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Corrections: Turning the Tide
One in every 100 American adults currently resides behind bars (Gelb 2011). In Utah one in every 64 adults is under some form of correctional control whether on probation, parole, or in a prison or jail cell throughout the state (Pew Center on the States 2 2009). Over the past 30 years incarceration has been the crime-fighting weapon of choice and the United States has created the largest prison system in the world to accommodate our ever-growing inmate population. The states’ cumulative cost of corrections is more than $50 billion a year. Ninety percent of that money is spent keeping prisoners locked up, and parolee recidivism accounts for one-third of prison admissions (Gelb 2011) (St. Gerard 2004). The high cost of incarceration and many states’ constant battle to balance budgets has lead many policy makers to reevaluate the traditional corrections system (Gelb 2011). Corrections departments across the nation are shifting focus from punishment to education and rehabilitation of offenders in an effort to reduce recidivism, minimize victimization, and keep correctional spending in check.
Utah is one of many states taking steps to reduce recidivism through education and programming. The Division of Programming at the Utah Department of Corrections was created in April of 2007 in an attempt to promote offender success upon reentry into the community. As soon as a convicted offender enters the prison system their needs are assessed, and an Offender Management Plan is created (Utah Department of Corrections 2010). This plan contains a detailed outline of education, treatment, and vocational training the inmate is encouraged to complete during the course of their incarceration and throughout their parole. These plans, also referred to as MAPs are specific to the needs and situation of each inmate, and may include sex offender therapy, substance abuse treatment, cognitive training, and possibly employment within the prison (Utah Department of Corrections 2010). Also, traditional education is a focal point in Utah’s prison system. About 50 percent of high school dropouts will be incarcerated at some point in their lives, and it is estimated that 75 percent of inmates lack a high school education (Kaiser 2010) (Gonnerman and Brown 2008). Inmates who will be serving a long enough sentence to complete adult high school and obtain a diploma are encouraged to do so. Those with shorter sentences are encouraged to complete the GED (Utah Department of Corrections 2010). Post-secondary education opportunities are offered as well, however, in 2010 the state moved from offering degree-base education to vocational certificates citing that this change would “allow offenders to find employment opportunities more easily once they are released from prison” (Utah Department of Corrections 2010) (Walsh 2010).
Running such an intensive system for society’s misbehaved certainly sounds costly, and it is. In 2008, in the midst of the recession, Utah spent $330 million on corrections (Pew Center on the States 2 2009). In one year that figure jumped to $386 million—8 percent of the general fund spent on 1.6 percent of the population (Henry J Kaiser Family Foundation 2009). Approximately 57 percent of the correctional budget is spent on programs and operations (Walsh 2010). It stands to reason that simply warehousing inmates in their cells, rather than employing resources to treat and educate them would save taxpayers millions. However, one startling fact remains: Ninety-five percent of inmates will someday be released from prison, and within 3 years, half will be convicted of a new crime (Lawrence 2010) (Gonnerman and Brown 2008). Minnesota Commissioner of Corrections Tom Roy said it well when he explained that catching and prosecuting a criminal is important work, but if the system wastes the prescribed sentence, “and it’s the same guy walking out the [prison] doors with the same criminal thinking, we’ve failed our mission” (Pew Center on the States 2011). Fifty-four percent of inmates released from Utah’s prison system in 2004, were back behind bars by 2007 (Pew Center on the States 2011). The hope is that by implementing education and programming within the prison system, we will save money in the long run by reducing inmate population, and minimize victimization by changing those who will eventually walk out of the gate and onto our streets.
This hope is not unfounded. There is a lot of research that supports correctional education and programming as the cost-effective way to manage those under correctional control because of its affect on the rate of recidivism. In the report by Audrey Bazos and Jessica Hausman, Correctional Education as a Crime Control, it states $1 million spent on correctional education prevents 600 new crimes, while the same amount invested in incarceration prevents only 350 crimes (Kaiser 2010). According to a 2003 University of Utah study, the rate of return to prison fell by 10 percent for inmates who participated in the education program (Stewart 2005). Bazos and Hausman reported that Wisconsin experienced a 20 percent reduction in recidivism in offenders who completed an educational program. Their report showed that the true effect of correctional education falls between a 10 and 20 percent reduction in recidivism, and that even a six percent decrease would break even with the cost of the programs. The study indicates that $1 million spent on correctional education would yield $1.6 million in savings due to re-incarceration (Kaiser 2010).
Despite this evidence, many citizens are unhappy at the prospect of their tax-dollars paying for the educations of those who don’t play well with others. Jeffrey Galli, corrections education specialist at the Utah State Office of Education, says he gets plenty of mail expressing this very sentiment. "People say 'Why are we wasting money on these scum?' " Galli said. "But you've got to see the value of education. Would you rather this person be paroled in better condition than when we got them? They don't just get better on their own. We're in the corrections business here". Still, Galli says he understands the concern “as low-income residents with no criminal background are unable to afford college degrees, but prisoners get a subsidized education”.  Inmates in the college or vocational training program generally pay only $60 a semester—the equivalent of which would cost the average citizen at least $1200.00 .
