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  WHY REQUIRE MORE  
EDUCATION AND TRAINING?
First of all—and unfortunately—most correctional institutions and programs do not 
have prior educational requirements that would elevate them to the level of a profession. 
Though it is true that many probation and parole officers must have a college degree or 
at least some college to qualify for the job, most jails, prisons (with the exception of fed-
eral correctional officers, who must have a bachelor’s degree and experience), and even 
juvenile institutions, even those with a greater emphasis on rehabilitative programming, 
do not often require such a qualification from applicants.

STANFORD PRISON EXPERIMENT
Yet the oft-cited Stanford Prison Experiment provides a powerful argument for the value 
of formal education and training for correctional staff. In this 1971 experiment, volun-
teer students, with no training as officers and only their own expectations and beliefs 
to guide them, were divided into officers and inmates in a makeshift “prison” (Haney, 
Banks, & Zimbardo, 1981). The “officers” were outfitted in uniforms, including reflec-
tive sunglasses, and given nightsticks. The “inmates” were given sack-like attire. Neither 
“officers” nor “inmates” were told of any rules or policies to guide or restrict their behav-
ior. Predictably, a few of these “officers” or “guards” engaged in verbal and psychological 
abuse of the “inmates.” In the end, about a third of the “officers” engaged in the abuse, 
and others stood by while it was going on. The experiment was stopped after a few days 
and is often referenced as an example of how correctional work and the subcultures that 
develop as part of the job can foster corrupt behavior by officers.

The problem with the experiment, however, was that the “officers” were never given any 
education or training in corrections work. They were directed to exercise their discretion 
in controlling the inmates, but it was a discretion that was not necessarily anchored to 
any history or knowledge of “best practices” in corrections. Rather, the “choices” made 
by the officers in the absence of any education and training were likely shaped by the 
movies and popular-press depictions of corrections that tended to reinforce the stereo-
types of the institutions, programs, and work. Not knowing how best to “get people to 
do what they otherwise wouldn’t” (Dahl’s [1961] definition of power), the “guards” used 
what knowledge of corrections they had, even if it was all wrong.

ABU GHRAIB
The Abu Ghraib scandal of 2004, in which prisoners were tortured by mostly untrained 
“correctional officers” in the American-operated Abu Ghraib military prison in Iraq, tends 

TABLE 14.2    �Mean Hourly Wages of Union and Nonunion 
State and Local Correctional Workers and  
Law Enforcement

Source: U.S. Department of Labor (2010). Data taken from Table 13.

UNION NONUNION

Probation and parole $27.69 $21.00

Correctional officers and jailers 23.36 14.74

Police 30.42 20.97

Stanford Prison 
Experiment: A 1971 
experiment conducted 
at Stanford University 
that utilized volunteer 
students, divided into 
officers and inmates in 
a makeshift “prison.” 
In the end, about a 
third of the “officers” 
engaged in the abuse 
of “inmates,” and 
other officers stood by 
while it was going on. 

Power: The ability to 
“get people to do what 
they otherwise 
wouldn’t” (Dahl, 
1961).

Abu Ghraib: An Iraq 
prison operated by the 
American military 
during the war in 
which prisoners were 
tortured by mostly 
untrained 
“correctional officers.”




