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CHILDREN INDENTURED BY THE WISCONSIN
STATE PUBLIC SCHOOL

THE STUDY—ITS PURPOSE AND. METHOD

The study of children indentured by the Wisconsin State Public
School for dependent and neglected children was undertaken by the
Federal Children’s Bureau at the request of the juvenile division of
the Wisconsin State Board of Control, acting under authority of the
board, and the superintendent of the State public school. In coop-
eration with these State officials it was decided that an intensive
study of the histories of indentured children, involving visits to the
children’s homes and indenture homes as well as examination of
school records, would be the best method of obtaining information
that would be of service to the State. As a number of other States
have somewhat similar methods of care it is believed that the results
of the study will have more than local interest.

The children selected for study were the group of boys and girls
indentured by the Wisconsin State Public School for the first time
during the five-year period 1913-1917. This period was chosen be-
cause about half the children indentured during that period and not
later adopted were still under the jurisdiction of the school at the
time the study was made, and about half had passed from its juris-
diction on attaining the age limit of 18 years or through earlier
release.

Of the total 827 children indentured during the selected period 298
had been legally adopted, 268 were still wards of the institution on
April 1,1923, and 261 had been released from jurisdiction before that
date, either because they had become 18 years of age or had been
transferred to other institutions or because they had been restored
to the legal custody of their parents by order of the State board of
control. The records of children who had been legally adopted after
being indentured were eliminated from the number to be considered
in selecting cases to be visited. Of the 529 other children who had
been placed in indenture homes during the five-year period, the
histories of 452 (228 who had been released from jurisdiction and
224 who were still wards) were followed up by the bureau agents,
the selection being made entirely on the basis of geographical avail-
ability and the number that could be covered during the period of
the study.

Altogether children in the following 22 counties were included in
the investigation: Barron, Buffalo, Chippewa, Columbia, Dane,
Dodge, Douglas, Dunn, Juneau, La Crosse, Marathon, Marinette,
Marquette, Monroe, Rock, Sauk, Trempealeau, Vernon, Walworth,
Washburn, Waukesha, Wood. The field work was begun March 15,
1923, and continued through August of that year. Seven agents, all
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2 CHILDREN" INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

experienced in social investigation and family case work, were
engaged in the study.

In considering the findings of the study it is important to bear in
mind that the inquiry concerned all children who were committed to
the school and indentured for the first time during a period from
6 to 10 years back. This fact should be borne in mind especially in
connection with the histories of children who were mentally and
physically handicapped. The policy of the school for the last five
years has been to make no new indentures of mentally handicapped
children. The children of this type who had previously been placed
out, however, were allowed to remain in the indenture homes unless
difficulties arose that made it necessary to bring them back to the
institution.

The first step in the study was to obtain information from the
records of the State school for the entire group of children inden-
tured during the 1913-1917 period. This information was then
tabulated in order that a general background might be obtained re-
garding the children who had been placed on indenture contracts.

The addresses of all the indenture homes in which the 452 children
selected for the special study had lived at any time were secured
from the State school, and also data concerning their original homes,
the former residence of parents and other relatives, and the sources
from which information could be secured. The investigation fol-
lowed three main lines: (1) All indenture homes (540) in the coun-
ties selected were visited. (2) The homes of the children’s parents
were visited if they could be located. If at the time of the study the
parents or other relatives were not living in the community from
which the child was committed an effort was made to find them
and to obtain information from -them. County officials, the com-
mitting court, social agencies, and others were interviewed in regard
to the conditions in the family at the time of the child’'s removal
and concerning the family’s subsequent history. (3) Of the chil-
dren who had been released from the jurisdiction of the institution
a special effort was made to obtain complete histories after they
ceased to be State wards. Eighty of these children were inter-
viewed. In addition to specific data on the cases included in the
study general information was procured in the communities regard-
ing local dependency problems and the social agencies that were
seeking to improve conditions. In all the counties visited, both
in the localities from which children had come and in those to which
they were indentured, the agents of the bureau sought information
from social agencies, judges and other officials of the courts, poor
commissioners and county nurses, school superintendents and county
superintendents of schools, and individual teachers.

The entire list of indentured children was checked with the records
of the following institutions : Wisconsin Industrial School for Girls,
Wisconsin Industrial School for Boys, State school for the deaf,
State school for the blind, Northern Wisconsin Colony and Training
School, Southern Wisconsin Colony and Training School, Wiscon-
sin State Reformatory, Wisconsin State Prison, Northern Hospital
for the Insane, Wisconsin State Hospital for Insane. This was done
to get authentic data concerning the children who had been trans-
ferred to these institutions from the State public school or committed
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THE STUDY— ITS PURPOSE AND METHOD 3

to them after release from its jurisdiction, and information as to
members of the families of the State wards who had been inmates
of any of these institutions.

When a child is transferred to another institution he is released
from the jurisdiction of the State school at Sparta. The transfer
is arranged through the State board of control. Of the group of
children selected for this study 25 boys had been transferred to the
industrial school for boys, 10 girls to the industrial school for girls,
and 19 children to the institutions for the feeble-minded. Former
wards of the State public school who were in these institutions at
the time of the agents’ visits were interviewed, and information was
obtained in regard to their histories.

The items of the schedule used in the field study are listed in
Appendix D, page 13.
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ORIGIN AND FUNCTIONS OF THE WISCONSIN STATE
PUBLIC SCHOOL

The Wisconsin State Public School for dependent children was
opened in November, 1886, in accordance with a law passed in 1885.
The law creating the school declared that the institution was to be a
temporary home for dependent children until homes could be pro-
cured for them in good families. The State board was authorized
to place the children in families on written contracts during minority
or until 18 years of age.l The system of indenture placements in-
augurated at the beginning of the State school’s activity has con-
tinued to be the main method up to the present time.

The Wisconsin State Public School and similar institutions for
dependent and neglected children that have been established in other
States were intended to combine, or they have combined in practice,
three functions in the care of dependent children committed to the
State:

1. To provide temporary care for dependent and
neglected children pending placement in family homes.

2. To act as a placing agency, finding homes for chil-
dren and supervising their care.

3. To provide, for longer or shorter periods, cus-
todial care for children who could not be placed suc-
cessfully, including children for whose care there was
no existing institution in the State and children who
should be cared for in the institution for the feeble-
minded but who could not be received because of lack of
accommodations.

Neglected or dependent children are received by the State Public
School of Wisconsin only on commitment through the county court
or the juvenile court. The major part of the commitments have
the effect of removing the child permanently from the custody of the
parents, but in a small percentage of cases the children are com-
mitted for temporary care. The temporary commitments are usually
by special order of the judge, when he desires that a child or a
group of children from some one family shall be given care tem-
porarily until a local situation has been adjusted. In 1923 the law
relating to juvenile courts provided for temporary commitments to
the State public school.

Children who have been made wards of the State public school
may be transferred to other institutions by action of the State board
of control without court intervention. Most of these transfers are
made to the State institutions for the feeble-minded or to the
boys’ and girls’ industrial schools.

1 See p. 7 for discussion of terms of indenture contract.

4
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ORIGIN AND FUNCTIONS OF THE SCHOOL 5

During the fiscal year ended June 30, 1922, there was expended
for the State public school for dependent children (including the
special allowances for crippled and deformed children) $149,535.40;
for the same year the per capita cost per week is given as $9.72.2

PROVISIONS OF THE LAW CREATING THE SCHOOL

As defined in the law passed in 18853 the object of the Wisconsin
State Public School was to receive children declared to be dependent
on the public for support, who were over 3 and under 14 years of
age and who were in a suitable condition of body and mind to receive
instruction. Provision was also made that children confined in the
State industrial school for boys or the industrial school for girls
might be transferred to the State public school if their condition
made such transfer desirable. Dependent and indigent orphans and
half orphans of deceased soldiers and sailors of the State were to
receive preference as to admission, and arrangement was made for
pro rata commitments of children from the various counties, in
order that each county might be permitted its just share.

Commitment to the school was provided for through examination
before the county judges, the superintendent of the poor, or the
town supervisors bringing the children before the court. The law
provided for examination by a physician of every child to be com-
mitted to the State school, and no commitment was to be made by
the judge unless the physician making the examination certified in
writing, under oath, that in his opinion the child examined by him
was of sound mind, had no chronic or contagious disease, and had
not been exposed to any contagious disease for at least 15 days pre-
vious to his examination before the county judge. A copy of this
certificate was to be attached to other papers accompanying each
child to the school.

By the same law the Wisconsin State Board of Supervision was
authorized to designate an agent of the State public school whose
duties should include visiting all children placed out by the school
and reporting to the board as to their condition. This agent was
also to investigate all applications for children for adoption or
otherwise and in behalf of the board to enter into written contracts
with persons taking children from the State school. These con-
tracts were to contain a clause reserving the right of the school to
withdraw a child from any person with whom he was placed when in
the opinion of the board the welfare of the child required it.

