender.
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The survey participants54 are 40% white (105), 26% Black/African American (68), 17% Latinx (44), 2% Asian (5), including participants who identified 
as Native American, Middle Eastern, Multi-Race and North African. In comparison, Massachusetts’ total population is 67.6% white, 6.5% Black, 12.6% 
Hispanic and 7.2% Asian.55 Black people constituted 26% of the survey participants in county jails, while Black people constituted only 6.5% of Massa-
chusetts’ general population demonstrating that Black individuals are overrepresented in the survey sample vis a vis the Massachusetts population.56 
In 2015 and 2017 respectively, Black people constituted 18% of Massachusetts’ jail populations and 27% of prison populations.57 The C2P sample more 
closely parallels these incarcerated numbers than the Massachusetts general population. 

Massachusetts Population
(2020 census)

Survey Participant Demographics by Race

figure 2

Massachusetts Population
(2020 census)C2P Survey
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The respondent group has an average age of 36 years old. The oldest survey respondent is 67 years old and the youngest  is 18 years 
old, representing an age range of 49 years.

Figure 3

Survey Participant Demographics by Age



15

Eighty-percent of survey participants reported being straight/heterosexual, while 12% identified as bisexual, and 3% identified 
as lesbian/gay. Six individuals indicated that they would prefer to self-describe. In comparison, five percent of Massachusetts’ 
total population identifies as LGBTQ.58 

Survey Participant Demographics by Sexual Orientation

Figure 4
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 IV.  Key Findings

The data collected from the Phase I survey respondents suggest 
that the systems designed to protect and support youth in Mas-
sachusetts -- including the child welfare, school, and juvenile 
justice systems -- have failed to effectively divert them from the 
C2P pipeline.  For example, the data supports that youth who are 
removed from their homes, those who are disciplined in school, 
and those who are placed on individual education plans (IEPs) 
are overrepresented among survey participants.  Further, the data 
shows that Black and Latinx individuals are overrepresented in 
these C2P pipeline feeder systems and, ultimately, in jail and 
prison populations as well. Notably, LGBTQ youth appear to 
be overrepresented in the child welfare and school discipline 
systems as well.  Below is a summary of the key fi ndings from the 
Phase I survey data. 

Finding #1 Nearly one-third of survey participants were
removed from their homes as children, with higher rates among 
Latinx and Black participants.

“I was in foster care for 2 weeks before I ran away. I was left in my 
own urine for 3 days before that.”59

Twenty-eight percent of the respondent group were removed from 
their home by a social service agency (DCF in Massachusetts) and 
placed into state care.

Thirty percent of Latinx respondents were removed from their 
home by a social services agency as children. Additionally, 27% 
of Black/African American respondents have experienced a home 
removal by a social service agency. In contrast, 25% of white 
respondents have experienced a home removal. 

fi gure 5
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Finding #2  Female and LGBTQ participants are more likely 
than straight male participants to have been removed from 
their homes as children.

Twenty-four percent of male60 respondents have experienced a 
home removal. 36% of female respondents have experienced a 
home removal. Even more dramatic, 37% of LGBTQ61 respondents 
have experienced a home removal. In contrast, 25% of straight/
heterosexual respondents have experienced a home removal.
Nearly one third of survey respondents were removed from 
their homes as children, with higher rates with Black and Latinx 
respondents.

Finding #3  Close to 40% of the survey participants were on an
IEP62 while in school.

“Got sent to an alternative school w/ smaller classrooms 
for more “individualized” learning. But sending kids who 
all have bad behavioral problems was a bad combo for me. 
I got in more trouble which led to me dropping out.”63

Thirty-eight percent of the respondent group was on an individual-
ized education plan (IEP) while in school. 

Forty-three percent of white respondents were on an IEP 
while in school.Thirty-eight percent of Black/African American 
respondents were on an IEP while in school. Thirty percent of Latinx 
respondents were on an IEP while in school. This disparity 
suggests that white students are identifi ed as requiring support 
and services at a higher rate, while Black and Latinx youth who 
may need similar support are under-identifi ed.64

The rate of participation in IEP plans does not vary signifi cantly 
across gender and sexual orientation lines. 

Figure 6

Figure 7
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Finding #4 Eighty percent of survey participants were 
suspended from school prior to their incarceration, with higher 
rates reported among Black participants.

“I was never given a chance academically to be challenged  
because of bad behavior… usually kids with behavior problems 
had bad grades… I had all As and Bs but I had behavioral prob-
lems. Therefore I was put in behavioral problems classes where 
academically I was basically bored and not challenged.”65

Eighty percent of the total respondents have experienced a  
suspension in elementary school, middle school, or high school. 
In the 2018-19 school year, the Massachusetts Department of  
Elementary and Secondary Education found that less than 4% of 
the total student population experienced discipline.66

Seventy-eight percent of white respondents were suspended while 
in school. Moreover, 85% of Black/African American respondents 
were suspended while in school. In comparison, 72% of all Latinx 

respondents experienced a suspension while in school. Thirty-eight 
percent of survey participants were expelled while in school, with 
higher rates reported among Black participants. 
 
