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 REPORTERS’ HANDBOOK 

 
PART ONE 

Covering Prisons and Jails 
by Jenifer Warren 

 
 

 

 

SUMMARY OF REPORTING TIPS 

Reporting Tip #1 – Try to interview inmates when reporting on prison system policy 
issues. Be prepared for access restrictions imposed by authorities, both for security 
reasons and resistance to supposed “glorification” of prisoners. 

Reporting Tip #2 – Incarceration is expensive, and states are increasingly reviewing their 
practices in an era of tight spending. Explore the components of prison spending, 
including high health care costs for inmates in custody for long periods under “three 
strikes and you’re out” laws. 

Reporting Tip #3 – Historically, a majority of released prisoners return to custody. Much 
of this may be due to the lack of programming behind the walls—education, job training, 
drug and mental health treatment, for example. Examine the ingredients of recidivism—
are inmates being set up to fail, or is repeat criminality inevitable? 
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Introduction 

"The degree of civilization in a society can be judged by entering its prisons." 

-Fyodor Dostoevsky 
 
A century and a half has passed since Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky was 
arrested by the Tsarist police and locked away with other political activists in the Peter 
and Paul Fortress in St. Petersburg. His confinement there, and in a Siberian labor 
camp, gave his later fiction a decidedly darker feel, complete with tormented characters 
and existentialist themes. 

 
Today’s American prisons, with their electrified fences, “super-max” cells and racially 
segregated yards, bear little physical resemblance to the lock-ups of Dostoevsky’s time. 
But his famous observation remains a compelling invitation for journalists. The prison 
beat is incomparably rich turf, a hair-raising intersection of human drama, politics, 
money, conflict, and power that promises good tales aplenty. 
 
Prying those stories loose from a subculture that remains quasi-militaristic, despite a 
wave of new correctional thinking and leadership, is only one challenge posed by the 
beat. Reporters covering corrections also may face apathy or outright hostility from 
readers, a lack of support and interest from editors, difficulty gaining the trust of sources 
and depression spawned by immersion in so much human misery. 
 
Overlaying it all is the sometimes tricky task of gaining access to prisoners and their 
jailers. As former California Corrections Secretary Roderick Q. Hickman once told the 
Los Angeles Times,  “We become very good at keeping inmates from getting out of 
prison, but we’re not very good at letting the rest of the world in.” 

 
For the most part, that’s just fine with the rest of the world. By definition, prisoners have 
been convicted of a crime, and for many people, that’s enough information, regardless of 
whether the crime was a nonviolent drug offense or a brutal assault, or whether they 
contend that their conviction was wrongful. 
 
When I first began covering corrections for the Los Angeles Times in the mid-1990s, the 
public response to many of my stories – arriving in angry letters asserting that all 
inmates were incorrigible animals who should rot in hell -- caught me off guard. Even 
some friends, when they learned about my new beat, would raise an eyebrow, or 
suggest that writing about “thugs” was an unworthy investment of my time. I’ll never 
forget the words of one former acquaintance who was pleased by the local prison’s role 
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in sorting her community’s recyclables: “I love the idea of prisoners picking through my 
trash,” she said. 
 

Other critics complain that prison reporters make celebrities out of infamous criminals. 
Crime-victim advocates, in particular, say that stories detailing the fate of incarcerated 
convicts glorify the guilty while further traumatizing those upon whom they have preyed. 
 
In some states, such sentiments have led to laws restricting media access to inmates, 
making it increasingly difficult for reporters to obtain one-on-one interviews. In the mid-
1990s, California adopted such a policy, ending the ability of journalists to contact a 
specific inmate and arrange an in-prison interview. Instead, reporters were told they 
could schedule a general tour and interview only those prisoners they happened to 
encounter. Obviously, the odds of running into the lone inmate whose story you want to 
tell are very low, so reporters are now forced to use more cumbersome and time-
consuming means to arrange contact. Typically, this means obtaining permission to join 
an inmate’s official visitors’ list and arranging a meeting through extended postal mail 
exchanges. 
 
While such logistical hassles are frustrating, and are often designed to restrict the flow of 
information out of prisons, journalists should be ever mindful of the impact their reporting 
may have on survivors of crime. Helpful tips are available from the National 

Organization for Victim Assistance (www.trynova.org) the National Center for 

Victims of Crime (www.ncvc.org), and other groups. 

 
The truth is, however, that the corrections beat today is about far more than celebrity 
bad guys—or about riots, abuse of force and overcrowding, three other staples of the 
past. 
 
Over the last 30 years, America’s incarceration boom has produced a complex, far-flung 
and increasingly expensive correctional system wracked with problems, and brimming 
with potential for the enterprising journalist. In 2008, the Pew Center on the States 
reported that 1 in 100 American adults was behind bars, and federal and state spending 
on prisons topped $49 billion – four times the amount spent 20 years earlier. Amazingly, 
13 states now spend more than $1 billion annually on their correctional systems, led by 
the granddaddy of them all, California, where annual spending exceeds $10 billion. 
 
Clearly, the numbers alone make the correctional system a topic that demands 
serious attention by the media -- especially after the 2008 national economic 
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crisis, when states are coping with extraordinary budget deficits compelling cuts 
to all manner of vital public programs. 
 
The fiscal impact of prisons is only one piece of the evolving story. Other elements ripe 
for exploration include an inmate population that is aging and increasingly sick; private 
prisons that are multiplying and adding a new dimension to the industry; prison gangs 
that continue to defy containment efforts; discouraging recidivism rates that are raising 
fresh questions about the nation’s fundamental correctional approach; and the 
increasing use of electronic monitoring and other technological tools to supervise 
offenders in the community. 
 
Capital punishment, too, remains an ever controversial topic, especially given the rising 
number of wrongful convictions exposed through DNA testing. The Innocence Project, 
a nonprofit legal clinic, reports that since 1989, there have been 232 post-conviction 
DNA exonerations, says the New York-based Innocence Project. The average time 
served by the exonerees was 12 years. Of the 232 people freed, 17 had served time on 
death row. 
 
Perhaps most fundamentally, strong coverage of corrections is important because 
prisons represent the power of the state over the individual. Journalists have an 
obligation to act as a check against that power, while making sure they don’t get taken in 
by the cons. 
 
It all adds up to an irresistible, combustible mix -- and, as Dostoevsky suggested so long 
ago, a beat that can beam back an important reflection of the society we have become. 

 
 

 The Evolution of Corrections 
 
Early Punishment 
 
American corrections has been whipsawed through the years by countless conflicting 
theories about its desired objective and how best to achieve it. 
 
 Is prison just about punishment and incapacitation, or should we help lawbreakers 
reshape their lives and rejoin society as productive citizens? 
 
Can we really rehabilitate offenders, or is advancing age the only true antidote to 
criminal behavior? 
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Do all offenders deserve a stint behind bars, or should we reserve expensive prison cells 
for only the most violent, chronic criminals? 
 
Given the dizzying number of pendulum swings within American correctional practice, 
it’s a good idea for journalists to have at least some familiarity with its history. 
 
From the earliest accounts of civilization, punishment has been a central form of social 
control, a way to force people to behave according to communal rules and norms. The 
simplest expression is a parent disciplining a child. Criminal punishment is the most 
structured arrangement, allowing society to define the limits of acceptable behavior and 
impose appropriate sanctions that express collective outrage toward the transgressor. 
 
Until the 1800s, punishment of lawbreakers in Europe and America was a highly public 
affair. Crowds bellowed with rage and excitement at whippings, burnings, beheadings, 
hangings, brandings and various other mutilations. These spectacles not only answered 
society’s desire for revenge but also served as a deterrent and vivid expression of the 
governing authorities’ power. 
 
In Colonial America, most people lived within a system of laws adapted from England. 
But unlike that country, the colonies had little use for jails or other forms of confinement. 
Rather, according to criminologist Todd Clear of John Jay College of Criminal Justice, 
the colonists used banishment, fines, and corporal punishments to inflict their desired 
retribution. 

 
The death penalty also was popular, and not just for a community’s most serious crimes. 
Pickpockets, burglars, rebellious slaves, horse thieves – all were liable to meet their 
maker by burning, hanging or other brutal means. No energy was spent on rehabilitating 
such offenders, as they were considered predestined to their sorry fate from birth. 
 
In 1829, America gave the world its first penitentiary, near Philadelphia, which  Clear 
described as a place “to reform offenders within an environment designed to focus their 
full attention on their moral rehabilitation.” Its opening marked a significant change in 
thought about “human nature and the purpose of punishment,” Clear noted. Anchoring 
the new corrective approach was the belief that isolation – one prisoner, one cell, with 
visits only from occasional clergymen -- would force prisoners to contemplate their 
transgressions and repent. (The word penitentiary comes from the Latin for penitence, or 
remorse—a powerful idea at the time.) 
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As prisoners proliferated, however, the isolation approach became too expensive. 
Moreover, Clear notes, critics began to sound alarms over reports that inmates were 
going insane because of their solitary living conditions. 
 
From that point forward American corrections seesawed through a variety of models, 
including the “reformatory” phase, which emphasized education and training for 
offenders, and the later “medical” model, which rested on the notion that criminal 
behavior stemmed from a social, psychological or biological deficiency. 
 
Tough on Crime 
 
By the late 1960s, rising crime rates and doubts about the effectiveness of offender 
treatment programs propelled the country into a new, more punitive “crime control” 
phase. This era ushered in a wave of “tough on crime” policy making targeting violent 
and repeat offenders as well as drug dealers. 
 
Determinate sentencing, or the imposition of fixed terms, became the rule in about half 
of the states, resulting in longer prison stays and the decline of discretion in release 
decisions. Rehabilitation fell out of favor, with incapacitation becoming viewed as the 
most desirable way to combat criminal behavior. Also during this time, the death penalty 
was suspended for several years and reinstated in many states in conformance with 
Supreme Court requirements. 
 
Much of the legislating in this period was influenced by a series of sensational, headline-
grabbing crimes. The most infamous was the violent 1987 rape of a woman by 
furloughed Massachusetts felon Willie Horton. 
 
After Horton was used successfully in Republican campaign ads against former 
Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis in the 1988 presidential election, few 
politicians were willing to ignore the dangerous potential of a released offender. 
Overnight, it seemed, governors and other lawmakers concluded that you could not be 
too cautious when it came to the parole or furlough of a felon. 
 
Similarly, the 1993 abduction and killing of 12-year-old Polly Klaas in Petaluma, Calif., 
spurred an outcry that led to passage of California’s “three strikes” law. The law, passed 
both in the legislature and by voter initiative, imposed a 25-years-to-life sentence on 
offenders convicted of two previous serious or violent felonies. Despite stories about 
“strikers” locked away for life on a third offense as minor as the theft of a loaf of bread, 
efforts to amend the statute have been futile, and it has been widely copied in other 
states.  
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The rape and murder of Megan Kanka in New Jersey by a released sex offender fueled 
a nationwide campaign to pass “Megan’s Law” beginning in 1994. While the law varies 
somewhat state by state, it generally requires official notification of neighborhoods when 
a convicted sex offender moves in.  
 
A decade later came “Jessica’s Law.” Named after nine-year-old Jessica Lunsford of 
Florida, who was raped and murdered in 2005 by a previously convicted sex offender, it 
imposed a minimum sentence of 25 years on first-time Florida sex offenders who assault 
children. America’s Most Wanted host John Walsh, whose son, Adam, was abducted 
from a Sears department store and murdered in 1981, has been a vocal champion, and 
Bill O’Reilly, host of The O’Reilly Factor, has pushed every state to adopt a version of 
the law. 
 
Many have complied. In California, for example, a sweeping 2006 voter initiative known 
as Proposition 83 banned sex offenders from living within 2,000 feet of a school or park 
and subjected paroled sex offenders to electronic monitoring for life. 
 
In all of these cases, media coverage – both of the original crimes and the subsequent 
legislative responses – has played a central, sometimes controversial role. 
 
Incarceration Numbers: A Steady Climb 
 
The widening net of incarceration, coupled with the longer terms people are serving 

behind bars, have sent the nation’s prison population skyrocketing. Since 1970, the 
number of state and federal prisoners has grown by more than 700 percent – from about 
196,000 to almost 1.6 million at the end of 2007.  

The U.S. today incarcerates more people than any other nation, including the far more 
populous China. Our country is also the world leader in the rate at which it incarcerates 
its people, outdistancing nations like Russia and Iran. In the U.S., 750 people are in 
prison for every 100,000 adults and children. In Germany, the rate is just 93 per 
100,000. (This and much data in this section can be found in the Pew Center on the 
States’ report, 1 in 100: Behind Bars in America 2008. 

Some groups have experienced the imprisonment boom far more intensely than others. 
While one in 30 men between the ages of 20 and 34 is in an American prison or jail, the 
figure is one in nine for black males in that age group.. 
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None of this has come cheap. On average, one in every 15 state general fund dollars is 
now spent on corrections, with some states, such as Oregon, spending more than one in 
10 discretionary dollars on the prison system. All told, overall state spending on 
corrections is double what it was 20 years ago. 

Despite such dramatic figures, few political leaders have publicly questioned the wisdom 
or expense of this vast correctional expansion. Nor have they analyzed whether the 
return—in improved public safety—has been worth the investment. Fear of appearing 
“soft on crime,” or, worse yet, having a “Willie Horton” affixed to one’s resume by a 
political foe, has largely stifled serious discussion of the punitive approach or viable 
alternatives.  

In recent years, that picture has begun to change. Some states, including several led by 
Republican governors, already are well on their way down new paths. Texas, for 
example, long had a reputation as a law and order state with a swelling prison 
population that rivaled California for biggest among the states. But in 2007, lawmakers 
from both parties decided it was time for a new path. Rather than spend a half-a-billion 
dollars on new cells for up to 17,000 more prisoners expected to arrive within the next 
five years, Texas authorized a dramatic makeover of its correctional system. Among the 
reforms:  changes in parole practices, expanded drug courts and a substantial increase 
in drug treatment and diversion beds. In all, the changes were expected to save Texas 
$210 million initially, plus another $233 million if the state was able to avoid contingency 
plans to build three new prisons.  

Other states may follow Texas and plot a course change. Because, if nothing else, the 
nation’s economic crisis is helping focus attention on the fact that the freewheeling 
incarceration patterns of the past likely cannot be sustained. 

   

 Prison Beat 101 

With buyouts and layoffs becoming commonplace at our nation’s media outlets, it is 
unlikely most reporters will have the luxury of covering corrections as a full-time beat. 
Given that, preparation—and an organized approach—are all the more essential for 
success. 

Play the Rookie 
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Most good editors understand that journalists new to a beat need backgrounding time. 
Request it, and then start where every smart reporter starts, by debriefing your 
predecessor. 

Ask for help with introductions to sources, story ideas, background materials and tips on 
where the landmines lie. If no predecessor remains in the newsroom, read clips, become 
familiar with the history and management of prisons and jails in your region, and get up 
to speed on the issues currently in play. 

Understanding the system is a critical first step. Most people think of corrections as 

prisons and jails, but nearly two-thirds of American adults are supervised in the 
community, as is documented by reports by the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics and the 
Pew Center on the States. ( See Part Three of this handbook on covering Probation and 
Parole.) Thus, the term “corrections” refers to a complex web of legal responses to 
prohibited behavior, performed by public and private organizations and involving all 
levels of government. All told, the American correctional system now employs more than 
700,000 administrators, wardens, officers, counselors, social workers, parole agents, 
and other players, says the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics. 

Jails are the gateway to the system, and are run mostly by cities or counties and 
supported by local revenues. They house defendants awaiting trial and convicted 
offenders serving relatively short sentences, usually for misdemeanors. People 
appealing their sentences also are often held in jails, which are typically run by 
law enforcement officials, such as the county sheriff. 

Because of the frequent turnover and mix of offenders, jail can be a highly volatile place. 
Often, mentally ill or homeless people wind up as part of the mix, adding an 
unpredictable element. Crowded conditions and a lack of programs and activities 
exacerbate the dangerous milieu. Reporters covering jails should keep an eye on 
coroner records for jailhouse deaths, and stay well connected with any oversight panels 
that play a watchdog role.    

Prisons, which house the vast majority of American offenders at any given time, are 
most often run by state government and are reserved for people convicted of more 
serious crimes, usually felonies. (More people pass through regional or local jails in the 
course of a year.) In some states, prisons also are used to briefly incarcerate parolees 
who have violated the rules governing their supervision in the community. Prisons are 
typically run by a department of corrections and staffed by trained correctional officers 
who are sometimes represented by powerful unions. 
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The Federal System  

A parallel system of correctional institutions is operated by the federal government to 
deal with people convicted of violating federal laws. The Federal Bureau of Prisons, 
located within the U.S. Department of Justice, is led by a director appointed by the 
president. 

