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Abstract  
This research occurred at five prisons in Manitoba and Saskatchewan during the spring 
of 1997. Five teachers and fifty-seven male students participated in this study which 
sought to describe what occurs in prison schools, reasons for prison school attendance, 
school-related goals upon release, and self-identified factors influencing success of these 
goals.  

Conclusions reached as a result of this research point to the importance of a safe and 
respectful prison school environment in order for learning to occur. The type of learning 
environment and subject content in prison schools are influenced, in part, by the 
philosophical orientation of teachers, prevailing penal philosophy, goals of the local 
prison administration, and the security level of the prison. Teachers play an important 
role in helping prisoners set realistic goals for release. As well, maturation and self 
discovery can occur for prisoners who are willing and able to be committed to the 
process of personal change.  

Students in prison make significant gains and many set realistic education-related goals 
for release. The four primary self-identified factors which prisoners believe will 
influence the success of release goals include personal motivation, family support, 
drugs/alcohol, and employment or financial resources.  
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PREFACE 

The John Howard Society of Brandon wishes to thank those who contributed their time and 
thoughts to this study. For the information contained in this report, I want to extend my gratitude 
to the more than fifty prisoners and five teachers I had the fortune of interviewing. The warmth 
with which they received me belies the stereotypical images society largely holds about prisons.  

Thanks to Human Resources Development Canada, National Literacy Secretariat whose funding 
and ongoing vision made this project possible. Support and direction received from the Literacy 
Advisory Committee and MSW Practicum Committee was valuable. Staff support - tolerance in 
some instances - has been wonderful throughout.  

Lastly, the support of my partner, Kathryn, who also believes in the respect and dignity of all 
people, has been interminable.  

Russell James Loewen  
 
 

October 7, 1997  

  



INTRODUCTION  

Prisoners in Canada are actively engaged in 
education. The Canadian public, prison 
officials, prison teachers, and students generally 
agree that education makes a difference for 
prisoners when they are released from prison. 
Toward this end, school has become an 
integrated program of most prisons in Canada. 
This study was an attempt to ascertain 
educational opportunities available to prisoners, 
literacy-related goals of prisoners upon release 
from prison, and factors which influence the 
attainment of those goals. The data is based upon the research conducted in five prisons 
in Manitoba and Saskatchewan in spring of 1997.  

Education programs in prisons are not new. The first North American prison, built in the 
late 1700's in Pennsylvania by the Quakers, was intended as a quiet place for study and 
reflection. Prisoners were to reflect on their wrongdoing, change their values, and 
become reformed.  

The first Canadian prison to open its doors was Kingston Penitentiary in 1835. The penal 
philosophy of the time included a strict regime of sanitation, inspection, separate 
confinement, sobriety, coarse diet, hard labour, and a rough and uniform apparel. 
Retribution, not rehabilitation, was strictly enforced. During the 19th century, a teacher 
provided individual instruction in cells during the evening hours. The emphasis of this 
instruction was on basic literacy for a few prisoners (MacGuigan, 1977, p. 21).  

According to Cohen (1985), "The founders of the penitentiary system in America and 
Europe were confident that they could devise a solution to the crime problem, a solution 
that would result in a better society."(p.195). Today, Canadians generally agree that 
prison is not a solution to the crime problem.  

The predominant aims of prisons are punishment and rehabilitation. Literacy and 
education programs are intended to provide a rehabilitative function. Timmins (1989) 
indicates that, historically, prison education has sought to fulfil five functions:  

1. Uplifting morals through Bible study, hard work and discipline. ... 2. Training in skills. 
... 3. Developing intellectuality and human understanding. ...4. Changing personality or 
behavior modes. ... 5. Increasing opportunity structures (p.62).  

 

 

 



Prison philosophy has evolved over time and formal prison school programs have been 
implemented in most Canadian prisons. The popularity of education has remained relatively 
constant in the past two decades in Canada. According to Linden (1984), even during the 1980's, 
when the "nothing works" debate in North America fueled attacks on all prison programming, 
school programs survived and, in fact, flourished. Linden has noted that since 1946 there has 
been an expansion of education in Canadian prisons; however, there have been few attempts to 
evaluate their success (p.65).  

