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Abstract 

This paper explores several published journals and articles in order to determine why there is a 

need to reform the American corrections system. By analyzing specific components of the 

corrections system I can make conclusive arguments regarding reform in a rapidly advancing 

society such as the United States. I will also be evaluating the case study of Kalief Browder in 

this context in order to provide a comprehensive example of the issues presented in this paper. 

Issues of discrimination, injustice, mental health, and mass incarceration are some of the key 

elements that are evaluated within this paper.  
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Problematic Elements of the Corrections System in the United States and the Need for Reform 

 On any given day, you can read the news and there will likely be a story about injustice 

within the American corrections system. The corrections system and process has seen little 

adjustment since it was implemented compared to the rapid pace of our society’s advancement. 

In a society that is constantly evolving, it’s necessary for our infrastructure and legal systems to 

evolve and adapt with us. This paper will explore the most troubling elements of our modern 

corrections system and prove that reforming this system is imperative in order to keep our justice 

system just.   

 

Case study: Kalief Browder 

The case of Kalief Browder is a seamless representation of why the need for reform is 

incredibly pressing in the United States. The tragic case of Kalief Browder was recently 

developed into a Netflix documentary and as a result, people are advocating for reform in our 

prison systems. 

 

Background 

In 2010, Kalief Browder was accused of stealing a backpack at the age of 16.  Browder 

spent the following three years on Riker’s Island awaiting his fair trial. Browder’s case presents 

with many of the problematic elements of the corrections system that I will be discussing in the 

following sections. Due to fights and punitive guards, Browder spent two of his three years in 

Riker’s in solitary confinement. This was severely detrimental to his mental health and he 

attempted to end his own life four times while incarcerated, and once again after being released. 
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Tragically, Kalief Browder never recovered from the mental health ailments he endured in 

solitary confinement. He succeeded on his final attempt to take his own life in June 2015, about 

two years after his release from Riker’s. Although he took his own life, I would argue that 

Browder’s death is a direct result of negligence perpetuated by the American corrections system. 

I believe the only way for Browder and his family to get the justice they deserve is by reforming 

the system that lead him to end his life.1 

 

Arrest 

A perpetrator’s entry into the American criminal justice system begins with an arrest. The 

concept of arrest is sound, but becomes problematic when discriminatory police officers make 

arrests based on suspicion because of race. Racial discrimination is a tremendous issue within the 

entire corrections system, but officer bias can lead to police brutality and fatalities. “The Counted 

project points to continuing racial disparities, with black males aged 15-34 nine times more 

likely than other Americans to be killed” (McCarthy 2017). People of Hispanic descent are also 

at a higher risk of being targeted by the police than white people are.  

 

Case Study: Browder’s Arrest 

 From the beginning, Browder was treated negligently when a man falsely accused him of 

stealing a backpack. Unsurprisingly, Kalief Browder is a young black male from a low-income 

                                                      
1 1 Gonnerman, J. (2015, June 07). Kalief Browder, 1993–2015. Retrieved December 5, 2018, from 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/kalief-browder-1993-2015 
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neighborhood. Browder quickly became another victim of the racial and socio-economic 

oppression within the corrections system. 

 

Bail 

 Arraignment and setting bail is typically the next step in the corrections system, but bail 

is a questionable notion in a legal system where defendants are supposed to be presumed 

innocent until proven guilty. If someone is unable to afford their bail payment, they remain in jail 

whether they are innocent or guilty. If the defendant is actually innocent, they are forced to miss 

days of work and can suffer a tarnished reputation because of this.  

A hefty bail can pose a significant challenge for defendants of low-income. Innocent or 

guilty, wealthy people are able to post their bail and this is a privilege that low-income 

defendants don’t possess. The corrections system is designed in a way that makes it difficult for 

people of low-income to succeed. “We found that, in 2014 dollars, incarcerated people had a 

median annual income of $19,185 prior to their incarceration, which is 41% less than non-

incarcerated people of similar ages”2 (Kopf 2015). Beginning with their entrance to the 

corrections system, people of low-income are typically unable to afford decent legal 

representation, unable to post bail, and generally unable to afford a life outside of prison once 

released.   