The State board of supervision was also authorized to return any
child to the county of his original residence when he became 16
years of age, if no home had been procured for him or if at any
time after his commitment it was ascertained that the child was of
unsound mind or body at the time of his commitment or if for any
reason the board considered the child an improper inmate of the
State school.

The law establishing the school declared that the object of the
act was to “ provide for such children a temporary home only until
homes can be procured for them in good families.” The board of

2 Sixteenth Biennial Report of the State Board of Control of Wisconsin, for the bien-
nial period ending June 30, 1922, p. 39. Madison, 1922.
3Wisconsin, Laws of 1885, ch. 377.
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6 CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

supervision was made legal guardian of all children who became
inmates of the school. Each placement was to be made under a
written contract for minority or until the child reached 18 years
of age, in the discretion of the board. The contract was to provide
for education in the public schools, for the teaching of some useful
occupation, for kind and'proper treatment as a member of the
family, and for the payment on the termination of the contract of
a sum of money, to be determined by the State board of supervision,
which was to be received by the board for the use of the child.

CHANGES IN T&E LAW4

The original age limitations for admission were 3 to 13 years.
In 1901 the lower age limit was changed to permit the school to
receive infants; in 1921 the upper age limit was raised to 16 years.5
According to the original law children were retained until they
reached the age of 16 years, or after, in the discretion of the board.
Under the present law the board may retain jurisdiction until the
children are 18 years of age, or until a home or other suitable place
is*provided for them after they have reached that age, in the dis-
cretion of the board. R

As the result of amendments in 1917, 1919, and 1921 the law no
longer states, as did the original act, that the school shall “ provide
for such children a temporary home only * * * until homes can
be procured for them in good families.” The present law appar-
ently contemplates that the State public school should provide for
some children long-term care and training, and it is specified that
the school shall educate the children physically, intellectually, voca-
tionally, and morally until such time as permanent or temporary
homes can be procured for those eligible for such placing.

In 1901 legal provision was made for the commitment to the
State public school of crippled and deformed children under 14
years of age, the age limit for these children being later raised to 16
years and in 1921 to 21 years. The amendment passed in 1921 pro-
vided for the reception of crippled children under 21 years of age,
if their defects could be cured or ameliorated by surgical or other
means. The 1901 law authorizing the admission of crippled chil-
dren stated that “ existing provisions for the commitment, care, dis-
position, control, and discharge of inmates of the school ” should
apply also to the physically handicapped.

During 1921 the legislature removed the provision regarding the
return to the counties from which they had been committed of chil-
dren found to be not sound mentally or physically.6 It also passed
a provision forbidding the placing for indenture or adoption of any
child who is feeble-minded, epileptic, or suffering from syphilis or
any other disease that might later handicap him, or who has had a
feeble-minded parent or a parent who has suffered from any nervous
or mental disease likely to be inherited. (This legal restriction fol-
lowed a ruling of the State board of control with regard to place-
ment that had been in effect since 1918.) The provision does not

4 See Appendix B, p. 120, for text of law in 1923.
8 Waisconsin, Laws of 1901, ch. 223; Laws of 1921, cli. 430.
8 Wisconsin, Laws of 1921, cli. 444,
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ORIGIN- AND FUNCTIONS OF THE SCHOOL 7
apply to “ any child 16 years of age or over who, in the opinion of
the board, may safely be placed in a home or on a wage contract for
a temporary period not to exceed one year.”

The legislature of 1921 also added a provision specifying that
the records kept at the State public school shall include the results
of the physical and laboratory examinations and the test of the
mentality of each child by a competent physician versed in psychi-
atry and mental diseases, and also requiring that a continuous rec-
ord be kept of the child’s history while he is under the guardian-
ship of the board.7

The law providing for the establishment of the State public
school authorized the State board to designate some officer, teacher,
or other employee of the school to act as its agent. An amendment
in 1891 authorized the employment of one or more agents, and the
present law provides that the board may appoint “one or more
agents of the State public school, who shall investigate all applica-
tions to take any such children by adoption or otherwise, and the
persons who make the same.” 8

The law provides that the State board of control is the legal
guardian ox all children committed to the school. The board is
given the power to consent to the adoption of any such child in
the manner provided by law, its written consent having the same
force and effect as if given by the parent or parents of the child.9

The law relating specifically to the State public school does not
provide for receiving children for temporary care. However, a
recent superintendent has interpreted as applying to the State
school a provision in another part of the statutes which permits a
judge to commit temporarily to an institution, and in accordance
with this section of the law children have been received on tem-
porary commitment during the last few years. In 1923 amend-
ments to the juvenile court law specifically authorized temporary
commitments to the State p'ublic school.9

PLACEMENT ON INDENTURE
THE TERMS OF THE INDENTURE CONTRACTI

In accordance with the contract form used by the Wisconsin State
Public School in 1923, the State board of control places a child until
he is 18, reserving the right to cancel the contract and require the
child to be returned to the school whenever the conditions of the
contract are not executed or whenever the interest of the child re-
quires. Such a reservation, specifically authorized in the original
law,11 was apparently not provided for in the law as amended in
1921, but the the school had wisely continued to include it in the
terms of the indenture contract. This practice in Wisconsin is in
accord with the legal requirements of Colorado, Michigan, Minne-

71bid., eh. 392. . . N
szgﬁ , Laws of 1885, eh. 377, see. 16; Laws of 1891, ch. 259; Stat. 1923,

See Appendlx B, p. 127, “ Surrender of parental rights through commitment to the
State school,” for discussion of adoption provision and juvenile court law concerning
temporary commitments to the State school, and p. 125 for text of the law.

10 See Appendix C, p. 130, for text of contract.
11 Wisconsin, Laws of 1885, ch. 377, sec. 16.
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CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

sota, and other States.12 The person receiving the child also reserves
the right to cancel the agreement at any time by returning the child
to the school free of cost to the State.

The contract also provides that the person receiving the child
agree (a) to keep the child as a member of the family; (b) to have
him taught a specified occupation; (<? to have him attend the public
schools a specified number of months each year until he is 16 years
old; (d) at the expiration of the indenture period to pay to the
State board of control or the superintendent of the school, for the
benefit of the child, $50 or pro rata of that amount for the time the
child remains in the family after his tenth birthday; (<? in case
the contract is canceled, to return the child to the school at his own
expense when requested by the agent or the superintendent of the
school; (/) whenever requested by the agent or the superintendent
to report in writing such facts as may be required about the child
and to furnish the child materials and opportunity to correspond
with the school authorities.

The contract prohibits the removal of the child from the place
where he was originally indentured without the consent of the super-
intendent of the Wisconsin State Public School.

Under the present system most of the homes secured are on farms
because the families there are in constant need of the kind of help
that can be given by a boy or girl. The child is expected to earn
his maintenance, in part at least, and it is for the service thus
rendered that the family pays $50 to the State school in his behalf
when he reaches the age limit, or a portion of this amount if he is
released previously. The back of the indenture contract contains
the following schedule of pro rata amounts to be paid if the con-
tract is canceled before the child is 18 years of age:

Age Amount Age Amount
11 $6.25 15. $31. 25
12 12.50 16. 37.50
13 18.75 17. 43.75
14 25.00 18- 50.00

The State retains this money until the child is 21 years of age.
FIELD AGENTS

For some years the State school had two field agents. A third
agent was added in October, 1907, and the school had the services
of three field representatives until 1920, since which time there have
been only two. It is obvious that two agents can cover the State
very inadequately. According to the annual reports of the school
the children placed in indenture homes for the first time have
averaged 180 per year. No data are available in regard to the
actual number of indenture homes utilized during a year; but in
view of the fact that many of the children are placed in several
homes in the course of their indenture histories, it is evident that the
number of indenture homes to be looked up in a year is very exten-
sive. The original inquiry into the desirability of the home has been

12 The Colorado law on this point is as follows: “ Every such contract shall contain
a clause reserving the right to said board to cancel the same whenever they may deem
that the interest of the child requires it; and may also contain a clause authorizing the
person taking the child to cancel the contract at any time within 60 days from the date
of the contract, on returning the child to the home free of expense to said home.”
Colorado, Compiled Laws 1921, sec. 631 (Laws of 1895, p. 74, sec. 6).
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ORIGIN AND FUNCTIONS OF THE SCHOOL 9

of necessity very superficial. Supervision of the children after
placement has also been of a very limited character. It is not to be
expected that the two agents of the State public school could give
the attention needed for each of about 500 children placed in homes
in all parts of the State, many of them very inaccessible.13