Some federal lock-ups have relatively low-security, places such as “Camp Cupcake” in 
West Virginia, where Martha Stewart was locked up after lying to investigators about a 
stock trade. The system also includes high-security penitentiaries, including a “Super 
Max” facility in Florence, Colorado.  

Sometimes called “The Alcatraz of the Rockies,” the Florence prison relies on round-the-
clock isolation of inmates, many of whom have killed other inmates or attempted to 
assault officers. It was built as a response to the killing of two correctional officers by 
inmates at the federal penitentiary in Marion, Illinois, in 1983. The super-max label 
combines the words super and maximum and denotes the highest level of custody 
available. 

Though broad, the network of federal correctional facilities holds only about one in 10 
incarcerated American adults. The federal government’s jurisdiction is limited to crimes 
involving interstate commerce; serious felonies such as bank robbery and arson; 
violations on federal property or violations of federal laws.  

With the advent of the war on drugs, however, a growing proportion of the 
population – more than half – now represents drug convictions.  

In addition, the federal government’s Immigrations and Customs Enforcement unit 
operates immigration detention centers for people awaiting deportation or decisions on 
their immigration status. Some facilities are directly operated by federal officials, while 
others are run under contract by private prison companies or local governments. 

Exploring Your Turf 

Once you’re well briefed, get out and put your eyes on the system. Call prison and jail 
public information officers (PIO) and schedule tours and introductory interviews with 
wardens, the corrections director and other key officials. 

As you proceed, remember that a PIO’s job is to control the flow of information, and his 
first allegiance is to his employer. In the highly structured correctional system, that 
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loyalty runs deep. As a result, you may have more luck developing source relationships 
with officials higher up the food chain who feel more secure in their jobs – and, thus, 
more willing to share tips with a reporter. 

Before your first jail or prison visit, carefully review the rules, including those for clothing. 
These should be available online through the websites of the managing agencies. Most 
prisons bar visitors from wearing anything resembling what inmates wear.  

This rule is for your own safety, but it can also create hassles if, for example, you 
are threatened with denial of admission just for wearing blue jeans. 

(Note: The Society of Professional Journalists compiled a helpful state-by-state list of 

prison access rules for the media, available here, http://www.spj.org/, but please be 

aware that it is likely outdated.)  

Other rules strictly limit what you can bring into a jail or prison. Most facilities bar the use 
of tape recorders, and many will allow you to use only the writing materials (if any) that 
they provide.  

 
REPORTERS’  CHECKLIST 

√ Iron out all these details with key personnel before you get to the prison, 

because the guards at the gate are not paid to be sympathetic to your logistical 
needs.  

√ Know the rules governing your visit, and be prepared to cite them. 

Cell phones, purses and all other personal items typically must be stored in a locker at 
the entrance. A walk through a metal detector is a given, so if you’re a woman, leave the 
underwire bra at home; it will set off the detector and, at a minimum, make for an 
embarrassing moment you would rather avoid. 

Be sure to bring your driver’s license or other valid identification. And do not even think 
about wearing your diamond engagement ring or other flashy jewelry. 

At many prisons, one final step typical of the media visiting process may be the signing 
of a “no hostage” waiver. This means, in short, that if an inmate takes you hostage in an 
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attempt to negotiate an escape, your life will be sacrificed if necessary. Sorry folks, but 
security comes first – and certainly counts for more than the fate of a lowly reporter. 

Going In 

Once you’re cleared for entrance, be prepared for an otherworldly journey. For me, 
visiting a prison has always been a highly visceral experience, whether I’m in the 
crumbling, damp confines of San Quentin or the gleaming, fully automated Super Max 
cellblocks of Pelican Bay, in far northern California. 

I’ll never forget my first visit to the jam-packed exercise yard at Folsom State Prison, the 
lock-up east of Sacramento made famous when Johnny Cash performed there for 
inmates in 1968. Walking through the open square, with a thousand pairs of eyes upon 
me and sharpshooters in guard towers overhead, made for a feeling unlike any other. 

Depending on the facility, you may experience catcalls, screams, profanities and other 
unsettling events, such as security alarms that could require you to hit the deck. On 
high-security tiers, you will see plastic screens in front of cell doors – shields against 
“gassing,” or the flinging of feces and other material by inmates. 

The climate tends to be more relaxed on the prison yard, where inmates congregate, 
play handball or basketball and should be happy to chat with a visiting reporter. Stay 
close to your escort and follow directions, but don’t hesitate to break from the scripted 
tour and ask to talk with random inmates. Most everyone inside has something 
interesting to say, and you’ll likely leave the joint with a half-dozen story ideas, some of 
which may pan out.  

Be sure to get all the detail you will need, as well as names and phone numbers of 
inmates’ attorneys and family members outside. If your company will pay for collect calls, 
leave your phone number and schedule a time for a follow-up call. Because remember: 
You can’t call a prisoner back to fact-check or ask that one final question. 

A Diversity of Sources 

Once you’ve achieved a good understanding of the beat’s skeleton and official 
management structure, reach out to the myriad other figures connected to the 
correctional system. These include prison chaplains, medical directors, union bosses, 
inmate family groups, prison newspapers, religious or educational organizations that 
work with convicts, parole agents, and law firms that handle class action suits and other 
cases affecting the penal system. 
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In many states, portions of the correctional system – or even the entire system -- are 
under the oversight of judges or court-appointed receivers and special masters. These 
officials may have control of medical care, mental health care, the management of 
juvenile offenders, or, as is the case with many county jails, the early release of inmates 
if the population exceeds acceptable capacity levels. While they may be reluctant to talk 
with you on the record, some of these officials will talk on background – and the reports 
they file with the court, along with status hearings and most other proceedings before a 
judge, are accessible to the public.  

Help Within Government 

State legislatures and local governments are another natural source for stories. While 
prisons and prisoners aren’t always top of mind for legislators,, some politicians do take 
an active interest in corrections, especially in recent years as prisons and jails have 
begun consuming an ever larger chunk of taxpayer dollars. Beyond their quotation value, 
these legislators can be useful to reporters in obtaining documents that might otherwise 
be unavailable; holding hearings that put agency officials on the hot seat; and 
championing policy changes that can serve as story fodder. 

More important than elected representatives, however, are staffers who focus on 
corrections. Whether it’s the public safety committee in the state Assembly, or a county 
jail oversight panel, the analysts and others in the trenches can be a great source for 
journalists. These are the people with the closest connection to the players in the 
system, and the best ability to ferret out and pass on tips, trends and documents. 

Documents 

Documents can be invaluable as a source of story leads, as well as serving to buttress a 
story by providing written proof of what people are telling you. Prisons and jails are a 
function of government, and governments compile all sorts of records. You can, for 
example, discover the amount the state pays for the milkshake makers in the 
commissaries, and how much it costs to make the electrified fences work. 

A Few Suggestions 

 Become familiar with the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics website 

(http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/correct.htm) and mine it for data that will add 

heft to your stories. 
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 Visit the website of your state’s corrections department frequently for information 
on inmate population forecasts – which can yield a quick daily story – as well as 
demographic data that can become a peg for longer pieces. 

 Read state personnel board actions against officers and others who work in the 
prisons. 

 Take the time to read and understand the correctional officers’ union contract. It 
will spell out work rules, pay and benefits, sick leave and other provisions that 
often yield stories. 

 Get a copy of the relevant "use of force policy." What are the rules governing 
responses to prison and jail violence? Can officers use stun guns? When is lethal 
force warranted? 

 Track campaign donations from the prison guards’ union and its allies to 
politicians, and track politicians’ votes on legislation affecting the prison system, 
including bills that lengthen prison sentences. Follow state capitol lobbying efforts 
by the union and prison contractors, including private prison operators, prison 
builders and others with a stake in the system. 

 Many states produce a “daily log” of activity in their prisons, from riots and more 
minor disturbances to less noteworthy events. These provide a fascinating 
window on the system, and may reveal patterns or isolated incidents that merit a 
follow-up inquiry. 

 Transcripts from parole board hearings can be a gold mine of information about 
offenders and their background. The hearings usually review the inmate’s 
criminal and personal history, as well as his conduct in prison and future plans. 
Since a prisoner’s central prison file, or “C File,” is very difficult to obtain, 
transcripts from these hearings can often provide the most complete and 
accurate picture available to reporters.   

 Use the federal Freedom of Information Act to get at information related to 
disciplinary actions against officers and other sensitive documents in the federal 
system. Federal lawsuits are another great repository of information related to 
federal prisons. 
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Academia 

Like most beats, corrections also has its own flock of academics. Most of them reside in 
university criminology or sociology departments and in law schools, and they can be 
very useful to add national or historical context to a story. Some get involved, serving on 
blue ribbon commissions or advising governors. These are key connections. 

Some universities, meanwhile, host mini think tanks that help states manage their 
correctional systems – and can provide a bonanza of good, fresh data for journalists. 
One example is the University of California, Irvine, which houses a Center for 
Evidence-Based Corrections, partially funded by the state. The center evaluates 
correctional programs and produces research to help policy makers get beyond the 
partisanship and emotion that so often dominate the corrections debate. 

Finally, there are myriad organizations that concern themselves with all things 
corrections. Many are advocacy groups for one cause or another, so, if you use them, be 
aware of this and make sure your audience is, Others are more mainstream. These 
groups can produce useful data for your stories, tip you off to national trends and provide 
experts to comment for your stories. 

The Good Ol’ Bus Depot 

While these “official” sources can yield great story ideas, it’s hard to top the potential 
payoff of good old street reporting. Andy Furillo, who has covered prisons for the 
Sacramento Bee off and on for 14 years, says that in his view, there is no richer vein of 
good yarns than the city’s downtown bus depot. Why? That’s where many prisoners 
wind up when they’re released. 

“On days when I had nothing to do, I used to go down to the bus station and wait for the 
parolees to get dropped off,” Furillo said. “The buses from the local prisons usually rolled 
in between 10 a.m. and noon, and there were always guys just getting out who had lots 
of stories to tell.” 

Good thinking.  

Here are some other areas that might produce stories for enterprising reporters.  
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Themes for Today 

There was a time when prison or jail meant “three hots and a cot” and journalists who 
covered the beat mostly concerned themselves with the occasional riot, escape or 
inmate beating at the hands of a rogue guard. Today, the correctional system is far-flung 
and complicated, and the meaty stories buried within it are seemingly limitless.  

To make the most of the beat, reporters should possess a handful of core qualities: open 
mindedness, the ability to penetrate bureaucracy, an ear for half-truths ” and dogged 
investigative skills. 

But perhaps most importantly, the best prison reporters have a knack for writing stories 
that engage readers – including editors --  in a subject many would rather ignore. 

Prison Break notwithstanding, most people are completely in the dark about the reality of 
prison. Some are fascinated by it. Some are repelled by it. And some are engaged by 
the prospect that every so often, the authorities sweep in and lock up the innocent. 

But most people – including many editors – only get interested in the correctional system 
when a Martha Stewart or Robert Downey Jr. winds up in it. The rest of the time, they 
could care less about what happens in prison or to prisoners. 

It is your job to make them care. 

That is not to say the only test of a worthy story is whether people want to hear or 
read about it. But without an advocate in the editor ranks who believes in the 
importance of what you report, and without consumers who are moved by it, it’s 
tough sledding. 

I was fortunate to work for a newspaper that valued corrections coverage – and for 
bosses willing to give it good space and play. It helped that California’s prison system 
was in crisis, yielding dramatic stories on a regular basis. But many other reporters at 
large California papers were not accorded the internal support I enjoyed. 

If you face that dilemma, remember that one key to winning interest in your work is 
picking the right stories -- or picking the right approach to a particular story. Here are 
some compelling themes to watch on the correctional beat today: 
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Prisons as Budget Busters 

Even readers who think all prisoners are unworthy of their attention will be moved by 
stories that explore prison spending – and examine what sort of payoff taxpayers are 
getting in return for their substantial investment. 

 How have increases in correctional spending compared with increases in 
spending on other public programs, such as higher education or health care? 

 How does your state’s per-inmate spending compare with the national average? 
If it’s more or less, why is that? 

 How do staff-to-inmate ratios, as well as correctional officer pay, influence the 
prison budget?  

 Some states are exploring alternatives to incarceration that cost less and still 
hold offenders accountable. Have these options been debated in your state? If 
not, why not? 

 What are the cost drivers within corrections? Geriatrics? Medical care? How 
have other states coped? 

 What is the recidivism rate? Should taxpayers be getting more public safety bang 
for their buck from the prison system? 

Private Prisons 

Private businesses have long played a role in the correctional system. But over the past 
few decades, the involvement of for-profit companies in the housing and management of 
offenders has grown dramatically. From their start in the mid-1980s, private prisons have 
grown to house 7.4 percent of the 1.59 million prisoners under state or federal 
jurisdiction by mid-2007, and the industry was betting that the economic downturn would 
prompt states to send more convicts their way. 

Entrepreneurs argue that they can build and operate prisons as safely and effectively as 
government – and often at a lower per-inmate cost. But critics question the ethics of 
turning the basic government function of criminal punishment over to profit-seeking 
outfits, and argue that the need to make money for shareholders can diminish care and 
security. 
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 Despite such qualms, overcrowding in many states has kept business hopping within 
the private prison industry. Reporters in states where this is the case should get to know 
the private prisons and pay careful attention to campaign contributions, looking for signs 
of inappropriate influence over contract decisions. 

Geriatric Prisoners 

More people are going to prison in America now, and they are staying longer. And that is 
turning the nation’s prison population increasingly gray.  

More geriatrics means higher health care costs and numerous challenges in terms of 
custody and prison staffing. It also means lots of story potential for reporters. 

 Some states have “compassionate release,” allowing terminally ill patients to die 
outside of prison with judicial or executive approval. This option sometimes 
triggers emotional battles that make for good stories.  

 Find the oldest prisoner in the system and profile him. Include the costs and 
details of his long-term nursing care, as well as comments from his victim and 
any remaining family. 

 Are prisons equipped to handle old and feeble inmates who can’t hear, can’t 
move at the pace demanded by officers, and are often preyed on by younger  

 inmates? 

 Some prisons have hospices. Check them out to see what the end of life looks 
like for old inmates. 

Prison Programs 

A majority of state inmates and almost half of federal inmates were abusing or were 
dependent on drugs in the year before their admission to prison, said a 2006 Bureau of 
Justice Statistics survey. One in six has a mental illness, and most lack a college 
degree, or even a high school diploma. Few have solid family support, a stable work 
history or significant vocational skills. 

Despite those needs, only about one-fourth of inmates will participate in a substance 
abuse treatment program prior to release, while only one in three will receive vocational 
or educational training, according to 2001 data gathered by Congress’ General 
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Accounting Office. Even a work assignment in prison can be hard to come by, with 
prison industry jobs particularly scarce. 

Criminologist Joan Petersilia of UC Irvine says resources are one factor, but not the 
only one. “Public sentiment and political rhetoric have also forced the reduction of many 
programs,” Petersilia writes in her book When Prisoners Come Home: Parole and 
Prisoner Reentry. “Treatment and work programs,” she continues, “have also been 
affected by society’s expectation that prison will be punishing and that prisoners should 
not receive free any services for which law-abiding citizens must pay.” 

That argument is understandable. But does idleness really serve society’s best 
interests? Roughly 95 percent of American inmates are ultimately released from prison 
and return home, Petersilia says. They already face the stigma of their criminal record, 
as well as limitations on where they may live and significant employment restrictions 
because of their past. As Petersilia notes, “If these ex-prisoners are unable to lead law-
abiding lives, we all pay in terms of new crimes committed … The human and financial 
costs of returning ill-prepared convicts to the communities are staggering.” 

For reporters, this is rich turf. What do the numbers show about pre-release programs in 
prison, and has program availability decreased? Why? What are the waiting lists like? 
Are the programs based on evidence that they are effective in reducing recidivism, or 
are they a sham? Is parole consideration based on program completion? If so, how is 
the dearth of programs affecting the rate at which offenders are paroled? (See a 2008 
survey from the Association of Paroling Authorities International on this topic: 

http://www.apaintl.org/pdfs/ExecSum-keyfindings.pdf 

Talk to the warden about programming. For most prison administrators, idleness is a 
nightmare, creating a hotbed of disciplinary problems. Just what do inmates with no job, 
no classes to attend, and not much hope of a brighter future do all day? 

Prison gangs 

Racial or ethnic gangs are commonplace in most prisons, and are a constant threat to 
administrative efforts to maintain safety and control. Aside from protecting their 
members, gangs run a wide variety of rackets inside prison, including drug trafficking, 
prostitution, extortion and loan-sharking. 
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 What are institutions doing about gang violence? Is the use of the “SHU,” or 
security housing unit, having an effect on violence levels by isolating gang shot-
callers? 

 What avenues are available for gang members who want an “exit ramp” out of 
gang life? How do “debriefing” and protective custody work? 

Prison Medical Care 

One of the biggest factors in rising prison costs is inmate health care. Despite stories 
that suggest prisoners receive “Cadillac care,” the reality is usually quite different. 

