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 About the Wilson Center 

 Our mission is to advance 
criminal justice and fairness 
through law and science.

We envision a criminal legal 
system that is safe for all 
people, supports recovery, 
and reduces criminalization.

 Our Focus Areas Improving 
Fairness & Public 

Safety

Advancing  
Fair Sentencing 

& Expanding 
Pathways to 

Release

Preventing 
Wrongful 

Convictions

The Wilson Center for Science and Justice 

brings together faculty and students at Duke 

University in law, medicine, public policy, and 

arts and sciences to pursue research, policy, and 

education to improve criminal justice outcomes. 

Our work is non-partisan and evidence-informed. 

We engage with community stakeholders, 

academics, and policy makers to create safer 

communities and a fairer criminal legal system.

Building 
Pathways Out 

of the Criminal 
Legal System

Reducing the 
Harms of Criminal 

Legal System 
Involvement
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 Letter from the Faculty Director, Executive 
Director, and Advisory Board Chair
Dear friends and supporters of the Wilson Center,

We are proud to present our annual report, a testament to an extraordinary year of progress. Our 

research, policy initiatives, and collaborations continue to shape national and local conversations and 

practices in the criminal justice system.

Our team has advanced projects at the intersection of science, law, and policy, with new studies and 

tools that address critical issues such as driver’s license suspensions, criminal fines and fees, pretrial 

practices, behavioral health, and the use of emerging technologies like artificial intelligence in the legal 

system. We’ve launched interactive data dashboards to give advocates, policymakers, and researchers 

new ways to understand the effects of legal system policies and to help identify pathways for reform.

We’ve also continued to expand our community of scholars and students. With Duke students working 

alongside us in research, data analysis, and policy projects, we are building the next generation of 

leaders committed to advancing justice through evidence and innovation. We have collaborated with 

new faculty at Duke, across different schools, and are excited to be connecting with new colleagues 

who have just arrived this Fall.

Our reach this year has extended across multiple platforms—publishing in academic journals, releasing 

policy briefs and reports, and engaging through events, trainings, and media. We’ve been covered in 

national outlets, like The New York Times and The Marshall Project, but also local outlets, like The 

News & Observer here in North Carolina. We’ve shared short videos about forensics reform. We have 

revamped our website. Collectively, these efforts have amplified our mission and brought our work into 

meaningful dialogue with practitioners, decision-makers, and communities.

Looking ahead, we remain committed to advancing a fairer and safer criminal legal system for all. With 

your continued support, we will keep producing rigorous research, shaping evidence-based policies, 

and empowering change that is both lasting and just. We are so grateful to have received a generous 

gift from David McAtee that will fund our McAtee JustScience Lab for the next four years, allowing 

Duke students to make real, actionable research and change in the criminal legal system. We're also 

extremely pleased to announce that Derek Wilson has renewed his transformative gift to continue 

funding the Wilson Center for the next five years to allow us to continue our vital work across all our 

focus areas.

Thank you for standing with us and for believing in the importance of this work.

With gratitude, 

Brandon Garrett, Faculty Director 

Yvette Garcia Missri, Executive Director 

Derek Wilson, Chair, Advisory Board
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 Impact and Reach 

Professional & Academic Influence

Policy & Legal Impact

11 
Academic 

 publications

7 
Policy reports and 

fact sheets

2 
Conferences & 

roundtables hosted 
with 100+ attendees

21 
Amicus briefs, 

petitions filed, and 
clients represented 

25+ 
Academic 

collaborations

75+ 
Partnerships & 

coalitions

20+ 
Academic lectures 

& conference 
presentations

Impact and Reach

Our research drives scholarly 
conversation and informs academic 
discourse.

We translate research into 
actionable policy recommendations 
and legal advocacy.
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Over the last year our pages and profiles 

have reached over 16,000 users and grown 

our following by 347 users. Our mailing list 

continues to grow with a subscriber increase 

of 5.8% over the last year. 

Follow us on social media

Educational & Public Events

Public Presentations & Lectures

Follow us on social media

 Media Coverage

The Wilson Center’s work was covered in 

major outlets in North Carolina such as The 
News and Observer and The Charlotte 
Observer as well as publications with a 

national profile such as The New Yorker, The 
New York Times, and The Marshall Project.

