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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

Advancing
Fair Sentencing
& Expanding
Pathways to
Release

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.

Improving
Fairness & Public
Safety

Preventing
Wrongful
Convictions

Reducing the Building
Harms of Criminal Pathways Out
Legal System of the Criminal

Involvement Legal System
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Dear Friends and Supporters of the Wilson Center,

Creating a fairer and better criminal legal system requires research, collaboration,
engagement, and a commitment to ensuring that evidence reaches the people

and communities who can put it into practice. This year marked the completion of
five years of critical general operating support from Derek Wilson and the Wilson
Foundation—support that funds the core team and infrastructure behind everything
the Center does. That support underwrote a this year's exciting work that included
a three-part webinar series on driver’s license suspensions, new amicus briefs, and
continued work with coalitions across the state. The Wilson Foundation's renewed

commitment in 2025 ensures we can keep doing this work in the years ahead.

This past year also marked the first full year of the McAtee JustScience Lab,

established through a generous gift from Wilson Center Advisory Board member and

Duke University alumnus David McAtee (A.B. '91). More than 30 students in the McAtee

Lab contributed to research, data analysis, and advocacy work that grew across every

area of the program.

The Wilson Center continues to serve as a bridge between research and action.

Our DNA exonerations database—a project of the Center’s faculty director, Brandon

Garrett— reached a new milestone this year: we added more than 80 cases, and it was

cited heavily in a brief before the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals, a marker of the

influence this work now carries in the nation's legal debates.

We also launched new research at the intersection of behavioral health and the
criminal legal system here in North Carolina. With support through North Carolina
House Bill 307 and in partnership with the North Carolina Collaboratory, we began
three projects examining how the system responds to individuals with mental health
needs. That research is still underway, and we look forward to sharing findings in the

year ahead.

Your engagement strengthens our ability to conduct rigorous research, develop
practical solutions, and foster informed dialogue across sectors and perspectives.

Thank you for your continued support of the Wilson Center and our mission.

With gratitude,
Brandon Garrett, Faculty Director
Yvette Garcia Missri, Executive Director

Derek Wilson, Chair, Advisory Board
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Renewing a
Commitment to

Justice: How the

Wilson Foundation
Is Sustaining and
Advancing the
Wilson Center’s
Impact
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Educating the Next Generation of Leaders

This past year marked the first full year of the McAtee JustScience Lab, established through a gift from
Wilson Center Advisory Board member and Duke University alumnus David McAtee (A.B. '91). The Lab’s
first full year brought new leadership and expanded activity: Jesse Lopez, Research Scientist, was named

the Lab’s first Director, and student research and advocacy work grew across every area of the program.

3

other graduate
& professional
students

18 13

undergrad
students

This year, we employed

34 students o

The spring 2026 cohort of the McAtee JustScience Lab
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Students contributed critical research and scholarship this year, deepening the Lab’s impact

across the Center’s core issue areas.

Databases

Helped build 2 new databases:

Life Sentences in the United States Database

Forensic Expert Evidence Database

Contributed to the expansion of 2 additional
databases:
DNA Exonerations Database

Brady Database

Research Report

Authored:
Bridging the Gap: Aligning Policy with
Lived Experience to Strengthen Reentry

in North Carolina.

Exploring New
Research Tools

Created machine learning models to assess
rearrest risk in felonies and misdemeanors and

text analysis tools to evaluate bail decisions.
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Public Presentation

Presented as part of a public webinar on driver’s
license suspensions, sharing research mapping
the impact on daily life that suspension would

have in a city such as Greensboro.

Direct Representation

Students engaged in direct representation
through both the McAtee JustScience Lab and
the Duke Decarceration Project, a law student-
run organization, for which Ben Finholt serves as
faculty advisor, that works to reduce the number
of North Carolinians in prisons and jails through

advocacy and education.