 Spend a day in the prison infirmary and see what it’s like. 

 Check the state medical board for disciplinary citations against prison doctors.  

 Look at the costs of contract medical care – payments by states to private 
hospitals and specialists that treat more complex cases. Track campaign 
contributions by private health care networks to determine potential influence in 
winning lucrative corrections contracts.  

 Dental care is particularly notorious inside prison. In some states, a severe 
shortage of dentists causes delays in treatment that give inmates no choice but 
extraction to fix problem teeth. 

Labor Relations 

In those states where correctional officers are represented by a union, power struggles 
with prison management, along with contract negotiations, can yield a stream of ongoing 
stories.  

Invisible Punishments – Collateral Consequences 

One emerging issue that has gone largely underreported in the media involves the 
collateral consequences of incarceration. In recent years, states and the federal 
government have imposed numerous restrictions on ex-offenders that affect their 
families and communities, often in unforeseen ways. These include laws limiting access 
to public housing, federal educational benefits, certain types of occupations and job 
training. 
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Another powerful consequence often overlooked is the effect of incarceration on 
offenders’ children. Research shows the children of the incarcerated are more likely than 
their peers to wind up in prison later in life. Stories about these kids and their struggles 
can be powerful, from the trauma of witnessing the arrest of a parent to attempting to 
maintain family bonds through prison visits. 

Prison Rape 

In 2001, Human Rights Watch issued a report on rape in male prisons that drew serious 
attention to a problem that had long been neglected. Based on three years of research, 
the report, No Escape: Male Rape in U.S. Prisons, pulled back the curtain on an issue 
that had become a common—and tacitly accepted—stereotype about prison life. 

Two years later, Congress passed the Prison Rape Elimination Act, which was signed 
into law by former President George W. Bush. Among other things, the act created a 
national commission to study prison rape, report to Congress and develop standards for 
the prevention of rape in correctional facilities. 

In 2007, the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics issued a startling report concluding 
that 4.5 percent of the state and federal prisoners surveyed reported being 
sexually abused in the previous 12 months. Based on the BJS prisoner count, that 
means more than 70,000 inmates were abused in one year alone. 

Reporters should track the evolution of the standards for preventing rape, monitor 
annual hearings on prisons with the highest and lowest rate of prison rape, and keep 
tabs on what’s going on at the National Institute of Corrections, which has been 
designated a clearinghouse for data on prison rape and assigned the task of training 
administrators in rape prevention.  

 

Individual incidents of rape -- especially in the most notorious cases, such as 
accusations involving complicity of a correctional officer – can be a springboard to a 
broader story on the topic. 

Rules to Live By 

Few reporters are born with a passion to cover prisons. Paris? Sure. The White House? 
You bet. But inmates and the system that imprisons them? Not so much. 
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That was certainly the case for me. Until the mid-1990s, my wide-ranging journalistic 
travels had never taken me inside a jail or prison. Like many people, my familiarity with 
the reality of incarceration was mostly informed by The Birdman of Alcatraz, Papillon and 
one of my favorite Paul Newman flicks, Cool Hand Luke.  

So it was pure happenstance that I wound up spending almost a decade on the prison 
beat. It started, oddly enough, with a press release. 

The pitch came from a California literacy group that bestows a “tutor of the year” award 
to the person most successful at teaching others to read. Typically, the recipient was a 
gray-haired do-gooder working with kids. In this instance, California’s “tutor of year” was 
a prisoner. 

And not just any prisoner. David Ramos was a convicted murderer, serving a sentence 
of life with the possibility of parole. Hmm, sounds like a quickie feature with a quirky 
twist, I thought at the time. 

As I explored the story of Ramos and his tutoring a bit further, a much more nuanced 
and compelling tale emerged. In the end, the Los Angeles convict became my starting 
point for examining the politics surrounding the governor’s record on the parole of 
convicted murderers. Ultimately, Ramos was released (by a subsequent governor) and I 
won an award for the coverage. 

The lesson: Don’t forget that one inmate’s individual experience (sometimes revealed in 
a simple press release!) can open the door to a much bigger, more important story. 

Here are some other things journalists should consider to maximize their experience on 
the prison beat: 

1) The importance of reputation. 

Without a reputation for accuracy and fairness, reporters on any beat are on shaky 
ground. In the correctional world, where mistrust of the media already runs sky high, 
strong personal credentials are especially important. 

Be professional, punctual, respectful, and careful. Be accessible and, when criticized, be 
responsive rather than defensive. Refrain from sharing personal details about yourself or 
your family with inmates, prison officers and others in the system. These are not your 
friends, or your enemies. They are sources, subjects and, sometimes, targets in your 
stories. 
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Most importantly, be very, very wary of everything you are told. Many prisoners will try to 
convince you of their innocence; some may in fact have been wrongfully convicted, but 
check and double check everything, and be aware that you can squander a lot of time 
running down disappointing cul de sacs. 

2) Stay in the gray. 

Avoid seeing and writing about issues in black and white. Yes, there are a lot of bad 
guys and gals behind bars – but they are not all psychopathic killers who cannot be 
trusted. Yes, there are sadistic correctional officers. But the majority are hardworking 
people who are doing their job well and trying to support their families. 

Don’t let your coverage, and your language, degenerate into cartoonish stereotypes. 
Find ways to break old patterns and illuminate what’s different. 

3) Strive for story diversity. 

Don’t get sucked into covering the predictable when there are so many facets to the 
corrections story. 

Shadow a prison chaplain. Profile a pregnant inmate giving birth behind bars. Sit in when 
a victim meets her attacker at a restorative justice encounter. Find out how many days in 
a given month your local prison was on lockdown, and ask why. Spend a day at a 
juvenile prison, and chronicle the despair and hope within. Document how much 
correctional officers are making in overtime. Compare correctional spending to spending 
on higher education or other public programs. 

4) Read the mail. 

If you’re doing your job right, you will have scores of prisoners looking to be your pen 
pal. Yes, it’s hard to keep up with the mail. But take the time to tear open those letters 
and at least read the first few sentences. You will know pretty quickly whether the writer 
may become a useful source. 

5) Details, details, details. 

You are the eyewitness to a subculture most people will never see. Don’t miss the 
chance to make your storytelling as powerful as it can be. 
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Employ all your senses when you’re behind bars so you can translate the experience 
vividly for your readers. Smells, sounds, the way the air feels inside a cellblock -- gather 
it all so you can transport readers into the place. 

The expressions on the faces of guards and inmates. The dripping water pipes 
overhead. The stifling, or freezing temperatures. The size of the cell – use comparative 
language. The menu. The tattoos. The collection of items on the wall, shelves and floor 
of a cell. 

Prison is a very colorful, almost alien world – don’t undersell it. 

5) Take care of yourself 

Most importantly, admit to yourself that prison and jail are depressing places. They are 
brimming with troubled people ensnared in miserable lives. Despair and frustration and 
anguished proclamations of innocence are rampant. 

It is easy for all of it to leave you feeling drained and despondent. 

Be watchful, and don’t be afraid to yell uncle when you’ve had enough. 

≈ 
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APPENDIX A 
 

The Death Penalty and Covering Executions 
Public Interest in the lives of the condemned is an exception to the general disinterest in 
prisons and prisoners. Celebrity killers, in particular, command a curiosity that stands the 
test of time – and sometimes grows stronger as years pass. 

When famous criminals are executed, the episode combines society's fascination with 
notorious killers with America's enduring moral argument over capital punishment. 
Executions have become commonplace in some states, but they remain controversial. 
They also generate news stories about clemency petitions and last-minute appeals, 
analysis pieces, and moving features about perpetrator and victim alike. 

Today's debate over the death penalty is punctuated by volatile issues of equity and 
morality that have roots dating back 200 years. Supporters list capital punishment's 
principal virtues as retribution, deterrence, and incapacitation. Someone who takes a life 
should give his own in return. The prospect of a lethal injection will dissuade violent 
criminals from carrying out brutal acts. A killer who is dead cannot kill again. 

Death penalty foes offer equally passionate counter-arguments. One is that only God, 
and not the state, has the right to take a life, and that government-sanctioned violence 
sends a dangerous message. Opponents also question the deterrence value of capital 
punishment. Many murders are committed by people in a rage or under the influence of 
drugs or alcohol, they note. Are such killers consciously aware of the chance that death 
by execution could await them if they carry out their crime? 

Several other provocative issues surround the death penalty, including the potential for 
executing the wrongly accused. In 2000, Illinois Governor George Ryan triggered a 
dramatic turn in death penalty politics when he declared a moratorium on executions in his 
state. Ryan, a longtime death penalty supporter who himself later was imprisoned 
for corruption, said he acted after becoming convinced the Illinois system was "fraught 
with errors." In particular, he cited the release of 13 innocent people from the state's 
death row over the previous 24 years. 

Ryan's action was soon followed by other politicians, as the debate over capital 
punishment shifted to one of basic fairness. Ultimately, Congress adopted the Justice for 
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All Act of 2004, which, among other things, made it easier for inmates to have DNA 
evidence tested and used to challenge their convictions. 

Although surveys show continued public support for capital punishment, the number of 
prisoners under sentence of death has been decreasing since 2000. Executions also are 
dwindling. In 2008, the Bureau of Justice Statistics reported, 37 inmates were executed, 
five fewer than in 2007. Some of the decline was due to an unofficial moratorium in 
effect while the Supreme Court considered a case on the lethal injection procedure. 

Occasionally, reporters on the corrections beat will find themselves asked to serve as a 
witness to an execution. If you choose to accept the assignment – and it is hard to 
imagine any editor insisting upon it – be aware that it will likely be among the most 
memorable and potentially emotional experiences of your career. Regardless of your 
political or religious views on capital punishment, watching someone put to death is, by 
definition, traumatic. Neither you nor your editor should take it lightly. 

The best prison administrators provide pre-execution counseling for witnesses 
representing the media and other groups. So it was at San Quentin State Prison in 
California, where I witnessed the execution of Stanley "Tookie" Williams, co-founder of 
the "Crips" street gang, 12 days before Christmas in 2005. 

My husband had covered an execution, as had several colleagues, so I had a good 
sense of what to expect. Still, the atmosphere felt decidedly surreal as I joined a handful 
of reporters and other witnesses in a small prison conference room, several hours before 
we filed into San Quentin's death chamber to watch Williams receive a lethal injection for 
committing four murders in 1979. 

Outside the prison gates, about 1,000 demonstrators were gathering in the frosty 
night air to protest the execution, which drew worldwide attention because of 
Williams' apparent evolution from gang thug to antiviolence crusader nominated for 
a Nobel Peace Prize. Joan Baez was there. Supporters as disparate as Desmond Tutu 
and rapper Snoop Dogg added their voices from afar. 

In our little conference room, psychologist Gregory Goldstein informed us that an 
execution is "a highly unusual event." Don't be surprised, he warned, if you feel panic, 
anxiety or other emotions similar to those one might experience while "stuck in a natural 
disaster." 

In fact, I did have occasional nightmares for weeks after the execution. And during the 
pre-dawn hours immediately following it, as I scrambled to make my deadline, I found 
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myself occasionally short of breath and breaking into a cold sweat. It was hard to know 
whether that was a result of what I had witnessed, a lack of sleep and food, deadline 
pressure or some combination thereof. 

I had taken the assignment because I believed that newspapers have an obligation to be 
present when the state exercises its ultimate power – the taking of a life. Unless 
executions are televised, the media are the public's only objective guarantee that the 
process is carried out according to protocol. And there are a lot of protocols when it 
comes to executions. From the condemned man's choice of a final meal, to the number 
of officers and where they stand and the precise administration of the lethal drugs, 
California delivers its capital punishment according to a meticulously crafted script, much 
of it resulting from court challenges. 

It is unsettling for everyone then, when things don't go according to plan. Here is an 
excerpt from my eyewitness account, as reported in the L.A. Times: 

"At 12:03 a.m., two guards pulled on surgical gloves as another entered the mint-green 
chamber with a plastic tub of supplies. Three minutes later, a needle was thrust 
successfully home into Williams' right arm and connected to an intravenous tube. 

The rules, however, require a backup in case one tube is jostled loose or fails. And it 
was here that the carefully choreographed execution turned messy. 

For 12 long minutes, a prison nurse – her brow glistening with sweat – poked the 
convict's muscular left arm again and again, searching for a vein that would deliver a 
dose of poison. As his loved ones watched in distress, the inmate visibly winced in pain. 

Ultimately, the needle found its mark, a stream of lethal chemicals flowed, and Williams 
– convicted of murdering four people with a shotgun in 1979 – drew his final breath." 

For most of us in the room, that was enough. But the strange midnight episode was not 
over. The account continues: 

"Surprising many, he did not leave a statement for the warden to read. But his closest 
supporters made sure his departure from the world was not a quiet one. Filing out after 
witnessing the execution, they yelled a message in unison: 

"The state of California just killed an innocent man!" 
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The startling cry pierced the silence that had cloaked the small observation room, and 
relatives of Williams' victims appeared shaken. Lora Owens, whose stepson, Albert, was 
gunned down at a West Whittier convenience store, hunched forward in her brown metal 
chair and wept. Another woman wrapped her in an embrace." 

Fifteen years earlier, I sat in the rewrite chair and chronicled the execution of another 
murderer. The death of this man, Robert Alton Harris, marked the first execution in 
California in 25 years. 

My Los Angeles Times colleague, Dan Morain, was the eyewitness that day. And as 
it went with Tookie Williams, the end of Harris' life was far from smooth. 

In this case, an extraordinary bicoastal judicial duel temporarily interrupted the 
death process after Harris was strapped into the gas chamber's chair. Here is an 
excerpt from Morain's excellent account, published April 22, 1992: 

SAN QUENTIN -- The hiss of flowing liquid was our sign that the execution of Robert Alton 
Harris had begun. 

Sulfuric acid filled the two vats beneath his seat. He peered down, between his knees, 
into his personal abyss. In seconds, he knew, cyanide pellets would drop, react with 
the acid, and the gas would rise. This was it--he was a dead man. 

Then, a phone beside the gas chamber rang twice. The sound was loud enough that Harris 
must have heard it. 

"Oh, God," a voice said from where the families of Harris' murder victims stood. It took 
me a minute to figure out what was happening. It was a stay--the fourth of this long 
night, the night on which the state of California was to resume executions after a 25-
year break. 

We, the 48 official witnesses to the execution of Robert Harris, soon learned what the 
delay was about. But inside the gas chamber, the antihero of this drama seemed 
puzzled. He sat in the metal chair, facing away from us, but aware that all eyes were 
trained on him. 

He looked around, the picture of confusion and nerves. His arms were strapped 
down, but he tried to motion with his hands and seemed to mouth a plea: "Let's pull it." 
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Time seemed to slow, even for the witnesses. My mouth turned dry, a symptom of 
stress. Air could be heard blowing through ducts in this half-century-old building inside 
San Quentin, next to North Block, downstairs from Death Row. 

There were the sounds of an old prison: the rattling of keys, the opening of doors, 
footsteps on the dark green, slickly waxed tile floor of the gas chamber witness room. 

The prison describes the color of the gas chamber as "apple green." In truth, it's the green 
of an apple no one on this Earth has tasted. At 4 a.m. Tuesday morning, with the lights 
inside shining brightly on Robert Harris, the green looked almost fluorescent. 

The scene was all the more striking because the three bulbs above us in the witness 
area were so dim and the beige walls so drab. 

By all rights, Harris surely realized, this contraption installed 52 years ago should 
have done its business by now. A sad smile came over his face. He looked up and down, 
wrinkled his brow, and glanced over his left shoulder to where his older brother, 
Randy, stood. He looked then at a friend, a guard, who stood braced against the waist-high 
rail that keeps the witnesses a step back from this riveted death chamber. 

As we watched, Harris raised his brow quizzically, as if to ask: What gives? He rolled his 
eyes and swiveled his head to look out the window to the right, toward a friendly face. With 
a look of futility he said, "I can't move." 

Finally, the sounds of flushing and machinery whirring were heard again. The vats of 
sulfuric acid beneath Harris were being pumped empty--made safe against an accidental 
triggering of the gas. That done, guards opened the chamber door. 

He was back from the dead. The guards unleashed Harris and walked him back to a 
nearby cell, to wait for his death to start all over again. 

In the ghoulish history of the San Quentin gas chamber, no one had ever been 
removed alive." 

--Jenifer Warren 

≈ 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Resource Guide to 
Covering Prisons and Jails 

 
* note: for additional agencies, names, sources etc, updated periodically, please check the 
The Crime Report’s Criminal Justice Resource Directory at  www.thecrimereport.org  

 

Organizations and Government Agencies 
(in alphabetical order) 

ACLU National Prison Project.  
Washington, DC  
http://www.aclu.org/prison/index.html  
National litigation program for prisoners. 
 
