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Overview 
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We have the knowledge to make 

community corrections more effective 

Why is it so hard to implement this 

knowledge in practice?

Demands on community corrections will 

continue to increase
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Twenty Years of Increased Incarceration 
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Level of Incarceration Hitting a Limit
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Expenditures for Corrections Up
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Prisons Consuming Most of the Costs
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Higher Education vs. Corrections
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Ratio of Expenditures Higher Ed to Corrections

For every 

dollar spent 

on higher 

education, 

California 

spent 83 

cents on 

corrections 



Opps!
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States Are Broke
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Unemployment 

16http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf



Texas Already on the “List” for 2010
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Demands for Cuts in Texas Already Starting 
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Long-Term Feds Budget Picture Will Force Some Hard 

Choices
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1 in 31 Adults in US Under Supervision 



21



Overview 
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We have the knowledge to make 

community corrections more effective 

Why is it so hard to implement this 

knowledge in practice?

Demands on community corrections will 

continue to increase



Goal of Probation Under Evidence-Based Practices
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Change Behavior

Sanctions and Incentives

Effective Targeting of 

Programs

Motivation and Role 

Model 

We Know What We 

Need to Do to Get 

This

Differentiated 

Supervision Strategies 

Based on Risk



Effective Community Programs More Impactful Than 

Institutional Programs in Reducing Recidivism
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Principle:  Pay Attention to Criminogenic Needs
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Risk of recidivism is greatly reduced (10-30% 

on average) when attention is paid to dealing 

with criminogenic needs of offenders such as 

antisocial attitudes, peers and certain 

personality and temperamental factors



Principle:  Pay Attention to Risk Principle
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Most powerful impact on changing criminal 

behavior and reducing recidivism comes from 

providing the greatest supervision and 

treatment to medium- and high-risk offenders, 

focusing on criminogenic needs, and using 

cognitive-behavior and behavioral 

interventions



Principle:  Graduated Sanctions with Treatment
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Intermediate sanctions have little effect on 

recidivism unless mediated through the 

provision of treatment

Graduated sanctions (that increase in 

severity based on nature of violation or 

number of violations) decrease recidivism



Principles:  Cognitive-Behavioral Programs More 

Effective 
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Social learning and cognitive-behavioral 

interventions and programs are most 

powerful tools for changing criminal behavior 

and reducing recidivism 



Principle:  Role of Probation Officer Critical 
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The quality of the interpersonal relationship 

between probation/parole officer and the 

offender and the structuring skills of the 

officer may be as important or even more 

important than specific programs

The use of individualized case plans has been 

shown to reduce new arrests and technical 

violations of offenders under community 

supervision
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Key Elements for More Effective Probation

Do OK 

“No Matter What”

Do NOT do OK 

“No Matter What”

“Swingers”

“It Matters What”

May Do OK May Not Do OK

1. Assessments protocols 

effectively identifies each 

group 

2. Supervision strategies effectively 

combine “treatment” “control” and 

“incentives” 

3. Programs and services 

standards target appropriate 

populations

4. Progressive sanctions tune to 

each group and consistently 

applied

NORP

Normal Ordinary 

Responsible 

People

SLUGS SLICKS

Terms coined by Judge Dennis Challeen of Winona, MI

Judge Challeen quoted in article by Judge Larry Gist in Journal of Texas Association of 

Court Administration, V. 32, Number 2, April 2008
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Operational Goals

Do OK 

“No Matter What”

Do NOT do OK 

“No Matter What”

“Swingers”

“It Matters What”

May Do OK May Not Do OK

Reduce the 

supervision 

resources spent 

on this group

Provide 

reinforcements and 

incentives to change 

behavior and 

provide adequate 

treatment 

Provide 

surveillance 

and treatment 

when 

appropriate 
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Progressive Sanctions 

Do OK 

“No Matter What”

Do NOT do OK 

“No Matter What”

“Swingers”

“It Matters What”

May Do OK May Not Do OK

Higher tolerance 

for minor 

violations 

Higher tolerance for 

violations of 

“treatment” 

conditions and 

incentives for 

progress

Lower 

tolerance for 

violations of 

“control” 

conditions

Swift and consistently applied sanctions key to 

effectiveness



Overview 
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We have the knowledge to make 

community corrections more effective 

Why is it so hard to implement this 

knowledge in practice?

Demands on community corrections will 

continue to increase



Clash of Realities When Examining Probation 
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Probation systems that 

are touted in front of 

legislative leaders

Probation systems 

when you look 

“under the hood”

Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/



State Policy Making Expectations
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Expectation of sustained 

reductions in revocations to 

prison preferably driven by 

reductions in re-arrests for new 

crimes and also in reductions in 

technical violations

Probation system expected by 

state officials 

Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/



Long-Term Funding Support from State
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Budget crises usually translate 

into budget cuts for probation and 

parole system as significant 

prison savings require the closing 

of prisons

State probation funding patterns 

over-time

Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/



Judicial Officials Expectations
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Compliance with conditions as main goal, judges sure 

of their “gut feelings” in setting conditions and 

sanctions and always afraid of the “poster case” for 

election 

Traditional judicial 

expectations

Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/



Centuries Old Judicial Traditions and Roles
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“Judges are given the duty to assess 

punishments, yet most have absolutely no 

training to assist them in determining the destiny 

of those who appear in court.  They simply begin 

to act like a judge is „supposed‟ to act.”

