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I t has been more than four years since the horrific 

massacre of 20 first graders and 6 educators at Sandy Hook 

Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut captured the 
attention and the anxiety of the nation.  Actually, there was 

greater public interest in the Newtown rampage than there 
had been in any previous school shooting since the horrific 

1999 mass murder at Columbine High School in which 12 
students and a teacher were shot to death by two students in 
Littlet on, Colorado.  

 
In the immediate aftermath of the Newtown 

slaughterñone of the largest in our countryõs historyñthe 
majority of Americans were hungry for information 

concerning the tragic event.  Nearly six in every ten  
Continued on Page 4 
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Presidentõs Message 

Greetings, ACJS members! 

  I hope that everyone is as excited as I am 

about the ACJS conference in Kansas City.  We 
have some great things planned including a tour 

of the Leavenworth Federal Prison.  There are 
also some innovative and groundbreaking panels 

and presentations. This year, we are trying to be 
extremely inclusive with all of our panels, 
workshops, presentations, and events. As always, 

students will find that there are many unique 
opportunities to learn and network.  There will 

truly be something for everyone.  
 

At the Presidentõs Reception, we will have 
a live jazz band for your listening enjoyment. 
After the presidential address, there will be time to 

wind down, chill -out, and just relax as you mix 
and mingle.  There are receptions on Thursday 

night and Karaoke on Friday night. There will be 
lots of fun times in the evenings for people to chat 

and plan collaborations.  The nightly receptions 

also provide a venue for old friends to catch up, 
and to meet new ones as well.  

 
While attending ACJS in Kansas City, I invite 

you to ôlive tweetõ using the hashtag #ACJS2017.  
We want to show everyone following on social 

media the progressive and inclusive nature of the 
participants of ACJS. I hope that you also 
download the ACJS app, on your mobile device. 

The app is a great way to stay connected and get 

notifications for upcoming events and changes to 

the program. We are planning to use technology 
to enhance the experience for members and 

conference participants.    
 

There are lots of panels and presentations 

that include practitioners and academics. A few 
weeks ago, I moderated a 2 day long executive 

symposium for NOBLE (National Organization 
for Black Law Enforcement Executives). It was 

there I saw that many police agencies are yearning 
for practical application research on issues that 
affect them daily. It quickly appeared that 

NOBLE has become the social conscience of 
policing in America. As scholars, we have a duty 

to conduct science-based research and make it 
accessible to line officers, as well as command 

staff, so that they can make a positive difference in 
society. In looking at the current relationship 
between the police and the community, I implore 

police command staff to continue to follow the 
recommendation of the task force for 21st Century 

policing. These recommendations have proven to 
help increase the levels of professionalism in 

policing as well as to bridge the gap with the 

community.  
 

With the election of a new president, many 
officers have said that now they can be police  
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again. This sentiment is a bit troubling, since the 

core mission of policing is not law enforcement, 

but rather order maintenance and service to the 
community. The implication is that in recent 
years the police have been too soft. I would 

counter that idea by saying that the true measure 
of a good police agency is not the amount of 

arrests it has made, but rather the number of 
crime prevented.  A good police officer solves 

problems BEFORE they become crimes. With 
that in mind, the move away from a community 
ideal is not in anyoneõs best interest.  

 
We need now, more than ever to find 

common ground and ways to increase the ideals 
of social justice. We should celebrate the 

differences in our society and celebrate diversity 
as we conduct science-based research in the 
 

 
 

 

 

academy.  The Academy of Criminal Justice 
Sciences is a place where inclusive research can be 

achieved and shared.  If you are not a member of 
ACJS, I invite you to join. If you are already a 
member, I invite you to get involved and reap the 

benefits of membership and collaboration.  I look 
forward to seeing you in Kansas City.  

 

 

 

 

 

*Lorenzo M. Boyd, Ph.D. is the current president of 

the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences. His PhD is 
in Sociology from Northeastern University. He is 
currently an associate professor and chair of the 
Department of Criminal Justice at the University of 
Maryland Eastern.  
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to such a tragic event as the Newtown mass 

killing.  The victims were young innocent 
childrenñsocietyõs most cherished members.  

Moreover, the body count was unusually large 
for a school shootingñ28 lives lost including the 
killerõsñsecond only to the 32 homicide victims 

gunned down at Virginia Tech in 2007. Also 
relevant was the location of Lanzaõs rampage. 

The Newtown massacre occurred in a middle-
class community, not unlike the numerous small 

towns and suburbs in which millions of 
Americans reside and send their children to 

school.   

 
The location of the crimeñin a public 

school and a middle-income communityñmade 
Americans very nervous about their own safety 

and that of their children.  Perhaps this explains 
why the Newtown massacreñunlike any 
previous school shooting in the United Statesñ

provoked a prolonged national discussion and 
debate regarding the need for new federal laws to 

reduce the prevalence of assault rifles and semi-
automatic clips, to expand background checks 

that would prevent criminals and psychotics from 
being able to purchase firearms, and to provide 

more effective mental health services to 
potentially violent individuals.   

