
48 PART I  •  FOUNDATIONS OF CORRECTIONS

  INTRODUCTION: THE GRAND REFORMS
In this chapter, we review the attributes of the seminal prison models of the early 1800s, 
known as the Pennsylvania prison system (including the Walnut Street Jail and the West-
ern and Eastern Pennsylvania prisons) and the New York prison system (including the 
Auburn and Sing Sing prisons). We include the eyewitness accounts of the operation of 
such systems in their early years, as these are provided by Beaumont, Tocqueville, and Dix.

Out of these two systems, the rampart for all American and many European pris-
ons was constructed. As it became clear that neither prison model accomplished its 
multifaceted goals and that its operation was so distorted and horrific for inmates, 
changes were gradually made as new reform efforts ensued. The Elmira Prison in 
New York was perhaps the most ambitious of these efforts, in the latter part of the 

1800s, which, in turn, set the stage for the later develop-
ment of correctional institutions. Though the implementation 
of the reform ideals at Elmira is much critiqued, it certainly 
was much more humane than the convict-leasing system that 
operated at that time in the South. Folsom Prison in Cali-
fornia in the 1940s, as described by inmate Wells, with its 
racial segregation, men laboring in rock quarries for lack 
of better work, and little programming, is representative of 
the Big Houses that preceded more concentrated efforts at 
rehabilitation that came with correctional institutions of the 
1960s and 1970s. (More about these topics will be presented 
later in the chapter.)

What does become crystal clear from this two-chapter review 
of the history of corrections in the United States is that there are 
several themes that run through it. One such theme, of course, is 
the cyclical need for reform itself—but to what purpose it is not 
always clear.

FIGURE 3.1    Key Events in Corrections: 1790 to the Present Day

Correctional 
institutions: 
Institutions that 
carefully classify 
inmates into treatment 
programs that address 
their needs and 
perceived deficiencies. 
They are also intended 
to be places where 
inmates can earn good 
time and eventual 
parole.

PHOTO 3.1: Drawing of the Walnut Street Jail (circa 
1799). This jail made early attempts at correctional 
reforms.
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