According to Griffiths and Verdun-Jones (1994),  

"Over the years, various reports and commissions of inquiry have criticized federal corrections 
for failing to make the education of inmates a high priority despite the fact that a large number of 
offenders have severe educational deficiencies. In 1991, for example, approximately 65% of 
inmates in federal correctional facilities (compared to 25% in the general population) had math 
and language skills below the level of grade eight."(p. 514).  

According to a United Nations report on "Basic Education in Prisons," a prisoner's problems are 
greater than any solution that education alone can offer, but without education the problems are 
unlikely to be dissipated by a prison regime (Sutton, 1992, p. 12).  

Education is important. We can no longer ignore issues such as illiteracy. Due to the fact that 
there is a much higher concentration of people without basic reading, writing, and math skills in 
prison, this should cause us to take the issue of prison education seriously. So it is that this 
research considers education in prisons.  

This research was conducted in the Winter and Spring of 1997 by the John Howard Society of 
Brandon through a grant from Human Resources Development Canada, National Literacy 
Secretariat. Qualitative research was conducted at five sites: Brandon Correctional Institution, 
Regina Correctional Institution, Riverbend Institution in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, Stony 
Mountain and Rockwood Institutions in Stony Mountain, Manitoba (10 km. north of Winnipeg). 
Fifty-seven prisoners and five school teachers participated in the study.  

Goals of this Study  

Given that education appears to enjoy a regular place within prison programming, why study it? 
The purpose of conducting this study was to: 1) describe the specific school models in five 
prisons in Manitoba and Saskatchewan, 2) determine the reasons for participation in prison 
schooling, 3) determine literacy-related goals which students are setting for their return to the 
community, and 4) determine factors which students believe will support or impede the 
achievement of these goals upon release.  

Another goal of this study was to implement and test a model at Brandon Correctional Institution 
which would involve a number of volunteer tutors. The April 1996 Headingley riot in Manitoba 
aborted that part of the research. The instability of the prison population in Manitoba and 
concerns for prisoner safety did not allow for that to occur.  



Research Methods and Questions  

Information for this report was gathered through the following methods: 1) review of existing 
literature, 2) one on one interviews with five prison teachers, 3) informal observation of prison 
classrooms, 4) five focus group sessions with 57 students, and 5) individual interviews with 48 
students in prison schools. Two of the five schools were located in provincial prisons(1) and three 
were in federal prisons.(2) All students were active in schooling at the time of the study.  

The first task in the research project was to obtain the consent of prison administrators to proceed 
with the research within their institutions. Following approval from prison authorities, teachers 
within each of the five prisons were contacted in regards to the purpose and methodology of the 
research. An information sheet was sent to teachers who, in turn, informed students about this 
research. Teachers informed students that they would be eligible for participation if their release 
was likely to occur prior to the spring of 1998.  

While some students were informed about the research by teachers prior to the arrival of the 
researcher, all students who were interested in participating in the research attended an 
information session conducted by the researcher. Following the information session, each student 
made a decision about participating. Fifty-seven individuals decided to continue and participated 
in a focus group in their institution. Following the focus group, individuals were given a choice 
to continue with one-on-one interviews. Forty-eight students completed the interview.  

A focus group, which ranged in size from nine to 14 participants, was held within each prison 
school. Students in each of these five groups were initially asked to discuss the reasons for their 
participation in the prison school program. Secondly, each group was asked for the kinds of 
school-related goals they have for when they will be released. Finally, students were asked: 
"What factors will influence the success of achieving literacy-related goals when you are 
released?"  

After listing all of the factors on the chalkboard/whiteboard, factors were grouped for similarity 
(ie: alcohol counselling and alcohol treatment were combined). There were approximately ten 
factors identified per focus group. Each person was given three "stick-on notes" and asked to 
place them adjacent to the three factors they believed would be most influential to their success.  

In addition to providing important information about success upon release, the Focus Groups 
provided a starting point for each of the students to consider within a group context the reason 
for their participation in school. Focus groups also helped prisoners begin to prepare for their 
individual interviews by thinking as a group about the literacy-related goals which they set for 
their release and the factors which would influence the success of their goals. During individual 
interviews these questions were explored more comprehensively.  