Parole-Related Advocacy: Youth Advocacy:

8 client matters 6 Clients

27 students




Samantha Richter (A.B. December '25)

Samantha spent her undergraduate career as a research
assistant with the Wilson Center, work she began before the
McAtee JustScience Lab was formally named and continued

through its founding. She contributed to Bridging the Gap:

Aligning Policy with Lived Experience to Strengthen Reentry

in North Carolina, a research report examining reentry in

North Carolina; a forthcoming series of reentry guides for
practitioners; and website content she
helped create by interviewing Center staff and

students about their work. Along the way, she

Samantha Richter (left) along with

Bridging the Gap learned how the Center translates raw research her Duke Justice Project co-president
ing Poli Vivian Sekandi, led a discussion with
into real-world impact—a process she came to see author and journalist Jessica Pishko
on her recent book on sheriffs, The
e as central to what makes it distinct. Highest Law in the Land, in an event

co-sponsored with the Wilson Center

What makes the Wilson Center unique is that this kind of
translation happens across so many topic areas, every day. Legal
expertise, empirical research, policy analysis, and active advocacy
exist in constant conversation. Instead of siloed work passing
between disconnected hands, ideas get challenged, refined, and
reshaped with real-world application in mind. Research isn't
about producing answers in isolation. It's about building a shared

understanding of what deserves attention and how to act on it

Samantha Richter

AR on effectively and responsibly.”
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https://wcsj.law.duke.edu/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Bridging-the-Gap-February-2026.pdf
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Impact and Reach

In the Media 3 6 51

media media
outlets mentions

Our Research in Practice

This year, the Wilson Center and its faculty and staff were featured across national newspapers, Our resources are designed not only to inform research, but also to support real-world decision-making.

podcasts with a national reach, and television and print outlets across North Carolina. This year, for example, we filed several amicus briefs, one of which was cited in the New Jersey Supreme
Court’s decision on fingerprint evidence, while advocates and policymakers continued to use our driver's

@hc Nellj ﬂork aillwﬁ license suspensions dashboard to better understand suspension patterns and policies at the county level.

What to Know About How Bail Works in the U.S.

Their actions shape

L . . . . We conduct research
After a reduction in the use of bail for misdemeanors following a lawsuit in Houston, there were our next research

fewer arrests and rearrests in surrounding Harris County, fewer convictions and millions of dollars in

taxpayer savings, according to a report by the Wilson Center for Science and Justice at Duke Law.”

We share findings and
policy recommendations

The Washington Post Pollcymakers and

advocates act on our work

DNA testing could clear a dead man’s name — and point to a serial killer

Posthumous exonerations based on DNA testing are exceedingly rare. There are only seven such

cases across the nation over the past three decades, according to a database maintained by Garrett.

But there is always the possibility of more, and Tanner’s case could help pave the way. The advent of Advocatlng fOl‘.' Ind1v1duals, R
DNA testing ‘upended all these traditional notions of finality, Garrett said. ‘As long as it’s kept in a dry Informing SYStem Change “;‘;
place, you can test it 60 days later or 10 years later.” e
fhe Through direct representation, the Wilson Center works alongside individuals
Assembly

navigating the criminal legal system while gaining insights that strengthen our

The New Head of N.C.’s Prisons Tries to Unwind a Staffing Quagmire research and policy work. With the support of law students in the McAtee JustScience Lab

and the Duke Decarceration Project, we represent clients seeking clemency and parole, as well as advocate
Advocates say there is another solution: Having fewer people in prison. ‘The alternative to more

for children confined in youth prisons. We also worked with people formerly incarcerated as children to set

funding is less people,” said Ben Finholt, director of the Just Sentencing Project at Duke’s Wilson

) ) ) ) ) ) up the Juvenile Lifers Networking Group where participants can share experiences and advocate for change.
Center for Science and Justice. ‘That to me seems like the obvious direction we should go.”
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Academic Scholarship

A core element of the Center’s work is contributing to ongoing scholarly conversations and academic

publications from law reviews to scientific journals. Center faculty and staff authored 15 academic

publications in the last year.

STANFORD LAW REVIEW

The Brady Materiality Standard
Brandon L. Garrett & Adam M. Gershowitz

The Brady rule requires prosecutors to share important
evidence that could help the defense, but courts often
disagree about what evidence is significant enough to
matter. Analyzing more than 100 recent court decisions,
this study finds that courts sometimes focus on the
strength of the prosecution’s case rather than on how
the withheld evidence could have affected a trial,
leading to inconsistent decisions about whether a Brady
violation occurred.

WORLD PSYCHIATRY

Psychiatric advance directives: challenges
emerging from implementation and possible
steps forward

Marvin S. Swartz & Jeffrey W. Swanson

Swartz and Swanson examine why Psychiatric Advance
Directives (PADs), which allow people to document

their treatment preferences before a mental health

crisis, They identify barriers to implementation, such as
difficulty completing and accessing PADs, limited clinician
awareness, and inadequate support for health care
proxies, and they call for greater training, public awareness,
and systems to ensure PADs are used effectively.