DIFFICULTIES IN PLACEMENT

The second biennial report of the State public schooll4 discusses the
difficulty of finding satisfactory homes for the children and the
necessity of returning many of the children sent out, either because
the home did not prove to be what was anticipated or because the
child was unsatisfactory to those to whom he was indentured. It is
stated that during the first four years of the school’'s work (1887-
1890) 107 of the 405 children who had been placed in homes—more
than one-fourth—were returned to the school, the number reniaining
in the school on September 30, 1890, being 289. Thus early in the
history of the school it became overcrowded, and it was recommended
that another cottage be added to the five then existing. The large
number of children reported as being difficult to place is especially
noteworthy in view of the regulation in the earlier years against
receiving children who were not sound physically and mentally. It
is probable that the first superintendent of the school stated correctly
the reason for the lack of success in placement when he said :

Some of the children have never been placed out, and some have been placed
out three or four times. The reasons, real and imaginary, on account of which
the children are returned are many. When we consider the former surround-
ings of most of our children, the short time many of them have remained in the
school, and that there is but one man to investigate the homes, to place the

children in homes, and to visit them, it is not, perhaps, to be wondered at that
about one-third of the children are returned.’5

EARLY METHODS OF PLACEMENT OF STATE WARDS IN MASSACHUSETTS

A feature of child-caring work in Massachusetts was the au-
thorization of payment of board for dependent children placed in
family homes. The State primary school at Monson (for depend-
ent children) and the State board of charities were early given
authority to board children. With the development of the free-home
and boarding-home systems it became increasingly possible to limit
the number of children remaining in the institution. By 1894 the
State board had placed in family homes so many children from the
State primary school that the trustees of State institutions recom-
mended its abolition, which occurred in 1895. Since that time Mas-
sachusetts has cared for destitute and neglected children by pro-
vision in free family homes or in boarding homes. Children who
because of serious physical and mental handicap could not be placed
in family homes, even with the payment of board, have been given

13According to information received from the director of the juvenile department of
the Wisconsin State Board of Control (April 20, 1925), a larger appropriation to cover
the salary of an additional field agent has been requested of the legislature by the
superintendent of the State school, all children in the most inaccessible localities have
been replaced within the last few months, and more children have been placed in towns
and cities.

141n the Fourth Biennial Report of the State Board of Supervision, State of Wis-
consin Charitable, Reformatory, and Penal Institutions, for the two fiscal years ending
September 30, 1890, pp. 161, 162. Madison, 1891,

Blbid, p, 162,
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10 CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

care and treatment in the State infirmary or in other institutions.
In October, 1922, Bradford Infirmary at Canton was opened as a
hospital for wards of the division of child guardianship of the Mas-
sachusetts Department of Public Welfare.

About 1870 Massachusetts introduced another important innova-
tion in providing for the presence in court of an agent of the State
board when consideration was to be given to the commitment of
dependent or neglected children. This work, which has continued up
to the present time, has undoubtedly prevented commitment to the
State of many children who under conditions that exist in most
States would have been made State wards without proper considera-
tion of the circumstances or their special needs.

The Massachusetts authorities early reached the conclusion that
it was futile to rely on securing homes merely through the applica-
tions fpr children made to the State school. In order to obtain the
necessary number and types of homes it was requisite that the State
should make a special effort to find them. Undoubtedly this policy
accounts in large measure for the difference between the Massa-
chusetts experience and that of States where the number of field
agents has been small and placement limited largely to farm homes
where conditions were presumed to be safe and much preliminary
inquiry or supervision unnecessary. The question arises as to the
result that might have been attained if the Massachusetts policy had
been followed by Wisconsin from the beginning and special efforts
made to find desirable homes instead of awaiting applications for
children.
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RECORD STUDY OF “INDENTURED” AND “ADOPTED”
CHILDREN

As a preliminary to the field study of children indentured into
family homes information was obtained from the records of the
State public school concerning all children who had been inden-
tured during the years 1913-3917. Explanation has been made of
the method of selecting cases for detailed study and of the fact that
no children who were adopted were included in the follow-up in-
quiry. A total of 827 children were placed in indenture homes dur-
ing the five years. Of this number, 452 were included in the spe-
cial field study, 298 had been adopted, and 77 were omitted for
geographic reasons. The field study thus covered 85 per cent of the
entire number of children placed in indenture homes during the
five-year period, exclusive of the children who after indenture were
legally adopted and whose indenture histories were therefore of
comparatively short duration. Data concerning the 77 indentured
children not covered in the field study because of the location of the
homes in which they had been placed are omitted. But to bring out
certain significant points of difference between the two groups re-
ferred to for convenience as “ indentured ” and “ adopted mcompari-
son will be made of the 452 indentured children included in the fol-
low-up inquiry and the 298 children who were indentured and later
adopted.

The 298 children who had been adopted by April 1, 1923, repre-
sented 28 per cent of the 1,059 children received as wards of the
State school during the five-year period 1913-1917, as compared
with 16 per cent adopted out of the total number of children
received by the State school since its opening in 1886. Though the
percentage of adoptions was thus considerably greater during the
period 1913-1917 than for the entire period of the school’s existence
the information obtained in regard to the children adopted during
the five-year period is probably fairly representative of the whole
number of children adopted through the State school. .

TYPES OF HOMES FROM WHICH INDENTURED AND ADOPTED
CHILDREN WERE REMOVED

Information was obtained as to the type of home (parental or
other private home, or institution) in which 372 of the indentured
and 135 of the adopted children were living at the time of commit-

52021°— 25— 2 u
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12 CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

ment. A similarity in the percentages of the two groups removed
from different types of homes is shown in the following list:

Per cent distribution
Indentured Adopted

Residence at commitment children children
Total 100 100

Parental home :

With both parents------------ ---------- 23 19

With mother--—-————emeeev 21 21

With father 14 10
Step-parental home---------- JE— 6 o
Relatives’ home 14 14
Other private home---------------- [ 9 9
Almshouses 5 10
Institutions for dependent children. 5 o
Other institutions----------m-mmmemmeeeeeeee 3 9
Abandoned children---------------ee-ceeeeeeev — 0 fo)

Sixty-four per cent of the indentured children and 50 per cent of
the adopted group were living with one or both parents or in a
home in which there was a step-parent; 23 per cent of each group
were living with relatives or in other private homes; and 13 per
cent of the indentured and 25 per cent of the adopted children were
in institutions immediately prior to their commitment to the State
public school.

The removal of 23 per cent of the indentured and 19 per cent of
the adopted children from families in which both parents were living
in the home indicates conditions of family degeneration, neglect, or
incapacity that call for serious consideration. The case summaries
presented later (see p. 30) illustrate the conditions that led to the
breaking up of families and assumption by the State of the burden
of care and support of the children.

At the time of commitment, 21 per cent of the indentured and
the same percentage of the adopted children lived in homes in which
the mother was responsible for the maintenance of the family. The
Wisconsin law providing aid for dependent children in their own
homes requires that the fitness of the home shall be taken into ac-
count. It is evident from the stories presented that in many of these
families the mother was not a fit custodian of her children. In other
instances it is probable that if there had been in the community the
necessary provision for constructive social case work the children
might have remained with their mothers if the home had been sub-
sidized from the public “ mothers’ pension” fund or from some other
source. It must not be forgotten, however, that the amount of aid
provided by certain counties in the administration of the mothers’
pension law is inadequate to keep the children with the mother.
Frequently a mother receiving it has to earn a considerable part of
the family’s maintenance, and her employment away from home often
means neglect of the children, which in turn leads to delinquencies
and other difficulties that directly explain commitment of the chil-
dren to the State school.

The histories of some of the children indicated that the mother had
found it to her advantage to be relieved of the child s care some-
times for no better reason than that she contemplated remarriage
or did not want to be bothered by having the child.

l1Less than 1 per cent.
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RECORD STUDY OF INDENTURED AND ADOPTED CHILDREN 13

One-half of the adopted and one-third of hie indentured children
were known to have been living elsewhere than in their parental
homes when they were committed to the State public school. Of the
133 indentured children in this group only 7 were orphans.2 The
homes of the others had been broken through the death of one parent
and through the desertion, imprisonment, or commitment of parents
to hospitals for the insane or to other institutions. Two of the in-
dentured and one of the adopted children were reported as having
been abandoned by their parents. Five of the indentured children
were received from homes into which they had been adopted. Of

WARDS OF THE WISCONSIN STATE PUBLIC SCHOOL-WHEREABOUTS AT COMMITMENT TO THE
CARE OF THE STATE

[Based on 507 children (372 indentured and 135 adopted) for whom whereabouts at
commitment was reported]

the 45 indentured children received from institutions, 18 were in
county poor farms, 2 children were with their mothers in an institu-
tion for the feeble-minded, and 1 in a hospital for the insane. Eight
of the adopted children were received from children’s institutions, 9
from hospitals, 14 from county poor farms where 5 were living with
their mothers, and 3 from hospitals for the insane where the infants
had been temporarily with their mothers. Of the 17 committed
from county poor farms and hospitals for the insane, 15 were the
children of unmarried mothers.