The research combined both quantitative and qualitative methods. Most individual interviews 
were recorded by audio cassette. Questions asked of prison literacy instructors pertained to the 
nature of their prison school program, content of school work, admission into their program, 
resources available, nature of teacher or peer/volunteer support.  



In both the focus groups and the individual interviews, prisoners were asked about their literacy-
related goals upon release and the factors which they believed would increase or decrease the 
success of reaching those goals.  

A second phase of this research will conduct follow up interviews with released individual 
participants. Phase II will measure the success of identified literacy-related goals after students 
have lived in the community for a minimum of three months. It will also measure the factors 
influencing success of preestablished goals and consider the importance of a supported 
reintegration plan.  

 

Definitions of Literacy  

For the purposes of this study a broad 
definition of literacy was used. The 
following definition put forward by Ennis 
and Woodrow (1992) is noteworthy,  

"Adult learners view literacy as 
increasing their independence and 
personal power to act on the world. It 
means a level of reading and writing at 
which they can communicate with the 
competence they define as necessary to 
deal with situations and opportunities 
within their environment." (In Manitoba 
Education and Training, p. 9).  

Individuals were given the choice to participate in the research if their studies were in 
basic literacy, Adult Basic Education, General Equivalency Diploma (GED), formal high 
school and/or if they defined their school work as literacy related. Distinctions were not 
made for definitions such as "functional illiteracy."  

 

  



FINDINGS  

This section will provide the reader with the results of the research. The sources of 
information include a literature review, focus group sessions, interviews with teachers 
and students, and general observation of the school setting. In general, the Focus Groups 
and individual interviews found that prison schools are full of individuals who find 
meaning and purpose in furthering their educational potential. The schools in these five 
sites offer a positive environment which is significantly different from the "inmate code" 
which exists in other parts of the prison. This inmate code, while less pronounced in 
minimum security prisons, influences a great deal of the activities which occur in 
prisons. The prison environment must be understood to properly understand literacy 
work behind bars.  

The Prison Environment  

People who are sentenced to prison enter 
a world unto its own. An inmate "code" 
or social system has evolved over time 
which allows the prisoner to survive in 
this world. According to Griffiths and 
Verdun-Jones (1994),  

The major components of the inmate 
social system include: (1) a code of 
behavior; (2) a hierarchy of power among 
the inmates; (3) an "informal" economic 
system, which provides illicit goods and 
services; and (4) a variety of social or 
"argot" roles assumed by prisoners. The 
convict code is designed to increase 
inmate solidarity and implores prisoners 
not to exploit one another, to be strong in 
confronting the deprivations of confinement, and to assume an oppositional stance 
toward prison authorities (p. 504).  

The reality is that prison schools are located within the walls of prisons, and the learning 
environment is affected by this fact. Johnson (1987:55-73), argues that prisoners can 
increase chances of success if it is done through mature coping. He claims,  

...mature coping (1) deals with problems in a straightforward manner rather than 
engaging in denial and manipulation; (2) avoiding the use of deception and violence in 
addressing problems; and (3) making an effort to care for oneself and others, for 
example, being altruistic. The potential for positive responses to this environment is 
determined by the individual, the staff and administration of the institution (In Griffiths 
& Verdun-Jones, 1994, p. 504).  



The inmate code is more pronounced in prisons with higher security ratings (ie. medium 
or maximum). Both Rockwood and Riverbend Institutions are minimum security prisons. 

One study on prisoner coping strategies determined that formal prison programming did little 
to help prisoners adjust to prison life. Zamble and Porporino (1988) found that prisoners 
became "concerned with survival in the prison environment and adjusting to the prison routine, 
rather than with developing coping strategies that would allow them to address their problems 
and make positive decisions about their future."(Griffiths and Verdun-Jones, 1994, p. 505) 

This study found that students had largely 
developed effective coping strategies 
which allowed them to participate more 
fully in school and accomplish school 
related goals. Most of the students in this 
research had set goals for their release. 
This may be an indication that effective 
coping strategies have been made 
possible. Self initiative was an important 
ingredient.  

