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The Shawnee County Correctional Facility is a place 
that few citizens ever expect to end up, but that is 
exactly where I found myself on a recent weekday 
aft ernoon, staring up at its sturdy brick walls and razor 
wire fences on the outskirts of downtown Topeka.

As part of  Washburn University School of  Law’s 
Real Police Investigation Series, I was one of  a 

small group of  students offered an extensive tour of  
the facility led by the corrections staff. The goal was 
to provide a better understanding of  the jail’s inner 
workings, as well as its place in the wider scheme of  the 
criminal justice system. Before 
the tour, as I watched my 
fellow students shed their cell 
phones, wallets, and handbags, 
I recognized on their faces the 
same look of  curiosity and 
trepidation I felt.

Brian Cole, deputy director 
of  the correctional facility, was our guide. He led the 
group down a long hallway and we stopped in front 
of  a hulking metal door where we would begin our 
tour. He pushed an intercom button and we waited 
momentarily while an unseen guard peered at us through 
a surveillance camera before buzzing open the door. We 
walked through the door and into an industrial maze of  
hallways, cell modules, and uniforms. As the last member 
of  our group crossed the threshold, we heard behind us 

an unmistakable heavy, metallic clang—the sound of  the 
door closing behind us.

As a fi rst-year law student, I spend a lot of  time talking 
with my classmates about arrests, searches, seizures, 
and the sometimes maddeningly thin line between 

“guilty” and “not guilty.” 
In our Criminal Law and 
Constitutional Criminal 
Procedure courses, we spent 
an entire semester breaking 
down the elements of  crimes 
and carefully studying police 
behavior. However, the topic 
of  jail rarely comes up, which 

is surprising considering the integral pre- and post-trial 
role a correctional facility plays in the justice system. 

We paused before entering a cell module—the fi rst stop 
on our tour. Cole asked us to consider for a moment 
the unique nature of  a county jail. Any person arrested 
in the United States who does not post bond within a 
few hours’ time will spend time in jail. These people are 
held either until the charges are dropped or through the 
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The Real Police Investigation 
Series also included a tour 
of  the Shawnee County 
Coroner’s Offi ce and the 
Shawnee County Sheriff ’s 
Offi ce. Students had the 
opportunity to tour all three 
of  the facilities. Look for part 
two of  this series in the fall 
issue of  the Washburn Lawyer.
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WATCH FOR PART TWO OF THE 
REAL POLICE INVESTIGATION SERIES 

IN THE NEXT ISSUE

conclusion of  their trials. The result is a staggeringly 
diverse cross-section of  society—men and women, 
young and old, of  all races and ethnicities, waiting in this 
concrete purgatory for their fates to be revealed. Some 
of  the inmates will eventually be found not guilty and set 
free, while others will be convicted of  serious crimes and 
transferred to prison. 

Inmates at the Shawnee County facility are charged with 
offenses ranging from check fraud and driving under the 
infl uence to robbery and murder. Some stay for a few 
days, others might be serving a year-long sentence. Cole 
said that the fi rst and foremost challenge posed to the 
corrections staff  from Day One is to classify each person 
who is escorted through the doors: Is he dangerous? Is 
she a suicide risk? Does he have mental health issues? 
Does she have a medical condition? The answers to these 
questions determine where a person will be housed and 
whether he or she will be assigned additional surveillance. 
It’s not an exact science, but accurate classifi cation 
ensures that inmates’ medical and mental health needs are 
met and cuts down on confl ict in the inmate population.

We entered one of  the modules housing female inmates, 
where two levels of  small cells lined three sides of  
an open common area with several sets of  tables and 
chairs bolted to the fl oor. Guards manned a security 
station and walked a continuous route, checking on the 
women in each cell. I imagined that jail would be a very 
isolated, lonely place, and to some extent, this seems to 
be true. Cole acknowledged the diffi culty some inmates 
experience adjusting to life inside. Suicide is one of  the 
staff ’s biggest concerns, and inmates are at their highest 
risk during their fi rst 72 hours of  detention as the reality 
of  their situation settles in. 

However, the majority of  inmates are allowed to live 
in communal modules, putting them in daily contact 
with other inmates. They spend time together playing 
cards, exercising, or watching TV. As we moved from 
the module toward the security control tower, Cole told 
us how life inside the facility has its own rhythm, order, 
and pace. Life in jail is all about routines, procedures, and 
schedules, both for the inmates and the guards. Good 
inmate behavior comes with certain privileges, while 
breaking the rules leads to separation from the larger 
inmate community. Everyone moves as part of  a highly 
choreographed plan to ensure mutual safety. 

The technology in the control room was intimidating. 
Two guards man high-tech work stations displaying a 
rapidly rotating stream of  images captured by the myriad 

cameras throughout the facility. The guards’ hands are 
a blur of  activity as they toggle between images and 
communicate with other guards; all the while, their eyes 
remain fi xed on the screens in front of  them. They see 
and hear everything.

Even as we surveyed the electronically enabled view from 
the tower, Cole candidly explained there is no such thing 
as a perfect jail. There are always a few inmates looking 
for opportunities—that one moment out of  a thousand 
that offers a chance to circumvent supervision. The 
Shawnee County facility has its problems, but instead 
of  sweeping them under the rug Cole chooses to treat 
them as opportunities for his staff  to learn and improve. 
He discussed how past suicides at the jail led to the 
implementation of  one of  the most intensive suicide 
prevention programs to be adopted by a facility of  its 
kind, and how an inmate’s escape led to more detailed 
systems of  guard accountability and installation of  a 
fence topped with razor wire.

The corrections staff  works hard to maintain inmates’ 
dignity, even in the face of  the high level of  surveillance 
necessarily imposed in such a facility. Inmates’ health and 
medical concerns, for example, are kept confi dential from 
other inmates and the staff. Showering and use of  the 
lavatory are given as much privacy as prudently possible. 
Finally, inmates may write or call family and receive 
visitors. Cole said it was important not to dehumanize 
inmates, and that allowing inmates to maintain ties to the 
outside is integral to their functionality inside the facility’s 
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walls. Scores of  programs and resources are also available 
to expand inmates’ horizons when they are released, 
including a GED program, AA chapters, Bible studies, 
and libraries for pleasure reading and legal research. 

As we moved through 
the gymnasium, the 
medical ward, and fi nally 
the booking area, my 
thoughts were consumed 
by the faces I had seen—
both inmates and guards. 
The two are undeniably 
interconnected, meaning that chaos in one group has 
a ripple effect on the other. Mutual respect appears 
to be an important factor in maintaining the peace. 
Throughout our tour, we watched guards greet inmates 
by name and listen to their concerns. Cole said he strives 

to treat inmates honestly and addresses their problems 
directly and openly. He shared his belief  that while many 
of  the inmates in his facility have made bad decisions, 
they are not bad people. 

Those were the words 
that stuck with me as I 
left the jail that day. The 
criminal justice system 
depends not only on 
prosecutors, but defense 
attorneys who will 
represent those accused 

of  crimes—whether petty or heinous. By all indications, 
it isn’t an easy—or popular—job. But in this country, 
people are innocent until proven guilty, and must be 
afforded a certain level of  human dignity regardless of  
the verdict handed down at trial.

While many of the inmates in his 
facility have made bad decisions, 
they are not bad people. 