American Correctional Association 
Virginia 
703-224-0000. www.aca.orq/ 
Professional organization for the prison managers. Standards, accreditation, etc.  
 
American Jail Association.  
Hagerstown, MD. http://www.aja.org/ 
Professional organization for jail managers.  
 
Association of Paroling Authorities International.  
Wallingford, PA 
 610-872-4645 
http://www.apaintl.org/en/index.html  
Organization for parole boards and other release agencies. Good source for contacts in 
the state, trends, data 

  
Association of State Correctional Administrators.  
Connecticut 
860-704-6410 
http://www.asca.net/ 
Good source for research on correctional management, strategies, data about 
employees, trends. Also accreditation and correctional standards. 
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Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice.  
San Francisco 
415-722-1191 
 http://www.cici.orq/ 
nonprofit, left-leaning, good research;  aims to reduce use of incarceration 
  
National Council on Crime and Delinquency.  
Oakland, CA   
510-208-0500.  
http://www.nccd-crc.org/index.html  
nonprofit conducts research, outreach on youth and adult corrections issues. Extensive 
background knowledge on California, national correctional trends. 
  
Prison Law Office  
San Rafael, CA.  
415-457-9144.  
http://www.prisonlaw.com/ 
Nonprofit prison litigation firm. Extensive experience in cases on prison medical care, 
overcrowding, mental health care, juvenile corrections, parole boards, and much more.  
 
Public Safety Performance Project, Pew Charitable Trusts.  
Washington, D.C.   
See website for contact info: www.pew.publicsafety.org 
Nonpartisan policy briefs, other reports on national and state-level trends related to 
corrections. Solid research on current topics.  
 
The Sentencing Project 
Washington, DC 
202-628-0871 
http://wvmsentencinqproject.orq/ 
Left-leaning research and advocacy group favoring less incarceration 
  
U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics  
Washington, DC 
http://wv.mojp.usdojlov/bjs  
Wealth of statistics on inmates, parolees, prisons, etc. Data usually two years behind. 
 
U.S. National Institute of Corrections 
Washington, DC 
202-307-3106 
http://www.nicic.org/ 
Training, program development for correctional folks. Great clearinghouse for articles, 
other research on all aspects of the field.  
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The Urban Institute 
Washington, DC.  
202-261-5709 
 http://www.urban.org/ 
Wide-ranging work includes activity on corrections, with emphasis on parole and reentry.  
 
The Vera Institute of Justice 
New York City 
 212-334-1300 
http://www.vera.org/ 
Extensive research on sentencing and corrections.  
 

People 
 

Bien, Michael 
415-433-6830 
San Francisco lawyer, expert on prison mental health issues 
 
Camp, George 
GCamp@asca.net   
Association of State Correctional Administrators. Great source for data.  
  
Deitch, Michele   
512-328-8330 
University of Texas adjunct professor. Attorney expert in prison conditions, oversight, 
management.  
 
Fama, Steve 
415-457-9144  
sfama@prisonlaw.com 
Prison Law Office. Expert on prison litigation, especially inmate health care. 
 
Greenwood,  Peter 
pwgreenwood@earthlink.net  
Former RAND research, author, expert on juvenile corrections.  
 
Jacobson, Michael  P. 
212-376-3163  
mjacobson@vera.org   
Director, Vera Institute of Justice. Former correction and probation commissioner for New York 
City. Author of Downsizing Prisons: How to Reduce Crime and End Mass Incarceration.  
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Krisberg, Barry 
510-208-0500 
bkrisberg@aol.com  
President, National Council on Crime and Delinquency, Oakland-based nonprofit conducting 
research, outreach on youth and adult corrections issues. Extensive background knowledge on 
California, national correctional trends 
 
Macallair, Dan 
415-722-1191. 
Director, National Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice. San Francisco nonprofit, left-leaning,  
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Articles, Books, Reports, Research 
  

Confronting Confinement  
http://www.prisoncommission.org/report.asp  
Useful, wide-ranging report produced in 2006 after a year of hearings by the Commission on 
Safety and Abuse in America's Pr isons.  
 
Corrections Department Operating Manuals 
Each state should have one, outlining management policies and regulations for its prison system. 
 
American Corrections 
by Todd Clear, George Cole, Michael Reisig. (Thomson Wadsworth, 2006) 
Great comprehensive textbook on the history and evolution of corrections in the United States. 
 
Society of Professional Journalists – “Covering Prisons” 
http://www.spj.org/prisonaccess.asp  
Primer on media access to prisons. See Regulations governing journalists who visit. Check 
states of interest for updates.  
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REPORTERS’ HANDBOOK 
 

PART TWO 

Covering Sentencing 
by Ted Gest 

 
 

SUMMARY OF REPORTING TIPS 
 

REPORTING TIP # 1: When reporting on a sentence, note that the crime on which the 
penalty is based often differs from the original charge. That is usually the result of plea 
bargaining, which takes into account the quality of the evidence, aggravating or 
mitigating circumstances, and each side’s assessment of how it might fare in a trial. 

REPORTING TIP #2: Pre-sentence reports normally aren’t publicly available, but 
reporters covering newsworthy cases should be alert to issues that may arise when they 
are compiled.  

REPORTING TIP #3: Be aware that the word parole often is used to connote two 
entirely different procedures: a discretionary release from prison, and supervision in the 
community after prison. Many states that abolished parole may have been motivated to 
assure “truth in sentencing.”  Critics contend that to accomplish that goal, some states 
also shortsightedly eliminated the post-release supervision aspect. Convicts who are 
released without supervision and services are more prone to return to crime. 
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Introduction 
 

“The maximum sentence: 100 years in prison without parole.” That phrase in a recent 
news story about a murder case illustrates one major issue in reporting on criminal 
sentencing. While the phrase may be technically accurate, it reflects the view of a 
prosecutor, who may want to convey to the public the most serious possible description 
of a crime.  

But the description is fundamentally misleading, because no one will serve 100 years 
behind bars, and almost no defendants receive the maximum penalty in any case. 

One result of exposure to scores of such references in news stories over the years is 
that the public may develop a jaundiced view of the justice system, believing that 
lawbreakers rarely receive the sanctions they deserve. 

To report in proper context, journalists should understand how sentencing practices in 
the United States have evolved and how they actually work in today’s crowded court 
systems. 

Understanding the Sentencing Process 

There is no national system of sentencing. The federal government and each state 
maintain their own rules, and criminal courts may operate very differently depending on 
where they are. Defendants accused of identical crimes in neighboring states may end 
up with vastly different penalties because of varying state laws and prosecutorial 
practices. This chapter provides an overall view of sentencing in the U.S., but journalists 
must familiarize themselves with the laws of their state or jurisdiction. 

Reporters should keep in mind that the criminal justice system “is nothing more than the 
sum total of discretionary decisions by innumerable officials,” as criminologist Samuel 
Walker of the University of Nebraska at Omaha puts it. From police officers to 
prosecutors to judges to corrections department officials, government authorities have 
considerable leeway in deciding how to treat those suspected of committing crimes.   

Journalists should be aware that the sentencing stage is only one step in a long 
series of decision points in the justice process, and what a judge may say in court 
rarely is the final word on a defendant’s fate. 
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From Fixed to Flexible Penalties 

In the nation’s early history, crimes tended to be associated with specific penalties fixed 
by law.  In 1870, the National Prison Association (now the American Correctional 

Association, www.aca.org) concluded that the practice did not give convicts much 

incentive to improve. The concept of indeterminate sentences is usually credited to 
Zebulon Brockway, a prison warden in New York State and later Detroit, who was a 
pioneer in inmate rehabilitation.  

The prison association declared that “preemptory sentences ought to be replaced by 
those of indeterminate length.” Under this concept, which became common nationwide 
over the ensuing century, a parole board typically would decide on the actual length of 
time served behind bars depending on “its judgment of whether the prisoner had been 
reformed or cured or had simply served enough time,” according to a historical account  
prepared for the U.S. Department of Justice in 1996. “Under indeterminate sentencing, 
the sentence was individualized so that the punishment fit the criminal rather than the 
crime.” 

A robber, for example, might be eligible under an indeterminate sentencing law for any 
prison sentence between five and 20 years, and might actually receive a sentence of five 
to eight years. A parole board or some other correctional authority would decide on that 
convict’s actual release date based on several factors, primarily his behavior record and 
presumed fitness to live successfully on the outside. 

Indeterminate sentencing was widely used during an era when prison populations were 
relatively low. The national total was under 100,000 in the 1960s, less than one-tenth of 
what it grew to in the four decades that followed. With crime largely out of the national 
spotlight, indeterminate sentencing and parole were “part of the process of making 
criminal justice better suited to the individual case,” wrote historian Lawrence M. 
Friedman in Crime and Punishment in American History. (*see Appendix C for details.) 

When crime rates started to rise sharply in the 1960s, policy makers began to look for 
reasons for the increase and for ways to control crime. The criticism spanned the 
ideological spectrum. 

One of the many apparent culprits was sentencing. Analysts cited widespread disparities 
among penalties, a lack of predictability into what sanctions defendants would get, and 
disparities in how much time behind bars would be served 
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When a chronic offender was re-arrested, critics tended to blame the officials who 
released him and the laws that authorized them to do so.  

Another line of attack came from experts like federal judge Marvin Frankel, whose 1972 
book, Criminal Sentences: Law Without Order (*see Appendix C) argued that it was 
unjust to put all sentencing power over a defendant into the hands of one judge. One 
big-city jurist recalls that when he and his colleagues attending a retreat were given 
details of a hypothetical case and were asked what sentence they would impose, the 
answers ranged from probation to a long prison term. Clearly, there was an inequity 
problem. 

As a result of these and other criticisms, the U.S. “underwent a wholesale shift in 
sentencing philosophy” in the 1970s, says sentencing scholar Sandra Shane-DuBow, 
former director of Wisconsin’s state sentencing commission.  

The new ways of sentencing in America took many different forms. More than a dozen 
states moved to “determinate” sentencing laws that specified penalties for certain 
offenses. Most states went further by adopting “mandatory minimum” sentences for 
some offenses, meaning that a defendant was required to serve at least a certain 
amount of time behind bars before release. This was intended to eliminate sanctions that 
were too lenient. 

The Rise of Sentencing Guidelines 

Several states decided to address the problem of variations in sentence lengths with a 
“sentencing guidelines” framework. Usually drafted by sentencing commissions and 
affirmed by legislatures, guidelines set penalty ranges based on various factors, 
including the offender’s record and the severity of their current offense. 

How were the numbers calculated? Some commissions put together their collective 
wisdom, essentially arriving at arbitrary figures reflecting their professional judgments. 
Others studied how judges had actually been sentencing defendants, and tailored the 
guidelines to fit historical patterns. Virginia, for example, one of 17 states with a 
sentencing commission as of 2009, provides judges with a range of recommended 
sentences that summarizes past practices but eliminates the extreme lowest and highest 
penalties.  

 The federal government was one of the earliest to adopt a guidelines scheme. The 
system that applied to federal cases was in effect from 1987 to 2005, when the U.S. 
Supreme Court declared the guidelines advisory. This shift in sentencing policy came 
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about as the result of a 2004 Supreme Court decision on Washington State’s sentencing 
guidelines. As summarized by sentencing scholar Douglas Berman of Ohio State 
University, Justice Antonin Scalia’s “dramatic opinion…suggests that any and every fact 
which increases a defendant’s effective maximum sentence must be found by a jury 
beyond a reasonable doubt or admitted by the defendant.”  

For details of the decision, see Blakely v Washington:  

http://caselaw.lp.findlaw.com/scripts/getcase.pl?navby=CASE&court=US&vol=542&page=296 

While some of the early state sentencing guidelines were advisory from the start, four 
states—Minnesota, Pennsylvania, Washington and Florida—created guidelines systems 
that were deemed “presumptive.” Judges were required to follow them unless they could 
provide a rationale for a variation. 

Superficially, a particular offense combined with a defendant’s criminal record correlates 
with a specific sentence. For example, an unarmed robber with a minimal record might 
expect to serve three years in prison; a second-degree murderer might be 
recommended for a 20-year term. 

Some states provide judges with grids that lay out expected penalties based on the 
crimes and defendants’ criminal histories. Critics say that grids can lead to mechanical, 
inflexible sentencing. Virginia uses “worksheets” that try to capture the variables judges 
can take into account, such as how seriously a victim may have been injured or whether 
the defendant had a criminal record as a juvenile. 

Whatever the system, reporters should be able to estimate a sentence based on publicly 
available information, at least in states with sentencing guidelines. Of course, the 
sentence would be based on charge and the resolution, whether a guilty plea or a jury 
verdict—not necessarily the same thing that was the basis of an arrest. In Virginia, for 
example, a second offense involving crack cocaine possession may come with a 
sentencing recommendation of between 12 to 18 months.  

Although guidelines in Virginia are advisory, judges follow them about 80 percent of the 
time, according to the Virginia Criminal Sentencing Commission. Absent some unusual 
circumstance, it is safe to say that the defendant in the crack cocaine case probably will 
get a sentence of about 15 months.  

Still, because each case is different, journalists should take care to learn the 
judge’s reasoning for whatever penalty is imposed. 
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A judge who departs from the guidelines typically will cite an “aggravating” factor 
pointing to a higher sentence or a “mitigating” factor suggesting a lesser one. 
Washington, D.C., another jurisdiction with sentencing guidelines, provides judges with 
long lists of factors to consider. An aggravating factor might be “deliberate cruelty” to a 
victim, “gratuitous violence,” or premeditation. Mitigating factors would include the level 
of aggression by the victim or the extent of the defendant’s cooperation with law 
enforcement. 

Defendant cooperation has been a controversial element of federal sentencing 
guidelines. Critics complain that in many drug cases, a person high up in a drug-
trafficking operation can get a big sentence reduction by fingering other key participants, 
while a “mule” who is involved only in low-level transportation of drugs can get a tougher 
sentence because he is unable to provide any significant evidence. The mule might end 
up serving more time than the trafficker. Before the Supreme Court made the federal 
sentencing guidelines advisory, judges complained that their hands were tied. 

Sentencing Options 

Three-Strikes Life Terms 

So-called “Three Strikes and You’re Out” laws were a popular variation on mandatory 
minimum sentences in the 1990s. The availability of extended prison terms for career 
criminals had been on the books in many states for decades, but there still were 
notorious cases that raised complaints of “revolving doors” in which a suspect would 
repeatedly be convicted of felonies, and released every few years only to commit new 
crimes. (Recidivism rates are difficult to calculate with precision, but a widely used figure 
from a 2002 U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics report is that about two-thirds of convicts 
released from state prisons are arrested for new crimes within three years.) 

In 1988, as national rates of reported crime were increasing, partly because of violence 
among drug traffickers, Seattle talk radio host John Carlson conceived of the “three 
strikes” slogan. He used baseball terminology to signify that a conviction on a third 
offense would produce a life prison term. Helping to popularize his proposal was Ida 
Ballasiotes, whose daughter had been abducted and stabbed to death by a repeat 
criminal. She later was elected to the state legislature. After the idea won support and 
financial backing from the National Rifle Association, Washington State voters 
overwhelmingly enacted “three strikes” in a 1993 referendum. 

The month after Washington’s voters went to the polls, police in Petaluma, California, 
found the body of 12-year-old Polly Klaas, who had been abducted from a slumber party 
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in her bedroom. Richard Allen Davis, who was arrested for the crime, had been released 
after serving half of his stated term in a kidnapping case under California’s determinate 
sentencing law, after time was subtracted for good behavior in prison. 

Marc Klaas, Polly’s father, worked with Mike Reynolds of Fresno, Calif., whose 18-year-
old daughter also had been killed by a career criminal, to promote an even harsher 
version of three strikes. Just about any felony, not necessarily a violent crime, could 
count as the third strike that would trigger a life sentence. California voters approved the 
measure in 1994.  

About half of the country’s state legislatures passed “three strikes” statutes in the 1990s, 
supplementing the “habitual criminal” laws that already had been enacted in many 
places. After President Bill Clinton backed three strikes in a State of the Union address, 
Congress adopted it for some federal offenses. 

 “Three strikes” laws led to many long prison sentences. So did sentencing guidelines in 
many states. 

Prosecutors and Plea Bargains  

No matter what term lengths are stated in the law, the reality is that the sentencing 
system is largely controlled by prosecutors, who have vast powers to decide what 
charges to bring in a given case. (For example, a robber carrying a pipe with crack 
residue who uses a gun to rob an elderly person near a school could be charged with a 
number of different crimes involving drugs and guns.)  

A prosecutor decides how many charges to bring and, in many circumstances, whether 
they are felonies (the more serious category of crime) or misdemeanors (the lesser 
category). The difference can be crucial:  a felony conviction that counts as a third 
“strike” could lead by statutory mandate to a life prison term. 