Texas Judge Larry Gist in article referring to Judge Dennis 

Challeen “myth” from National Judicial College lecture 

Judge Challeen quoted in article by Judge Larry Gist in Journal of Texas Association of 

Court Administration, V. 32, Number 2, April 2008



Lack of Evidence to Drive Probation Practices
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Most probation departments do 

not get resources to generate 

evidence to drive their policies 

and guide judicial officials 

Probation department research-

based resources 

Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/



Too Many Fingers in the Pot

40

Accountability to too 

many people that 

cannot agree on goals 

and expectations

Differential workload 

impact on different 

parts of the justice 

system create 

opposition 

Independence of elected judges and DAs 

use to justify hodge podge of policies

http://www.make-your-own-bread.com/images/fingers_in_dough.jpg


Probation Directors Catch-22
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Patronize judicial officials while 

maneuvering the implementation 

of a more effective evidence-

based operation

Probation directors operational 

reality

Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/



End Result 
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What probation looks like in 

most places

+

+

+

+

=

Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/

http://www.make-your-own-bread.com/images/fingers_in_dough.jpg


-13%
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Poor Outcomes in Bexar County (San Antonio) 

Source:  Community Justice Assistance Division, Texas Department of Criminal Justice 

Harris

% Change 2005-2008

Bexar

Dallas 

Travis

Tarrant

El Paso

County

79%

-11%

-20%

-17%

-8.4%

-7%

79%

-7%

-48%

-25%

-1.5%

Revocations Technical 

Revocations*

During this 

period state 

spent over 

$57 million 

funding the 

probation 

department

3,549 3,067 

816 1,468 

3,183 2,841 

1,052 846 

1,733 1,441 

594 544 

*Administrative violations; non-charged  

offenses



Organization of Bexar Probation Department 
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19 Different “Probation Departments” Not Based on Evidence-

Based Practices

CLOs and Court Managers Costs Alone Consume 15% of Basic 

Supervision Budget While Not Supervising Probationers



Specifications from Each Court Go on…….
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……………………….and Go On

46



PSI  and Intake Documents a Morass

47



Ineffective and Costly Deployment of Resources

48

With an Average Caseload of 109 Probationers per Officer, the 595 Probationers 

Who Live in this Sample Zip Code, Could be Supervised by as Few as Six Officers

But

They Were Assigned by 

22 Different Courts

To 

113 Different 

Probation Officers

F

M

M

MM M M

M MM M M

F F FF

FF F F FF



HOPE (Hawaii Opportunity Probation with 

Enforcement) – Elements of  Strategy
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Randomized drug testing

Guaranteed sanction on first violation – few 

days in jail – and then escalating 

Rules and expectations clearly delineated 

to the probationers

Prompt hearings

Drug treatment only for those who 

repeatedly fail 



HOPE – Impact on Positive UAs
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HOPE – Impact on Revocations 
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HOPE – Replication Issues

52

Lack of uniformity in sanctions among 

judges main complaint 

Research showed that more severe 

sanctions did not produce better results

Workload increase for DA and court 

personnel

“Poster case” when HOPE participant 

committed a homicide 



Challenge to Consistent Implementation 
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“Changing addict behavior is easy.  

Changing judge behavior is hard.”

Dr. Adele Harrell, national drug abuse 

treatment expert, quoted in page 28



HOPE – Differential Workloads
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Appropriate 

Targeting for 

“Programs”

What We Need to Do
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Community Collaboration Strategies  

Research Based Accountability Structure

Training and Personnel Evaluations

Diagnosis Based 

on Validated 

Assessment 

Tools

Differential 

Supervision 

Strategies and 

Conditions

Caseload 

Assignments 

Based on Risk 

and Needs

Progressive 

Sanctions for 

Violations

Judicial Support and Agreement 

Lower 

Recidivism

Establish research 

protocols 

Strengthen training 

and personnel 

evaluations

Activate community 

support groups to lobby 

state officials 

Negotiate court 

agreements on swift 

and consistent 

sanctions

Promote evidence-based 

risk and criminogenic

diagnosis methods

Adopt assignments 

based on the diagnosis 

information 

Negotiate with judges 

the matching of 

diagnosis with 

conditions

Research recidivism 

outcomes

Distinguish programs from 

services and properly identify 

target populations



Key to Success but Not Politically Correct
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Judges Probation
Administrative Firewall



Bottom Line:  Probation Key to Success of Justice 

Reinvestment Reforms
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Pushing for a probation 

system that can sustain 

results critical to states 

reform efforts
Source for cartoons: http://www.projectcartoon.com/create/

This probation 

system cannot 

sustain positive 

results 
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Thank You

This material was prepared for the American Probation and Parole Association by staff of the

Council of State Governments Justice Center. Presentations are not externally reviewed for

form or content and as such, the statements within reflect the views of the authors and

should not be considered the official position of the Justice Center, the members of the

Council of State Governments, or funding agencies supporting the work.

http://www.justicecenter.csg.org/



This project was supported by Grant No. 2008-DD-BX-0685 awarded by the Bureau of Justice Assistance. 
The Bureau of Justice Assistance is a component of the Department of Justice’s Office of Justice Programs, 
which also includes the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the National Institute of Justice, the Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the Office for Victims of Crime, and the SMART Office. Points of 
view or opinions in this document are those of the author and do not necessarily represent the official 
position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice. 