 

Notwithstanding a lengthy airing of the 
issues nationally for more than a year following 

the Newtown mass murder, none of the proposed 
reforms in gun laws were adopted at the federal 

level. In more than 40 states, however, 
lawmakers were able to enact more than 100 laws 
that more strictly regulated the sale and 

possession of firearms.   In New York and 

Connecticut, for example, semi-automatics and 

large-capacity magazines were banned.  At the  
 

Continued on Page 6   

Continued from Page 1   

American adults told pollsters that they followed 

news about Sandy Hook very closely (Moos, 
2012).  According to Gallup (Auter, 2016), 

parentsõ fears concerning their childrenõs safety 
following the massacre climbed to 33% of all 
respondents, where it remained for a couple of 

years before receding to a traditionally ònormaló 
28%. 

 
Even several years later, Americans 

continued to grieve collectively for the Sandy 
Hook victims. On December 14, 2016ñthe 
fourth anniversary of the massacreñthe 

residents of Newtown held a moment of silence 
as, across the state of Connecticut, flags were 

flown at half-staff and prayer services were 
organized.  In a Facebook post, President 

Obama wrote that Americans continued to share 
the grief experienced by the members of the 
Newtown community and still received 

inspiration from the survivors and families who 
have worked so hard to reduce the level of 

violence against children (òNewtown Marks 4th 
Anniversary,ó 2016). 

 
In this article, we examine the impact of 

media coverage on both the prevalence of school 

rampage murders and the publicõs reaction to 
them.  In particular, we discuss the 

characteristics of school shootings with which 
the public is likely to become preoccupied, the 

importance of preventing epidemic thinking in 
relation to school violence, and the role played 
by excessive media publicity with respect to 

inspiring a copycat effect. 
 

Why the Preoccupation With Newtown?  

 
It is understandable that the mass media 

would have devoted considerable attention  
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same time, several state legislatures opted to go in 
the opposite direction, only weakening their gun 
control laws in the aftermath of the Sandy Hook 

shooting (Wing, 2015).  
 

Epidemic or Epidemic Thinking?  
The Newtown mass murder was obviously 

an event of tragic proportions, but it should be 

kept in perspective in order to avoid contributing 
to epidemic thinking and imitation. At a 

superficial level, it may seem as though the Sandy 

Hook tragedy is just a particularly deadly version 
of the several school rampage shootings that occur 

in the United States every year.  In reality, the 
Newtown slaughter was nearly unique.  In fact, 

the last massacre of elementary school children in 
the United States occurred more than 24 years 

earlier in Stockton, California, when a 22-year-old 
former student, Patrick Purdy, opened fire on 
first- and second-graders on the school 

playground, fatally shooting five of them and 
injuring scores of others.   

 
Given its extraordinary circumstances, 

using the Newtown massacre as a model for 
reducing deadly violence at school would be 
relatively ineffective.  Most school rampage 

shootings occur at middle and high schools.  Few 
of the killers are outsiders, as was the case at 

Sandy Hook.  Instead, they are typically students, 
already on campus, who aim to take the lives of 

their classmates and teachers.   As a result, 
barricading the entrances would not eliminate 
those disgruntled or bullied students looking to get 

even with their schoolmates who are already in 
classrooms, corridors, or the cafeteria. Moreover, 

expending major resources to protect first graders 
would miss the overwhelming majority of school 

rampage shootings that target much older 
studentsñthose in middle and high schools or 

or even universities. Excessively publicizing the 

Newtown massacre leaves the incorrect 
impression that it represents the norm among 
school shootings and detracts from the much 

larger problem of preventing deadly school 
violence in general. 

 

Fueling the Copycat Phenomenon 

 
Excessive publicity also assures that a 

horrific mass killing will be imitated.  The 
Newtown killer, Adam Lanza, turned out to be 

a 20-year-old former student at Sandy Hook 
who had been trained to shoot semi-automatic 
weapons by his motherña gun owner and 

survivalist.  Before driving to the elementary 
school where he took 26 lives and then 

committed suicide, Lanza first shot to death his 
mother as she slept in the bedroom of their 

local single-family home. 
 
Lanza was particularly inspired by the 

1999 Columbine High School massacre.  
Having  been treated as an outsider by his 

classmates, he could identify easily with the 
Columbine killers, Harris and Klebold, who 

were reportedly bullied or ignored by their 
peers.  Rather than interact with friends or 
family members, Lanza spent his days prior to 

the massacre in absolute solitude, obsessively 
playing violent video games and adding to his 

vast collection of news accounts of previous 
mass killings around the world.   

 
Adam Lanza was not the only multiple 

murderer to find inspiration in previous mass 

shootings.  The so-called copycat phenomenon 

has been a factor in a number of high-profile, 

highðbody count crimes.  In September 1988, 
for example, 19-year-old James Wilson opened 
fire in an elementary school in Greenwood, 
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South Carolina, taking the lives of two students 

and injuring another eight.  When the police 
investigators went to Wilsonõs apartment, they 
found on the wall over his bed the People 

magazine cover featuring his òrole model,ó Laurie 
Dann, the 36-year old resident of suburban 

Chicago who, some four months earlier, had 
walked into a Winnetka, Illinois elementary 

school and then shot six children, killing one of 
them. The man responsible for the shootings in 
Greenwood admitted in an interview with the 

police that he had imitated Laurie Dannõs 
rampage in Winnetka.  

