A Snapshot of the Past, A Hint of the Future
Carl Reddick, Editor

It came to me suddenly while attending a County Commissioners meeting, waiting to receive the proclamation recognizing ‘National Parole, Probation and Community Corrections Officer’s Week’, that so few people understand what we do and seem to be extremely happy in their ignorance. The council chambers are in a very pleasant facility, this particular set of commissioners was the best in the history of our county, and coming up on the agenda was a motion to recognize the Community Corrections Profession. I was the ninth item on the agenda and so I had about 45 minutes to kill. I began listing some changes that have occurred in this business over the last 20 or thirty years to include in this special end-of-the-year CCR edition of article listings.

I stared at the shafts of late afternoon sunlight slanting from the highest windows in the meeting hall and reflected on the fact that, for starters, there was no such recognition being given out to this profession until about ten years ago. In fact, the torturous title of the proclamation reflects that, to this day, there is no consensus on what to call the men and women who supervise criminals in the community. I still call myself a Parole Officer even though I am employed by a Community Corrections agency. Some states, like California, separate probation and parole into county and state agencies. Other states, like Oregon, combine probation and parole into one ‘Community Corrections’ office. For the purposes of this look back at the profession I will use all the terms interchangeably. 

The most obvious change during the last quarter century is the number and complexity of the machines probation officers have been trained to use. The desktop personal computer caused an invisible revolution in information transfer. In the olden days (say 1975 and before) obtaining a ‘rap sheet’ meant a walk to the local sheriff’s office where a clerk jealously granted the privilege of bestowing on you, the petitioner, a newsprint copy  of a teletype that purported to have the criminal history of your client. You walked to the Sheriff’s office because there was no such thing as a fax machine and your probation department, most likely, did not have their own teletype. So right from the start the probation officer was at a disadvantage because the criminal history was not easily obtainable. Nor was it all that reliable. It was a rare agency that faithfully listed all arrests and all convictions. In fact, my recollection is that states did not share anything but the major crimes with the adjoining states. In that respect, a client could be a major offender in another state but be treated as a newcomer into the local system. 
Today’s information transmission is instantaneous. No longer do we have to call our friend at the jail to look on ‘the board’ to see if our bad guy is in jail. Instead we can go to the ‘lock ‘n track’ on the internet and see for ourselves, in real time. We can use the Justice Information Network to see the very same information available to the judge as she sits on the bench, to track the progress of any individual case. We can leave voice mails for the District Attorney. We can text message to wireless handhelds and we can make cellular telephone calls to the narcotics team even as they mass outside an offender’s house in preparation of a drug raid. In fact I can, and do, write probation and parole detainers in my den at home by accessing my office computer system, on my personal computer, and then fax the detainers to the jail (even though I don’t own a fax machine) directly from my computer to the jail booking office.  And I’m essentially computer-illiterate.

No longer do I get the 3am telephone call from police dispatch and then drive into town to place a hold on a recently arrested offender. I can do this from my own home, in my bathrobe.

In addition to wireless telephone, paging, fax, and computer technology this profession has access to an array of software leading to a virtually paperless approach to supervision. All of our forms and paperwork are pre-loaded into the computer. Simply by typing the offender’s name into the first portion of the desired form, all the biographical information automatically appears. Besides the detainer form, mentioned above, we can instantly do the tedious Interstate Compact applications in just a very few minutes. The judges particularly like the fact that we can import photos of the offenders onto every form submitted to both the court and the district attorney’s office. This is made possible by the digital camera which also allows us to have a photo of every offender available on the network server that ties all of our computers together. All submitted reports, photos, and documents are shared by all the officers throughout the entire county, at the push of a button.

The emergence of satellite offices were made possible by the laptop computer which can dial into the hardware and software mentioned above. In our rural county, we used to have to actually carry 70 or 80 files to the next town to set up shop in a police department lobby to allow offenders to check in with us nearer to their homes and jobs. Now, with this type of computer gear, officers take a folding keyboard and a PDA both of which fit into one pocket and can access the home office server by telephone.

In the olden days not one of these devices had yet been invented. What’s that you say? You don’t have some of this gear yet? Don’t worry. It’s just a matter of time. It’s funny because I live in a very remote location yet more urban areas, like Springfield, Missouri have yet to have voice mail in their offices. The technology will come, for better or worse.

Look at some of the topics in our end-of-the-year issue. You’ll see everything from supervision approaches to anger management techniques and class curriculum. Everything from K-9 searches to terrorism preparedness. It strikes me as odd that this type of information was not available 25 years ago. In fact, there were no periodicals like CCR available to staff 25 years ago.