12

JOURNAL OF SUBSTANCE USE & ADDICTION TREATMENT

Patching holes and bridging gaps:
Implementing Law Enforcement-Assisted
Diversion (LEAD) in resource-scarce
environments

Meret Hofer, Reah Siegel, Michele Easter,
Melissia Lorson & Allison Gilbert

This study of four North Carolina Law Enforcement
Assisted Diversion (LEAD) programs found that limited
access to community services can make it difficult

for participants to successfully engage with diversion
programs.

LAW AND HUMAN BEHAVIOR

Ineffectiveness of the "consistent with" judicial
limitation on forensic firearm identification
testimony

Nicholas Scurich, David Faigman &
Brandon L. Garrett

This study found that changing firearm identification
testimony from a definitive “identification” to the more
cautious phrase “consistent with” did not significantly
reduce mock jurors’ guilty verdicts. By contrast, “cannot be
excluded” testimony led to fewer convictions, suggesting
that courts may need stronger safeguards to prevent
forensic firearm evidence from being overly persuasive.
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Advancing Evidence-Based
Public Discussions

Impact and Reach

events & people
presentations reached

In the past year, we shared research findings, elevated diverse perspectives, and fostered informed

dialogue, at events ranging from panel discussions to community conversations.to share research findings,

elevate diverse perspectives, and foster informed dialogue.

Dr. Craig Waleed (left), Project Manager for Unlock
the Box Campaign Against Solitary Confinement with
Disability Rights North Carolina, and Daquan Peters
(middle), both of whom are formerly incarcerated,

spoke at our screening of The Alabama Solution.
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Dr. Marvin Swartz (right), Lead of our Behavioral
Health Team, gave testimony before a North
Carolina House Committee formed to investigate

involuntary commitment practices in the state.
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A Commitment to North Carolina

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 improvements that can serve as models nationwide. The

Involuntary Inpatient and Outpatient Commitment in North
Carolina: Exploring Opportunities for Reform

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, public education, and

practical toolkits for jurisdictions seeking reform. This project examines the use of involuntary commitment in North Carolina, exploring how these systems
function in practice, reviewing practices in comparable states, and developing policy recommendations for

Among the many projects underway this year, three major research projects examined the intersection ,
more effective use.

of mental health and the criminal legal system in North Carolina. These projects are part of a broader

coalition of research efforts directed by the North Carolina Collaboratory under H.B. 307, also known as

“Iryna’s Law,” which in part calls for a comprehensive study of mental health and the legal system.

Together, these projects assess how North Carolina delivers mental health care at critical points in the . . ; .
Mental Health Care When Reentering Communities: Assessing Access, Quality, and

legal system—from initial crisis response to reentry and youth confinement—and identify opportunities to - —

improve access, quality, and outcomes.
This project examines mental health services within North Carolina’s Local Reentry Councils, a critical
intervention point in the reentry process. Researchers will explore how these programs can most effectively
address mental health needs, review practices in other states, and develop policy recommendations to

reduce recidivism, promote public safety, and help reentering community members thrive.

Mental Health Care in North Carolina Youth Development Centers: Assessing Access,
Quality, and Evidence-Based Practice

This project evaluates whether young people in North Carolina’s Youth Development Centers are receiving
appropriate, evidence-based mental health treatment. Researchers will review practices in other states
and develop recommendations to improve care delivery, underscoring the importance of early intervention
in improving outcomes during confinement and reducing the likelihood of future involvement in the criminal

legal system as adults.
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Project Highlights

Bringing Data and Lived Experience to
Conversations on Driver’s License Suspensions

Our work on driver’s license suspensions combines original research, public
education, and stakeholder engagement to better understand the impacts

of policies that can suspend licenses for missed court dates or unpaid traffic
court debt. Through a three-part webinar series, the Center brought together

researchers, advocates, and most importantly, people impacted by driver’'s

license suspensions, to explore the consequences of license suspensions and

highlight evidence-based approaches to improving outcomes. The series built on

the Center's analysis of court data in our Driver's License Suspension database to

support efforts to better understand and address the challenges created by driver’s

license suspension policies.
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Understanding a Key Facet of Mass Incarceration:
Our Life Sentences Dashboard