21In addition there were two orphans whose whereabouts at commitment was not
reported.
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WARDS OF THE WISCONSIN STATE PUBLIC SCHOOL-PERCENTAGES OF CHILDREN COMING FROM SPECIFIED TYPES OF HOME

Per Cent
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RECORD STUDY OF INDENTURED AND ADOPTED CHILDREN 15

PARENTAL STATUS OF INDENTURED AND ADOPTED CHILDREN
AT COMMITMENT

Both parents were dead in only 2 per cent of the number of chil-
dren committed to the State school during the five-year period
studied. The largest proportion (27 per cent) of the children in the
indentured group were half orphans; the number of those whose
fathers were dead and of those whose mothers were dead was about
the same. In the group of children adopted legally after being
placed on indenture only 1 per cent were orphans and 12 per cent
were half orphans.

On the other hand, 19 per cent of the indentured group, as against
9 per cent of the adopted children, had both parents living and in
the family home at the time of the child’s commitment. In addition
to the families in which both parents were living in the home, 22 per
cent of the indentured group and 16 per cent of the adopted children
had living parents, one or both of whom had deserted the family or
abandoned the child; 7 per cent of the parents of the former group
were divorced or separated, as against 3 per cent of the parents of
the adopted children. When the cases in which one or both parents
were dead and those in which the mother was unmarried are elimi-
nated, it is found that more than half the indentured children and
more than one-fourth of the adopted group were known to have
two living parents who had evaded their responsibility for the care
and support of the children or whose children had been taken from
them because of neglect or bad home conditions. In addition, a
number of cases in which the information concerning the parents’
whereabouts was insufficient undoubtedly belonged in this class. It
is especially significant that so large a proportion of the adopted
children had both parents living.

Of the adopted group 49 per cent were the children of unmarried
mothers. In the indentured group, on the other hand, only 6 per
cent were reported as children of unmarried mothers.

The following table shows the parental status of the adopted and
the indentured children at the time of commitment to the Wisconsin
State Public School:

Parental status, at time of commitment, of adopted and indentured children
and in the families of indentured children

Families

Inden- of the

Parental status at time*of child’s commitment Ag_olgted tured 452 in-
children  children dentured
children
Total__ - 298 452 266
Home maintained by parents.........c.......... 72 239 120
Both parentsliving _in home 27 87 39
Mother head of family 27 77 41
Fatherdead 9 21 11
Father Qeser}ing _ 12 41 19
Father in prison. 4 3 3
Parents divorced or separated.. 10 4
Father in hospital 2 2 1
Father’s whereabouts unknown. 3
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16 CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

Parental status, at time of commitment, of adopted and indentured children
and in the families of indentured children— Continued

Families
Inden- of the
tured 452 in-
children dentured
children

Adopted

Parental status at time of child’s commitment children

Home maintained by parents—Continued
Father head of family...~......
Motherd e a d
Mother deserting.----
Parents separated-----
Mother in prison or almshouse--
Mother in hospital for insane.
Mother’'s whereaboutsunkn
Step-parents........ B e
Father and stepmother---
Mother and stepfather
Stepfather and wife

Motherunmarried...------- ----------- 139 27 1126?
No home maintained by parents. s 183

Both parents dead
Both parents deserting— i
Parents divorced or separated-....
Both parents in hospital for insan
Mother dead (father deserting, in institution, or whereabouts not
reported) - S
Father dead (mother deserting, m institution, or whereabouts not
€POrted). ...t i ST T -
Mother deserting (fatherin institution, Without home, orwhereabouts
not reported) —————
Father esertlng (motherin |n5t|tut|on W|thouthome orwhereabouts 13
not reported) .......... -
Mother in institution, father without home or whereabouts not
FePOrted......ccocvvuiiiiciiiieicnicicicciiespn — === e
Father in institution, mother without home, or Whereabouts not
reported --m
Both parents in institution
Whereabouts of both parents not reported
Whereabouts of one parent not reported other without home--
Other . —

w wgPpe o

Parental status notreported.

AGES OF INDENTURED AND ADOPTED CHILDREN

Comparison of the ages at which the children became State wards
is also significant in connection with their continued placement in
indenture homes or later adoption. Only 7 per cent of the children
in the indentured group were under 1 year of age when committed
to the State school, as compared with 53 per cent of the children
who were legally adopted. When comparison is made of the ages
at indenture and the ages at adoption it is found that nearly three-
fourths of the 452 indentured children who were not later adopted
were placed in the first indenture home when they were between the
ages of 7 and 16, whereas 82 per cent of the 298 adopted children
were under 7 years of age when adopted. Only 10 per cent ox the
children indentured were placed before they were 3 years old, but
57 per cent of the adopted children were under 3 years of age when
adopted. The fact that 47 per cent of the adopted children were
of illegitimate birth has an important relation to the age at adoption,
since this group of children were committed to the State public
school at an earlier age than were children of legitimate birth.
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RECORD STUDY OF INDENTURED AND ADOPTED CHILDREN 17

WARDS OF[THE WISCONSW STATE PUELIC

SC -DISTRIBUTION OF AGES_OF ADOPTED
CHILDREN AT THE TIME OF THEIR COMMITM Tl

HE CARE OF THE STATE

Per cen-t oftotal number of children

DISTRIBUTION OF AGES OF INDENTURED CHILDREN AT THE TIME OF THEIR COMMITMENT TO THE
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18 CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

The following table shows the ages of indentured and adopted
children at commitment and at time of indenture or adoption:

Ages of indentured and adopted children at time of commitment to Wisconsin
State Public School and at time of indenture or of adoption

Indentured children of specified ages— Adopted children of specified ages-
Age At commitment At indenture At commitment At adoption

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Per cent

Total 452 100 298 100 298

n 4
Under 6 months.. 26 24 12; a o
6-11 months 3 a2 o
1-2 years- 27 23 gg o 3
3-4 years. 39 30 ® pet »
6-6year 49 54 1 a 2
7-9year 116 114 . > o
10-13 years. 171 180 2
14-15 years. 21 27
16 years
Age not reported.

Court commitments of neglected children are usually made to the
State institution. This accounts for the large number of children
in the older groups and for the number of cases m which brothers
and sisters are committed. It has been shown that a large propor-
tion of .the children committed to the State school at an early age,
including a preponderance of those of illegitimate birth, are adopted
into the homes in which they have been indentured.

TIME IN INSTITUTION BEFORE FIRST INDENTURE

About two-fifths of the indentured children were in the State school
less than a month before being placed in their first indenture home.
More than one-third were in the institution from one to hve months.

The details follow

Number
Time in State school before first indenture of children Per cent
452 100
177 39
Less than 1 month. 110 54
3-5 . __ 55 12
T 9
9-11 months. 20 ‘é
1 year-———- -’ig 5
2-9 years — 1
Not in the sc 3

TIME UNDER JURISDICTION BEFORE ADOPTION

Two-fifths of the children had been under the jurisdiction of the
State public school for less than one year when they were legally
adopted.3 The following list gives the percentages under care tor
various periods of time of the 298 children who were adopted:

8According to information received from the director of the juvenile department of
the Wsconln State Boarfi of Control (Apr. 20, 1925), the State public school.since
1924 has followed a ruling of the board that all children should have a trial period of
at least s® Znths in the foster family before adoption. Most children are m the
foster homes a year before consent to adoption is given.
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RECORD STUDY OF INDENTURED AND ADOPTED CHILDREN 19

Time under care before adoption— Continued per cent
Less than 6 months o

6-11 months ~ 27

1 year 35

5-9 years ~ ~ 4

In view of the growing sentiment in favor of State laws requiring
placement on trial for six months or a year before the final adoption
decree it is of interest to note the large percentages of children
adopted through the instrumentality of the State public school when
they had been under care of the State for less than six months or
less than a year.

INDENTURE BEFORE ADOPTION

Of the 298 adopted children, 149 were boys and 149 girls, out of a
total of 750 children indentured—402 boys and 348 girls—for whom
the sex was reported. Prior to legal adoption, 266 of the children
had been placed in only one indenture home—the one into which they
were later adopted. Twenty-seven children had lived in one in-
denture home prior to placement in the home in which they were
adopted, and five children had lived in two homes previously.