 
Similarly, in October 1991, after 35-year-

old  George Hennard took the lives of 23 
customers as they were having lunch in a Killeen, 
Texas Lubyõs cafeteria, the police went to the 

killerõs home in nearby Belton.  In Hennardõs 
videotape player, they discovered a recording of 

James Hubertyõs 1984 massacre of 21 people at a 
McDonaldõs restaurant outside of San Diego, 

California.  Hennard had viewed the tape of 
Hubertyõs massacre shortly before driving his 
pickup truck into Killeen where he committed his 

own brand of mass murder. 
 

The 1999 Columbine massacre has become 
a model employed by disaffected students around 

the country (if not the world) who seek revenge 
against their classmates through the barrel of a 
firearm.  Bullied students in the United States, but 

also in Finland, Germany, Australia, England, 
and Brazil, have referred to the 1999 Columbine 

High School rampage as an inspiration for their 
own school shooting sprees (Madfis & Levin, 

2013).   
 
The impact of the copycat effect becomes 

particularly strong when a would-be imitator 
shares many characteristics with a previous 

perpetrator (Phillips, 1979). For this reason, 

nearly all of the school shooters in the mid-1990s 
and 2000s were white boys with middle-class 
backgrounds (Kimmel, 2008; Kimmel & Mahler, 

2003; Levin & Madfis, 2009; Muschert, 2007; 
Verlinden et al., 2000). These shootings were also 

more likely to occur in small, peaceful, and 
obscure low-crime towns (DeJong, Epstein, & 

Hart, 2003; Fox, Roth, & Newman, 2003; 
Harding, Mehta, & Newman, 2003; Newman et 
al., 2004). The most common characteristic of the 

killer was, and continues to be, a  troubled past 

grounded in depression (Harding et al., 2003; 

Langman, 2009; Sullivan & Guerett, 2003), or 
some sort of abuse at school or at home, such as 

bullying or family conflict (Vossekuil et al., 2002; 
Larkin, 2007; Levin & Madfis, 2009; Newman et 
al., 2004). These rampages also often ended in 

suicide (Fast, 2008; Langman, 2009; Newman et 
al., 2004).  

 
Through photographs or anecdotal stories 

involving a high-profile killerõs biography, the 
mass media often highlights the very 
characteristics shared by disgruntled workers, 

students, or family members who imitate one 
another (Fox & Burstein, 2010; Newman et al., 

2004; Sullivan & Guerett, 2003). This effect has 
also been found by scholars studying other forms 

of violence (see Coleman, 2004), including suicide 
and serial murder. 

 

Giving Excessive Attention to a Mass Murder  

 
Before the mid-1990s, a deadly attack on 

one victim would have received lots of publicity 

but only in the community where it had occurred.  

Multiple -victim incidents are quite different.  

When 13 or 20 or 32 lives are suddenly snuffed 
out by random gunfire, it is a near certainty that 

the incident will receive national, even 
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international, attention.  The possibility of 

imitation then increases dramatically.  Rather 
than be inspired by a friend down the street, 
bullied youngsters are just as likely to imitate 

someone hundreds of miles from home, a total 
stranger who lives in a small, obscure community 

like Littleton, Colorado or Newtown, 
Connecticut.  The copycat phenomenon feeds on 

excessive publicity. When the newspapers and 
magazines and websites are overflowing with 
news and opinions about a mass killing, the 

likelihood of imitation is vastly increased. 

 

During the first week following the 
Newtown massacre, December 14ðDecember 21, 

2012, American newspapers and wire services 
published more than 4,000 articlesñtwice the 
number during the two weeks following the 1999 

Columbine rampageñin which details of the 
Sandy Hook rampage shooting were reported.  

Overall, during the six-month period after the 
Newtown mass killing, there were more than 

17,300 references to the Sandy Hook tragedy in 
American news sources.  Even during the first two 
weeks of Juneñsix months after the school 

massacreñ443 articles continued to discuss the 
Sandy Hook victims and their killer.1 

 
The most likely reason for excessive media 

attention is that reporters and producers are under 
severe pressure to beat their competition for the 
details of breaking news events. However, such 

coverage comes at a cost. In the aftermath of the 
Newtown tragedy, there was bumper-to-bumper, 

24-hour daily television coverage of the massacre.  
As a result, a number of serious reporting errors 

were communicated to the public as though they 

were confirmed facts. For example, news sources 
originally reported incorrectly that two shooters 

were responsible for the carnage, and then that the 
shooter was not Adam Lanza but his 24-year-old 

brother, Ryan.  It was also reported erroneously 

that Adamõs mother had been among those killed 
at the school (where, it was incorrectly reported, 
she was a substitute teacher) and that his father 

had been murdered in New Jersey.  Actually, 
Lanzaõs mother was shot to death in her home 

and his father is very much alive, residing in 
Connecticut with his second wife.  

 
To justify the massive amount of media 

attention, journalists who cover a mass killing are 

often eager to report that the latest tragedy sets a 

new record in terms of body count. Even if the 

latest mass murder is not record-setting, it is still 
possible to produce a òtop tenó list of massacres in 

which the largest body count murders are 
graphically depicted. Somehow, the rationale for 
bumper-to-bumper attention given to Newtown 

and other mass murders can be found in 
convincing readers and viewers that a tragic 

episode is at the top of the charts in quantitative 
terms.  The larger the victim count, the greater the 

justification for keeping an event in the news and 
ultimately sensationalizing it (Fox & DeLateur, 
2014).  From day one of the Newtown massacre, 

numerous reporters were asking whether it was 
the worst school shooting in American history.  

