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Saving the innocent, one trying
exoneration at a time.

Exonerations (1989-2016)
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Gender
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Total years lost in prison

BY VICKI SANDERS AND LEAH HERSCOVICI ’18

Since its founding in 2007, the Boston College
Innocence Program at the Law School has been
an active player in the nationwide effort to correct
the flaws in the criminal justice system that lead to
wrongful convictions. Students, faculty, and alumni
have labored to help victims of such injustices
receive freedom and the means to re-enter society
and live productive lives.
It’s a tall order.
But the gratitude of prisoners who’ve been
returned to their families and communities is
compensation enough for those involved in their
exonerations. As Catherine Mendola ’15 says of
her experience, “The innocence clinic was by far
the most gratifying educational and professional
opportunity I have ever had.”
The state and national data on these pages attest to the complex causes and effects of wrongful
convictions and the demographics of the people
caught in the web of false confessions, misidentifications, police and procedural misconduct, and
faulty forensics.
Under the supervision of Professors Sharon
Beckmann and Charlotte Whitmore, students
investigate and litigate wrongful conviction cases
on behalf of individual clients, of course, but they
also engage in broader public policy and law
reform efforts. This fall they mounted a major
push to pass Massachusetts legislation to improve
outcomes for exonerees, in the form of transitional
services and compensation.
“Massachusetts was the first state to provide
human services as well as compensation to the
wrongly convicted,” explains Beckman, founder and
faculty director of the Innocence Program, “but the
process takes too long and provides too little relief
for the unimaginable harms they and their families
have endured.”
Adding another—often emotional—dimension to
students’ learning experiences are frequent events
featuring exonerees, among them Fred Clay, Victor
Rosario, and Dennis Maher, and advocates like Jennifer Thompson, who has dedicated her life to the
pursuit of restorative justice for all people harmed
by wrongful conviction, including crime victims like
herself as well as exonerees and their families.
All these efforts are noteworthy, and headway is
being made. Still, the numbers don’t lie. Every year,
an estimated 10,000 innocent people are wrongfully convicted of crimes they did not commit.
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New wrongful convictions every year

The DNA Factor

’89
Year the first
DNA exoneration
occurred

Prisoners sentenced to
death before DNA
proved their innocence

The People
		
Race

Black
White
Hispanic
Other

Percentage of
Prison Population

Percentage of
Exonerations

28
44
25
3

47
39
12
2

1,930 200

The National Registry of Exonerations identified 5 contributing factors in wrongful convictions
(some cases include more than one factor; these figures from 2014):

2016 / ONE-YEAR NATIONAL SNAPSHOT

166

Exonerations in the United States (record year)
Prisoners

73

		

54
24
15

		

94

		
		
		

Exonerated For

Non-violent crimes,
primarily drug possession

MASSACHUSETTS

61

Exonerations since 1989

for a single wrongful conviction

Cases where no crime occurred
For example, no-crime cases can
occur when accidental or natural deaths
are mistaken for homicides.

39%
Homicide

15%
Sex Crimes

29%

Perjury/
False Accusation

Official
Misconduct

Mistaken
Identification

11%
Child Sex Abuse

28%
Other
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24%

12%

Bad Forensic
Evidence

False
Confession

62%

353

35 years
Longest sentence
served by
a DNA exoneree

Post-conviction DNA
exonerations

4,829

Approximate total years served by all DNA exonerees
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Percentage Breakdown of Exonerees by Race

Black

34%

White

49%

Other

4%

Percentage Breakdown of Crimes

Sex crimes

52%

Total years lost in prison

$500,000 / State cap on total damages claim

Homicide
Other: arson, robbery,
attempted murder, etc.

687

57%

Prisoners
exonerated
by DNA
who are people
of color

Hispanic

13%

2007 / The year the Boston College Innocence Program was founded

One

Number of Integrated
academic and clinical
innocence programs in
New England

20+

Students per year in
clinics and externships

1

New England law
school in National
Innocence Network

16

Hours per week
students investigate
and litigate Mass.
prisoner claims

Sources: National Registry of Exonerations, The Innocence Project, Boston College Innocence Program, Federal Bureau of Prisons

10

Active cases
currently being
worked on

5

Events sponsored
or co-sponsored
by Innocence
Program 2016-17

In 2017, BC Law students
worked to support passage
of Massachusetts Senate Bill
No. 877 “to heal the harms of
wrongful conviction.” Remedies
they advocated for included:
3

3

3
3

An avenue for immediate reentry services and
preliminary relief
Removal of $500,000
cap on wrongful conviction
compensation
Expediting and simplifying
the litigation process
Full tuition waiver at state
universities and community
colleges
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