Criminal defendants in the United States are entitled to a trial by a jury of their peers, but 
a trial can be a complex, expensive process that is used mainly when there is significant 
doubt about who committed a crime. A vast majority of criminal cases—97 percent by 
one Justice Department count—end with guilty pleas. 

 See:  http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/cases.htm#findings  

In a given case, a prosecutor may bring a collection of charges that together may carry 
maximum penalties under the law, totaling, hypothetically, 40 years. 
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The prosecutor may tell the defense that he would accept a guilty plea to one of the 
charges that carries a maximum penalty of 10 years. The prosecutor may hope that the 
defendant views this as a bargain, providing certainty about the outcome as opposed to 
the many uncertainties that can crop up in a trial. The defense must weigh whether the 
prosecution has strong enough evidence to sustain a conviction on each count if the 
case actually went before a jury, which can vote to convict only if there is evidence 
beyond a “reasonable doubt.” A defendant might also plead guilty if he is likely to be put 
on probation and would not be jailed pending trial. 

The plea bargaining process is one reason a prosecutor may welcome a news 
story that emphasizes the maximum possible sentence in a case, to scare 
criminals into thinking that they are likely to receive the maximum penalty. On the 
defense side, an attorney will advise a client how much time is actually likely to be 
served in the jurisdiction involved under a variety of possible outcomes. 

For more information on the process of plea bargaining, which is also known as 
“sentence bargaining” when it involves a promise to impose a particular penalty, see 
chapters 8 and 10 of the Criminal Justice Journalists Guide to Covering Criminal Justice, 
at www.justicejournalism.org/crimeguide. 

If a defendant is convicted in a trial, the court must consider all counts on which there 
was a conviction. Sentences may be ordered to be served consecutively (one after the 
other) or concurrently (at the same time). That could mean, for example, that a 10-year 
term is imposed on each of three counts but the terms are served simultaneously, not 
back to back. The difference is vast: 10 years maximum vs. 30 years. 

The difference between consecutive and concurrent sentences can be confusing. . 
If there is any doubt about what a judge has ordered, ask the judge directly or a 
court clerk to make sure there is no misunderstanding about the actual sentence. 

Journalists should consider not only the current case but also whether any charges 
against a defendant in another jurisdiction might affect the sentence. For example, a 10-
year sentence in the court you are covering might be just a small fraction of a likely 
sentence in a case against the same defendant pending in another state. 

Sentences after a jury verdict are likely to be longer than those agreed to in a plea 
bargain because they can involve many more charges. That means defendants may be 
taking a chance by arguing their case to a jury. A few states still allow juries to 
recommend sentences that judges may be unable or unwilling to reduce. Because jurors 
tend to impose harsher sentences than judges, criminal jury trials may be uncommon in 
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those places. Defendants in those jurisdictions may go to great lengths to avoid being 
sentenced by a jury.  

Once a plea deal has been negotiated or a jury verdict is in, a pre-sentence report will be 
prepared, usually by a probation agency. This involves a review of the defendant’s 
criminal record, family situation, and educational and work background. The agency may 
also use risk assessment tools to help assess how likely a defendant may be to commit 
new crimes if not in custody. Defendants may collect their own materials in addition to 
those in the official pre-sentence report, asking others to write to the judge in their 
support. 

Pre-sentence reports normally aren’t publicly available, but reporters covering 
newsworthy cases should be alert to issues that may arise when they are 
compiled. One of them is the extent of a criminal record. Despite some 
improvements in record keeping, many state databases remain vastly incomplete. 
For this reason, it may become clear only during a pre-sentence investigation that 
a defendant’s record is more serious than it appeared when a plea bargain was 
agreed to. That may influence a judge, who usually considers the risk that a 
defendant will commit more crimes. 

The formal sentencing typically occurs several weeks after a guilty plea or jury verdict, 
so that the sentencing report can be prepared. 

At the proceeding, a judge will ask the prosecution for a recommendation, and the 
defense for a response. The defendant is allowed to speak, and the judge then 
pronounces a sentence. Depending on the judge and the case, sentencing can take only 
a few minutes in assembly-line fashion or much longer, in controversial cases or those 
involving multiple defendants. Although usually routine, sentencing proceedings  can 
sometimes result in dramatic stories if the participants choose to disclose new 
information or express their feelings about a crime.   

In the past, aggressive defense attorneys have been able to reduce many sentences by 
bringing in experts who would argue, for example, that a defendant suffered from a 
mental condition that when treated could prevent future criminal behavior. That and 
other favorable evidence might persuade a judge to grant probation or a short term 
behind bars. 
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The Role of the Victim 

The playing field has been changed drastically in some cases because of a growing 
victim-rights movement dating from the 1980s. Historically, a criminal case centered on a 
defendant, his culpability and penalty. Crime victims argued that they had been left out 
of the equation. They successfully lobbied for laws guaranteeing them a role in the 
process.  

Now, in all 50 states and at the federal level, crime victims have the statutory right 
to submit victim impact statements (VIS) at sentencing. This can include 
presentations to the court in person; in writing; or on audiotape or videotape.  

Such statements be powerful in violent crimes. In the case of homicides, the courtroom 
at sentencing can be turned into a virtual memorial service for the victim. The impact 
varies from case to case. In places with sentencing guidelines that largely control the 
result, judges may regard such testimony as “theater” that has little impact on the 
penalty. In some cases, however, victim-impact evidence can influence a judge to 
impose a tougher penalty. 

Victims' rights provisions often are included as part of the sentence. In all states, victims 
have the right to be notified about the status and location of the offender. While 
statutes vary, the court may provide protective orders (also called "stay-away orders") 
that prevent convicted offenders from being in contact with victims. In all states, the 
prosecutor can request that the offender pay financial obligations to the victim (including 
restitution and child support), which can be included in the sentence. 

Non-Prison Sentences 

An increasingly popular sentencing option is known as a deferred prosecution. As part of 
a plea bargain, a defendant may agree that if he or she avoids any legal trouble for a 
specified period, the case will be dropped. One advantage of this arrangement is that the 
defendant will have no criminal record if the case is never pursued, giving him a greater 
chance to obtain a job. This procedure sometimes is known as a “diversion,” and often 
includes court-ordered treatment programs. This is different from probation, which would 
remain on a person’s criminal record.   

Most such non-prison sentences are administered by specialized courts that have 
sprouted up nationwide. Most common are drug treatment courts, which started in Miami 
in the late 1980s and now are operating or planned in over 2,000 jurisdictions. New York 
City started a “community court” in the early 1990s that hears local non-violent cases like 
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loitering, graffiti-posting, and subway fare jumping. Also proliferating are “mental health 
courts” to hear cases linked to mental illness. 

Prison for Most Felons 

Under today’s tougher sentencing laws, a majority of convicted felons go to 
prison. In 2004, the most recent year for which data were available from the U.S. Bureau 
of Justice Statistics, 70 percent got a sentence of incarceration. Overall, 40 percent of 
those defendants went to state prisons and 30 percent to local jails, which generally 
house people sentenced to one year or less.  

(see http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/sent.htm) 

Nearly 30 percent were put on probation with no prison or jail time. Only two 
percent got sentences that included no time behind bars or probation but rather some 
combination of fines, restitution to victims, community service, house arrest, 
or periodic drug testing. 

Even when a defendant is put on probation, the judge typically imposes a sentence and 
then “suspends” it for a certain period. That is a notice to the defendant that if he 
commits a new crime or merely fails to appear for a drug test or an appointment with a 
probation officer, his probation may be revoked and he can be sent to prison or jail.  

Again, journalists should be alert to the intent of a judge, who may announce a 
sentence of, say, five years in prison, only to suspend it and impose probation. 

 

Truth in Sentencing 

Convicts rarely are expected to serve their maximum sentences (for example, six years 
on an initial sentence of four to six years) That is because of several important factors, 
such as “good time” and parole. Under good time (sometimes called “earned time”), an 
inmate’s total sentence length is reduced for each month of good behavior in prison. The 
availability of good time gives inmates some incentive to behave. 

Traditionally, good time has amounted to about 15 percent of a defendant’s stated term, 
or roughly one day per week. That percentage figures in a concept that gained 
prominence starting in the 1980s called “truth in sentencing.” Taking credit for that 
phrase were then-junior Republicans in the U.S. House of Representatives, Newt 
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Gingrich of Georgia and Dan Lungren of California, who complained that the public often 
heard about a lengthy-sounding sentence number only to learn later that the defendant 
had been set free by a parole board long before that time had elapsed. The Republicans 
insisted on putting “truth in sentencing” into federal law, thus eliminating parole, when 
they negotiated the 1984 federal crime bill that established the U.S. Sentencing 
Commission. 

Federal practices in criminal justice often influence the states, but “truth in sentencing” 
didn’t spread quickly. Only five states had embraced it by 1993. The next year, in 
another omnibus federal crime law, Congress decided to tie federal aid for building state 
prisons to a requirement that states must pass “truth in sentencing” laws to be eligible. 
Within five years, 22 more states adopted the 85 percent rule. The infusion of federal aid 
encouraged another burst of prison construction, which is one reason prison populations 
continued rising in the 1990s while crime total declined. The increase in prison 
population had a definite but limited impact in reducing crime, say experts like William 
Spelman of the University of Texas.  

Probation-Parole Differences 

The practices of probation and parole are frequently misunderstood both by journalists 
and the public. Both terms refer to supervised release of convicts outside of prison. 
Probation normally is granted by judges in lieu of prison; parole is granted by a 
parole board and occurs after release from prison. A “split sentence,” however, may 
include probation that follows time behind bars. Probation and parole operations will be 
discussed in more detail in Part Three of this handbook. 

Both probationers and parolees are given a set of conditions, for example reporting to an 
officer on a set schedule, finding a job, enrolling in an educational program, or 
undergoing drug tests. 

Under parole, the corrections system or a separate paroling authority is given the 
authority to release inmates to community supervision. Traditionally, an inmate becomes 
eligible to apply for parole release after serving a specified portion of the sentence. 
Parole boards may approve a release after examination of various risk factors, including 
an inmate’s behavior record in custody and prospects for employment, housing, and 
family assistance outside the prison. 

A few states, such as Florida, Illinois, and Virginia, abolished parole in the last two 
decades, usually opting for systems that eliminated discretionary releases of inmates. 
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Be aware that the word “parole” often is used to connote two entirely different 
procedures: a discretionary release from prison, and supervision in the 
community after prison. States that acted to abolish parole may have been 
motivated to assure “truth in sentencing.” Critics contend that to accomplish that 
goal, some states also shortsightedly eliminated the post-release supervision 
aspect. Convicts who are released without supervision and services are more 
prone to return to crime. 

 

Themes for Today 

Impact of Sentencing on Prison Populations 

It may seem odd that the U.S. prison population has continued to increase for many 
years as crime totals have fallen. A combination of several factors is responsible. A 
major one has been that, overall, sentencing laws have been toughened. The National 
Opinion Research Center has reported for many years that the public believes that 
sentences are not severe enough. (See http://www.albany.edu/sourcebook/pdf/t247.pdf.)  

This is due at least partly to news reports over many years about chronic criminals. 
Legislators have tended to view harsher sentences as a simple remedy, to keep 
lawbreakers off the street longer. 

The underlying crime rate was a major contributor through the early 1990s. Reported 
crime has been dropping ever since, with some minor increases in a few time intervals 
since 2000 in crime reports compiled by the Federal Bureau of Investigation from state 
and local law enforcement agencies. 

In 2007,more than 750,000 people were admitted to prisons, says the U.S. Bureau of 
Justice Statistics. (See http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/p07.pdf) Of these, only a little 
more than half were on sentences from courts, and only about one fourth of those were 
for violent crimes. The largest category of other new offenses bringing prison terms were 
drug crimes, followed by property crimes and public disorder offenses.  

The other half of prison admissions consisted of probation or parole violators, but 
practices vary from state to state. In some states, such violators account for a large 
percentage of those entering prison. Because the base numbers of people on probation 
and parole also have been increasing, those groups are playing a big part in boosting 
the total prison population as states incarcerate many of them who fail provisions of their 
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community release, often drug tests. “In essence, the entire correctional system is 
feeding on itself, as the larger parole and probation populations create more violations, 
which in turn feeds the prison system,” says James Austin, a consultant who advises 
states on corrections policy. 

Despite the wave of laws providing for higher sentences, it is not actually the length of 
the stated sentence but rather the amount of actual time served that is driving the 
prisoner totals upward. The average sentence to a state prison for a violent crime 
dropped between 1994 and 2004 from 10 years to 7 ½ years (about five years for all 
convicts), according to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics. (See 

http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/abstract/scscf04st.htm.) 

The length of time served typically is up, consultant Austin says, because of “more 
conservative parole board decisions and/or the passage of numerous laws restricting 
good time or release eligibility.”  

A federal survey found that because of the spread of “truth in sentencing” laws, 
nearly 7 in 10 state prison admissions for violent offenses by 1997 were required 
to serve at least 85 percent of their sentence. Each additional year to house an 
inmate cost about $24,000 as of 2005, says the Pew Center on the States Public 
Safety Performance Project, although the actual number can vary widely by state. 

While the crime rate has dropped, the justice system has operated more efficiently: the 
likelihood that an arrest for a violent crime led to a conviction has increased. The 
conviction rate for violent felonies, including murder, rape, robbery, and aggravated 
assault, increased from 23 percent to 31 percent between 1994 and 2004, says the U.S. 
Bureau of Justice Statistics (See http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/fssc04.pdf ) The total 
number of convictions jumped 24 percent during the decade, exceeding one million 
nationwide in 2004. 

Once they are put in custody, felons sentenced in later years of that decade were more 
likely to serve a larger proportion of their sentences, from a bit under half 
to about two-thirds. 

Advocates of longer times served correlate the trend with the drop in crime, arguing that 
crime started declining in the 1990s in part because inmates were serving longer terms. 
One problem with the argument is that the national prison population has been rising 
since 1980, and crime did not decrease consistently after that, instead, it peaked in 
1993. Several analysts have concluded that the increased prison population accounted 
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for somewhere between 10 percent and 25 percent of the crime decline. (See William 
Spelman in The Crime Drop  in America Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

The combined federal and state imprisonment rate, not including those in local jails, was 
about 250 per 100,000 population in 1988. By 2007, it had risen to 506 per 100,000, and 
the prison population was still rising, albeit by smaller annual percentages, at least 
through mid-year 2008, the last year for which national data were available. 

A federal survey that included data from most state prison systems found that, 
between 1993 and 2003, the average length of stay behind bars increased from 21 
months to 29 months. While an eight-month difference may not sound like much, 
multiply that by roughly 2 million people in custody, and it is clear why more cells 
were needed. 

Options for the Future 

Critics of longer sentences contend that they generally fail to accomplish much beyond 
the typical criminal’s peak years of activity in the teens and 20s. Not many new crimes 
would be committed by those who are released at age 35, yet many remain in custody 
far longer than that under “three strikes” laws, and that has brought higher medical 
treatment costs for an aging inmate population.  

Some experts say crime and corrections costs both could be cut by better analysis of 
which convicts could benefit from supervised release in the community. One idea is that 
punishments like probation, fines, short jail stays and financial restitution to victims 
would be preferred for those who caused relatively little financial, psychological or 
physical harm. Some advocates of reform contend that swiftness and certainty of 
sentences can be more significant in reducing crime than is their length.  

The Public Safety Performance Project of The Pew Center on the States has issued 
a policy framework for effective community corrections programs, citing those that have 
proved effective. Some of these will be discussed in more detail in Part Three of this 
guide.  For details, see:  http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/report_detail.aspx?id=47134  

Advocates of retaining the current practice of long sentences contend that, by and large, 
the appropriate people are being put in custody. Because of plea bargaining, the 
argument goes, many of those in prison have much more serious offense histories than 
is reflected by their eventual guilty plea. Supporters of harsher sentences say it is a myth 
that many people in custody are low-level drug users. 
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The current national economic crisis (and the resulting squeeze on state budgets) has 
prompted several states to reassess their sentencing policies. Still, previous periods of 
economic decline have not led to widespread changes in the sentencing laws adopted in 
the late 20th century, largely as a result of politicians’ fears of being labeled “soft on 
crime.” 

As of 2009, some states were adjusting their sentencing and release practices to allow 
for supervision in the community of more offenders, partly to avoid the high cost of 
incarcerating them. But the overall impact of the latest fiscal crisis on state sentencing 
practices is not yet clear. 

Given that comprehensive sentencing-law overhauls may be problematic, some reform 
advocates are pressing for “second look” laws that allow for sentence reductions when 
the original penalty seems unreasonable or unjust. 

 A discussion of experts convened in 2008 by the American Bar Association 
Commission on Effective Criminal Sanctions  concluded that sentencing systems 
should include a “second look mechanism,” particularly “when a prison term is very long 
and a prisoner’s circumstances (or society’s views) have changed since the sentence 
was imposed,”  says commission director Margaret Colgate Love. For example, one 
participant proposed creation of local “clemency advisory boards” composed of 
prosecutors, victims and defense lawyers, who could produce guidelines on release 
based in part on data involving clemency’s cost savings and public safety advantages. 