This study found that schools are generally regarded as sanctuaries within the prison 
environment. A common expression of many prisoners was that school was a safe place 
in which opinions and values could be expressed. Many claimed that they would be 
listened to and not judged. It appears that learning was directly affected by the level 
safety felt by students. Since most students' past school experience was not satisfying, the 
creation of a safe and positive adult learning setting was crucial to learning in prison.  

According to Wlodkowski (1993), safety needs "are arrived at through a sense of 
stability and freedom from fear and anxiety. They are partly made up of the needs for 
structure, order, and reasonable limits. Safety needs bring learners to the learning 
environment as well as operate in the learning environment itself." (p. 119)  

The Correctional Service of Canada (CSC) has, through articulation of principles, 
attempted to provide a positive framework for programming in prison. These principles 
begin with an affirmation of positive values. Core Value 1 states, We respect the dignity 

of individuals, the rights of all members of society, and the potential for human growth 

and development (CSC Mission). A related strategic objective which provides a guide for 
interaction between staff and prisoners: To provide a safe, secure and clean environment 

that promotes health and well-being and encourages positive interaction between staff 

and offenders.(CSC: Strategic Objective 1.4)  

Another strategic objective is concerned directly with correctional programming 
including education. This objective is to ensure that offenders are productively occupied 

and have access to a variety of work and educational opportunities to meet their needs 

for growth and personal development.   
 



Furthermore, a CSC paper entitled "Encouraging the Reintegration of Offenders" states,  

All of our programming is directed 

towards meeting the criminogenic 

needs of the offender - those 

specifically related to criminal 

behavior. However, the relationship 

with some is not as direct as it is with 

others. The lack of educational 

achievement may not, in and of itself, 

have led an offender to criminal 

activity, but it may have been one of 

the contributing factors. Therefore, educational programming is important for offenders. 

They may need Adult Basic Education to help them to read, write and do arithmetic, 

skills and knowledge which will assist their reintegration; or they may need the more 

advanced education which is a prerequisite for the trades training that would allow them 

to seek a meaningful job on their return to the community. We offer them these 

opportunities and encourage them to participate until they have achieved at least the 

grade 10 level.  

It appears that all of the teachers in this study, both federal and provincial, placed a 
priority on creating a safe and positive environment in the school setting. According to 
one teacher,  

Safety is absolutely essential and it could take up to a month before they will accept the 
fact that they are not going to be ridiculed particularly by me but also by their peers.  

Wlodkowski (1993) reminds us that "Exhortation is used more and accomplishes less 
than almost any behavior-changing tool 
known to man."(p.72)  

Another teacher emphasized, "It is important 
to have a non-threatening atmosphere. But I 
expect them to work. I monitor activities. I 
interact with them 90% of the time." In order 
to promote learning, it is important for the 
school be seen to be set apart from the rest of 
the prison. Maximum learning occurs in a 
safe and predictable environment, which is 
free from fear and intimidation. This safe environment can provide inmates with choices 
and personal responsibilities which are typically not found in the rest of the prison 
environment.  

 

 



For most prisoners in this study, school experiences during formative years was largely a 
negative experience. In general, those who have not found success in this world, have not 
had positive school experiences. According to Linden (1987) the correlation between 
school failure and delinquency is relatively strong (p. 227).  

Many of the 57 students 
informed that their 
childhood school 
experiences were 
anything but safe and 
respectful.  

Collins (1995), in "Shades 
of the Prison House: 
Adult Literacy and the 
Correctional Ethos", 
states,  

At a fundamental level, 
the provision of adult 
literacy programs in 
prisons can be justified 
simply on the grounds 
that it provides prisoners 
with another chance to 
learn to read, write, work with numbers, and converse with a reasonable degree of 
assurance. This straightforward rationale is also tied to a notion that adult literacy adds a 
much needed aesthetic dimension to prisoners' experience and constitutes one of the few 
prison activities in which civil discourse might be fostered (p.50).  

School Setting  

Interviews with teachers at each of the five institutions indicate that all have school 
schedules which coincide with institutional routines. All sites were classroom settings. In 
two of the five settings, students faced in one direction like in a traditional classroom. In 
the others, the seating arrangement was around circular or large square tables allowing 
for greater interaction between students.  

