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CONTEMPLATING CAREERS

Correctional Officer
Do you enjoy interacting with others? Are you able 

to effectively communicate orally and in writing? Can 
you be assertive yet diplomatic? Do you possess excel-
lent grammar, spelling, and punctuation? Do you carry 
yourself with a sense of professionalism and discipline? 
Is moral integrity important to you? If these characteris-
tics describe you, then a career as a correctional officer 
is one you should consider. 

Correctional officers are charged with manag-
ing inmates who are incarcerated in a jail, reforma-
tory, prison, or penitentiary. In addition, correctional 
officers are charged with managing detained (but 
not convicted) persons waiting for or engaged in a 
trial. They interact with those confined, colleagues, 
those in the legal system, and visitors to the jail. 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the 
2012 median pay for a correctional officer was 
$38,970. Like much of the criminal justice system, 
qualifications required for becoming a correctional 
officer vary. At a minimum, all jurisdictions require a 

high school diploma, and attending a special training 
academy is routine. 

The environment in which correctional officers con-
duct their work can be difficult and dangerous as this 
profession is characterized by one of the highest rates 
of on-the-job injuries. Correctional officers are responsi-
ble for enforcing rules, keeping order, supervising inmate 
activities, inspecting facilities, searching for contraband, 
and reporting on inmate conduct. Fitness requirements 
vary among agencies, although correctional officers need 
to be physically and psychologically fit. Correctional offi-
cers often report stress over role problems, work over-
load, demanding social contacts, and poor social status, 
although professionalization and better human resources 
are being employed to reduce job stress and burnout.

Career Video: 

A detentions division chief discusses her experience and cur-

rent issues in the field.

implementation of indeterminate sentencing, and the implementation of rewards for good 
behavior, positive deeds, and reformation by the offender. This philosophy recognized 
that indeterminate sentencing encourages good behavior through inmate incentives 
(e.g., early release) and provides correctional officers with greater control.

Elmira Reformatory
Elmira Reformatory is credited as the first correctional institution operating under the 

1870 Declaration of Principles. Zebulon Brockway served as its first warden when it opened 
in New York in 1876. Elmira focused on improving the inmates’ skills, and extracurricular 
activities were made available (e.g., a prison band). The reformatory was designed to detain 
first-time male felony offenders between the ages of 16 and 30. Elmira’s first inmates arrived 
from the established Auburn Prison.

Implementing the full philosophy of the Declaration of Principles was challenging, and 
Brockway eventually incorporated the use of corporal punishment. His free use of corporal pun-
ishment eventually earned him the nickname of “Paddler Brockway.” Some evidence shows that 
Brockway’s use of the paddle was severe enough to send some inmates to mental asylums. While 
Elmira improved the day-to-day lives of most inmates, it did not improve recidivism rates.

correctional officers: 
People charged with 

managing inmates 
who are incarcerated 
in a jail, reformatory, 

prison, or penitentiary.