 

Focusing on Killers Rather Than Victims  

 
Another factor responsible for maximizing 

the copycat effect is the extent to which journalists 
give killers celebrity status by featuring them, 

rather than the victims of a massacre.  During the 
week following Columbine, for example, reporters 
focused on the two shootersñHarris, Klebold, or 

bothñin 598 articles but on the victims in only 

430.  Similarly, in the immediate aftermath of the 

2012 Newtown shooting, Adam Lanza was 
discussed in 1,780 news stories, the majority of 

which were published in the absence of any 
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details about the victims.  In 1,144 articles, 

however, newspapers and wire services reported 
the details of one or more of Lanzaõs victims but 
did not mention the killer himself.   

 
Adding to the  celebrity portrayal is the 

fact that news, entertainment, and celebrity 
magazines have often produced cover stories in 

which a notorious killer is profiled.  The 
entertainment magazine Rolling Stone featured the 

face of one of the two Boston Marathon bombers 
on its cover in July, 2013. During the April, 2013 

marathon, this killer and his brother had planted 

two pressure cooker bombs near the finish line of 
the foot race, killing three and injuring another 

264. Many Americans expressed outrage that a 
magazine claiming to specialize in the 

entertainment media would highlight an image of 
the murderer on its cover.  Still, sales of the 
Boston Marathon issue of the magazine only 

soared.   
 

This was not the first issue of Rolling Stone 

to dedicate its cover to a mass killer.  In 1970, for 

example, the magazine devoted its cover story to 
Charles Manson, the career criminal and cultist 
who convinced his dedicated followers to brutally 

murder seven people in the Los Angeles area. 
Moreover, People magazineñarguably, the 

worldõs leading celebrity magazineñhas 
displayed cover photos of dozens of killers 

including Jeffrey Dahmer, Ted Kaczynski (the 
Unabomber), Laurie Dann, O. J. Simpson, and 
Harris and Klebold (the Columbine killers).  In 

2015, a cover story in People was devoted to 

Charles Manson, now in his 80s but apparently 

still as fascinating as ever.   

 

The courts have traditionally provided 
another venue where killers and alleged killers 
frequently receive inordinate media attention at 

the expense of victims and their loved ones. The 

trial of O. J. Simpson, lasting from January to 
October 1995, was perhaps the most publicized 
criminal trial in Americ an history.  The 

proceedings cost Los Angeles County some $9 
million, an incredibly large expense when the 

result was to showcase the trial on TV like a 
national soap opera.   

 
Simpson, who was ultimately found not 

guilty and released from confinement, had been a 

well-known professional football player and actor.  
In a Los Angeles County courtroom, he was 

accused of murdering his ex-wife, Nicole, and a 
waiter, Ron Goldman.  Having allowed cameras 

in the courtroom, the entire proceedings were 
televised on a daily basis, preempting regular 
programming and providing an alternative form 

of entertainment for millions of viewers.  The 
victims were dead; the alleged killer became the 

focal point of media attention on a daily basis for 
almost one year.  

 
Certain of the lessons from the O. J. 

Simpson trial may have been lost on a new 

generation of media producers, reporters, and 
members of the public.  More than 12 years later, 

the trial itself continues to grab tremendous public 
interest, recently being turned into a 10-episode 

television mini-series, òThe People vs. O. J. 
Simpson: American Crime Story.ó  

 

Also recently, cable television gave 
incessant coverage to the televised trials of 

accused murderers Jody Arias and Casey 
Anthony.   At the July 2012 pretrial hearing for 

the defendant, James Holmesñthe accused 
Aurora cinema mass murdererñthe courthouse 
was packed with the major television networksñ

ABC, NBC, and Foxñas well as NPR and the 
New York Times, giving what should have been a 



 

 
10 

Volume XLII, Issue 2 
 
 

March 2017 

  

 

 

suggested by Dr. Rosemary Gido.  

 

 

 

 

someone you cannot afford to ignore or bully.  

Giving the killer exactly what he wanted, NBC 
released the photos to the public, allowing 

millions of Americans to access them on Google 
Images. 
 

Changing the Mindset of Journalists 

 
Reporters have a responsibility to inform 

the public of the details of a hideous shooting 

spree.  Attention to the elements of a massacre is 
entirely appropriate. Mass murder is newsworthy.  

However, excessive attention to the killer is not.  
Victims deserve to be featured at least as much as 

the criminals who have taken their lives.  Human 
interest stories about the lives of victims can be 
just as appealing as biographical accounts of a 

despicable killer. Journalists should think twice 
about focusing so much attention on the 

background of a despicable killer, as though he 
deserves to be seen as a victim rather than a 

villain or as an anti-hero rather than a monster. 
 

It is true, at the same time, that many 
decent people are fascinated by killers, whose 
crimes are so grotesque and extraordinary that 

they might as well be fiction.  Reading true crime 
books and viewing TV programs and motion 

pictures about sadistic murder allow ordinary 
people to escape from the all-too-real problems of 

everyday life.  For most people, there is nothing 
harmful about this sort of fascination. At the same 
time, there are always at least a few members of 

the audience who identify with a sadistic killer 
and receive motivation from the publicity given to 

him.  
 