One of the institutions provided for "night school" but, due to prison scheduling and 
security issues, the realization of night school takes on a significant effort.  

All sites had an established waiting list of prisoners who are interested in attending 
school. In two prisons, the number of individuals placed on the waiting list was as 
numerous as the total available seats in class. Approximately 17.5% of the total prison 
population of the five sites were active in schooling (Please see Table 1).  



Table 1 

Number of Prisoners Enrolled In Prison Schools 

 

School Attendance  

Attendance at prison schools is considered voluntary. While teachers emphasize the 
voluntary nature of schooling, some invariably view it as a "job" for which standardized 
institutional wages of between $2.00 and $7.00 per day are provided. Pay is docked if 
individuals do not attend and teachers are asked to provide performance and attendance 
records on students for the purposes of parole board hearings or early release hearings. 
There was varying support for these institutional requirements among teachers.  

Most teachers indicated that clearly articulated rules help to establish safety within the 
environment. Wlodkowski (1993) advocates reminds teachers to show fairness and 
acceptance to all learners and, by so doing, fear and mistrust will be reduced thereby 
making the learning environment safer and more cohesive (p. 123).  

The degree of commitment by prisoners for school varies from prison to prison. From 
time to time, students quit school and the reasons provided for quitting school are 
numerous. The most commonly cited reasons included inter- and intra-prison transfers, 
sentence expiry or parole, , an inability to concentrate or stay physically in one place for 
long periods of time, the rules being too strict, unrealistic commitments, lack of 
motivation and/or completion of academic goals. One teacher stressed the importance of 
a thorough screening process which would deny unmotivated or disruptive prisoners a 
chance to participate in class.  

 



Table 2 presents findings from the focus groups and individual interviews regarding 
reasons prisoners provided for attending school in prison.  

Table 2 

Reasons for Attending School In Prison 

 
 

  



Literacy Models  

Adult learning is unique in its style and content. The prison teachers informed that they 
structure their learning environment, content of material, and teaching style to reflect 
those differences. Each of the sites had classrooms which involved the presence of a paid 
teacher. The role of the teacher varied depending largely on his/her personal style and 
interest. Some were structured while others were informal. Peer tutoring was observed to 
occur spontaneously in settings where seating facilitated this (especially in the schools 
which provided tables for groups of students to sit around). On the surface, this could be 
construed as distractive but, upon further observation, it appeared that positive 
interaction and learning was occurring.  

More than 80% of the students in this study are Native and this appeared to approximate 
the overall school population at the five sites. While this is a significant statistic relative 
to the nature of our criminal justice system, this ratio was not deemed to be a major 
factor regarding this study. LaPrairie (1997) has observed that "Inmates who have spent 
most of their lives on reserves are less well educated, see education and reading as more 
important, are more reluctant to participate in general programs because of shyness and 
feeling left out. . . ." (p. 4 of 7) Native and non-native prisoners shared common reasons 
for school attendance, goals for release, and similar factors influencing success of these 
goals. LaPrairie's (1997) research regarding typologies of aboriginal and non-aboriginal 
offenders showed many similarities including "drug and alcohol addiction, poor 
upbringing/poverty, abuse and violence in lives, type of offenses committed, and lack of 
education." She notes that the main differences between aboriginal and non-aboriginal 
offenders were cultural (including shyness), degree of family and personal problems 
(such as addictions to alcohol) and entrenchment in poverty." She notes, however, 
"When considering characteristics of aboriginal offenders it is important to remember 
how similar these are to the characteristics of the majority of people who go to prison. . . 
. " (p. 5 of 7) This writer observed that the native culture was embraced by teachers in at 
least three of the sites.  

Teachers at all of the sites were observed to take a great deal of pride in their work and in 
the accomplishments of their students. Their recognition of students not as numbers but 
as people with individual needs and emotions, while not typical of prison life in general, 
was evident in the classroom settings. According to Paul (1991),  

Successful literacy workers are sensitive to the needs of adult learners. They recognize 
that, for many of the people who participate in their programs, previous attempts to 
master basic reading and writing skills have not been successful. Tutors are careful to 
create a learning environment that is nonthreatening and where the learner experiences 
early success. This is extremely important in a jail or prison where opportunities for 
success are minimal and low self-esteem is common (p.21).  