Other things that we may take for granted embarrass me when I remember incidents such as trying to get a verification of drug usage by just trying to get the offender to tell me the truth. But the truth is that there were no drug testing kits readily available in the field. Not only could we not identify the substances we were seizing, we didn’t have the technology to take a drug or alcohol test in the field. Nowadays, for about $200.00 apiece, every officer can have what we call a MoBat. That is, a mobile breath testing unit for alcohol with a digital light bar, a pleasant beep when alcohol is detected, and a snazzy Velcro belt pouch all about the size of a Snickers candy bar. This is probably my most used tool in the field. Of course we take urine tests too. Research has convinced me that the sooner we can intervene in a substance abusers life, the better chance we have of helping them through their addiction while protecting the community. Urine testing strips are so fast and so economical that offenders are more reluctant to deny usage when they know we will lock them up longer for lying than we will for drug use. For those that insist that the field drug test strips are wrong, we can ship a urine sample to our lab for a full gas chromatography screen and read the results, on the internet, within 72 hours.
The rush of technology that has helped move probation from a mere government job to a fully recognized profession has also given us what could potentially be the most awesome tool to date. DNA testing was mandated by our state legislature a few years ago. All POs take a DNA sample from every felony offender. These samples are being entered into a data base maintained by the Oregon State Police. I don’t have a clue how far the mapping of the human DNA system has progressed, but I do know that by simply getting a swipe of the offender’s gums, smearing it on a sample pad, taking a set of fingerprints, and sending it to the State Police, we have solved many unsolved major crimes and this bank of DNA is still in its’ infancy. I expect that within the next five years the advancement in this area will radically change forensics in ways we have not yet imagined.
I had been doing electronic home detention (EHD) for about 5 years before I was introduced to the Sobrietor. EHD is ‘house arrest’ utilizing a device that attaches to the offender’s telephone which then communicates electronically with a band strapped to the offender’s ankle. This is more of the wireless technology that can track the comings and goings of the offender within about 50 feet of the base unit attached to their telephone. A daily printout is faxed to the probation office that reports when the offender was ‘in-range’ and ‘out-of-range’. The sobrietor is a refinement of this technology that uses the aforementioned location tracking capabilities coupled with voice recognition and alcohol breath testing. That is, once the microcomputer in the hand-held breath tester has confirmed that the person blowing into the machine is in fact your offender, an alcohol breath test commences. The results are transmitted to a monitoring center in the Midwest and then faxed to the supervising officer’s home office. When we walk in the door at work each morning, there are a pile of faxes reporting the whereabouts and relative sobriety of all the offenders enrolled in this program. That still amazes me.

In other areas of technology, all sex offenders have a polygraph every six months consisting of a battery of questions designed to gauge their involvement in prohibited activities and compliance with various restraining and treatment orders. They are then tested for any drugs they might have consumed to affect the results of this ‘lie detector test’. The plesthesmograph seems to be an antiquated device no longer in use when assessing male sex offenders. It was used to determine states of arousal when offenders were viewing scenes of deviant and normal sexual activity. 
Looking through the articles listed in this issue, I am struck by the changes in both the technology and attitudes towards weaponry in our field. Most probation offices used to describe themselves as ‘a cross between’ social workers and police officers. No longer do we refer to other professions when describing our own. The controversy between those who wanted to arm POs with handguns and those who were abhorred at the very thought of weapons seems to have subsided. Perhaps this is due to the range of weaponry available these days. I hear of Parole and Probation Officers armed with tasers which can immobilize offenders with large shocks of electricity. Other agencies use Asp batons, a collapsible metal nightstick which fits into a ten inch holder and can be deployed with the flick of a well trained wrist.
The last few decades have also seen agencies adopt the Glock 9mm semi-automatic handgun for field use. Firearms training has been coupled with computer driven digital real-life scenarios testing for ‘shoot…no-shoot’ responses from the Probation and Parole Officers. Kevlar body armor is routinely employed by many agencies as is Capstun and other disabling sprays, foams, and aerosols. Training in the use of these myriad devices often occurs in conjunction with the local police, a thought inconceivable as recently as ten years ago.
However, the change most affecting Parole and Probation, has been interagency training. William Burrell’s article, The Plight of the Street Level Bureaucrat, (CCR Vol. 10 #5) points out the similarities of our work when compared to Children Services, Mental Health, and other agencies dealing with marginal populations living at the edge of society. Social service agencies and law enforcement services are recognizing that, although they have very different tasks, they have very similar goals. Those goals include the protection of the health and safety of the community. But the tools, training, and education provided to the Parole and Probation field have outstripped our partner agencies by so very much that we are often called upon to provide offender-specific training to these overwhelmed departments.

In just the last few years we have seen Parole and Probation Officers teaching classes in cognitive behavioralism, parenting, domestic violence, anger management, and criminal thinking errors. Gone are the days when officers were simply expected to enforce the conditions of supervision. Now we are expected to work with the offender population from the ground up, motivating, guiding, sanctioning, and preparing our population for a crime-free lifestyle. Officers are mostly college educated and expected to engage in continuing education to hone their skills in the supervision of this very specific, very criminal, population.  
Society is beginning to recognize that these offenders have stormed their way through the educational system with the view that education was supposed to entertain them. Not only has there been very little scholastic impact on their lives, there has been just as little vocational training. Much worse, these offenders, it is now recognized, are passing their world view down to their own children. This world view is pro-criminal, anti-authority, pro-drug, and very much of the belief that any point of view is just as valid as any other point of view. That some of these viewpoints lead directly to criminal behavior including sexual assault and drug dealing is luridly displayed on the front page of our local newspapers on a daily basis. It has fallen to our infant profession to contain, restructure, and transition these people into the mainstream of society. Where probation used to be seen as a slap on the wrist, it is now more likely to a multi-disciplinary community effort to address the needs of all the members of the offender’s family unit. Compounding this difficulty is the certainty that the unit, among this population, uses the word ‘family’ in the loosest sense possible.    
Introducing the idea that education can be pursued for its’ own sake, that the needs of small children should come before parties and personal intoxication, and that despair should not be our first response to adversity is challenging, if basic, hard work. Today’s’ Parole and Probation Officers are actually majoring in ‘Corrections’ in college and taking classes that address addiction, psychology, and motivation. My opinion is that these types of corrections classes have mushroomed recently and that our profession is all the better for their existence. 

So there we have it. Community Corrections has its’ own professional organizations, certification requirements, technical jargon, and history. It is still an emerging profession, one that often operates in the shadow of the courts and the prison system. But more and more, other agencies are recognizing that we hold much of the information about this population and are in a unique position to enforce any repercussions deemed appropriate when the community is placed at risk by the actions of our clients. Take another look at the list of articles we have published over the last year and see if you don’t agree that, as much as we have accomplished, our greatest days lie ahead.  