For more details of this commission, see: 
http://www.abanet.org/dch/committee.cfm?com=CR209800 
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APPENDIX C 
Resource Guide to 

Covering Sentencing 
 

* note: for additional agencies, names, sources etc, updated periodically, please check the 
The Crime Report’s Criminal Justice Directory at  www.thecrimereport.org  

 
Organizations and Government Agencies 
(in alphabetical order) 

Council of State Governments Justice Center 
New York City 
Martha Plotkin—media contact (240) 482-8579 
http://justicecenter.csg.org 
 
The center promotes effective data-driven practices—particularly in areas in which the 
criminal justice system intersects with other disciplines, such as public health—to affect 
a particular public safety problem. The center has focused on prisoner re-entry and 
“justice reinvestment”—“increasing public safety, reducing spending on corrections, and 
improving conditions in the neighborhoods to which most people released from prison 
return,” among many other issues. 
. 
Families Against Mandatory Minimums 
Washington, D.C. 
(202) 822-6700 
http://www.famm.org 
media@famm.org 
 
The organization was founded in 1991 by Julie Stewart, whose brother, a first-time drug 
offender, received a mandatory minimum prison term of five years for growing 
marijuana. Stewart started the group to campaign against such laws on the federal and 
state level.  
 
National Association of Sentencing Commissions 
John P. O’Connell, president 
(302) 739-4626 
John.o’connell@state.de.us  
http://www.ussc.gov/STATES.HTM 
 
 
The association was formed to exchange information among the state sentencing 
agencies. It does not have a full-time staff. 



54 
 
 
National Center on Institutions and Alternatives 
Baltimore 
Herbert Hoelter, president, (410) 265-1490 
http://www.ncianet.org 
 
The center, founded by advocates of alternatives to incarceration, helps arrange 
treatment for emotionally disturbed youth, developmentally disabled adults and 
adolescents, and others involved in the criminal justice system. 
 
Pew Center on the States Public Safety Performance Project 
Washington, D.C. 
Adam Gelb, director.  (202) 552-2000 
agelb@pewtrusts.org 
http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/initiatives_detail.aspx?initiativeID=31336 
 
Launched in 2006, the project helps states advance fiscally sound, data-driven 
sentencing and corrections policies that protect public safety, hold offenders 
accountable, and control costs. The project is collaborating with several external 
partners to provide expert, nonpartisan information and assistance to states that want a 
better return on their public safety investments. 
 
Sentencing Commission (U.S.) 
Washington, D.C. 
202 502-4500  
http://www.ussc.gov 
Michael Courlander—media contact 
202-502-4597 
202-502-4500 
pubaffairs@ussc.gov  
 
The commission is a judicial branch entity whose seven members are appointed by the 
President and confirmed by the Senate. It was created in a 1984 federal anticrime law to 
recommend sentencing guidelines for federal judges. The guidelines became effective in 
1987, but the Supreme Court ruled in 2005 that judges are not bound to follow them. 
The commission still makes recommendations and sponsors studies on sentencing 
issues.  
 
Sentencing Commissions (States) 
http://www.ussc.gov/states/nascaddr.htm 
Twenty-one states and the District of Columbia have created their own sentencing 
commissions to consider sentencing policies. Links to those commissions can be found 
at this site. 
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The Sentencing Project 
Washington, D.C. 
Zerline Jennings—media contact 
202-628-0871 
http://sentencingproject.org 
 
The organization promotes reforms in sentencing law and practice, and alternatives to 
incarceration. It was founded in 1986 to provide sentencing advocacy training to defense 
lawyers. It now campaigns on a number of issues, including racial disparity in the justice 
system, disenfranchisement of felons, and convicts’ loss of welfare, education, and 
housing benefits after minor drug convictions. 
 
Vera Institute of Justice 
New York City 
212-334-1300 
Robin Campbell—media contact 
http://www.vera.org/csc/csc.html 
 
Vera’s Center on Sentencing and Corrections (CSC) provides nonpartisan support to 
government officials and criminal justice professionals on sentencing and corrections 
policy. Using empirical data and evidence-based practices, the institute identifies 
emerging trends and issues and helps develop cost-effective strategies for protecting 
public safety. 
 
 

People 
 
Austin, James  
Malibu, Ca./Washington, D.C. 
www.jfa-associates.com 
(310) 867-0569 
asstin@aol.com 
  
Austin has served as director of the U.S. Bureau of Justice Assistance-funded 
corrections options technical assistance program, which provides help to local jails, 
probation, parole, and prison systems. He also directed BJA projects that focused on 
juveniles in adult corrections facilities and a national assessment of adult and juvenile 
private corrections facilities. He is a consultant to parole boards in Nevada, 
Pennsylvania, Louisiana, Kentucky, and Maryland on risk assessment systems for 
prisoners eligible for release. 

 
Berman, Douglas  
Ohio State University 



56 
 
http://moritzlaw.osu.edu/faculty/bios.php?ID=5 
(614) 688-8690 
berman.43@osu.edu 
 
Berman specializes in criminal law and criminal sentencing. He is co-author of a 
casebook on the subject (“Sentencing Law and Policy: Cases, Statutes and Guidelines; 
Aspen Publishers) and has served as an editor of the Federal Sentencing Reporter for 
more than a decade. Berman is the creator of the widely-read Weblog “Sentencing Law 
and Policy” (http://sentencing.typepad.com) and is widely quoted in the media. His blog 
posts have been cited in many court rulings and briefs.  
 
Bowman III, Frank O.  
University of Missouri 
http://www.law.missouri.edu/faculty/directory/bowmanf.html 
(573) 882-2749 
bowmanf@missouri.edu 
 
Bowman is a former prosecutor, both for the U.S. Justice Department criminal division 
and the Denver District Attorneys’ office. He formerly served as a special counsel to the 
U.S. Sentencing Commission, and is an expert on sentencing guidelines. 
 
Dickey, Walter  
University of Wisconsin Law School 
http://law.wisc.edu/profiles/index.php?iEmployeeID=123 
(608) 262-1542 
wjdickey@wisc.edu 
 
Dickey heads the law school’s Remington Center for Research, Education and Service 
in Criminal Justice. He is former director of the state corrections division and chaired the 
Governor's Task Force on Sentencing and Corrections, which reported in 1996. He was 
a participant in Executive Sessions on Sentencing and Corrections, sponsored by the 
U.S. Department of Justice.  
 
Levin, Marc  
Austin, Tx. 
http://www.texaspolicy.com/staff_member.php?staff_id=32 
(512) 472-2700 
(e-mail him via his Web site) 
 
Levin is a director of the Center for Effective Justice at the Texas Public Policy 
Foundation. He focuses on sentencing and corrections issues from a free-market 
perspective. He has served as a law clerk on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth 
Circuit. 
 
Love, Margaret Colgate  
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Washington, D.C. 
http://www.pardonlaw.com 
(202) 547-0453 
Margaretlove@pardonlaw.com 
 
Love specializes in executive clemency and restoration of convict rights, as well as 
sentencing and corrections policy. She served in the U.S. Justice Department as Pardon 
Attorney between 1990 and 1997, and directs the American Bar Association’s 
Commission on Effective Criminal Sanctions. 
 
Reitz, Kevin  
University of Minnesota 
http://www.law.umn.edu/facultyprofiles/reitzk.html 
(612) 626-3078 
reitz027@umn.edu  
 
Reitz specializes in sentencing law and policy. In 1993, he organized the first meeting of 
the National Association of Sentencing Commissions. He continues to work with various 
state sentencing commissions. He formerly served as co-reporter of the American Bar 
Association’s criminal justice standards for sentencing. 
 
Robinson, Paul  
University of Pennsylvania Law School 
http://www.law.upenn.edu/cf/faculty/phrobins/ 
(215) 898-1017 
phr@law.upenn.edu 
 
Robinson was a member of the U.S. Sentencing Commission in the 1980s and has 
written extensively on sentencing and issues of punishment theory. 
 
Saltzburg, Stephen  
George Washington University Law School 
http://www.law.gwu.edu/Faculty/Profile.aspx?id=1761 
(202) 994-7089 
ssaltz@law.gwu.edu 
 
Saltzburg was a deputy assistant attorney general in the U.S. Justice Department’s 
Criminal Division, and served as the Attorney General’s ex-officio representative on the 
U.S. Sentencing Commission. He chaired the American Bar Association Criminal Justice 
Section in 2007-08. He co-chairs the ABA’s Commission on Effective Criminal 
Sanctions. 
 
Smith, Michael  
University of Wisconsin Law School 
http://www.law.wisc.edu/profiles/index.php?iEmployeeID=210\ 
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(608) 263-7762 
Mesmith4@wisc.edu 

Smith joined the law school in 1995 after 16 years heading the Vera Institute of Justice 
in New York City. He serves on the editorial advisory board of the Federal Sentencing 
Reporter, which was started by Vera after the federal sentencing guidelines became 
effective in the 1980s. He served on many criminal justice boards in New York city and 
state, including the New York State Sentencing Guidelines Committee, and on the U.S. 
Sentencing Commission Advisory Committee on Alternataives to Imprisonment. 

Stith, Kate  

Yale Law School 
http://www.law.yale.edu/faculty/KStith.htm 
(203) 492-2992 
e-mail via her Yale Web site 

Stith is a former federal prosecutor in New York City, where she handled white-collar 
and organized-crime cases. She has served as an adviser for the American Law Institute 
project Model Penal Code Sentencing. She wrote a book, “Fear of Judging: Sentencing 
Guidelines in the Federal Courts” (U. of Chicago Press 1998) with her husband, Judge 
José A. Cabranes, of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit. 

Tonry, Michael  
University of Minnesota 
http://www.law.umn.edu/facultyprofiles/tonrym.html 
(612) 625-1314 
Tonry001@umn.edu 
 
Tonry is a close observer of sentencing policies both in the United States and abroad. 
He has been a visiting professor at the University of Lausanne, Switzerland, and a 
senior fellow of The Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement. 
He edits “Crime and Justice’’—an annual review of justice research. 
 
Zimring, Frank  
University of California Berkeley 
http://www.law.berkeley.edu/php-programs/faculty/facultyProfile.php?facID=127 
(510) 624-0854 
fzimring@law.berkeley.edu 
 
Zimring is director of his law school’s Earl Warren Legal Institute. He is an expert on 
criminal sanctions and the death penalty, among many subjects. He has been an expert 
panel member for the U.S. Education Department’s Safe, Disciplined and Drug-Free 
Schools program and an advisory member of the National Research Council’s panel on 
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juvenile crime. Zimring is the author or co-author of books relating to capital punishment 
and the scale of imprisonment. 
 

 
 
Articles, Books, Reports, Research 
 
Felony Sentences in State Courts 2004 
U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2007 
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/abstract/fssc04.htm 
 
Frankel, Marvin 
Criminal Sentences: Law Without Order (Hill and Wang, 1973) 
 
Friedman, Lawrence M. 
Crime and Punishment in American History (Basic Books, 1993) 
 
National Assessment of Structured Sentencing 
U.S. Bureau of Justice Assistance, 1996. 
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles/strsent.pdf 
 
State Court Sentencing of Convicted Felons 2004 
U.S. Bureau of Statistics, 2007 
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/abstract/scscf04st.htm 
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REPORTERS’ HANDBOOK 
 

PART THREE 
Covering Community Corrections: Probation, 

Parole and Beyond 
 

By Jenifer Warren 
 

SUMMARY OF REPORTING TIPS 

Reporting Tip #1 The terms probation, parole, and community corrections refer 
generally to a range of punishments for offenders outside prison walls. Every 
state’s system is different. Make sure you know how it works in your jurisdiction 
and the legal status of people you mention in stories; probation and parole are 
not the same.   

Reporting Tip #2 At one time it was routine for probationers and parolees to be 
jailed for minor rules violations. States increasingly are devising more 
sophisticated risk assessment tools and “graduated sanctions” to keep more 
convicts from repeatedly returning to prison. Is this happening in your area? 

Reporting Tip #3 More than 700,000 prisoners are released every year 
nationwide. A new federal Second Chance Act is supporting programs that work 
with ex-convicts on key problems like housing, jobs, education, and drug 
treatment. How is this money being spent in your state? 
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 Introduction 

When most people think about corrections in America, they picture high-security 
prisons encircled with electric fencing, or jails teeming with inmates watched by 
uniformed guards. At last count, the nation housed 2.3 million people in its 
sprawling network of federal, state and local lock-ups. That means 1 in 100 
adults is behind bars, an incarceration rate vastly exceeding that of any other 
country, the Public Safety Performance Project of the Pew Center on the States 
reported in 2008. 

Such statistics are startling. But a far greater number of supervised offenders— 
more than two-thirds—are not behind bars. Instead, they live among the rest of 
us in the community, either on parole, probation, house arrest or under some 
other form of correctional watch. During the past quarter century, the number of 
offenders under correctional supervision in the community has skyrocketed, and 
now totals a staggering 5.1 million. 

All the attention paid to long sentences like “three strikes and you’re out” life 
terms have masked the reality that most inmates serve relatively short stints in 
custody; the average length of stay was about 2 ½ years as of 2003,  said a U.S. 
Bureau of Justice Statistics report in 2007. That means that more than 700,000 
people are released each year, many of them into the strained community 
supervision system.   

Despite such high numbers, the vast array of programs and neighborhood-
based sanctions collectively described as “community corrections” has 
received comparatively little coverage by the news media. 

With federal and state budgets badly strained by the reeling economy starting in 
2008, lawmakers are scrambling to cut correctional costs that ballooned during a 
two-decade build-up of the incarcerated population. Their quest is putting a new 
focus on community corrections, an alternative that costs dramatically less than 
housing offenders under 24-hour guard behind bars. 

On average, prisons cost state governments about $79 per inmate, per day—or 
$29,000 per year. In contrast, supervising offenders on probation runs as low as 
$1.38 per day in Mississippi. Parole supervision costs a bit more, but still tops out 



62 
 
at only $13.28 per day in Colorado, statistics collected by the Pew Center on the 
States for a 2009 report on probation and parole show. Layering drug treatment, 
job training or electronic monitoring on top of such supervision increases the 
cost, but not so high as the price of round-the-clock incarceration. Moreover, 
offenders in many states are now required to pay a portion of their community 
supervision costs, as well as paying restitution to victims. 

For journalists, the expanding interest in community supervision creates an 
opportunity to explore a corner of the correctional world that has been 
overshadowed—even neglected—for years. So far, much of the coverage has 
focused on ex-convicts who committed serious crimes while on probation or 
parole, or the released sex offender who stirred an uproar by moving into a 
peaceful residential neighborhood. 

Crimes by those under supervision is a legitimate subject for coverage, but 
reporters have devoted surprisingly little sustained attention to the management 
of the millions of offenders who ride our buses, shop in our grocery stores, walk 
our park trails, and live right in our midst. Even less journalistic effort has been 
invested in assessing the effectiveness of community corrections programs and 
the science that underlies them. 

Simply defined, community corrections refers to a range of alternative 
punishments for offenders, often those convicted of property and drug offenses.  

The centerpiece of supervision is probation and parole. But also under the 
community corrections umbrella are drug courts and residential drug treatment 
facilities, home detention with electronic monitoring, day reporting centers and 
other options. In some instances, programs are used on the “front-end” of the 
criminal justice system – to divert convicts away from prison or jail onto probation 
and into a community-based setting offering rehabilitation services. 

In other cases, judges use halfway houses or other facilities as a “back-end” or 
post-custody alternative for parolees who need assistance, treatment or extra 
monitoring upon release from prison. 

In recent years, community corrections options have proliferated dramatically, 
especially since prison overcrowding starting in the late 1980s spurred new 
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interest in alternative sanctions. While the number of offenders under correctional 
watch in the community has soared, sufficient funding has rarely followed. The 
result: probation and parole agencies often lack the resources they need to 
monitor convicts effectively, let alone ensure they receive quality drug treatment, 
mental health care, job training or other services to reduce the odds they will 
reoffend.  

On March 12, 1999, University of Pennsylvania political scientist John J. DiIulio 
summed up the state of affairs this way when he wrote in the Wall Street Journal: 
“Currently we spend next to nothing on community corrections. We get what we 
pay for.”  

More than a decade later, not much has changed. 

The new economic pressures ravaging state and local governments are only 
exacerbating this reality, creating a wealth of potential stories for reporters on the 
changing correctional landscape. Journalists also can find a bonanza of stories in 
the emergence of “techno-corrections”—the brave new world of devices and 
techniques that allow ever more intensive surveillance of offenders. From ignition 
interlocks to sophisticated, real-time GPS satellite monitoring, government has 
an expanding box of tools to track paroled sex offenders, gang members and 
others on the streets.  

