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Probation and Parole: The Value of
Reinvesting in Community Expertise
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The operation of the criminal justice
system has long been driven by the
expertise of official authorities. In
probation and parole, the reliance on
professional expertise has resulted in
supervision practices that are increasingly
disconnected from local community needs
and concerns. In contrast, the growing
movement to reinvent probation and
parole is premised on the value of fully
engaging the community in the business of
cormmunity supervision. This article
discusses what a field agency must
consider if it is committed to the task of
reinvention and thus to adopting
community-centered supervision
strategies that are responsive to the
citizenry.
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Introduction

The ideological legacy of what Garland calls the
“program of penal modernism” on criminal justice
for much of this century is hard to overestimate.!
Beginning with the Progressive Era, but continuing
thereafter, penal modernism ushered in such endur-
ing reforms as the juvenile court, probation and pa-
role, the indeterminate sentence, classification and
assessment, and a commitment to offender rehabili-
tation through the individualization of treatment. It
also provided the impetus for a growing reliance on
new professional groupings (e.g., criminologists,
psychiatrists, probation and parole officers, social
workers) as well as the spread of an internal system
discourse grounded in the expertise of official au-
thorities. Though the evolving system was responsive
initially to adjusting the offender to civic and social
norms, over time, the outcomes desired by the com-
munity and the value of its role in the process of
offender reintegration faded from official recogni-
tion, The practices of penal modernism, as it became
institutionalized through the decades, became ever
more insular, if not disconnected, from community
expectations.®

The strategies and practices associated with penal
modernism now are found wanting by the citizenry,
legislators, public policy elites, and academicians. At
the heart of their critique is a deeply held belief that
the system of justice no longer represents a credible
response to the problem of crime. In fact, the opti-
mism of penal modernism about the rationality and
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