Wilson Center for Science and 
Justice at Duke Law

@wilsoncsj.bsky.app

@wilsoncsj

@wilsoncsj

reaching 1300+ 

attendees
9

Events

reaching 300+ 

attendees
7

Presentations

50+
Media 

mentions 

Public Impact & Awareness
We bridge the gap between academic 
research, policy implementation, and 
public understanding.

https://www.linkedin.com/company/wilson-center-for-science-and-justice-at-duke-law/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/wilson-center-for-science-and-justice-at-duke-law/
https://bsky.app/profile/bsky.app
https://www.instagram.com/wilsoncsj/
https://www.facebook.com/WilsonCSJ/
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At the Wilson Center, we believe in cultivating the next generation of change-makers by providing 

them with tools to understand and challenge systems riddled with inequities. These students work 

alongside our team as research assistants, contributing to meaningful projects that produce policy 

briefs, research reports, and data analysis for academics, policymakers, and community stakeholders. 

Additionally, our team oversees pro bono legal work through student organizations, ensuring students gain 

both research expertise and hands-on advocacy experience that prepares them for careers serving the 

public good. 

Building on this success, we received a generous gift this summer from Wilson Center Advisory Board 

member and Duke University alumnus David McAtee (A.B. ‘91), establishing the McAtee JustScience 

Lab. This gift will allow us to sustain and strengthen our research assistant program, enabling us to 

deepen our mentorship and expand student opportunities in criminal justice research. 

Center staff, including Just Sentencing Project Director Ben Finholt, work closely with the Duke 

Decarceration Project, a law student-run organization that works to reduce the number of North 

Carolinians in prisons and jails through advocacy and education. The group works with incarcerated 

people across the state to help with clemency petitions, parole advocacy, and other remedies. In 2024-

2025, 40 Duke Decarceration Project students represented 17 clients on parole-related advocacy.

 Educating the Next Generation of Leaders 

This year, we employed 

30 students
13 

Undergraduate 
students

13 
Law 

students

4 
Other graduate 
& professional 

students

We also worked closely with another 40 students through student 
organizations like the Duke Decarceration Project.
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Through my work on clemency and parole with the 
Wilson Center, I got to build real relationships with 
clients and see up close what a second chance can 
mean in someone’s life. It’s one thing to study these 
issues in the abstract, but it’s another to sit with a 
client, hear their story, and then think about how 
many others are facing the same barriers. That 
perspective has been incredible training for me as 
I head into public defense, where I want to keep 
balancing individual advocacy with an eye toward 
systemic change.” 

Taylor Dempsey 
J.D. ‘25

Working with Dr. Michele Easter and the Wilson 
Center was both inspiring and deeply fulfilling. 
From researching free phone distribution programs 
to updating housing and wellness resources for 
Durham residents, I saw firsthand how innovative, 
community-driven solutions can remove barriers 
to care. These lessons will stay with me as I 
pursue a career in medicine, where I hope to 
continue advancing care that is both equitable and 
compassionate.” 

Millie Evonlah  
A.B. ‘25
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 Improving Fairness and Public Safety  

Project Spotlight: Exploring the Impact of Cash Bail Elimination on Community Safety

The Wilson Center studies efforts to eliminate cash bail and leads efforts to implement large-scale bail 

policy changes, such as in the ODonnell vs. Harris County federal consent decree, where Faculty Director 

Brandon Garrett serves as the independent bail monitor. 

Our latest report, Policy Shifts in Pretrial Detention: Lessons from the 2019 Harris County, Misdemeanor 

Bail Policies, analyzes the real-world impact of eliminating required cash bail schedules for misdemeanors. 

In Harris County, Texas, most people arrested for misdemeanors are now released promptly without a 

hearing, while those charged with offenses that potentially present public safety risks receive bail hearings 

with public defender representation.

