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Do U.S. courts need forensic psychologists? If ever there was a court case that visibly
suffered from the lack of a psychologist, it was this sensational 1989 “Central Park jogger”
case, in which the incredibly flawed legal process proved to be as horrific as the brutal crime
itself.

In The Central Park Five: A Chronicle of a City Wilding author Sarah Burns tell us,

On April 20, 1989, the body of a woman is discovered in Central Park, her skull so badly

smashed that nearly 80 percent of her blood has spilled onto the ground. Within days, five

black and Latino teenagers confess to her rape and beating. . . . The ensuing media frenzy

and hysterical public reaction is extraordinary. The[y] . . . are convicted of rape despite the

fact that the teens quickly recant their inconsistent and inaccurate confessions and that no

DNA tests or eyewitness accounts tie any of them to the victim. They serve their complete
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sentences before another man, serial rapist Matias Reyes, confesses to the crime and is

connected to it by DNA testing. (back cover)

Even those far from New York City in 1989 may vividly recall the infamous Central
Park jogger case because it added a scary new concept to our vocabulary: wilding. In some
of our big-city parks on warm nights, bands of bored youth roamed at will, looking for
victims, often pouncing on hapless pedestrians or families. In her book, Burns
dispassionately recounts the sequence of facts in this infamous case to understand how five
obviously innocent teens were sent to prison for up to 13 years by a legal system that
included some of the world’s most seasoned police, court experts, and journalists.

To examine Burns’s book from a psychological perspective, I will address first the
positive side, a summary of the author’s meticulous recounting of the facts of this horrifying
case—the crime, the trial, and its aftermath. Then on the negative side, I will critique how
this book itself fails to recognize the need for forensic psychologists in U.S. criminal courts.

“Just the Facts, Ma’am”

The strength of this book is its very simple recounting of a very complex case that spanned
20 years, from the crime in 1989 through the legal fallout that continued beyond 2010. This
240-page account is in three nearly equal parts: the crime and police work in April 1989, the
year of sensational trials that ended on December 11, 1990, and then the eventual vacating of
all five convictions more than a decade later, on December 19, 2002.

Burns graphically describes the night of April 19, 1989, when Central Park swelled
with clusters of roving youths who were harassing pedestrians and joggers. In one case,
police were called at 11 p.m., and took five of these youths to the Central Park Precinct for
questioning. Meanwhile, at 1 a.m., the badly beaten body of a female jogger was found in
nearby bushes, and she was rushed by 2:29 a.m. to nearby Metropolitan Hospital in a coma.
The next day, detectives interrogated the five youths as suspects for 27 hours, extracting
signed and videotaped confessions from what became known as “the Central Park five.”
These five Harlem teens were Antron McCray, Kevin Richardson, Yusef Salaam, Raymond
Santana, Jr., and Korey Wise. Their charges included rape, sexual assault, and attempted
murder.

From the outset, the evidence in the case was problematic. Detectives ignored how the
five confessions contradicted each other and the physical evidence. All five confessions
were soon recanted by the youths, and there was no independent DNA or physical evidence
to link any of these five to the rape.

Despite these problems, no other suspects were investigated, as the city put these five
boys on trial. For over a year, media headlines railed against these boys as wanton beasts



who deserved the harshest punishment, and cheered at the convictions that concluded on
December 11, 1990—as the boys began serving prison sentences of seven up to 13 years.
Burns documents how the court trial was fueled by timely public angst about high crime,
street violence, gangs, drugs, and a White victim of Black teens.

In 2002, the court was stunned by the surprise confession of serial rapist Matias
Reyes, which was immediately supported by DNA evidence. Clearly, all involved—the
expert police, detectives, and court personnel— had made a grievous error to press the case
against the five teens so doggedly, without looking at any other suspects, including a man
they already had in custody for a different rape. On December 19, 2002, 13 years after the
crime and after all five had already completed their prison sentences, Justice Charles J.
Tejada vacated the convictions. In federal court on December 8, 2003, the attorneys for the
five filed a civil lawsuit against New York City for $50 million per defendant for civil rights
violations and malicious prosecution—a suit that is still pending today.