More recently, some popular magazines 
have reserved the fame associated with hideous 
crimes for those who are victimized.   People 

dedicated an entire issue to the Newtown 

serious occasion more of a circus atmosphere. At 

a press conference down the hall, even the 
television show Entertainment Tonight was 

represented. Cameras lined both sides of the 
corridor outside of the courtroom.  Reporters 
squeezed themselves into the courtroom and also 

into an overflow room where video was being fed.  
Unlike  the O. J. Simpson trial, however, strict 

regulations were placed on TV networksõ camera 
coverage, restricting the possibility that the 

Holmes trial would become a second incarnation 
of the Simpson circus. 

 
Aside from issues related to the legal 

fairness of cameras in the courtroom to any 

defendant, there is another reason to limit their 
use. This becomes just another way to place the 

spotlight on the accused killer and to forget about 
the victims.  Currently, 44 states permit television 

cameras in criminal trials.   
 

Making Monsters Into Celebriti es 

 
Placing killers in cover stories, especially 

when magazines are dedicated to celebrity and 
entertainment news, only increases the impact of 

the copycat phenomenon by according celebrity 
status to the worst among us (Coleman, 2004).  

The message of infamy has not been lost on 
bullied youngsters who seek to overcome, through 

the barrel of a gun, their profound feeling of 
powerlessness among their peers. 

   

American popular culture has become 
saturated with images of evil, providing would-be 

killers around the world with role models for 
achieving global infamy.  The undergraduate at 

Virginia Tech who, in April 2007, shot to death 
32 students and faculty made sure to mail 
photographs of himself to NBC News in which he 
is depicted as a dangerous and powerful figure, as 
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massacre but, rather than feature Adam Lanza, 

placed on its cover the 20 Sandy Hook students 
who had lost their lives. In similar fashion, 

newspapers from the New York Daily News to the 

National Enquirer reported the details of the 

Newtown massacre, focusing their coverage not on 
the killer but essentially on his victims.  The cover 
of the New York Daily News even included a portrait 

of a young teacher at Sandy Hook who had given 
her own life to protect her students.  

  
The obsession with mass murder in popular 

culture is bound to have its impact.  When we 
delve into every detail of a killerõs biography, the 

message we send to our young people is all too 
clear:  òWant to be famous?  Want to make the 
headlines of a national newspaper or the cover of a 

celebrity magazine?  No problem.  Kill someone. 
And while youõre at it, kill lots of people.  The 

larger your body count, the more likely you are to 
make the cover of People or Rolling Stone.ó  

 

Notes 

 
The data were collected through a LexisNexis 

search of major US newspapers and restricted by 
week, beginning the week of the massacre up to 

week 31, which included the six-month 
anniversary of the mass murder. The initial search 
was further restricted to particular keywords 

producing four separate datasets of articles: about 
the shooting in general, those referencing the 

shooter, referencing one or more victims, and 
referencing both the shooter and one or more 

victims. This method was used to search for 
articles about both Newtown and Columbine. 
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The Day You Find Out Why   
Risdon N. Slate, Florida Southern College* 

 

 
Having my dream of becoming a state 

trooper shattered turned out not to be the end 
of my world.  As I headed off to graduate 

school, I remembered the Introduction to 
Sociology class that I had taken as an 

undergraduate. There I had seen a table 
reflecting the rankings of the most prestigious 

jobs in America. A United States Supreme 

Court Justice was ranked number one at that 
time in terms of prestige, and a college 

professor came in at number two. Not 
anticipating an Ivy League legal education in 

my future, I thought to myself it would not be 
bad to be a professor. I even had mentors along 

the way who reassured me that this boy from 
the textile mill village could do it. 

 

I completed my masterõs degree in 
criminal justice at the University of South 

Carolina; though I was still desirous of one day 
becoming a professor, I had nuptials pending 

and felt I needed to get some criminal justice 
work experience. I walked out of the ivory 
tower, so to speak, into an administrative 

assistant to the warden position at a 
medium/maximum death row prison with the 

main building that housed inmates constructed 
in 1866. I dealt with the inmates the warden 

did not want to, interviewing inmates, 
handling grievances, disciplinary appeals, and 
preparing all correspondence for the wardenõs 

signature. I came to realize that òEverything 

cannot be placed in a textbook or taught in a 

classroom.ó We readied ourselves for the first 

execution in the state of South Carolina in 

       Risdon N. Slate* 

  I grew up in a textile mill village in North 

Carolina. My mother recorded in my baby book 
that one of my favorite sayings was òTurn out the 

lights and call the law.ó From an early age, I 
wanted to work in the criminal justice system. It 

seemed the law was in the know, and they still are 
today. For all the wrong reasons, I wanted to be a 
North Carolina State Trooper. They had beautiful 

uniforms and awesome cars. In high school, there 
was a picture of a handsome state trooper and his 

automobile in my senior annual. It was on that page 
that I signed my goodbyes to my classmates. I 

decided to go on to college, as I thought it would 
help me advance through the ranks with the Patrol. 
However, my senior year of college I learned when I 

went to apply with the Highway Patrol that I did 
not meet the uncorrected eyesight requirements with 

this agency (this was before the prospects of Lasik   

surgery). I learned a valuable lesson: òOne must not 

tie a ship to a single anchor, nor life to a single 

hopeó ð Epictetus.  In essence, I was forced to go to 
graduate school. 
 