The case of correctional education is put under further scrutiny by a report released in April 2011 by The Pew Center on the States that suggests that steps to reduce recidivism, including programming and education are not doing as well as other reports indicate.  Cumulative annual state prison costs have skyrocketed from around $10 billion in the 1980s to about $52 billion today, but that national recidivism rate has remained almost stagnant around 40 percent for the past decade (ksl.com 2011). Utah’s recidivism rate dropped from 65.8 percent in 1999-2002 to 53.7 percent in 2004-2007 (Pew Center on the States 2011). At first glance this seems to be a good return on correctional spending, but further observation reveals that this is more the reflection of how we are dealing with parolees and probationers than how well our prison system is preparing offenders for release. Sixty-six percent of Utah offenders release in 1999 were back in prison by 2002—15 percent for new crimes and 51 percent for technical violations of their parole. Only 54 percent of inmates released in 2004 were back behind bars within three years; however, 21 percent returned for committing new crimes (Pew Center on the States 2011). This means that number of new crimes in Utah, and by default new victims, actually increased between the two periods. The Pew study reveals that nationally, “the rate of re-incarceration for a new crime among those released from prison increased by 11.9 percent between the two cohorts in this study, however, this increase was offset by a 17.7 percent drop in the rate of offenders returned for a technical violation” (Pew Center on the States 2011). These results reveal the immense potential probation and parole programs have within our corrections system.
Adam Gelb, director of The Pew Center’s Public Safety Performance Project insists that probation and parole are the key to reducing recidivism and managing correctional budgets. He believes that probation and parole should be implemented as alternative sentences for non-violent offenders (Crary 2009). “We know so much more today than we did 30 years ago when prisons became the weapon of choice in the fight against crime,” he said. “There are new technologies and new strategies that research has shown can make a significant dent in return to prison rates” (Bluestein 2011). Probation and parole are certainly the most cost-effective ways of managing low-risk offenders. In Utah, it costs more than ten times as much to keep an offender in prison than to manage him on probation or parole--$7.85 per day versus $79.63 per day (Pew Center on the States 2 2009). Gelb stresses that “violent and career criminals need to be locked up, and for a long time” (Gelb 2011); but believes that many prison inmates could be safely managed in their communities saving the states millions (Crary 2009). 
It is most often referred to as community corrections. Most programs involve the same counseling and treatment opportunities an offender would receive inside a prison, and it appears to work (Crary 2009). Utah began its version of a community corrections program in mid-2003. Initially called the Re-Entry Initiative, the program reduced recidivism rates by nine percent and saved 5 million tax-dollars in the first 18 months. This was largely because the program allowed for parolees cited with technical violations to be managed on the outside rather than being re-incarcerated. Gelb encourages states not to cut back on new community supervision strategies but to support and expand them through available technology like GPS monitoring, ATM-like reporting kiosks, and rapid-results drug tests, guaranteeing a greater public safety return for tax-payers than the traditional prison-centered approach (Crary 2009) (Gelb 2011).
	Despite the data in favor of sentencing reform produced by Pew Center on the States, not everyone agrees that tough-on-crime policies should be abandoned for alternatives. New Hampshire prosecutor, Jim Reams insists that the initiatives suggested by Gelb only save money in the short-term. “The assumption is that these are all choir boys at the prison and if we let them out, all will be well. And it doesn’t work that way,” said Reams. “We’re getting exactly what we deserve when we do this—we’re getting more crime” . Still, polls show support for prison alternatives for non-violent offenders. Ninety-one percent of respondents in a poll headed by the Pew Center agreed that what really matters is not the length of a sentence, but that when an offender is released from prison he is less likely to commit a crime. “With that kind of support,” Gelb said, “it is clear to us that the American public is ready to shift from simply building more and more prisons to smarter strategies that actually make them safer” .
	One potential solution for both the prison-centered correctional system and alternative sentencing styles is offered by faith-based programs. Faith-based strategies for rehabilitation are “rooted in religious principles and help offenders by introducing moral concepts found in the Bible, the Koran, and other spiritual texts” . The idea is simple—conforming to religious principle like honesty, non-violence, and service will deter offenders from committing future crimes. The Supreme Court has prohibited states from using public moneys to pay for such programs. They are run voluntarily, and inmates must volunteer to participate. In 1997, a study of four New York Prisons found that inmates who participated heavily in faith-based programs were far less likely to be re-arrested during their supervised release period—14 percent versus 31 percent . Even a critic of these programs, Mark Kleiman, author of “Faith-base Fudging,” concedes that “you don't have to believe in faith-healing to think that an intensive 16-month program, with post-release follow-up, run by deeply caring people might be the occasion for some inmates to turn their lives around” . 
	Since 2008 the Virginia Department of Corrections has partnered with Prison Fellowship (PF), an organization that promotes and implements faith-based programs in correctional systems, to create a 20-bed re-entry program for male offenders. The program involves a 12 month prerelease phase followed by a post-release phase in which the offender is offered a volunteer mentor who assists with challenges any offender might face upon re-entry: transportation, housing, employment, and other mandates of his release. So far the program has been incredibly successful. None of the participating offenders in the 2008 or 2009 programs recidivated. The department even expanded the program to two other male facilities as well as one female facility. Perhaps the most impressive fact is that programs like these achieve success at almost no cost to the tax-payer, and are at very least an good option for supplementing programming resources within state corrections systems.
	In a nation that holds nearly 25 percent of the world’s prisoners, where one in every 100 adults is incarcerated, and one in every 31 adults is under correctional control, we have several correctional strategies to choose from. No matter what we choose, it will cost money. No matter how closely we manage them, some offenders will recidivate. All we can do is our best to rehabilitate the lost and protect the innocent. Nearly every state in the nation is reforming their corrections departments to reflect a belief in redemption through rehabilitation rather than punishment and revenge while desperately trying to keep spending at a minimum. There are several options on the table, and we must find a cost-effective way to turn the tide of the American Prison system before it spirals out of control.
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