Of the 298 adopted children, 12 per cent had lived less than three
months in the home when they were legally adopted, and 22 per cent
from three to five months. Thus more than one-third of the children
adopted while wards of the State had been in the foster home less
than half ayear. In 1922 the State board of control passed resolu-
tions containing the following statement: “ No step shall be taken to
have a child legally adopted until it shall have been in the adoptive
home at least six months. The responsibility for seeing that a legal
adoption is secured through the courts lies with the affencv niacin«-
the child.” 4 Jr n

The time spent by the children before legal adoption in the in-
denture homes into which they were adopted was as follows:

Time in home before adoption. Per cent
Less than 3 months B 12
3-5 months 22
6-11 months______ : — 26
1-4 years — 36
5 years and over 3

MENTAL CHARACTERISTICS OF PARENTS OF ADOPTED
CHILDREN

Of the 298 adopted children, 36 children from 31 families were
known, to have insane or feeble-minded, parents. Both parents of 1,
the father of 1, and the mothers of 16 were insane. The mothers of
17 children were known to be feeble-minded, and both parents of 1
were said to be “ simple-minded ” (this family also having children
diagnosed as subnormal). The father of two adopted children was
epileptic/ Three children who were legally adopted had been com-
mitted to the school from State hospitals for the insane in which
they were living temporarily with their mothers, who were insane
inmates. One of the children also had an insane father. All three

1927eS°(Mimeograpbed )State B°ard °f Control Governing Placement of Children, June,
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20 CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

children were of illegitimate birth. One of these infants was com-
mitted when 17 days old and was legally adopted, through the in-
strumentality of'the State school, at the age of 5 months and 10 days.
The second child was committed at the age of 25 days and was legally
adopted when 9 months and 19 days of age. The third child was 12
days old when committed and 1 year and 1 month old when adopted.
Of course, when these children were received by the State school they
were too young for any mental test, and their stay in the institution
was too short to permit any acquaintance with their probable devel-
opment. The first-mentioned child was in the institution for only 25
days before being placed in an indenture home, the second for 2
months and 16 days, and the third for 3 months.

Full information with regard to the parents is not available for all
this group of adopted children, but the known facts about 12 per
cent show the wisdom of delaying adoption in cases where the
heredity is known to be bad until it can be determined whether the
children themselves are likely to be affected. A radical change has
resulted, of course, from the policy begun in 1918 and enacted into
law in 1921, prohibiting the indenture or adoption of feeble-minded
children or those likely to be handicapped by mental disease or
defect.

CHILDREN OF ILLEGITIMATE BIRTH

More than one-fifth (177) of the 827 children who were placed in
indenture homes during the five-year period included in this study
were known to be of illegitimate birth, and four-fifths of the chil-
dren born out of wedlock were committed to the State public school
when they were under 6 months of age. This situation does not indi-
cate that the other sections of the State are following to any extent
the policy of the Milwaukee Health Department in attempting to
keep mothers and babies together during the early months of the
nursing period. Probably, however, the situation has changed dur-
ing the last year or two, especially as a result of the activities of the
juvenile division of the Wisconsin State Board of Control in con-
nection with enforcing a regulation adopted by the State board in
June, 1922, as follows:

An infant must be nursed at the breast for at least the first three months
of its life. Every effort must be made to induce a mother to keep her child
permanently by notifying her nearest of kin of her condition and her location
and by obtaining the name of the father of the child. Weakening of parental
responsibility must not be fostered and illegitimacy must not be encouraged
by offering monetary.or easy methods of disposing of babies.®

The details of the ages at commitment of the children of illegiti-
mate birth follow:

Number of

Age at commitment children

Total 177
Under 6 months N — _ 142
6-11 months v 12
1 year . ; . 6
2 years — — — _ 5
3 years —r — - A E 3

6 Resolutions of the State Board of Control Governing Placement of Children, June,
1922. (Mimeographed.)
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Age at commitment Néh”.l%%r?f

4 years
5 years - i A ih_
6 years

7 years 1 i ---. .

11 years * _
12 years > .
Age not reported o

The birth status is of special interest in connection with the policy
of the State school regarding adoptions. Of the 298 children adopted
out of the total group indentured during the five-year period 139
(47 per cent) were born out of wedlock. On the other hand, of the
children who were indentured and not later adopted only 7 per cent
were of illegitimate birth.

Of the 177 children of illegitimate birth 79 per cent were legally
adopted through the instrumentality of the State school. These
facts point to a more general policy of adoption in the case of chil-
dren born out of wedlock than in the case of other children. This
is explainable partly by the earlier ages at which these children
come to the attention of the State school and their greater avail-
ability for adoption.

— R NR RP=N

PROPORTION OF TIME IN THE INSTITUTION AND IN INDENTURE
HOMES

Of the 688 children placed in indenture homes during the five-
year period studied who had been wards of the State for more than
one year 11 per cent had been cared for in the institution half or
more than half the time they had been under its jurisdiction; 18 per
cent, from one-fifth to one-half of their total time as State wards;
28 per cent, from 5 to 19 per cent of the total time. About two-fifths
of the children had spent as inmates of the State institution less than
5 per cent of the total time they were under the jurisdiction of the
State. The following table shows, for the children under jurisdiction
at least one year, the time under jurisdiction and the numbers who
had spent in the institution different percentages of their total time
as State wards:

Length of time children were under jurisdiction of the Wisconsin State Public
School, by percentage of time spent in the institution

Children spending in institution specified percentages of their time as State
wards

Time under jurisdic- TC%tI?I
tion dren Less Not

than 5-9 10-19 30-39 40-49 50-59 80-89

5 port-
ed
Total.. 101 56 46 14 17
1lyear 108 22
3-4 years........ 136 48
5-6 years........ 211 119
7-9 years........ 202 97
10-15years... 28 4

Not reported 3

1Excluding 134 children who were under jurisdiction less than 1 year and 5 who were indentured
directly without any residence in the State school.
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22 CHILDREN" INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

For the same children the relation between the time in indenture
homes and the total period as wards of the State was as follows:

Percentage of time Percentage of time
as State wards as State wards
spent in inden- Number of spent in inden- Number of
ture homes children ture homes children
Total 6693 50-59 22
60-69 44
Less than 5 5 70-79 57
5-9 7 8(L-89 92
10-19 19 90-94 91
20-29 9 95-99 1 305
30-39 19 100 | 5
40-49 14  Not reported 4

WHEREABOUTS OF THE 841 CHILDREN WHO WERE UNDER THE JURISDICTION OF THE WISCONSIN
STATE PUBLIC SCHOOL ON APRIL 30, 1923

About one-tenth of the children were in family homes less than
half the entire time that they were under the jurisdiction of the
State school, and about three-fifths of the children were placed in
indenture homes for 90 per cent or more of the total time as State
wards. Conversely, about one-tenth of the children were kept in
the institution half or more than half the entire time they were under
jurisdiction of the school. Five per cent (32 children) of those who
had been State wards more than one year had been in the institution
at least four-fifths of the entire time.

It is interesting to note that of 28 children who had been under
jurisdiction of the State school for periods of 10 to 15 years only 8
had spent less than 10 per cent (12 to 18 months) in the institution

8 Excluding 134 children who were under jurisdiction less than one year.
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RECORD STUDY OF INDENTURED AND ADOPTED CHILDREN 23

and 7 had spent there 50 per cent or more (at least 5 to 7\o years)
In the group of 452 indentured children which was made the subject

WARDS OF THEAC"S*“"EmiBLJC ~~B ~0 ~~A G E S O F TOTAL

4-00
375.
350.
325.
300
275
250
225.
2001 25 Children.
175

150,

Number of children.

125

10Q

75

25

30 s5 55 to So—55—ilo

Percent of total time under carethatwas spent
inthe. institution

of special study it was found that of 21 children who had been

wards of the State for 10 to 15 years only 2 had been under inden-
ture as long as 10 years.
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FIELD STUDY OF INDENTURED CHILDREN1

CONDITIONS UNDER WHICH CHILDREN WERE REMOVED FROM
THEIR HOMES

ABNORMAL FAMILY CONDITIONS

Without careful study of the situation at the time of commitment
it is obviously impossible to determine what were the underlying
factors that led to a child’'s becoming a ward of the State. The
present study secured fairly adequate information in regard to
parental status and some of the major conditions in the homes at the
time of commitment, but it is impossible to analyze these factors in
relation to their importance as direct causes of the removal of the
children from their homes. However, an attempt is made to present
the various abnormal elements reported as existing in the 266 fam-
ilies from which were committed the 452 children included in this
study which might be causes or contributing causes. _Only two-
thirds of the children were in their own homes at the time of their
commitment as State wards, so that the conditions here set forth did
not affect all the children up to the time of their commitment to
the State. . ..

The following list shows the percentages of the 266 families (or
the 452 children included in the study) which were affected by speci-
fied unfavorable home conditions. More than one of the unfavor-
able conditions existed in many of the homes.