The advancing science of risk assessment—or determining whether an 
offender’s characteristics and history make him or her suitable for community 
supervision and, if so, what sort of programs best fit the needs—is also a natural 
target for investigation by the press. 

Corrections agencies love to toss out figures showing how a pet program 
reduces recidivism, claims that often coincide with requests for additional funding 
from the Legislature. Journalists should beware of such reports, and never take 
them at face value. What do the data really say? Did the study include a control 
group? And how strong is the science behind it?  Experts say that any program 
that claims to have reduced recidivism by more than 10 to 15 percent is suspect. 
Community corrections is an evolving and expanding field that is ripe for scrutiny 
by industrious journalists. And when it comes to public safety, no other piece of 
the nation’s byzantine correctional system matters more. 
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Nuts and Bolts 

Probation 

The vast majority of offenders supervised in the community are on probation or 
parole. The two practices share some common elements but are distinctive in 
one important respect: in general, probationers remain in the community in lieu of 
prison, while parolees have served time behind bars. [Some  “split sentences” 
involve incarceration that is followed by probation.]  Because of their extensive 
use, and because they are often misunderstood by the news media and the 
public, probation and parole deserve a careful look. 

Probation is a court-imposed punishment that allows a convict to remain free in 
the community under a suspended sentence. Offenders placed on probation— 
derived from the Latin word probatum, for the “act of proving”—typically have 
committed lower-level crimes and are required to meet certain conditions and 
standards of behavior while reporting to a probation officer.  

These conditions vary according to the offense, but may include drug testing and 
treatment; regularly scheduled meetings with a probation officer; mandatory 
employment; payment of restitution to crime victims; community service; rules 
limiting travel outside the jurisdiction, and participation in anger management or 
domestic violence classes. 

The probation process starts when a defendant pleads guilty or is found guilty by 
a jury, when a probation officer prepares a pre-sentence report. This is based on 
interviews with the defendant, his family members, and others who can offer 
background on the defendant’s skills and health issues, among other things. The 
officer also does a thorough criminal record check. If the penalty isn’t set by state 
sentencing guidelines, the report may include a risk assessment and will 
recommend whether probation should be granted.  

Judges have significant discretion in imposing probation, and generally make 
their determination after considering the nature of the offense and the offender’s 
criminal history. In ordering probation, a judge implicitly threatens the imposition 
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of more serious sanctions—either more stringent conditions or a term in 
custody—should a probationer violate the terms set by the court.  

Probation’s origins in this country date to the mid-19th century, and are generally 
linked to a Boston boot-maker and philanthropist named John Augustus. 
Augustus, often referred to as the nation’s first probation officer, appeared as 
counsel for defendants in Boston police court and also provided bail and found 
housing for the accused. A pioneering figure in the correctional field, he 
conceived the ideas of supervision conditions, social casework, reports to the 
court and revocation of probation. 

Eventually, probation spread to other states and to the federal justice system. 
Ultimately, the humanitarian approach put forth by Augustus—whose principal 
goal was behavior reform and guidance of offenders toward a law-abiding 
existence—came under challenge by those who emphasized more of a law 
enforcement model. As criminologist Todd Clear of John Jay College of Criminal 
Justice has written, “The strain between the so-called law enforcer role of 
probation, which emphasizes surveillance of the offender and close controls on 
behavior, and the social worker role, which emphasizes provision of supportive 
services to meet offenders’ needs, remains today – with no resolution in sight.” 

Either way, probation is a highly popular sanction within the criminal justice 
system – and not just for misdemeanants. Nationally, about 28 percent of felony 
defendants in state courts were put directly on probation as of 2004, the U.S. 
Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) said in this report: 
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/fssc04.pdf  

More recent BJS numbers show that nearly 4.3 million American adults 
were on probation at the end of 2007. 

http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/ppus07st.pdf   

Almost half had been convicted of a felony. The most common offenses 
committed by probationers were drug and property crimes, followed by driving 
while intoxicated and other criminal traffic violations. 

Probation numbers and practices vary greatly from state to state. A BJS report 
showing data as of year-end 2006 showed that the numbers on probation per 
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100,000 adult population ranged from 6,059 in Georgia (including cases 
assigned to private agencies) to 450 in New Hampshire. 

Most adult probationers share characteristics such as low educational 
attainment, limited employment history or job skills, mental illness, or gang 
involvement. Studies show that about 70 percent of probationers have used 
illegal drugs, and about half were under the influence of drugs or alcohol at the 
time of their arrest.  

While most probation departments are operated at the state level, often in 
combination with parole, in a handful of states, including California, probation is a 
county government function, while parole is operated by the state. 

Parole 

Parole derives from the French term parol, meaning "word,” as in word of honor. 
Parole is similar to probation in that offenders promise to meet certain conditions 
in order to stay free in the community. Unlike probationers, parolees have spent 
time in prison and are released to serve the remainder of their sentence under 
supervision by a parole agent.  

Parole supervision generally lasts one to three years, though it can stretch 
considerably longer in some states. Figures from the Bureau of Justice Statistics 
show more than 824,000 American adults are on parole, nearly all of them set 
free after serving at least one year in prison.  

The most common type of offense among parolees? Drug crimes. 

Parole’s early development is usually credited to Alexander Maconochie, who 
ran the English penal colony at Norfolk Island, off the coast of Australia, 
beginning in 1840. Described as a visionary, Maconochie believed rewards for 
good conduct, labor and study would motivate prisoners, and he established a 
system to gradually prepare them to reenter society. Prior to that time, prison 
sentences were all stick, no carrot. “When a man keeps the key of his own prison 
he is soon persuaded to fit it to the lock,” Maconochie reportedly said. 

In the United States, Michigan penologist Zebulon Brockway became the first to 
introduce a system of indeterminate sentencing and parole release, at a youth 
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reformatory in New York, criminologist and parole expert Joan Petersilia of the 
University of California Irvine writes. The dual concepts spread quickly across the 
country, and by 1927, Petersilia says, all but three states had established a 
parole system. 

 

Discretionary Parole 

In some cases, parolees are released by appointed parole boards that consider 
various factors in assessing an offender’s readiness to rejoin society. This 
practice is called discretionary parole. As late as 1977, three out of four inmates 
were released from prison in this fashion. 

In evaluating an inmate’s suitability for release, parole boards typically 
hold a hearing and consider prison record, various risk factors, insight into 
causes of criminal conduct, future plans, prospects for employment, 
housing and family support.  

Eligibility for such a hearing varies widely among the states. Often, inmates are 
referred for parole consideration at the end of a minimum term, minus “good 
time” earned through a clean record and completion of educational classes or 
other prison programs. In other states, eligibility is at the discretion of the board 
or is calculated after a portion of the maximum sentence is completed.  

Despite the presence of guidelines and criteria for evaluating inmates, subjective 
factors, including politics, can often influence parole decisions. As appointees, 
parole commissioners are sensitive to public perceptions, and may even receive 
direct or indirect pressure from those who name them to the board. 

In California, for example, Gray Davis, who served as governor from 1999 to 
2003, made headlines when he announced that no murderers would be released 
on his watch—no matter the nature of their crime, their prison record or other 
mitigating circumstances, such as a battered woman who killed her abusive 
spouse. “If you take someone else’s life,” Davis said in an April 1999, interview 
with the Los Angeles Times, “forget it.” 
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Davis’ parole commissioners got the message.  During his tenure, the parole rate 
declined markedly in the state. Even when the board granted parole to those 
convicted of murder, Davis used his veto power to overturn the decisions. His 
right to do so was challenged but upheld by the California Supreme Court in 
2002. 

A high-profile crime committed by a convict can also make parole board 
appointees—many of whom hail from law enforcement backgrounds—more 
cautious. Massachusetts, home of the infamous Willie Horton case, underscores 
this point. 

Horton, a convicted murderer who raped a woman while released on a weekend 
furlough, became a household word during the 1988 presidential campaign, 
when Republican candidate George H.W. Bush used the incident to portray his 
Democratic opponent, Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis, as soft on 
crime. Dukakis lost, Bush became president, and between 1990 and 1999, the 
Massachusetts parole grant rate dropped from 70 percent to 38 percent. 

The power to grant parole, according to criminologist Petersilia, historically “was 
believed to contribute to prisoner reform, by encouraging participation in 
programs aimed at rehabilitation.” Representing a light at the end of the 
proverbial tunnel, parole encourages good conduct inside prison, giving wardens 
a tool for maintaining control. 

 And, though politicians have been loathe to admit it, parole’s use has often 
served as an important release valve for prison overcrowding. At one time, 
discretionary parole represented the exit door through which more than 95 
percent of prisoners returned to society.  

Beginning in the late 1970s, states began moving toward determinate sentencing 
as parole boards came under criticism from the political right and left. 
Conservatives argued that parole commissioners were releasing too many 
inmates too early. Liberals argued that the subjectivity of the process led to 
disparities in prison time served, and in particular, created bias according to race 
and class. More generally, critics questioned whether parole release and 
supervision reduced recidivism. 
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Parole boards in most states still exercise discretion on when some inmates 
should be released, but each state’s law is different. In many states, a convict 
must serve some specified percentage of his stated term before being 
considered for release. Among violent offenders, many states require serving 85 
percent of the term before parole may be granted. 

A typical procedure is mandatory release to parole. This occurs after an inmate 
has served time equal to his total prison sentence, minus any good time. If the 
parole board does not have the discretion to judge whether an inmate has 
matured in prison and is prepared to rejoin society, mandatory release is merely 
a function of bookkeeping. Precise national figures are not available, but experts 
agree that many more convicts are released in this way than formerly was the 
case, when parole boards made most of the decisions. 

As with probation, the number of parolees per 100,000 adult residents varied 
greatly, from 863 in Arkansas to 3 in Maine. 

 CAUTIONARY NOTE: Be aware that the word “parole” has two different 
meanings in the correctional context. One refers to a discretionary release 
from prison. The other relates to an offender’s supervision in the 
community after prison. Journalists who refer to states or proposed 
measures that “abolish parole” should specify whether this means only 
ending discretionary release of inmates or also applies to supervision after 
a convict is back in the community 

 

Enforcement 

Officers and Agents 

They may not wear uniforms, but parole agents and probation officers are 
essentially the prison guards of the streets. In many ways, their fundamental 
mission is similar: oversee offenders to ensure they comply with the rules, help 
them succeed, but recommend a return to custody when warranted. 
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A deeper look shows that both are asked to play two sometimes conflicting roles: 
cop and social worker. On the enforcement side, they ensure compliance with 
conditions set by a parole board or court; restrict various aspects of an offender’s 
life; and initiate revocation if a slip-up merits it. They may search a parolee or 
probationer’s apartment without a warrant or cause; order drug testing without 
warning; or show up unannounced at the workplace. 

On the humanitarian side, agents and officers are charged with linking offenders 
with drug treatment or other community services, aiding them in the hunt for a job 
and otherwise guiding them toward a crime-free future.   

Parole agents typically receive training at a correctional officers’ academy, and 
are likely to carry weapons. Their salaries are often higher than those who 
handle strictly probation cases, and they are more likely to make arrests. 

Probation officers often must have a degree in social work or criminal justice. 
Unlike parole agents, they may collect restitution and court–imposed fines. 

Caseloads 

Not all parolees and probationers are alike, and their level of supervision 
depends on the risk they pose to the community, their need for treatment and 
other factors. The average probation officer has about 100 offenders per 
caseload, while parole agents average about 60 parolees under their watch, the 
American Probation and Parole Association reports. 

Higher-risk offenders, such as those convicted of driving under the influence, sex 
crimes, domestic violence or those who need extensive treatment for mental 
illness, are often placed on “specialized caseloads” that increase the supervision 
level. Probationers on a regular caseload might be required to undergo a face-to-
face meeting as rarely as once a year, while offenders on specialized lists may 
receive two to four visits per month, sometimes more. 

Probationers and parolees formerly reported in to a central location, but officers 
are more likely these days to visit their charges in the community, whether at 
their residences, work places, or other agreed-on locations.  
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In Washington, D.C., for example, officers are instructed to make half of their 
contacts in the community. Often, these are spot checks, in which a 
probation/parole officer will visit a convict unannounced, sometimes in the 
company of a police officer in case of trouble. Even if the offender is not home, 
the officer takes the opportunity to inspect his living arrangements and interview 
anyone else present. 

The American Probation and Parole Association suggests a caseload of 50 
probationers per probation officer for general supervision of moderate- and 
high- risk offenders, and caseloads of 20 to 1 for intensive supervision. But 
fiscal woes have starved probation departments, preventing most 
jurisdictions from realizing that goal. Thus, the quality of supervision 
invariably suffers. 

Take San Francisco, where the caseload ratio for “general” probationers has 
periodically climbed as high as 400 to 1, says Jeanne Woodford, the county’s 
former chief probation officer. Aside from an annual address and background 
check, often done by telephone, she said, officers have virtually no contact with 
the offenders they are supposed to oversee, some of whom have been convicted 
of violent crimes. “When probation functions correctly, with small, intensive 
caseloads, it can do a tremendous job,” Woodford said. “But that’s the exception 
today. Probation is very, very broken.” 

After several high-profile crimes by probationers and parolees in South Carolina, 
the Charleston Post and Courier published a series of articles in 2008 detailing 
how an average caseload of 109 was leaving officers very little time to check on 
the convicts assigned to them. 

It was a similar story in North Carolina, where the Raleigh News & Observer 
found that 580 probationers had committed murders between 2000 and 2008. 
After the University of North Carolina’s student body president was killed in 2008 
by a probationer, the Justice Department’s National Institute of Corrections was 
called in to audit the system. The agency found that local probation officers, with 
caseloads ranging from 90 to 140, were not keeping close track of the convicts 
who had been assigned to them.   
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Probation and parole officials are stretched further by various expansions of their 
duties. Sex offender laws, in particular, have added a host of new 
responsibilities, including DNA testing, mental health screening, GPS monitoring, 
risk assessment, and registration checks.   

 

Big Brother Helps Out 

Technology has delivered innovations designed to make the job of supervising 
offenders in the community easier. Drug testing, for instance, has become 
quicker and cheaper. And with the vast majority of offenders struggling with 
substance abuse, it is a staple of most offenders’ probation or parole programs.  

In some states, offenders must submit to random breath tests for alcohol through 
detectors installed in their homes. Also popular are “ignition interlocks” that 
prevent a person from starting the engine if alcohol is detected in their system. 
Another device checks an offender’s eye to detect signs indicating use of a 
controlled substance. And some offenders are equipped with bracelets that 
detect movement during sleep. This technology was spawned by studies 
showing that normal sleep patterns are disrupted by drug and alcohol abuse in 
predictable ways. If the bracelet senses an inconsistency, the offender is ordered 
to produce a urine sample for testing. 

Many parole and probation agencies still use old-style electronic monitoring 
bracelets to conduct “passive” as well as “active” tracking that sends a 
continuous signal to a computer at a monitoring center. Meanwhile, the use of 
Global Positioning System (GPS) satellites is exploding within the field, 
especially for use in tracking sex offenders and gang members. First developed 
by the Department of Defense in the 1970s, GPS gives agents increasingly 
detailed information about an offender’s whereabouts, such as whether he 
wanders into territory that is off limits. While such an alert may not allow police 
the time to catch a criminal red-handed, GPS tracking can be a deterrent, and 
can supply information for possible use in later prosecutions. 

This new wave of “techno-corrections” is changing the way offenders are 
monitored on the streets, and represents a big target for enterprising journalists.  
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Among the possible stories meriting a look: 

 How does GPS monitoring work, and what does the evidence say about 
its effectiveness in safeguarding society from paroled sex offenders, gang 
members and other notorious criminals?  

 What are the costs of such tracking?  

 Are manufacturers of the monitoring devices funneling campaign 
contributions to lawmakers in states considering expansion of the 
technology?  

 Does such “big brother” tracking give the public a false sense of security? 

 Where has it been successfully used, and what defines success? 

 What is life like for those under surveillance? How does it affect an 
offender’s habits? 

Violations 

Probationers and parolees frequently violate one or more conditions of their 
supervision in the community. Many infractions lead to increased supervision or 
some loss of privileges. In some cases, they start a process that can lead to a 
revocation and, in some cases, an arrest and subsequent term in prison. The first 
step is a hearing, either in court (probationers) or before a parole board or other 
administrative body (parolees). The accused have the right to testify on their own 
behalf, and usually may present witnesses and have an attorney present.  

In recent decades, violators have been a key driver of prison populations in many 
states. More than 230,000 parole violators nationwide were admitted to prison in 
2005, accounting for more than one-third of all admissions. Half the inmates in 
U.S. jails are there because they failed while on community supervision. 

Readmissions to custody are administrative decisions that do not require the 
higher standard of legal proof of a new crime.  
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Statistics show probationers most often face revocation for absconding, or 
failing to stay in contact with their probation officer, and for committing a 
new offense. Other reasons include failure to pay fines or restitution, 
failure to attend or complete a drug or alcohol treatment program, failure to 
complete community service, or association with people involved in crime.  