Our Life Sentences Dashboard provides researchers, policymakers,

advocates, and the public with an accessible tool to explore two decades

of data on life imprisonment in the United States. The interactive
dashboard brings together national data from censuses of life sentences
conducted between 2003 to 2024, allowing users to examine trends across
all 50 states and the federal system, including differences in the use of life
without parole, life with parole, and virtual life sentences. The dashboard helps
stakeholders better understand the scope and impact of long-term incarceration
and supports evidence-based discussions about sentencing policy and second-

chance opportunities.
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Combining Research with Practical Guidance:
Collaborating with the North Carolina
Technical Assistance Center on Diversion

The Wilson Center partnered with the North Carolina Technical Assistance

Center (NC-TAC) to develop Pre-Arrest Diversion in North Carolina: A Handbook

for Law Enforcement Programs, a practical resource to help communities

create and strengthen diversion programs that connect people to services instead

of incarceration. Drawing on research, evaluation findings, and the experiences of
diversion programs across the state, the handbook provides guidance on program
design, community partnerships, training, implementation, and evaluation. This
project takes the Wilson Center’s expertise in best practices grounded in our evaluations
of NC law enforcement assisted diversion programs and uses input from service

providers to create real world guidance that can help improve lives of North Carolinians.

Building a Resource for Justice: Updating the DNA
Exonerations Database with New Cases and
Insights

Our DNA Exonerations Database provides a comprehensive resource for

understanding the causes and consequences of wrongful convictions. This
year, the Center expanded the database by adding 80 cases, bringing the
total number of documented DNA exonerations to 455 and adding new insights
into the role of false confessions in these cases. The database has become a
valuable resource in legal advocacy: this year, it was heavily cited in an Innocence
Project amicus brief in Barbour v. Alabama, a death penalty case currently before the

Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals.
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Holistic Youth Representation: Our Equal
Justice Works Fellow Sam Lawrence (J.D. '24)

In most states, a child's right to counsel ends at disposition, meaning
Kids sent to youth prisons typically never speak to a lawyer while they

are there. Sam Lawrence, an Equal Justice Works fellow, sponsored by

The Clorox Company Foundation and Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & Katz, Sam Lawrene,JD, MSW

joined the Wilson Center in 2024 to fill this gap in representation. Sam,
who holds a J.D. from Duke Law and an M.S.W from UNC Chapel Hill,

drew from over a decade of experience working with court-involved youth

to design and implement a model of holistic defense for incarcerated Success can look
children. different for me.

Sometimesit’s a tangible
Sam represents children incarcerated at North Carolina’s youth prisons. legal outcome, like

He has successfully advocated for more frequent therapy, increased getting a child’s adult

parental involvement in treatment, and expanded school hours for his charges dropped, but
success can be anything
that makes these kids,

who often feel forgotten

clients. He has also helped remove obstacles to release for several
children, advocated for adult charges to be dismissed based on progress

at youth prison, collaborated with the Department of Juvenile Justice to or thrown away, know

create a pathway for incarcerated children to go straight to job corps, that they matter and
and overcome legal barriers to reunite children with estranged family deserve a nurturing
members. Sam’s work ensures that children have an advocate within a childhood full of
system where they are often overlooked. opportunity.”

Sam’s work has broken new ground in providing for youth
support and reentry opportunities not previously available.
His representation works to fill a critical gap in the ability of

Erie Zogy, attorneys to fully represent their client's legal interests and

The Juvenile Defender for
the State of North Carolina

promote positive support for their futures."
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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
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Thank You to our Funders @

tand Chan If you would like to
I / Wilson Togethe Zuckerberg collaborate with us,
Foundation | ) Initiative & please reach out at
wcesj@law.duke.edu
N ’_’\"0", CHARLES AND LYNN E
Ao o getartsman  (9)SS0fC

INSTITUTE For Arnold If you are interested
b ALBARNE STLIDUES MBS ERICLY Ventures in donating to support

the work at the Center,
you can give at

And all our individual donors who have made our work possible. duke.is/givetowes

2025-2026 ANNUAL REPORT 19


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

WILSON

CENTER FOR SCIENCE AND JUSTICE

2025-2026 ANNUAL REPORT




	About the Wilson Center 
	Our Focus Areas
	Greetings from our Leadership
	Educating the Next Generation of Leaders 
	Impact and Reach 
	A Commitment to North Carolina 
	Project Highlights 
	Your Support 

