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CONTEMPORARY PRISONS
Prisons today are used to incapacitate offenders who have been sentenced to 1 year or 

more for felony offenses. Once an offender has been sentenced, an initial classification review 
of the offender is conducted to identify his or her risk level and needs based on information 
such as the offender’s danger, escape risk, length of sentence, gang affiliation, mental or physi-
cal health needs, and treatment needs. Using this information, a determination of the most 
appropriate level of security and type of facility needed to detain the convict is made. Security 
levels used to describe incarceration facilities differ among states and the federal government. 
The federal system uses the following five-level security system, from highest to lowest security:

•• administrative maximum (ADMAX), referred to as a penitentiary

•• high security, referred to as a penitentiary

•• medium security, referred to as a federal correctional institution (FCI)

•• low security, referred to as an FCI

•• minimum security, referred to as a federal prison camp

Institutional Corrections Security Levels
States use a variety of categorizations to describe prison security levels as well, but 

identifying one scheme that accurately describes security levels in all states is not possible. 
Nonetheless, the use of these security levels is found across most states: super-maximum, 
maximum-security, medium-security, and minimum-security prisons.

Figure 11.3  n  Percentage of Jail Population by Race and Hispanic Origin, 2005–2014
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Unlike in prisons, a larger percentage of white men are found in jail than other racial and Hispanic-origin groups. Why does the 
distribution by race or Hispanic origin found in jail not translate to prison?

Over time, the percentage of white inmates found in jails has increased some. Why might that be? What policies might that be 
tied to? As a policymaker, what changes, if any, would you oversee to address this?

Source: Minton and Zeng, Jail Inmates at Midyear 2014.

classification review: 
An assessment made to 
determine an offender’s 

risk level and needs.