As for parolees, the National Institute of Corrections (NIC), an agency of the 
U.S. Department of Justice, estimates that as many as 80 percent are, at one 
time or another, in violation of some condition of their supervision. Those 
violations run the gamut from “technical” to serious, and whether they warrant a 
violation is often in the eye of the beholder. 

As a result, patterns of violations and revocation decisions vary widely from state 
to state, and even from county to county. In many states, agents and officers 
operate with few firm criteria and little policy to guide them, creating widespread 
interpretation and discretion on the job. One agent’s standards may differ from 
another’s, leading to wildly varying rates within a single state. Obviously, this 
opens the door to questions of fairness—and a potentially rich vein of stories for 
journalists. 

In the past, some probationers and parolees were sent back to custody for any 
violation, including flunking a drug test. A Bureau of Justice Statistics survey 
said that up to 16 percent of “at-risk” parolees in some agencies were 
reincarcerated for a single failure. Because a majority of criminals have some 
kind of drug problem, incarceration for violations like this has created a revolving 
door within some correctional systems, with offenders shuttling in and out of 
custody and making little or no progress toward rehabilitation. 

Progressive probation and parole programs have adopted “graduated sanctions” 
models in which convicts are imprisoned only after committing an escalating 
series of violations. The idea is to use a version of the “carrot and stick” 
approach, giving offenders the opportunity to enjoy a gradual relaxation of 
restrictions if they can avoid new violations. Some reformers advocate giving 
probation/parole officers the power to impose swift, certain sanctions for 
violations as they occur instead of allowing an infraction record to accumulate 
until it virtually requires an offender’s return to prison.  
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One program that employs this strategy effectively in Hawaii is called HOPE – 
Hawaii’s Opportunity Probation with Enforcement. Created in 2004 by Circuit 
Court Judge Steven Alm, HOPE has essentially put some teeth into the rules of 
probation. Those who fail to comply with frequent but random drug tests, office 
visits and treatment requirements receive an immediate sanction, typically a few 
days in jail. Those with legitimate jobs can serve the time over the weekend to 
avoid work disruption. Those who cannot abstain from drugs are placed in 
residential treatment. 

Early results of a controlled trial were encouraging, showing that HOPE 
probationers were less than half as likely to test positive for drugs or miss 
appointments. Says Judge Alm: “Our approach has brought integrity back to the 
probation system. Offenders know from the outset what the expectations are, 
and they know there will be consequences if they don’t meet those expectations.” 

 

Community Corrections Programs 

Housing and work arrangements for probationers and parolees can follow a wide 
range of models. Many are allowed to live at home if they have stable family 
arrangements. Depending on their conditions of release, they may be under 
house arrest (not allowed to leave except by permission) or are able to come and 
go freely. Some must appear at daily reporting centers. 

Others live in community group homes often known as “halfway houses,” 
connoting halfway status between prison and freedom. They typically report to 
jobs, classes or drug treatment during the day and return to the halfway house 
for their overnight stay. (In the other direction, those who commit several 
violations may be sent to “halfway back” facilities as a threat to returning to 
custody.)  

Advocates claim wide public support for these kinds of sanctions because they 
are less expensive than a prison cell and more likely to get a former inmate back 
on the right course. At the same time, corrections agencies have difficulty finding 
locations for such programs because of local “not in my backyard” opposition. 
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The Prisoner Re-entry Movement 

As recently as a decade ago, the word re-entry was unheard of in the 
correctional world. Now, it is a staple in the industry’s lexicon, defining an entire 
movement that reflects the fact that that the vast majority of prisoners will 
eventually leave prison and return home. 

Even former President George W. Bush, whom no one could describe as soft on 
street crime, acknowledged this reality—and the responsibility of society to 
accept those who have served their time. In his 2004 State of the Union address, 
Bush surprised more than a few onlookers by including some sympathetic words 
for ex-convicts. 

“America is the land of second chances,” Bush said, “and when the gates of 
prison open, the path ahead should lead to a better life.” 

He proposed to spend federal funds to help state and local programs that 
facilitate successful prisoner re-entry into society. Despite wide bipartisan 
support, it took more than three years for Congress to approve the idea. The 
pioneering Second Chance Act, signed by Bush in 2007, authorized more than 
$330 million over two years to help government agencies and nonprofit groups 
work with inmates returning home. For the first time in memory, Washington was 
moving to help ex-convicts transition to life on the outside, not erect barriers in 
their path. Even with the bill’s passage, it took at least a year more to appropriate 
money, and even then it was likely to be a modest amount by Washington 
standards when divided among the 50 states. 

The federal legislation came as some state prison administrators were embracing 
an expanded mission, one that includes prisoner reintegration. In 2005, the 
California Legislature even changed the name of its prison agency to the 
California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (italics added) and 
defined an additional goal for managers – to achieve prisoners’ “successful 
reintegration back into society.” 

A few states, notably Arizona, said they would start to prepare inmates for re-
entering society as soon as they arrived in prison. Among other states paying 
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more attention to inmate re-entry with special programs have been Kansas, 
Massachusetts and Michigan. 

The shift was more than a little noteworthy. In earlier years, prison officials and 
policymakers spent little energy on what became of prisoners once they were 
released. As criminologist Petersilia put it, “We spent the last decade debating 
who should go to prison, for how long, and how we might pay for it, and we paid 
virtually no attention to how we would cope with prisoners after they left prison.” 

 

Barriers to Re-entry 

When prisoners first leave prison, their needs and challenges are many and 
daunting. Despite the recent attention to re-entry, only a minority of inmates are 
able to take part in meaningful vocational or educational programs behind the 
walls.  

In most states, once it is time for release, they are given only clothes, a small 
sum of money, and instructions to report to their parole officer within 24 hours. 

Not surprisingly, the first days after release may be the most difficult. Ex-inmates 
may not possess identification necessary to obtain a job or housing, such as a 
driver’s license, and may not have applied for basic benefits that are available to 
most citizens. Without family housing, they may be relegated to sleep in a 
shelter. Medicaid benefits that do not start for 30 days may leave them without 
medication. 

Most are unskilled and may still be battling addictions. Many are estranged from 
family, poorly educated and ill-trained for the job market. Rejoining the free world, 
after years of a life in which every moment is dictated by their custodians, is 
unsettling. And while free, parolees face many continuing consequences of their 
conviction, as well as the constant threat of reincarceration for slip-ups, placing 
them in a sort of legal limbo. 

They also are stigmatized with the indelible label of ex-con, which brings 
discrimination in everything from finding housing, getting a job and regaining 
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parental rights to, at least initially, participation in the basic rite of democracy, 
voting. While some states restore voting rights once a felon has completed a 
prison term or parole, others strip the franchise from ex-convicts for life. 

Barriers in the workforce may be the most painful for parolees to overcome, as 
they are both official and unspoken. Legal obstacles arise in part because certain 
occupations require licenses that are denied to any ex-convict—bans upheld in 
the courts. Beyond that, employers are suspicious of parolees, viewing a 
conviction as evidence of a character flaw. The result: the work options for ex-
convicts are narrowed, adding to their struggle to regain their footing in the 
outside world. 

Beyond employment, parolees convicted of drug crimes face barriers in obtaining 
food stamps and public assistance; public housing; and student loans and grants. 

“One has to question whether we are jeopardizing public safety by making it so 
difficult for prison releasees to succeed,” says Petersilia. 

Evaluating Prisoner Re-entry 

Before the Second Chance Act was passed, the federal government gave grants 
to state and local agencies starting in 2002 under a $110 million Serious and 
Violent Offender Re-entry Initiative. Each of 89 programs devised its own re-
entry projects; researchers have been studying 16 of them in 14 states to learn 
lessons that might be applied nationwide. 

Not surprisingly, the programs were dealing with a troubled population. Drug use 
was reported by 95 percent of participants, and more than half had been treated 
for a mental health or substance abuse problem; only 60 percent of the adults 
involved had finished 12th grade or had a GED. 

In their evaluation of the reentry programs, researchers found that a higher 
proportion of convicts received drug treatment in custody than they did on the 
outside. But on a brighter note, participants in the community “were much more 
likely to receive a broad array of services” than those who didn’t take part and 
were 10 percent more likely to get jobs. Recidivism rates of participants in this 
program had not yet been calculated as of mid-2009. 
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However, Jeremy Travis, president of John Jay College of Criminal Justice and 
an authority on prisoner re-entry, told a congressional committee in 2009 that 
effective re-entry programs had the potential of reducing recidivism by 15-20 
percent. Travis based his assessment partly on research by Steve Aos and 
colleagues at the Washington State Institute for Public Policy, who have 
studied recidivism reductions as a result of various education, job training, and 
drug treatment programs. 

 

 

Sex Offenders: Special Scrutiny 

The recent flurry of federal and state laws governing released sex offenders has 
created new and extraordinary challenges on the housing front. First came 
Megan’s Law, which required public disclosure of sex offenders’ information – 
such as their name, picture, address and crime – on the Internet. The law was 
inspired by the rape and murder of four-year-old Megan Kanka in New Jersey. 

Next came a series of laws passed after Jessica Lunsford, a nine-year-old 
Florida girl, was raped and murdered in 2005 by John Couey, a convicted sex 
offender. In addition to lengthening prison terms for sex offenders and subjecting 
them to lifetime monitoring, versions of Jessica’s Law in some states prohibited 
the offenders from living within a half-mile of a park or school. In California, this 
restriction has created a housing crisis that has driven numerous paroled sex 
offenders to live on the street – making them difficult to supervise -- or merely 
abscond. While many of these offenders are serious and dangerous criminals, 
others – say, a teenager guilty of statutory rape for having sex with an under-age 
girlfriend -- committed crimes that make them far less of a public threat. 

Jeremy Travis calls such restrictions “invisible punishments,” and notes that at a 
time when prison programs to prepare parolees for life outside were dwindling, 
barriers hindering offender reintegration have proliferated. 

That scenario sums up the overall tension within corrections – and community 
corrections, in particular. On the one hand, law enforcement officials have an 
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overriding responsibility to protect public safety. On the other hand, society is 
obliged to protect the rights of ex-felons and help them begin a new and more 
productive life. 

≈ 
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APPENDIX D 
Resource Guide to 

Covering Probation and Parole  
 
*note: for additional agencies, names, sources etc, updated periodically, please check The 
Crime Report’s Criminal Justice Resource Directory at  www.thecrimereport.org  

 
Organizations and Government Agencies 
(in alphabetical order) 

American Correctional Association 
www.aca.org  
Professional organization for the prison managers. Standards, accreditation, etc.  
 
American Probation and Parole Association 
www.appa-net.org  
International organization representing parole and probation practitioners. Good 
source for contacts. 
 
Association of Paroling Authorities International 
www.apaintl.org  
Organization for parole boards and other release agencies. Good source for contacts in 
the state, trends, data 
 
National Institute of Corrections (U.S. Department of Justice) 
www.nicic.org/parole  
Training, program development for correctional folks. Great clearinghouse for articles, 
other research on all aspects of the field.  
 
New York State Parole Project – Vera Institute  
www.vera.org/project/new-york-state-parole-project  
Ongoing project by Vera Institute to improve parole outcomes in New York. 
Includes research, officer training and policy development.  
 
Prisoner Reentry Institute, John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
www.jjay.cuny.edu/centersandinstitutes/pri/1921.php  
Promotes innovation and improved practice in the reentry field. 
 
 
Public Safety Performance Project, Pew Charitable Trusts.  
Washington, D.C.   
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See website for contact info: www.pew.publicsafety.org 
Nonpartisan policy briefs, other reports on national and state-level trends related to 
corrections. Solid research on current topics.  
 
 
Re-entry – U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs 
www.reentry.gov  
Good source for statistics and other research along with news of new initiatives 
on reentry nationwide. 
 
Serious and Violent Offender Re-Entry Initiative  
www.svori.org 
Large-scale program providing federal grants to reduce recidivism and improve 
employment, housing and health outcomes for released prisoners. 
 
United States Parole Commission 
www.usdoj.gov/uspc  
Controls parole decisions and supervision for federal offenders and those in the 
Witness Protection Programs. 
 
Urban Institute 
www.urban.org  
Wide-ranging work includes activity on corrections, with emphasis on parole and reentry.  
 
U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics  
Washington, DC 
http://wv.mojp.usdojlov/bjs  
Wealth of statistics on inmates, parolees, prisons, etc. Data usually two years behind. 
 
 
The Vera Institute of Justice 
New York City 
 212-334-1300 
http://www.vera.org/ 
Extensive research on sentencing and corrections.  
 
 

People 
 
Austin, James  
www.jfa-associates.com 
(310) 867-0569 
asstin@aol.com 
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Consultant and researcher who advises governments on population management in 
prisons, jails and parole systems. Data guru. Also expert in prisoner risk assessment. 
 
Camp, George 
GCamp@asca.net   
Association of State Correctional Administrators. Great source for data.  
  
Deitch, Michele   
512-328-8330 
University of Texas adjunct professor. Attorney expert in prison conditions, oversight, 
management.  
 
Jacobson, Michael  P. 
212-376-3163  
mjacobson@vera.org   
Director, Vera Institute of Justice. Former correction and probation commissioner for New York 
City. Author of Downsizing Prisons: How to Reduce Crime and End Mass Incarceration.  
 
Love, Margaret Colgate  
http://www.pardonlaw.com 
(202) 547-0453 
Margaretlove@pardonlaw.com 
Specializes in executive clemency and restoration of convict rights, as well as 
sentencing and corrections policy. Directs the American Bar Association’s Commission 
on Effective Criminal Sanctions. 
 
McGarry, Peggy 
212-334-1300 
pmcgarry@vera.org 
Director, Vera Institute Center on Sentencing and Corrections. Leads New York 
State Parole Project. 
 
Petersilia,  Joan 
jpeters@uci.edu  
UC Irving criminologist. Specialty: Parole, Re-entry. Has advised California governor on 
corrections, worked in many other states 
 
Scott-Hayward, Christine 
212-334-1300 
cscott-hayward@vera.org 
Vera Institute researcher who led project evaluating effectiveness of parole/probation reforms in 
Oregon.  
 
Travis, Jeremy 
212-237-8600 
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President, John Jay College of Criminal Justice, and author of But They All Come Back: 
Facing the Challenges of Prisoner Reentry. Former director of the National Institute of 
Justice. At the Urban Institute, a nonpartisan research and policy organization, Travis  
launched a national program focused on prisoner reentry. 
 
Zimring, Frank 
510-624-0854 
fzimring@law.berkeley.edu  
UC Berkeley's Boalt Law School professor. Expert on three strikes, California prisons, criminal 
sentencing.  

Books, Reports, Research 
 
James Austin 
Reducing America’s Correctional Populations, A Strategic Plan 
National Institute of Corrections, 2009 
http://community.nicic.gov/forums/storage/95/16219/ReducingCorrectionalPopulations-
Austin%20white%20paper.doc 
 
Characteristics of State Parole Supervising Agencies, 2006 
 U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/abstract/cspsa06.htm 
 
Lawrence, Alison 
Probation and Parole Violations-State Responses  
National Conference of State Legislatures, November, 2008. 
 
Mackenzie, Doris Layton 
What Works in Corrections: Reducing the Criminal Activities of Offenders and 
Delinquents   
Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
 
Petersilia, Joan, 
When Prisoners Come Home: Parole and Prisoner Reentry  
Oxford University Press, 2003 
 
Pew Center on the States (2009) 
One in 31:  The Long Reach of American Corrections  
http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/report_detail.aspx?id=49382 
 
Probation and Parole in the United States, 2006  
U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/abstract/ppus06.htm 
 
Report of the Re-Entry Policy Council:  
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Charting the Safe and Successful Return of Prisoners to the Community. Council 
of State Governments. 
 Reentry Policy Council. New York: Council of State Governments. January 
2005. http://reentrypolicy.org/Report/About 
 
Solomon, A. L., Kachnowski, V., & Bhati, A 
Does Parole Work? Analyzing the Impact of Postprison Supervision on Re-arrest 
Outcomes (2005) 
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/311156_Does_Parole_Work.pdf  
 
Travis, Jeremy 
But They All Come Back: Rethinking Prisoner Reentry 
U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, National Institute of 
Justice. 2000 
www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/181413.pdf  
 
Travis, Jeremy 
But They All Come Back: Facing the Challenges of Prisoner Reentry  
Urban Institute Press, 2005 
 
 

NEWSPAPER ARTICLES 
 
The Public at Risk: A Look at South Carolina’s Broken Probation and Parole 
System  
Charleston Post and Courier, 2008. 
http://www.postandcourier.com/news/2008/aug/24/a_public_at_risk51870/?print 
 
Losing Track: North Carolina’s Crippled Probation System 
Raleigh News & Observer, 2008 
http://www.newsobserver.com/probation 
 
 

≈≈ 
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