Our analysis revealed transformative outcomes since implementation: 

•	 Public safety has improved – Fewer people are arrested and rearrested for misdemeanors, with 
arrests declining by almost 14% since 2015, while rearrest rates remained stable

•	 Pretrial detention dramatically reduced – Cash bond requirements dropped from over 85% to about 
14% of cases, and pretrial jail time fell from over 60% to about 10% of misdemeanor arrestees 

•	 Thousands maintain stability – People can preserve family, housing, medical, and employment 
connections while awaiting trial 

•	 More acquittals and dismissals – Fewer convictions, with more cases resulting in acquittals or 
dismissals  

•	 Significant cost savings – The community has saved tens of millions of dollars

 Focus Areas 

Photo credit Marcus Pollard
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 Preventing Wrongful Convictions 

Project Spotlight: Retooling Forensics: Our Forensics Reform Toolkit

The Center conducts interdisciplinary research to understand how scientific evidence is perceived and 

applied within the criminal legal system, focusing on ensuring evidence used in criminal cases is based 

on sound science and reliable information. 

Our Organizing Forensics Reform toolkit addresses a critical gap in preventing wrongful convictions by 

providing comprehensive resources to reform forensic science practices from crime scene to courtroom. 

The toolkit emphasizes three core principles: (1) ensuring crime labs operate independently from 

police, (2) requiring only reliable and validated forensic methods, and (3) establishing robust 

accountability measures for all forensic evidence providers. The toolkit provides materials and 

models for reform, offering concrete examples of successful reforms implemented in jurisdictions 

across the country.

 Advancing Fair Sentencing and Expanding Pathways to Release 

Project Spotlight: Creating a Support Network for Those Impacted by Long Sentences

Despite ample evidence that long sentences do not enhance public safety, people continue to be 

sentenced to lengthy terms that can span decades, including life without parole. The Wilson Center 

researches the scope and impact of extended incarceration, designs mechanisms for sentencing relief 

and second chance opportunities, and works with people impacted by long sentences to advance 

evidence-based sentencing policies. 

This year, we established a survivor-led network of individuals who were sentenced to long 

prison terms as children—including life without parole—but have since been released. This network 

empowers participants to build grassroots power by centering the voices and experiences of those 

who have endured some of the harshest punishments our criminal legal system imposes. Rather than 

speaking for survivors, we create space for them to organize, lead, and advocate for themselves and 

their families. Through gatherings that combine peer support, skill-building, and strategic planning, 

participants are driving awareness efforts that transform how society understands juvenile sentencing.
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 Building Pathways Out of the Criminal Legal System 

Project Spotlight: North Carolina Technical Assistance Center 

The Wilson Center works to improve supports for people returning to their communities after 

incarceration and prevent entry into the criminal legal system through alternative models. We identify 

and support improvements to successful reentry and alternative response, including housing, 

employment, and behavioral health supports that help people rebuild their lives and strengthen families 

and communities. 

As a member of the North Carolina Technical Assistance Center (NC-TAC), we participate in 

a collaborative multi-agency partnership that provides coaching, training, and resources to 

organizations supporting individuals at risk of incarceration and overdose. NC-TAC delivers tailored, 

evidence-based technical assistance with a harm reduction approach, representing our commitment 

to translating research into practical resources that can be used statewide to improve both individual 

outcomes and public safety.

Reducing the Harms of Criminal Legal System Involvement 

Project Spotlight: Driver's License Suspension Dashboard

The Center works to transform harmful criminal justice responses by addressing policies that create 

lasting barriers to stability and opportunity. As a member of the Driver's License Suspension Coalition, 

we are working to eliminate license suspensions for failure to appear in court and failure to comply with 

court-ordered fines and fees. 

To support these reform efforts, we released a new public dashboard offering unprecedented access 

to data on driver's license suspensions across North Carolina related to unpaid court fines and 

missed court appearances. The interactive tool reveals that nearly 900,000 North Carolinians—

about one in ten adult drivers—currently have their license suspended for court-related debt or 

missed appearances. Drawing on the most comprehensive dataset to date from the North Carolina 

Administrative Office of the Courts, the dashboard provides both statewide and county-level statistics 

that help researchers, policymakers, and advocates understand how these suspensions jeopardize 

access to housing and employment, harm individuals and communities, and clog court dockets.
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Faculty Director Brandon L. Garrett's latest book, Defending Due Process: Why 

Fairness Matters in a Polarized World, emerges from years of research conducted 

at the Wilson Center. Drawing on the Center's extensive work documenting systemic 

unfairness in criminal justice—from forensic science failures to cash bail inequities 

to driver's license suspension policies—Prof. Garrett explores how fundamental 

constitutional protections are under unprecedented pressure in our polarized era.  