Interviews with teachers indicated that a significant number of students maintained a 
high level of commitment to their learning goals. Due to the higher turnover rate of 
students in provincial institutions, more time and resources at these sites were consumed 



with intake procedures and setting up individual school plans. The nature of the school 
work and individual goals were markedly different between federal and provincial 
institutions. Federal prisoners, because of longer sentences, were able to work at a more 
measured pace and were generally involved in work which had longer term goals.  

Teachers and students generally defined the teacher's role as a mixture and/or variation of 
facilitator and individual support. Students were especially appreciative of teachers who 
were genuinely interested in and energetically supportive of the success of the students.  

Safe Place  

Virtually all of the interviewees indicated that the school was a "safe place" where values 
of respect and dignity were evident. This was especially true in those settings where 
prisoners were encouraged to freely express their values and opinions without 
judgement. Teachers were typically viewed as positive and supportive and set apart from 
other prison staff because of their genuine and caring attitude. Interviews with several 
prisoners indicated that the teacher's active role in creating a safe environment was a 
primary reason for deciding to continue schooling in prison.  

Prison schools generally are viewed as a "sacred" place within an otherwise negative 
environment. The instructor of the Rockwood Institution provided this writer with a 
formal contract, "School Standards and Expectations," outlining guidelines for school 
participation (Please see Exhibit #1). Prisons are one example of an adult learning 
situation which have promoted a sense of equality among all the learners. The 
establishment of physical, emotional, and mental boundaries are important for safety.  

 

  



Exhibit #1 
SCHOOL STANDARDS AND EXPECTATIONS 

Rockwood Institution 

Class Attendance  

Rockwood Education Centre will provide an opportunity, within the context of your 
individual Correctional Treatment Plan, to attain specific educational goals. Your 
achievement in school will be determined by your attitude, performance, and effort.  

Performance Evaluations  

Performance evaluations will be prepared by your teachers on an ongoing basis.  

Standards and Expectations  

The following standards and expectations will help to ensure that your school experience 
is positive and productive:  

1. Punctuality: Arriving at school on time, mornings, afternoons, and after break times is 
essential.  

2. Appointments: It is your responsibility to notify your teacher of appointments, 
programs, and TA's. Any absence from school is subject to prior consultation with your 
teacher.  

3. Relationships: An atmosphere of mutual respect and tolerance must be maintained at 
all times.  

4. Participation: Although students work on individual educational programs, 
participation in group and class activities is expected. These activities will provide many 
opportunities for you to progress and grow, both personally and academically.  

5. Attitude: A positive learning environment is fostered at the school, and it is expected 
that you will support and contribute to this goal.  

6. Problem Situations: Any situations which may arise at the school regarding security, 
personal relationships, etc., are best dealt with as soon as possible in consultation with 
your teachers. Although teachers are not CSC Staff, they are responsible to the Institution 
to abide by Institution rules.  

I understand and agree with the standards and expectations described above.  
 
 

Student Signature Date  



Paradigms of Prison Education  

From its earliest origins, the penitentiary and its programs have been influenced by the 
philosophy of the era. The Quakers advocated that the penitentiary be a place of silent 
reflection on wrongdoings. As a result, prisoners who had an interest in learning were 
given only a Bible to read. The first Canadian penitentiary, in Kingston, had a strict 
regime of sanitation and separate confinement. Early schooling in Kingston Penitentiary 
consisted of basic literacy instruction in prisoners' cells.  

Collins (1995), in "Shades of the Prison House," argues that prison programming has 
been influenced by philosophical paradigms. Collins describes models of prison 
education which have been influenced by these paradigms: the medical model, 
opportunities model, the creative approach, and participatory literary methods. While 
there is no one site which fully embraces a particular paradigm, philosophical influence 
was nevertheless observed at each of the sites. Collins paradigms are used here only as a 
guide to describing program models. Many more activities occurred than are described in 
this section. It is intended to highlight various activities.  

These models are not intended here to compare the merits of one school against another 
which, according to one teacher, is often done by Correctional Service of Canada 
officials. She noted that evaluation of teachers is done by measuring and comparing the 
number of grade levels accomplished by students within prison schools. This study was, 
in part, about measuring, but it pertained to the following phase of this project. In Phase 
II, individual goals will be measured to determine if students reached their goals.  