 



 

 
17 

Volume XLII, Issue 2 
 
 

March 2017 

  

 

 

more than 20 years. No one on the wardenõs staff had 
ever experienced an execution. The warden flew to 
Florida and witnessed an execution. Upon his return, 

we rehearsed killing someone for three months. A 
correctional officer about the size of the condemned 

inmate was marched from the death house and 
strapped into the electric chair. Everything in the 

process was followed except for turning on the 
electricity. I saw the emotional and physical toll the 
drills took on the individuals responsible for carrying 

out the penalty; although my role was to answer the 
phone in the wardenõs office, I too was negatively 

affected by the experience. My time at the 
penitentiary heavily influenced my eventual 

dissertation topic focusing on the stress levels of 

correctional personnel. Finding a dissertation topic 

and conducting research that you are passionate 

about will feel less like work and more like self -

actualization.  

My baby book that my mother was given so 
long ago in the hospital had a mock up diploma so 

the details of the acquisition of a PhD could be filled 
in, along with a place to record all grades from first 

grade through a doctoral program. If we could 
implant this power of suggestion in others from an 

early age, this might prove positively life changing for 
many. Even while working at the prison, I had 
written òPhDó on each sheet of my page-a-day 

calendar to remind me of my ultimate goal of 
becoming a college professor. According to Denis 

Waitley, òMost people donõt achieve their goals in 

life because they never really set them in the first 

placeé. Life is a self-fulfilling prophecy; you wonõt 

necessarily get what you want in life, but in the 

long run you will usually get what you expect.ó By 

the PhD mnemonic device, although I was not there 
yet, I was able to remind myself daily of my goal and 

expectations for the future. As noted by Napolean 

Hi ll, òWhatever the mind écan conceive and 

believe it can achieve.ó 
 

 

I would leave the prison for what I 
thought was my dream job as a United States 

probation officer. Even in my new 
workplace, I kept my calendar with òPhDó 
written on each page. Although I had 

interned at U.S. Probation while in graduate 
school, my job there would soon end in a 

nightmare. I experienced a manic episode, 
was diagnosed as bipolar, and left for medical 

reasons during my first six months on the job. 
Whi le I was hospitalized, my wife left me 
and ultimately divorced me. I went back to 

my momõs home; after a few months of being 
stabilized on medication, I was able to begin 

teaching part-time at a local community 
college. I was fortunate, as I already had a 

masterõs degree. 
 
I was encouraged by my mentor, Ron 

Vogel, to consider going back to pursue my 
PhD. After teaching for about a year, I was 

accepted into the criminal justice doctoral 
program at Claremont Graduate School in 

Claremont, California, with a full fellowship 
and a stipend for living expenses. All the 
while I remained in the closet about my 

mental illness, telling only significant others 
and doctors who prescribed medication for 

me. I would go on to teach at the University 
of Maine at Augusta and finish my 

dissertation while there. Again, I was telling 
no one but those who needed to know about 

my mental illness. I was ashamed and 
running from the stigma of mental illness. As 
Joyce Burland has noted, people do not tend 

to show up with a covered dish when one is 
diagnosed with a mental illness. 

 
After four years in Maine, I left for the 

warmth of Florida and arrived at Florida 
Southern College (FSC). There I learned 
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from my colleague Pat Anderson to establish a life 

outside of the academy. However, before I could 
fully realize that opportunity, upon finding a doctor 

in my new locale who decided erroneously that I 
was not mentally ill and took me off my medication, 
I experienced the second manic episode of my life. 

This time I was jailed by deputies, jailers, and a 
magistrate who were not trained to deal properly 

with a person with mental illness in crisis. My bail 
was set at $500, but I had thrown my wallet away 

and was in no shape to make bail. A federal 
probation officer, Ron Hudson, whom I had worked 

with some eight years before, heard I was in jail. He 

came down there, and with no authority whatsoever, 
flashed his badge and demanded my release. He said 

the jailers informed him that they had no idea how 
to deal with me in my manic state. He took me 

immediately to an emergency room, and I was 
hospitalized. The arrest was expunged, I found a 
new doctor, and returned to FSC as a professor. In 

terms of employment, academe can be much more 
forgiving of mental illnesses than the criminal justice 

system. 
 

Ron Hudson, in all probability, saved my life 
and remains one of my heroes today. Mark Twain 

has been attributed as saying, òThe two most 

important days in your life are the day you are 

born and the day you find out why.ó After being 
jailed, it took me a while to put myself back 

together, but I decided to come out of the closet 
about my mental illness. I reasoned that if I, a 

college professor with a PhD in criminal justice and 
work experience in prison and as a federal probation 
officer, could be thrown in jail, it could happen to 

anyone. The more research I did, the more I saw 
that it was happening to many persons less fortunate 

than me. They did not have the contacts and 
resources that I have. I decided to face the stigma 

and shame of my mental illness and come forward to 
strive for the implementation of formal structures to 

 
 

divert persons from the criminal justice 

system and link them to treatment. A person 
should not have to commit a crime to receive 

mental health treatment. 
 