Conditions in families at time of commitment of children Per cent
Poverty (including families receiving poor relief, 16; parent

in almshouse, 3) 28
Immorality 26
Desertion 24
Parents neglecting children ; 21
Intemperance - 20
Parents’ failure to support-------------------- 11
Parents unable to control children 11
Insanity ®e
Iliness "
Divorce — 1
Feeble-mindedness -
Cruelty to children--------------- 5
Father or both parents imprisoned " »
Father with a criminal record 3

From the foregoing figures it is apparent that poverty, immorality,
desertion, neglect, and intemperance were the conditions most fre-
quently present which might be considered causes of the childs
removal from the home.

i The following agents engaged in the field study have assisted in the preparation of
descriptive material and stories in this section: Ruth Bloodgood Sarah T Rogers Irma
C. Lonegren, Frances Plekarski, Mildred Rosensteel, Alice Streckewald, Eloise V. Smith.
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WARDS OF THE WISCONSIN STATE PUBLIC SCHOOL-FAMILY CONPA-IEIOSNI'?-\'I%T THE TIME OF COMMITMENT OF THE CHILDREN TO THE CARE OF
266 families

Nonsupport, desertion, or
divorce

Lack of parental control,
cruelty, or neglect

Poverty or family receiving
poor relief

Immorality

Intemperance

Feeble-mindedness or insan-
ity

N3IHATIHDO d3IdNLN3IANI dO AdNls il13id

Physical disability

Each complete bar represents 100 per cent of the families; 2 or more of these conditions -
were reported for a number of families

to
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26 CHILDREN INDENTURED BY WISCONSIN STATE SCHOOL

SOURCE OF PETITION FOR COMMITMENT

In some counties it is the custom for all applications for commit-
ment of children to be handled by the county poor commissioner,
who fills out the complaint blank and brings the case to the attention
of the court. In other counties cases are brought before the court
also by private agencies and individuals interested in securing proper
care for the child. Complaints were brought by county, city, or vil-
lage officials, the police, or school authorities m almost three-faiths
of the 188 cases for which the source of the application was re-

FAMILIES OF WARDS OF ABENCcYSMAK?N6 aV fT O tFAN"FORHCHILD'SECO”MITMENTR,BUTI® N BY

[Based on information obtained for 188 of the 266 families]

ported. Less than one-fifth of the complaints were made by humane
officers, relief societies, probation officers, or institutions. Almost
one-fourth of the applications were reported as having been made
by parents, guardians, or relatives; and it is very probable that some
of those reported as coming from county poor commissioners orig-
inated with parents who sought aid in having their children pro-
vided for. . . - i. .o « _
The following list shows the source of the applications tor com-
mitment in the 188 cases for which this information was obtained:
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Number of
i L s . laiuuicis
Person or agency applying for child’'s commitment— Continued
Total ! 188
County or city poor official (in 4 cases also a relative, foster
parent, school authorities, orhumaneofficer) 72
Parents 36
Humane officer (in 3 cases also a relief society) 20
City or village official, other than poor official 15
Police department (in 1 case also other city official)___ _ 11
School authorities (in 2 cases also a relief society and
other individuals) 10
Foster parents or guardian 6
Institution official
Relief society 3
Probation officer (in 1 case alsoa parent) 3
Relative o 1
Other individual 5

The facts just given show that it has been easy for parents to give
their children to the care of the State. The unmarried mother
could give her child to the State within a very few days of its birth.
One divorced mother who was anxious to marry again was able to
commit her four children. Another who wished to conceal from
her new husband the fact that she had a son in addition to the
daughter that he knew about, had the son committed within a few
hours after .she heard from the school agent that a home had been
found for the lad.

AGENCIES DEALING WITH FAMILIES PRIOR TO CHILDREN'S COMMITMENT

One hundred and sixty-seven of the 266 families were reported as
having been known to public or private agencies prior to the com-
mitment of the children. Eighty-six families had been known to
one agency, 45 to two agencies, 24 to three agencies, 5 to four
agencies, and 6 to five agencies. One family was known to six
agencies.

The number of families known to each type of agency is given in
the following list:

Agencies that dealt with. 167 familiesi prior to children’s Number of
. i corr]mitment families
Private relief agencies 35
Public relief agencies 79
Poor commissioner, 61
Poor farm n
Poor commissioner and poor farm 7
Correctional institutions 32
Jalil 14
State prison . [ 5
Girls’ industrial school 4
Boys’ industrial school 2

House of Correction; House of the Good Shepherd! home
and farm school ; reform school ; boys' industrial school
and girls’ industrial school; boys’ industrial school and
jail; prison and reform school {1 each) 7

52021°—25--3
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Agencies that dealt with 167 families prior to children’s Number of
commitment— Continued families
Police * 21
Court (other than in connection with commitments to State
school) 39
Juvenile 15
Circuit, municipal, police, county,or divorce 24
Health agencies 26
Hospital and dispensary 11
Visiting nurse — ] - 7
Children’s infirmary e 4
Health department oo e 4
Institutions for dependents 25
Children \ 13
Children and adults 3 10
Adults — 2
Institutions for insane and feeble-minded------------ 23
Insane 14
Feeble-minded e 8
Insane and feeble-minded------ — — 1
Other agencies-——- 24
Humane societies L'¢ 20
Home-finding societies -— 3
Big Sister association — 1 1

INVESTIGATION BEFORE COMMITMENT

When a family is called to the attention of the county judge or
poor commissioner as in need of aid or because the children are
neglected the usual procedure in the rural counties where no relief
societies are located is to have an “ investigation” by the poor com-
missioner, or sometimes by the county nurse if there is one. This
investigation ordinarily consists of visiting the family and getting
what little information can be gleaned from neighbors. On this
basis the decision is made as to whether the family is “ worthy " of
assistance. If “unworthy” or if conditions are patently bad the
family may be called into court. The county judges are, as a rule,
slow to take action, and they give the families a second or third
chance to make good. After the first “ investigation ” no follow-up
is made, and relief is given where there are crying needs for other
treatment. Relief was given in the B family for three years or more
until conditions were found to be “ unspeakable,” as the superin-
tendent of the poor farm put it, with “ two almost naked children
crawling over their aged grandfather, who was fairly eaten up with
syphilis.”
ypI'he county commissioners of the poor, though interested in doing
the best they could in situations involving child dependency and
neglect, were not equipped for doing family case work, even had it
been within the scope of their duties. They gave relief in kind-
grocery orders, clothing, shoes, or fuel—when the families applied.
If the situation seemed to call for continued relief the entire family
might be sent to the poor farm; it was cheaper to support them there,
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or at least the money did not come out of the fund assigned for fam-
ily relief to that particular commissioner. In one county, however,
two instances were found where women not eligible for mothers’
aid were given relief in their own homes instead of being sent to the
poor farm. In one case the woman declared that she would commit
suicide if she were sent there, so the county took over the mortgage
on her farm and was letting her live on it for the rest of her life.
“ It is just as cheap and the woman is a little happier,” said the com-
missioner of the poor. In the other case a woman was caring for
her epileptic daughter, and the county was looking after the pay-
ments on her farm. In this same county, however, there had been
14 children in the county poorhouse, several of whom had been
there over five months. Four of the 14 children had left just prior
to the agent’s visit. One of the families consisted of a woman and
eight children, who had been deserted; although there were several
clues to the father’s whereabouts no serious effort was being made to
locate him. The superintendent of the poorhouse was powerless to
prevent this family from coming, though he was opposed to having
the children in the poorhouse, not only because it had a bad effect
upon them but because they disturbed the other inmates.

Commitment of the children to the State school was often resorted
to as a means of immediate relief in a critical family situation with-
out the comprehensive investigation that would have accompanied
any attempt at rehabilitation. For example, in some instances rela-
tives learned that the family was in distress only after the children
had been sent to the State school, and when they wrote to the school
they were informed that the children had already been indentured
and could not be returned. A few families took legal steps to regain
custody of the children, but after the children had been legally
adopted they could not be returned to their own relatives. The com-
mitment was usually based on a specific situation, considered from
an isolated standpoint. In other words, the court based the commit-
ment on the legal aspects of the case with practically no considera-
tion of social policy.

Physical and mental diagnoses were usually presented with the
commitment papers—that is, after the case decision—rather than
along with the facts concerning the family for consideration in con-
nection with the question of the child’s removal from his home. The
mental as well as the physical examination consisted of the filling
in of a form by the county doctor, with no added information as to
the special physical and mental problems of the child. Standings in
school work were never found in the court records, and the grade
attended by the child at the time of commitment was seldom men-
tioned except where the child was outstandingly retarded. In the
form that accompanies the commitment papers to the Sparta school
the typical entry concerning mental and physical examination was
usound of mind and body.”