To her credit, Burns follows the experiences of the five boys during their incarceration
and after their release, to chart the very different impacts on each of them—from forgiveness
to bitterness. Burns also follows up with the 28-year-old jogger who later revealed herself as
Trisha Meili, an investment banker with Goldman Sachs (Meili, 2003). Burns is a free-lance
writer with a baccalaureate in American studies that she received from Yale in 2004. She
wrote her undergraduate thesis on this case in 2003 while working for a law firm
representing the defendants. Her deep sympathies are clear in the dedication of her
“chronicle” to the five defendants. She is now working with filmmaker Ken Burns to have a
film made based on her book.

Where Are the Psychologists?

What makes The Central Park Five such compelling reading for psychologists is not the way
it depicts psychologists but, rather, its near-total absence of psychological expertise.
Psychology researchers and practitioners will easily recognize many behavioral issues that
permeate this case: false confessions, eyewitness identification, bystander behavior, small-
group dynamics, pretrial publicity, mental states, juror sentiments, rape victims (Takooshian
& Caffrey, 2012). Yet it is staggering that in a city with over 6,000 practicing psychologists
and 100 psychology training programs, no psychologists were involved in this case on either
side.

Though Burns’s extensive research includes over 50 interviews, from Mayor Koch to
defense attorney Barry Scheck (p. 215), her 13 pages of footnotes make only passing
mention of a few behavioral scientists—Andrew Karmen (victimology), Saul Kassin (false
confessions), and Lawrence Kobilinsky (forensics). Like the people involved with the trial
itself, Burns seems unaware of psychologists’ increasingly key role in helping police and



courts to improve their work and prevent such common errors in “procedural justice.” As a
result, this book is a missed chance to familiarize readers with the probative value of
psychology and the difference this can make in such a case.

Consider the following: For U.S. courts of law, the gap between theory and practice
could not be greater. In theory, our U.S. legal system has long been the envy of the world
(Thibaut & Walker, 1975). Rooted in the U.S. Bill of Rights, it guarantees a careful
sequence of 15 steps to maximize procedural justice for every American accused of a felony,
rich or poor. These include the concept of “innocent until proven guilty,” a speedy
arraignment, indictment, pretrial hearings, the right to confront one’s accuser, and the right
to a trial by a jury of one’s peers.

However, in practice, those working within our overwhelmed inner-city courts see
them as a shambles, often asking “What the hell is justice?” (Hoffman, 1974). To handle this
flood of cases, over 99 percent of felony arrests must be plea-bargained by weary attorneys
with no trial, so guilty defendants may go free while indigent innocents are pressured to “cop
a plea” to avoid languishing in jail for months.

More and more, psychology research and practice have been helping to narrow this
gap, to fine-tune the court’s aim of procedural justice at many turns. This includes
improvement of notoriously faulty eyewitness evidence procedures, use of polygraphs and
hypnosis, and judgment of mental states. In the Central Park jogger case, Saul Kassin’s
pioneering research on false confessions since 1980 would naturally have clarified the odd
confessions these boys made during their 27 hours of interrogation (Greene & Heilbrun,
2011). It is chilling to see that many seasoned court personnel and journalists could be so
wrong in their rush to accept these teens’ confessions in 1990 and that some of them still
maintained these teens’ guilt even after the court openly repudiated its own error in 2002.

Back in 1908, Harvard psychologist Hugo Münsterberg chided U.S. courts for being
“prescientific” in their resistance to scientific testimony, and many have criticized the U.S.
legal system’s lingering resistance to embrace the science and practice of forensic
psychology (Takooshian & Emmons, 2010). Yet here we are, a century later, and a major
case like the Central Park Five remains a textbook example of “justice denied” for lack of
such scientific testimony. We can only hope that if this book becomes a Ken Burns film, the
film will include scenes illustrating how modern psychology could have averted the multiple
injustices that make this case such a blot on a U.S. legal system that strives to be an
international model of “equal justice for all.”
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