Governor Jeb Bush appointed me to 

Floridaõs Mental Health and Substance Abuse 
Commission. I testified before the U.S. House 

of Representatives Judiciary Subcommittee 
on the impact of the criminal justice system 

on persons with mental illness. I testified with 
Kim Webdale. Her sister Kendra was pushed 

in front of a subway train and killed in New 

York City by a man with schizophrenia. Kim 
testified that when she learned of the 

circumstances of her sisterõs death, she knew 
it had to be a sick man who had done this, but 

the more she delved into what had happened, 
she came to realize it had been an equally sick 
system that had allowed this to occur. Kim 

and I, coming from two different perspectives, 
were on the same page regarding our 

recommendations. What emerged from the 
testimony was the first federal funding for 

mental health courts. 
 

I have since gone on to direct most of 
my research and publications toward the 
interface of the mental health and criminal 

justice systems and stress levels of criminal 
justice personnel, and I have trained police 

officers, judges, correctional officers, and 
probation officers regarding the intersection of 

mental illness and criminal justice. I have 
even developed a class on the criminalization 

of mental illness. Again, be passionate about 

what you do. Whether you have prior 
criminal justice system experience or you are 

a researcher studying the system, your goal 

should be to improve the system. Whatever 
your background, to have a meaningful and 

 



 

 
19 

Volume XLII, Issue 2 
 
 

March 2017 

  

 

 

consequential impact on the criminal justice 

system and its practitioners, your research should 

be presented in an understandable way. 

I started my memoir 15 years ago, and I hope to 
finish it this summer. Having a supportive 

English professor wife, Claudia, I believe it will 
come to fruition. It is like Iõm performing on the 
highwire with a net below with her support. I 

have come to realize, in the words of Ernest 
Hemingway, who was believed to have had 

bipolar disorder, òThe world breaks everyone 

and afterward many are strong at the broken 

places.ó Even though I thought my world had 
ended with the inability to be a state trooper and 

my two manic episodes, in the words of Louis 

LõAmour, òThere will be a time when you 

believe everything is finished. That will be the 

beginning.ó 
 

Wes Johnson, my friend and co-author on 

several endeavors, nominated me for the ACJS 
Corrections section John Howard Award last 

year. I was fortunate enough to receive this 
honor. Recipients must have made significant 

contributions to the practice of corrections, but 
also can have made significant contributions in 
scholarship, teaching, policy, or service. 

 
You, like me, have undoubtedly had a 

number of people who have helped you get where 
you are today. Never forget them, and, although 

you likely cannot repay all of them, I encourage 

you to pay it forward. I will leave you with this 
poem from the back of my baby book: 

 

Building for Others  
 

An old man going a lone highway, 
Came, at the evening cold and gray, 

To a chasm vast and deep and wide. 
The old man crossed in the twilight dim, 
 

 
 

The sullen stream had no fear for him; 

But he turned when safe on the other    
   side 
And built a bridge to span the tide. 

 
ôOld Man,õ said a fellow pilgrim near, 

ôYou are wasting your time building  
   here; 

Your journey will end with the ending  
   day, 
You never again will pass this way; 

Youõve crossed the chasm, deep and  
   wide, 

Why build this bridge at evening tide?õ 
 

The builder lifted his old gray head; 
ôGood friend, in the path I have  
   come,õ he said 

ôThere followed after me to-day 
A youth whose feet must pass this  

   way. 
This chasm has been as naught to me, 

To that fair-haired youth may a pitfall  
   be, 
He, too, must cross in the twilight  

   dim; 
Good friend, I am building this bridge 

   for him!õ ñAnonymous  
 

 

*Risdon N. Slate, PhD, is a professor of 

criminology at Florida Southern College, 
Lakeland, Florida.  Risdon Slate, Professor of 
Criminology at Florida Southern College.  
Professor Slate is an expert in mental health and 

criminal justice system.  He has been published 
in numerous scholarly journals and has 

authored books including Criminalization 
of Mental Illness: Crisis and Opportunity for the 
Justice System and The Decision-making 

Network: An Introduction to Criminal Justice. 
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Demographics of ACJS Member, 2015-2016 
Douglas Roth, Washington State University* 

Christopher Campbell, Portland State University**  

Mary K. Stohr, Washington State University*** 
 

For the past five years, members of the 

Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS) 
have been surveyed about their demographics in a 

questionnaire administered by ACJS. As a means 
of better serving the membership, the Executive 

Board approved the development and 
administration of this questionnaire at the Midyear 
2012 meeting, as part of the membership 

application. The data compiled for this 2015ð2016 
report were gathered from the applicants for ACJS 

membership in October 2015 to January 2016 (first 
collection of data) and fall 2016 (second collection 

of data). The questionnaire for this year was 
collected in two waves and could be completed in 
either a hard copy or online format. A total of 975 

respondents filled out the questionnaire between 
the two waves. Therefore, we estimate that fewer 

than 50% of eligible respondents completed some 
part of the membership questionnaire for each 

wave. This report presents the demographic data of 
ACJS membership gathered for the year (see tables 
below).  