NUMBER OF CHILDREN COMMITTED FROM EACH FAMILY

The total number of children in each family could be secured for
only 233 of the 266 families from which the 452 children included in
the field study were removed. In the 233 family groups there were
917 children under 18 years of age at the time the children com-
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mitted became wards of the State school. Five hundred and thirty-
nine of these children had been committed at some time to the State
public school, and 392 were included in the Children’s Bureau study.

Following is the number of families having each specified number
of children committed to the State public school:

Number of children Number of Number of children Number of
committed families committed families
Total 266 Four children . 28

Five children 21

One child 106 Six children 5

Two children 62 Seven children—  —--mermeemmmmmemeeen 4
Three children 38 Eightchildren.. 2

It appears from the foregoing that from each of 160 families
(about three-fifths of the total number) at least two children were
committed to the State school. One of the interesting things re-
vealed by the study was in relation to the commitments of different
children from the same family at various times. One child out of
three or four was sometimes committed to the school, or three or four
committed and one left with the mother. Sometimes one or two
children were taken on one date, and some months or years later
another child or two were received from the family.

In 53 of the 106 families from which only one child was committed
there were no other children; the other 53 families had from 2 to 12
children each, including the child committed. The proportion of
families in which the two children committed to the State school
represented the entire number in the family group was even smaller—
16 of the 62 families. In 15 of the 38 families from which three
children were committed there were no other children.

CASE SUMMARIES 2

The following case summaries show concretely the home conditions
from which children were received as State wards. Some of the
stories also describe briefly later experiences of the children and the
histories of the families. The conditions described in many of the
homes point to the difficulty and complexity of the task of safe-
guarding the children from degrading influences. In other cases
there were opportunities for assistance that could have been utilized
so as to allow the children to remain in their own homes.

Life in America has been none too easy for the father of Alma and Alfred.
He came from Europe in 1888 at 26 years of age. He had been a peasant farm
laborer, but he went directly to a large city of the Middle West. For five years
he tried to earn a living in the city; during the hard times of 1893 and the
prolonged period of unemployment he went to Wisconsin to visit an aunt. He
homesteaded there on land near the Wisconsin River and later married. When
the youngest of his four children was 5 months old the mother died. The
baby, a girl, was taken by her aunt, with whom she lived until she was 9
years old, but the father kept the three older children with him. He sold the
land on which he had homesteaded and purchased for $600 an 80-acre stretch
of sandy, valueless land. Laboriously he got under cultivation- 25 acres, which
he seemed to believe made a good farm, though he was deriving from it only
the barest kind of living. He was trying to pay off the debt on the farm to
keep from losing it. , . N , _

He purchased from the county for $50 an old schoolhouse, which he planned
to move onto the farm and turn into a home. But when he began to move it
the plaster fell from the walls on the inside and the clapboards from the out-

The names of families and children used in the case summaries are fictitious.

Digitized for FRASER
https://fraser.stlouisfed.org
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



FIELD STUDY OF INDENTURED CHILDREN 31

side, and he had nothing left to move but an old, one-room log house. He had
no assistance in the care of his children, and he did all the work on the farm
except for such little help as his children could give him.

In 1916 he was told that the county was giving aid to the people in this poor
section who were in need of help, and he petitioned his town chairman for aid.
The chairman referred the case to the county poor commissioner, who visited
the home once and suggested to the father that it would be much better for him
to send his two younger children to the State public school than it would be
for him to receive aid in money. The children were delighted with the idea
of going to school and with the description of the fine place and the oppor-
tunities that would be open to them. The father reported that he understood
that the children would be cared for and educated and believed that this would
truly be much better than anything he could do for them. He therefore con-
sented to the commitment of Alma, aged 11, and Alfred, aged 9. Philip had
passed his fourteenth birthday and remained at home with his father. The
father stated that he was amazed when he learned that soon after commitment
both Alma and Alfred were sent to work on farms.

Alfred remained at the State public school for only five weeks, when he was
placed in a farm home a mile away from any public school. With Alfred,
there were seven members in this family; the foster parents had four children
under 7 years of age. The house and barn were dirty, and the house was poorly
furnished. The children were all dirty. The parents seemed only fairly in-
telligent. Alfred had been taken to help with the work because he was large
for his age and appeared strong. Until shortly before the study the foster
father had employed a hired man, but at the time of the bureau agent’s visit
Alfred, a little over 16, was doing the work of a hired man.

School records could not be obtained for the years preceding 1918. For four
consecutive years the child attended 84, 108, 51%, and 98 days, or 337 days
out of a possible 720. He never entered earlier than the third month in the
fall. In spite of this irregular attendance the boy was able to complete the
eighth grade in June, 1922, at the age of 15 years. The teacher said he was a
bright lad and could make up the work pretty well, in spite of being kept out
of school so much.

.Alma was In the State public school for three months and was then sent to
a home where, the father reported, she was compelled to work very hard and
was often severely punished. She was there eight months, then back at the
school for one month, in a second home for six months, and then in the school
one year and three months. She was then sent back to her father’'s home. In
the meantime the father’'s home had apparently not improved. He still lived
in the one-room log house. At the request of the school visitor the house was
partitioned so that two small bedrooms were made.

Alma did not attend school after she was returned to her father, as she had
already completed the eighth grade. There was no one but the father to help
guide the child or to advise her in any way. At one time the girl left the
father’'s home with a boy friend and remained away for a week. When she
was located by a visitor from the school the girl explained her absence by
saying that she was visiting some friends and that it rained so hard she was
not able to get home. Alma remained with her father until she passed her
eighteenth birthday. She did the housework«and worked side by side with
her father on the farm. Shortly after her eighteenth birthday she went to a
large city, where she lived with relatives and was employed.

Philip, the oldest child, went into the United States Army. Theresa, who
was the baby when the mother died, was returned to the father in 1920 to be-
come his “right-hand man.” At the time of the agent’s visit the house was
very untidy and almost bare. The child’'s body and clothing were dirty, but
she was only 12 and had no one to help or advise her. The father tried to
help with the housework and cultivated the farm alone. He was anxious for
his daughter to go to school, and at his request little Theresa brought from
the old trunk, to show to the agent, her reading-circle certificate and honor
diploma for perfect attendance. She will enter the seventh grade in the fall
and says that she is going to be a teacher.

The father realized that for him life in America was better than it probably
would have been in the “old country.” He wished he could speak English
better. He appeared to be of the type that is eager to learn and to advance
and would appreciate any endeavor to assist and guide him. A resourceful
social agency or a visiting housekeeper could have been of great help to the
family.
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The T family— father, mother, and seven children—had been dependent upon
public and private charities for several years. The father, a laborer who
worked irregularly, was an intemperate man. The mother was a poor house-
keeper. The children were neglected, only half fed, and half clothed. The
mother was also immoral, and the children frequently saw men callers at the
home during the father’s absence. At the petition of the county poor commis-
sioner six of the seven children, ranging in age from 1 year to 14 years, were
committed to the State public school. Rufus, the oldest, was beyond the age of
commitment.

After the commitment of the children the father died, and the mother moved
to a larger city where she began to solicit on the streets. She was arrested as
a prostitute and was returned for care to her county of residence. She was
living at the county poor farm, where the officials planned to keep her until
her children were released and could make a home for her, intending that they
should bear the burden of her support. At this institution the mother helped
with the work when under close supervision. She received no pay for her
services.

Rufus, the oldest of the children, at the time of the study a young man of
23, had not forgotten his brothers and sisters and hoped to reestablish a home
for them as soon as they were released. With this desire in his heart he had
been “ fixing up” the old family home. Rose, the baby sister, was in the
State public school only one month when she was sent to a home on an
indenture contract and within a short time was legally adopted by the foster
parents. The other children were still in indenture homes at the time of the
study.

When Jessie was but 5 months old, her mother and father, then only 19 and
20 years of age, were divorced. They had been married a little over two
years. The divorce was granted the mother on the ground of cruel and in-
human treatment and infidelity, and it gave her the custody of the child. The
maternal and paternal grandparents were living at the time of the divorce,
and the maternal grandfather was appointed guardian for both mother and
child. The mother found a boarding home for Jessie but failed to pay for hey
care, and when the foster parents asked to be allowed to adopt her the mother
consented. The adoptive parents were ignorant and very superstitious; the
wife was described as “ almost mentally unbalanced ” and told Jessie weird
tales about witches and ghosts. These the child began to dramatize at night
and became *“ obstreperous” and “ wild,” tearing her clothing and her hair
and breaking the furniture. The maternal grandfather complained of this
situation to the county humane officer. Investigation showed that the com-
plaint was well founded and that the child was in a wrong environment, and
the adoptive parents were persuaded to send the child to the State school.
Thus, at 7 years of age Jessie was given to the custody of the State, while her
own parents, grandparents, and adoptive parents were all living.

