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system, five stages of incarceration exist: detention, classification, 
incarceration, prerelease, and reentry (see Figure 13.1). Detention 
refers to the process by which offenders are held before determina-
tions of guilt are made. Detention typically occurs in a jail or deten-
tion facility (for juveniles). Those being detained are called detainees, 
rather than prisoners, to describe their status.

After offenders are convicted and sentenced to prison, they will 
go through the classification process. Classification varies across 
jurisdictions, but it generally entails determining the needs of offend-
ers, identifying their security level, and determining where they will 
be incarcerated and the types of programs that will be made avail-

able to them. In some states, all convicted offenders may be sent to a spe-
cific location where classification occurs. In other states, classification may 
be done in part of a particular institution. Classification also serves to 
orient inmates to the incarceration experience. Recall your own orientation 
to college. You were taught what to expect from the college experience, 
regardless of whether you were enrolled in an online college or were attend-
ing a residential college.

In this context, the incarceration experience refers to the time that offend-
ers spend in jail or prison after their sentence has begun. The nature of the 
incarceration experience will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Prerelease refers to the process by which offenders are prepared for 
reentering society. This, too, could be done in different ways depending 
on the jurisdiction’s laws and policies. In some states, offenders may go 
through programs or services within the prison where they served their 
sentences. In other places, offenders may be sent to a different facility that 
is designed as a stepping-stone between the prison and the community. In 
those settings, offenders may be allowed to work but are still supervised 
by corrections staff. As an illustration, many criminal justice students do 
internships in the last semester of their coursework to prepare them for 
their careers. Still students, interns are basically “living in two worlds.” In 
a similar way, offenders in prerelease settings are “living in two worlds.”

Reentry refers to the process by which an offender reenters society. It 
includes the offender’s release from jail or prison as well as the length of 
time the offender spends becoming reintegrated into the community. These 

topics are also addressed further later in this chapter.
Our discussion of the incarceration experience 

addresses the following themes: (a) the difference 
between jail and prison, (b) the prison subculture, 
(c) the pains of imprisonment, and (d) prison and jail 
architecture.

Distinguishing Jail From Prison
To the layperson, there may be very little difference 
between jails and prisons. After all, both are institu-
tions where offenders are incarcerated. In reality, a 
number of differences exist between the types of insti-
tutions. Whereas prisons house inmates who have 
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Jails are often designed much differently than prisons.
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incarceration: The act of 
holding someone in a setting 
for the purposes of detention 
or incarceration.

detention: The process by 
which offenders are held 
before determinations of guilt 
are made.

classification: The process 
by which a determination is 
made about where offenders 
will be incarcerated and the 
types of programs that will be 
made available to them.

reentry: The process 
during which an offender 
becomes reintegrated into the 
community at large.

prison: An institution that 
houses offenders who have 
been convicted of felonies.