 

                                                      
2 Kopf, D., & Rabuy, B. (2015, July 09). Prisons of Poverty: Uncovering the pre-incarceration incomes of the 

imprisoned. Retrieved December 5, 2018, from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/income.html 
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Case Study: Browder’s Bail  

Browder came from a low-income family, so he relied on his legal aid for competent 

representation in his case. Browder was given a $3,000 bail, which his family was unable to 

provide immediately. However, once his family secured his $900 bond, Browder was denied bail 

because of a menial prior conviction3.  

 

Incarceration 

 Incarceration should be the top priority of reform efforts in the corrections system. Our 

prison industrial complex has a variety of widespread systematic issues such as brutality and lack 

of mental healthcare. Our corrections system has been using incarceration as punishment for 

centuries, yet this method of punishment isn’t having it’s desired effects. There are several goals 

incarceration aims to meet; rehabilitating offenders, incapacitation from society, deterring others 

from committing crimes, and retribution. The prison system successfully incapacitates offenders, 

but severely lacks when it comes to rehabilitative efforts. 

 

Solitary Confinement 

 As an evolving society, we should recognize when punishments are too severe to be 

continued. “It’s a standard psychiatric concept, if you put people in isolation, they will go 

insane… Most people in isolation will fall apart.”4 The eighth amendment forbids the legal 

                                                      
3 Mock, B. (2017, February 28). What Jeff Sessions Could Learn From Kalief Browder. Retrieved from 

https://www.citylab.com/equity/2017/02/what-jeff-sessions-can-learn-from-kalief-browder/518130/ 

 
4 Rodriguez, S. (n.d.). Fact Sheet: Psychological Effects of Solitary Confinement. Retrieved December 5, 

2018, from https://solitarywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/fact-sheet-psychological-effects-final.pdf 
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system from giving cruel and unusual punishments. However, any reasonable person would 

agree that locking someone in an isolated room for 24 hours a day for weeks to months at a time 

is certainly a cruel punishment with many adverse effects.  

 Solitary confinement can lead to severe mental health issues. Hallucinations, panic 

attacks, paranoia, and hypersensitivity are just a few of the many detriments of isolation. “In one 

study, he found that roughly a third of solitary inmates were “actively psychotic and/or acutely 

suicidal.”5  

  

Case Study: Solitary 

Kalief Browder is a prime example of the detrimental effects of solitary confinement. In 

Browder’s 1,117 days of incarceration, almost 800 of them were spent in solitary confinement. 

That’s over two years of complete isolation from any social interaction. Browder’s four suicide 

attempts while in solitary confinement speak for themselves. “Solitary confinement cannot be 

justified for any reason, precisely because it imposes severe mental pain and suffering beyond 

any reasonable retribution for criminal behaviour and thus constitutes an act defined as torture.” 6  

 

Abuses 

There are often reports of human rights abuses taking place within prisons. According to 

a study by the Justice Department, nearly one of every 10 state prisoners is sexually victimized 

                                                      
5 Breslow, J. M. (2014, April 22). What Does Solitary Confinement Do To Your Mind? Retrieved December 5, 

2018, from https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/what-does-solitary-confinement-do-to-your-mind/ 
 
6 Muller, R. T., PhD. (2018, May 10). Solitary Confinement Is Torture. Retrieved December 5, 2018, from 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/talking-about-trauma/201805/solitary-confinement-is-torture 
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during confinement7. These abuses are often between inmates, but corrections officers also have 

a notorious history for using corporal punishment. A 2015 Human Rights Watch report found 

that mentally-ill inmates across the U.S. often fall victim to physical abuses by guards. “The 127-

page report found that staff have ‘broken prisoners’ jaws, noses, ribs; left them with lacerations 

requiring stitches, second-degree burns, deep bruises, and damaged internal organs.’ Inmates 

were even doused with chemical sprays, shocked with stun guns, and strapped to chairs or beds 

for days”8  

 

 Case Study: Abuses 

Not only was Kalief Browder forced to spend over 1,000 days incarcerated for a crime he 

didn’t commit, but he also endured regular beatings by the guards. There is video footage of the 

assaults that took place against Browder used in the documentary. It’s this type of abuse that 

drove Browder to anxiety, depression, and paranoia, ultimately causing his death. 