The book examines why we're tempted to put desired outcomes before fair process, 

and how government officials increasingly adopt toothless due process rules that 

leave people trapped by unfair systems.

AI and the Future of Due Process

Prof. Garrett devotes particular attention to how artificial intelligence threatens what remains of due process 

with "black-box technology." As AI systems increasingly make decisions about employment, healthcare, 

criminal justice, and other critical areas of life, they often operate without transparency or meaningful 

opportunities for people to understand or challenge automated decisions that affect them. The book argues 

that this technological shift represents one of the most serious contemporary threats to constitutional due 

process rights.

The Wilson Center's work directly connects to these 

concerns through our research on algorithmic bias 

in criminal justice, forensic science reform, and 

our efforts to ensure that technological advances 

enhance rather than undermine fairness. Garrett's 

analysis provides crucial context for understanding 

why due process protections must evolve to address 

21st-century challenges while maintaining their core 

democratic values.

 Defending Due Process 
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The Wilson Center's research and policy work may reach 

across the nation, but our commitment to North Carolina 

runs deep. We believe meaningful change begins at 

home, and our state serves as a laboratory for the kind 

of transformative criminal justice reforms that can serve 

as models nationwide. The Wilson Center uses multiple 

strategies to create smart solutions to criminal justice 

issues in North Carolina—from policy research and 

coalition work to cross-partisan dialogue to changing public 

narratives through art.

Compassionate Release Coalition

We lead a coalition working to reform and 

implement medical release policies for geriatric and 

medically incapacitated people in North Carolina 

prisons, while also representing individual clients 

seeking compassionate release.

Processing Systems: Numbers at the 
Nasher Museum 

We collaborated with artist Sherrill Roland, who was 

wrongfully incarcerated in 2013, on this powerful 

exhibition exploring how the criminal justice system 

reduces individuals to identification numbers. The 

exhibition featured large-scale numerical portraits 

combining the Correctional Identification Numbers 

of North Carolinians who have been exonerated, 

transforming these dehumanizing digits into art 

that honors their humanity and resilience.

North Carolina Leadership Forum on 
Community Safety 

In partnership with the Duke North Carolina 

Leadership Forum, we facilitated cross-partisan 

discussions among political, business, and 

non-profit leaders about making North Carolina 

communities safer. The resulting report documents 

how participants from across the political spectrum 

found common ground on issues including 

behavioral health treatment, gun safety education, 

addressing collateral consequences of justice 

system involvement, and crime victims.

 A Commitment to North Carolina 

North Carolina highlights
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 Your Support 

This work would not be possible without your support and collaboration. We are grateful to our advisory 

board, our donors, and all of our individual and organizational partners. 

 Advisory Board

 Thank You to our Funders

If you would like to 
collaborate with us, 
please reach out at 
wcsj@law.duke.edu 

If you are interested 
in donating to support 
the work at the Center, 
you can give at  
duke.is/givetowcsj

Derek Wilson 
BOARD CHAIR

Rebecca  
Brown 
BOARD MEMBER

Hon. Allyson 
Duncan 
BOARD MEMBER

Kody Kinsley 
BOARD MEMBER

Tracie Keesee 
BOARD MEMBER

Hon. Steve 
Leifman 
BOARD MEMBER

David McAtee 
BOARD MEMBER

Laura  
Menninger 
BOARD MEMBER

Vikrant Reddy 
BOARD MEMBER

Derek Rhodes 
BOARD MEMBER

Barry Scheck 
BOARD MEMBER

Shannon 
Thompson 
BOARD MEMBER

Seth Waxman 
BOARD MEMBER

VITAL PROJECTS VITAL PROJECTS 
FUNDFUND

And all our individual donors who have made our work possible. 

mailto:wcsj%40law.duke.edu?subject=
https://www.gifts.duke.edu/law?designation=2910039
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