Finding #5 Thirty-eight percent of survey participants were  
expelled while in school, with higher rates reported among 
Black participants.

“I love school. I just wish they were more picky about the school 
resource officers and required them to take trainings on child 
care/development. I also wish that one day the state won’t be 
able to press charges on juveniles (kids) in school or out, without 
the victim pressing charges. Kids will be kids. Let’s not label them 
criminals for fights.”67

Thirty-eight percent of survey respondents were expelled from 
school. This is an extremely high percentage, particularly when 
compared to the 2018-19 DESE figures demonstrating a 4%  
discipline rate referenced above. 

Figure 8

Figure 9
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Thirty-six percent of white respondents were expelled from school. 
More stark still, 49% of Black respondents have experienced 
an expulsion while in school. 29% of Latinx respondents have  
experienced an expulsion while in school.

Expulsion statistics do not vary significantly by gender or sexual 
orientation. 

Finding #6 Fifty percent of survey participants were 
arrested as juveniles under the age of 18, with higher rates 
reported among Black and Latinx participants.

“When I was 12, we moved to a white area and one day when I 
walked to the library a police cruiser stopped me and asked me a 
list of questions, such as where am I from, what I was doing here, 
and when I became hesitant to answer, he threatened to arrest 
me. I was 12 and never been in trouble at the time.”68

Fifty percent of survey participants were arrested while under the 
age of 18. In comparison, in Massachusetts, only 3,472 youth (less 

than 1% of Massachusetts’ total population) were arrested in 2018. 69 

The annual number of youth arrests in Massachusetts has declined 
in the last eight years, from 11,042 in 2010 to 3,4721 in 2018.70 

Forty-three percent of white survey participants were arrested while 
under the age of 18. Notably, the rate of juvenile arrests was signifi-
cantly higher among Black/African American participants, 60% of 
whom were arrested while under the age of 18.  Forty-six percent 
of Latinx respondents were arrested while under the age of 18. 

The rate of juvenile arrests does not vary significantly across  
sexual orientation and gender lines. 

Finding #7 Forty-four percent of survey participants have 
experienced homelessness. 

“Due to surgery (back) I lost in order… my job, my car, my child, my 
house, housing due to incarceration (Section 8)”71

“I suffered from 6 grand-mal seizures and traumatic brain injury 
last year and lost everything”72

Figure 10

Figure 11
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“Due to doing this 60 days for a crime I didn’t commit”73

Forty-four percent of the respondent group have experienced 
homelessness in their lives. Thirty-three percent of Black/African 
American and thirty percent of Latinx respondents have lost their 
housing. These rates are slightly lower than the 52% of white 
respondents who reported having lost their housing.  Finally, fifty 
percent of LGBTQ respondents and 42% of straight respondents 
reported having lost their housing. 

Finding #8 Twenty-one percent of survey participants 
experienced a school-based arrest.

 

“In Middle School I started a new school in Plymouth, I was in the 
bathroom and some girl started with me and we got into a fight & 
I was charged and expelled.”74

Twenty-one percent of survey participants experienced a school-
based arrest, with 17% of white respondents, 22% of Black/African 
American respondents, and 18% of Latinx respondents reporting 
having experienced a school-based arrest. 

The rate of school-based arrest is slightly higher for males  
respondents at 22%, than for female respondents, 15% of whom have  
experienced a school-based arrest.  Additionally, 15% of LGBTQ  
respondents and 22% of straight/heterosexual respondents  
reported having experienced a school-based arrest.

Figure 12

Figure 13
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 V.  Conclusion

The data collected through Northeastern’s Cradle-to-Prison 
Phase I Jail and Prison survey begin to illuminate the workings 
of the C2P pipeline in Massachusetts.  The survey data supports 
the conclusion that the systems designed to identify, protect, and 
support vulnerable children in the Commonwealth -- especially the 
child welfare, school discipline, and juvenile justice systems -- are 
failing to effectively divert Massachusetts youth from the C2P 
pipeline.  Notably, people who were removed from their homes at 
the hands of DCF or another state child welfare agency are sub-
stantially overrepresented among survey participants. People who 
experienced school discipline measures including suspension, 
expulsions, and school-based arrests are significantly overrep-
resented in the surveyed population as well.  These disparities 
suggest that, in many cases, these systems operate to hold 
vulnerable children within the pipeline, rather than meaningfully 
diverting them. 

Additionally, at virtually every marker along the pipeline, Black and 
Latinx survey participants report higher rates of systems involve-
ment.  For example, Black and Latinx survey respondents report-
ed higher rates of home removal, school discipline, and juvenile 
arrest. These findings suggest a need for further exploration and 
reform of the C2P pipeline systems in Massachusetts to ensure 
that they operate to protect and support vulnerable youth as they 
were designed to do.
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