A month later she was sent on an indenture contract to a home in the
country. No facts were obtained concerning this home nor the reason for the
child’s return three months later. Within three weeks she was sent to her
second indenture home, where she remained for four years. These foster
parents were good, intelligent people. They lived on an 80-acre farm, which
they owned. The house and barns were neat and well kept. The house was
comfortably furnished and homelike. The foster parents had one child of their
own, a boy a little older than Jessie, and they took her because they wanted
a companion for him.

In this home Jessie had soon “ calmed down.” The foster parents were fond
of the child and tried to do everything for her. The school was a mile away,
and the child attended when she was well enough to do so. She was in the
second grade when she came to the home and had advanced from there to the
fourth grade at the time of her return to the State school. She became very
ill with appendicitis and an operation was necessary, and the foster parents
paid over $500 for the operation and care. Because she did not improve
rapidly and was unable to walk to school she was returned to the State school
to remain only until she had regained her strength. She was removed to one
of the Madison cottages for treatment. A year ago she was allowed to visit
the foster home.

In the meantime the child’s mother had married again and had a com-
fortable home. She died of a heart affection four years before the study. The
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father also had remarried. The maternal grandfather had died; he and his
wife were separated several times, but during his last sickness there was a
final reconciliation and for three months preceding his death he was living
with his wife. At the time of the study this grandmother had a comfortable
home, was well off financially, and wished to have Jessie live with her. She
had had 14 children, and her youngest daughter was about the same age as
Jessie.

The paternal grandparents lived in the same community, in a small but com-
fortable home.

The adoptive father had been dead for two years. The adoptive mother
became more and more peculiar; finally she moved from the community when
her husband died and had not been heard from since.

Marian, 4 years old, pink-cheeked and husky, lived with her parents,
her two big sisters, and her baby brother on an abandoned farm near the edge
of town. Her father left to his wife such work as was done on his own farm,
while he did an occasional day’s work for his more enterprising neighbors, or
more frequently lounged around saloons and pool rooms.

Marian’s mother loved her children. She tried to work the land herself.
With the help of her three little girls she made a garden and cared for the
animals. Money came in slowly. The father, instead of adding his earnings
to the household budget, often spent on gambling and drink what the mother
had earned. The mother and children went without clothing they needed, they
were not properly fed, and their health failed. The mother began going out
to look for work. She finally drifted to the pool rooms where the father spent
his time; she went oftener and stayed later. Four children, cold and hungry,
were often left alone at the farmhouse all night.

During this time the county poor commissioner had given food to the family
when the little money on hand was needed for rent. After the children were
found alone on several successive visits and the house in worse condition
each time, an effort was made to discover why the mother spent so much time
away from her home and children. She was watched and was taken before
the juvenile judge. The three little girls were sent to the State public school,
and the baby brother was left with his mother. The parents were forced to
give up their home and seek employment on one of the large farms in the
neighborhood.-

Appeals were made by the mother to have her children returned to her.
When the judge refused to grant her request her sister offered to adopt all
three little girls. The aunt was not allowed to take the children, for her
home was dirty and much overcrowded with her own six children and her
husband’s earnings were only $20 a week. The mother then appealed to a
bachelor who had been one of her intimates before her children were removed.
He had a thriving business, but was known to be immoral and had been in
court on a .serious charge. His petition to adopt the little girls was also
refused.

Marian and her sisters were placed out on indenture. One sister was later
legally adopted, and the other was sent to the girls’ industrial school.

Marian was taken into the home of a young married woman who had no
children of her own. They lived in a tiny three-room cottage, badly in need
of paint on the outside and bearing evidence of poverty within but with flower-
ing plants in all the windows and the bare floors and muslin curtains spot-
lessly clean. Marian soon forgot her own home and the people in it. She took
her foster father’s name and delighted in the birth of two little “ sisters,”
the second and third year of her life in her new home. When seen by the Chil-
dren’s Bureau agent she was nearly 13 years old, very capable in looking after
the younger children, and a great help to her foster mother. She was a frail
child and had not been able to keep up with her class at school because of
frequent illness, but she was nevertheless doing good work in school. #She
loves to work in her little garden, and she had taken prizes at local fairs with
her flowers and vegetables. The foster father worked in a foundry. His
wages had provided for the needs of the family but had not made it possible
to move to larger quarters, and the three-room cottage was so small that the
three children all slept together in one large bed.

About five years after Marian and her sisters were removed from their own
home a visitor from the State school found that their parents had lived ip
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three different towns during the interim. They took any sort of seasonal work
they could get, and then moved on. Three more babies had been born. Since
then they had been traced to two more towns and then lost.

In the town of P naughty children were threatened with being given to the
Runneys if they did not behave. This family had always lived in the com-
munity ; the first records of them in the county court dated back to 1899, when
an application was made to have one of the children examined as to his sanity.
He was found to be feeble-minded and not insane, but in 1900 he was sent to
the county hospital, later being transferred to the home for feeble-minded.
By 1906 four other children had been committed to the latter institution.

Little was known of the living conditions of the family, but they seemed to
have struggled along without public relief. The only record of aid during the
10 years before the bureau’s study was a grocery order amounting to $3.50
given in 1918. In the previous year, however, the family had been brought to
the attention of the city officials, probably by the city nurse. The children
were found to be neglected and suffering from cold and hunger, the home was
insanitary, and the parents were considered unfit custodians. Laura, aged 16,
was sent to live with an aunt in another State. Nettie, aged 13, was first com-
mitted to the care of a woman living in a near-by community and later to a
minister’s family. The two younger children, Harrison and Nellie, aged 10 and
8, were committed to Sparta.

During the five and one-half years that Harrison was under the jurisdiction
of the State school he was placed in three different homes, the longest inden-
ture period in any of them being eight months. He was sent to his first home
less than two weeks after his admission to the school. Little information could
be secured at this home except that the child was “ queer” and gave a great
deal of trouble. He was returned after eight months. He was in his second
home only two weeks, being returned by the foster parents because his actions
were so “ queer ” they did not wish to be responsible for him. He played with
matches, and just after he left the home a burned patch was discovered back
of the barn where he used to play. They said he was stubborn and irrespon-
sible and refused to go to school.
~After his return to the school he was examined and found to have an intel-
ligence quotient of 78. About a year later he was given a third trial in an
indenture home, which lasted for five months. The foster parents took him to
help with the farm work, but he did not prove satisfactory. He was then
a little less than 13 years of age. He attended school only 39 out of a possible
80 days and was not bright in his studies. After this last return to the State
school Harrison was again examined and was found to be feeble-minded.
Two years later he was committed to the home for feeble-minded, making the
sixth member of his family at that institution. He was there graded as a
high-grade moron, especially defective in morals; he was considered the
brightest of the six children of the family who had been in the home for
feeble-minded. Two of them had died; they were classified as high-grade
imbeciles and “inherent sex perverts.”

Nellie Runney was indentured shortly after her commitment. The foster
family moved to Wyoming less than a year later, and no further record was
on file.

Mrs. P was running a boarding house under the shadow of a large factory.
She felt that she had been a failure in bringing up her children, that only the
two who were taken under the stricter guardianship of the State would ever
amount to anything. Her husband never assumed his share of responsibility
for the support of the family, and it was always necessary for the mother to
work at least part time outside of the home. Thirteen years ago the man was
convicted of attempted rape, but he was not sentenced because he had five
children who needed his earnings. Five years later, when there were six
children, he deserted his family, and the authorities have never been able to
locate him. The mother went to work in a factory all day, leaving the children
to shift for themselves.

Wilmer was 19, hut he was lazy and shiftless and did not bring home his
money. Perry, aged 15, and Walter, aged 12, ran away from school repeatedly;
they annoyed little boys in the neighborhood and they stole whenever they had

Digitized for FRASER
https://fraser.stlouisfed.org
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis



FIELD STUDY OP INDENTURED CHILDREN 35

an opportunity. These two boys were taken into the juvenile court, and after
the court’s investigation the mother was urged to allow all the younger chil-
dren to be committed to the State public school lest they should get into
trouble from lack of supervision. She was not willing to do this, feeling that
she was able to manage all except Perry and Walter. These boys were com-
mitted to the school and were indentured on farms, where they remained until
they were 18 years old.

In the meantime Wilmer began to go with a crowd of tough companions.
He spent his time at saloons and pool rooms and finally drifted to Milwaukee
where he lived among gamblers and law breakers. He was-serving a two-year
sentence for adultery at the house of correction.

Prank, 21 years old in 1923, had never held a job for more than a few weeks
at a time. He was tuberculous and had not work