As indicated in Table 1, the majority of 

ACJS members who responded in all waves of the 
survey were white, middle-aged men. The majority 

of respondents typically held a PhD, were 
employed at some level of the professoriate, and 
earned an average salary between $60,000 and 

$80,000 per year. Members were more likely to be 

affiliated with the Southern region compared to the 

other regions. Similar to the 2015 survey and 
because of limited space on the hard copy 

questionnaire, the ASC membership question 
was excluded for this year. Compared to 

previous years, the demographics of ACJS 
members remained relatively close to the 

membership demographics recorded for 2015. 

Table 2 specifies the average yearly 

salary of ACJS members by their position, 
educational level, and demographics. Emeritus 

professors, although few in number, have the 
highest salaries of all positions, followed by 

professors. Members with a PhD reported 
yearly earnings that averaged between 
approximately $75,300 and $80,500. Members 

who identified as students working on their 
undergraduate or graduate degrees, or those 

who had an associateõs degree, reported the 
lowest salaries. 

Also shown in Table 2 is the breakdown 
of salary across race and gender. As indicated 

by the data presented in this table, for 2012 to 
2014, white respondents consistently earned 

the largest salaries (between $68,400 and 
$76,500). Similarly, male members accounted 

for almost double that of females in survey 
responses on salary, and they reported earnings 
that were at least $15,000 more than female 

respondentsõ earnings across the three survey 
waves. It should be noted that white, male 

members occupied a greater proportion of the 

higher paying positions (full professors and 

administrators; see Tables 2 and 3). 
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 As with the 2015 survey, respondents were 

asked to select their salary range. Table 4 presents 
the average salary range for ACJS members by 

their positions, level of education, race, and gender 
for 2016. Responses for 2016 were relatively 
similar to 2015. Members who had a PhD earned 

the most per year. Full professors typically earned 
more than $100,000 per year. For 2016, there was 

an increase in the number of full professors who 
selected the òover $100,000ó category, compared 

to 2015. Associate professors typically earned 
between $60,000 and $80,000 while others earned 

between $80,000 and $100,000. Assistant 

professors typically earned between $60,000 and 
$80,000 while others earned between $40,000 and 

$60,000. Those who were white typically earned 
higher salaries compared to all other races and 

ethnic groups. Like 2015, those who identified as 
multiracial had higher salaries compared to past 
survey responses. 

Tables 5 through 10 display the 

demographics for ACJS members by their 
position. As indicated in Table 5, assistant 

professors between the ages of 30 and 39 were the 
largest group for 2016. Associate professors were 
primarily split between the age groups of 40ð49 

and 50ð59. Most full professors were between 60 
and 69 years old. Most undergraduate and 

graduate students were between ages 20 and 29. 
Most of the 2016 survey responses were relatively 

similar to the previous survey responses. 
Compared to previous survey responses, the age 
range for assistant professors and full professors 

has remained relatively constant (except for 2014, 
when most assistant professors were between ages 

40 and 49). Additionally, unlike the previous 

survey responses, one notable change for 2016 is 

the almost even split between the 40ð49 and 50ð59 
age groups for associate professors. 

 

 

Most members who completed the 
questionnaire identified as academics and as 
white (see Table 6). Compared to previous 

years, the number of those who identified as 
African American or coming from a 

multiracial background increased. There was 
a substantial increase in those identifying as 

multiracial from 2015 to 2016, moving from 
159 to 266 respondents. The numbers of those 
who identified as Hispanic, Asian American, 

or American Indian remained similar to 
previous survey responses. 

With regard to gender, the findings in 
Table 7 indicate that while most member 

respondents were male, the majority who 
were either an undergraduate or graduate 

student identified as female for the past five 
years of the questionnaire administration. 

Similar to 2015, there was almost an even 
split between males and females at the 
assistant and associate professors levels. Full 

professors were predominantly male. Of our 
practitioner members, most were between the 

ages of 40 and 59 years old, were either white 
or coming from a multiracial background, 

and mostly male. One notable change from 
2015 is more members identified as female in 
2016, moving from 351 to 421. 

The findings presented in Table 9 

suggest that a majority of ACJS members 
have a PhD, followed by a masterõs degree, 
and then either a JD or bachelorõs degree. 

The positions of assistant professor and full 
professor had the most members with a PhD, 

followed by associate professors. Also similar 

to previous survey responses, respondents 

who have either a PhD or JD were typically 
employed as a professor. Also, respondents 
who have a masterõs degree were typically 
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  employed as an instructor. Unlike previous 
survey responses, those who have a masterõs 

degree were also employed in another position 
that was identified as being outside of 

academia and not identified as a practitioner 
for 2016.  For 2016, most practitioners reported 

having at least a masterõs degree while some 
had a PhD. 

Lastly, Table 10 findings include the 
characteristics of regional members of ACJS. 

As with previous survey administrations, 
members  

 

Most identified as belonging to the Southern 
region, and then to the Midwestern, 

Northeastern, Southwestern, and Western 
regions in 2016. There was an increase in the 

number of graduate students who attended more 
than one regional conference in 2016. 

Additionally, there were more assistant and 
associate professors attending more than one 
regional conference in 2016. As in 2015, the 

Southern was the most attended regional 
conference in 2016. 
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