Medical Model  

Collins indicates that the Medical Model was previously the predominant guiding 
paradigm for prison school programs. According to Collins (1995), its influence is still 
very pervasive, it no longer goes unchallenged as a guiding paradigm. He writes,  

This pervasiveness should come as no surprise. The medical model fits in nicely, and 
helps to sustain the notion of criminology as a professionalized discipline. The 
professionalized discourse has tended to identify criminality with individual, 
psychologized deficiencies that are amenable to treatment by behavior modification or 
normalizing techniques. ... Emphasis is placed on the ability to read and respond to short 
written statements rather than on writing for free expression. Since students' learning 
needs and their learning objectives are already programmed into the curriculum design, 
the literacy teacher is redefined as a "facilitator" or "manager." (p. 51)  

 

 

 

 



Riverbend School  

Influence of the medical model was observed at the Riverbend Institution School. As outlined 
above, Riverbend has an established curriculum (see Exhibit 2) and the schedule is followed 
closely. Students at Riverbend School are seated in a traditional manner facing the front of the 
classroom. Weekly required assignments include asking students to complete two sentences.  

Exhibit 2 
DAILY SCHEDULE - Riverbend Institution 

  Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 
8:00 - 8:50 Social 

Studies 
Social 
Studies 

Social 
Studies 

Social 
Studies 

Atlas Study 

9:00 - 10:15 Current 
Events &  

2 Sentences 

Current 
Events &  

2 Sentences 

Spelling 
Times Tables 
2 Sentences 

Current 
Events &  

2 Sentences 

Current 
Events & 2 
Sent. 

10:25-11:30 Grammar 
Science 

Grammar 
Science 

Grammar 
Science 

Grammar 
Science 

Reading 

1:00 - 4:00 Deskwork 
Tutor Time 
Computer  

Deskwork 
Tutor Time 
Computer  

Deskwork 
Tutor Time 
Computer  

Deskwork 
Tutor Time 
Computer 

Flexible  

ie: educat. 
videos 

Opportunities Model  

Collins (1995) relates that the Opportunities Model came as a new approach to prison education 
and provides for greater flexibility in the design and teaching of adult literacy. He writes,  

From the opportunities model perspective, adult literacy in prisons is tied to a notion that 
prisoners should be given a wide range of educational and training opportunities while they are 
incarcerated. ... The curriculum is envisaged as keeping prisoners "meaningfully busy." (p. 53).  

Rockwood School  

This study observed that the school at Rockwood institution is influenced by the Opportunities 
Model paradigm. Students at Rockwood were observed to be given a wide range of educational 
and training opportunities including hands on activity involving a garden. The teacher at 
Rockwood indicated that students were busy with group work which was intended to provide 
meaning to the students each day. She noted that the direction in corrections is toward a lot of 
hands-on experience such as life skills, banking, and resume writing. At this site, writing 
assignments are common and students publish a quarterly newsletter. An interesting educational 
activity was the construction of an igloo one winter.  

 



Creative Approaches  

Collins (1995) claims that, because prisoners are not regarded as part of the mainstream 
population, an opportunity can exist for some teachers to "evade the conforming curriculum that 
is pressed on students in educational institutions on the outside." He writes,  

Teachers of students from marginalized groups are often able to experiment with curriculum and 
teaching strategies because the authorities simply do not think it matters, provided such students 
are kept "meaningfully busy." Accordingly, many adult literacy teachers of prisoners or others 
from marginalized groups have more room to try out creative approaches than they care to 
acknowledge. Such acknowledgment entails extra work. ... Nevertheless, it is possible to witness 
prison-based adult literacy projects which, in terms of creativity and commitment, make some 
institutionalized adult literacy programs for "disadvantaged" people on the outside appear 
pedestrian by comparison. ... Conscientious literacy teachers of prisoner-students, and of the 
population groups on the outside from which many prisoners originate, can take advantage of 
these laxer circumstances to create alternative curriculum and teaching strategies (p. 59).  