 

Cost 

Taking costs into consideration, incarceration is probably one of the most expensive 

options for punishment. Offenders are housed, fed, and treated when having a health concern. 

These costs add up. The cost of incarceration in the United States is over one trillion dollars. “At 

                                                      
7 Frieden, T. (2012, May 18). Study finds nearly 1 in 10 state prisoners is sexually abused while incarcerated. 

Retrieved December 5, 2018, from https://www.cnn.com/2012/05/17/us/us-state-prisons-abuse/index.html 
 
8 Ptacin, M. (n.d.). Guards vs. Inmates: Mistreatment and Abuse in the US Prison System. Retrieved December 

5, 2018, from https://partners.vice.com/starz/starzpowers4/news/guards-vs-inmates-mistreatment-and-abuse-

in-the-us-prison-system/ 
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$1 trillion, the broader costs of incarceration dwarf the operational costs of the U.S. 

government”9 

 As if prison isn’t costly enough, the cost of the death penalty is greater than life in prison. 

Although only a limited number of states still execute people, the cost for each death penalty 

case is over $1 million. However, life in prison only costs about $700,000 for each inmate. The 

death penalty easily racks up expenses because of things such as single-cell housing, appeals, 

and the lethal injection drug10  

 

Rehabilitation 

Rehabilitation is one of the four main purposes of incarceration. This goal was created in 

order to rehabilitate offenders and their behaviors so they can be released back into society as 

law-abiding citizens. Rehabilitation within American incarceration systems is one of the largest 

failures of our corrections system. The recidivism rate in this country is over 75 percent. This 

means that three quarters of all released inmates are arrested within five years of their release.11  

Prisons usually have minimal or no rehabilitative programs in place for inmates. When 

it’s time for inmates to be released, they fall back into the same cycle previous to their time 

                                                      
9 Ferner, M. (2016, September 13). The Full Cost Of Incarceration In The U.S. Is Over $1 Trillion, Study 

Finds. Retrieved December 5, 2018, from https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/mass-incarceration-

cost_us_57d82d99e4b09d7a687fde21 

 
10 Costs of the Death Penalty. (n.d.). Retrieved December 5, 2018, from https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/costs-

death-penalty 
 
11 Recidivism. (2014, June 17). Retrieved December 5, 2018, from 

https://www.nij.gov/topics/corrections/recidivism/Pages/welcome.aspx 
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incarcerated. Although implementing effective rehabilitative programs would be a costly 

venture, in the long term they will cut prison costs because of a decreasing recidivism rate.  

 

Mass incarceration 

The United States has the largest prison population in the world. The U.S. makes up 5 

percent of the world population, but 22 percent of the world prison population. There are several 

reasons to explain for this population disparity. The Unites States has a higher violent crime rate, 

imposition of mandatory minimum sentences, and increased penalties for drug crimes.12 Almost 

half a million offenders of the prison population are incarcerated for a drug offense. 

Conclusion 

Overall, there is a pressing need for reform in the American corrections system. Abuses, 

isolation, and discrimination are all widespread injustices taking place within our legal system. 

By evaluating these examples through the case study of Kalief Browder, we can humanize these 

issues and see how they play out in a real world context. Our current methods of handling 

corrections have been in use for centuries. However, society evolves and new issues are brought 

to light. As a society that is constantly developing new technology and advancing forward, our 

criminal justice system should advance with us. 

 

 

                                                      
12 Gorman, S. (2014, December 15). Webb says U.S. has 5 percent of world's population, 25 percent of its. 

Retrieved December 5, 2018, from https://www.politifact.com/virginia/statements/2014/dec/15/jim-

webb/webb-says-us-has-5-percent-worlds-population-25-pe/ 
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