Brandon Correctional Institution  
Regina Correctional Institution  

The teachers at the two provincial sites provided the researcher with several examples of 
creativity in their work. Due to limited budgets and high turnover of students, the teachers at the 
provincial sites needed a great deal of creativity and variety in their approaches to students. 
Provincial school programs are the most flexible in terms of program delivery. And, while they 
appear to be primarily influenced by the Creative Approaches Model, they also incorporate 
aspects of the Opportunities Model and Participatory Literacy Practices. It should be 
reemphasized that the high turnover of students and limited budgets of provincial institutions 
make these sites challenging to manage.  

An example of one "creative approach" has been the development by BCI students of culturally 
appropriate material on drug and alcohol abuse issues.  

Participatory Literary Practices / Paulo Freire's Approach  

According to Collins (1995), a central theme of Participatory Literacy Practices is to ignore 
conventional curriculum parameters enabling participants to express themselves.  

Despite the overt, and perhaps overly optimistic, revolutionary implications of Paulo Freire's 
approach to literacy, his problem-posing pedagogy can be instructive for teachers in prisons. ... It 
is through Participatory Literary Practices in community-based settings and some educational 
institutions that the closest approximations to Freirean pedagogy have emerged. A central tenet 
of Participatory Literacy initiatives is that students, together with their teachers, will have a say 
in the formation of a curriculum and the selection of relevant texts. Accordingly, the "voices" of 
the learners and their life stories become primary material for the learning process. Literacy in 
these terms is not so much about focusing on the need to read as on attending to the needs of 
people who cannot read(p. 60).  



Stony Mountain Institution  

The school at Stony Mountain Institution provided an example of the influence of Participatory 
Learning Practices. Given the fact that student turnover is lower, it teachers have more time to 
entertain special projects which are influenced by students. One example of this is the students' 
work to compile and publish a book of visual art, poetry and stories entitled "Spirit Within Our 
Dreams." This attractive book was compiled largely by prisoners which gave them direct 
influence on the content of their curriculum. Notably, students at Stony Mountain took the lead 
in setting up the classroom for the Focus Groups and directing the focus group discussion.  

Summary of Models  

Prison teachers are individuals first and each of the classrooms was "flavoured" by the 
uniqueness of the teachers. Teachers, too, are influenced by their own philosophical premises 
which help to determine style, content and delivery. The above comparisons of prison school 
programs to Collins' paradigm of prison education are offered not as definitive but as influential. 
In reality, school programs in prison need to be functional. In part, they depict how the micro can 
be influenced by the macro. 

School Intake Procedure  

The method by which a prisoner enters the school setting varies from site to site. Within federal 
prisons, newly sentenced individuals participate in an intake interview and assessment process in 
which an assigned case manager identifies program needs and options. The resulting "Case Plan" 
outlines required programming and treatment and specifies whether school is appropriate. 
According to a Correctional Service of Canada committee,  

Classification can be generally defined as "a continuous process through which diagnosis, 
treatment-planning and the execution of the treatment plan are coordinated to the end that the 
individual inmate may be rehabilitated (Oimet Committee, 1969:11)." (In Griffiths & Verdun-
Jones, 1994, p. 509)  

In the two provincial prisons, school participation is based largely on a prisoner-initiated referral 
process. The prisoner will contact his case worker who completes an assessment related to 
school. The individual is then placed on a waiting list for the school. At both provincial prisons, 
instructors complete testing to determine the level at which the individual is working.  

Within prison there are numerous other jobs available and, in some cases, placed in higher 
demand than school by the staff and administration. On occasion, a student may move out of 
school to work in a prison industry. At Regina Correctional, a provincial institution, the average 
stay in the classroom for all individuals is approximately 30 days. This offers a special 
necessitates more time devoted to intake and testing for provincial prison teachers. In any given 
year, a provincial classroom may see more than 200 different students, each with individual 
learning goals and potential.  



At Brandon Correctional Institution the length of a stay in the classroom is rarely less than three 
months and normally four to six months. The primary reason for this more lengthy stay is that 
the intake and screening process are different and allows the instructor to be more selective and 
ensure commitment of students.  

Within federal prisons the average length of a stay per student is considerably longer than that of 
their provincial counterparts. In one federal minimum prison the average length of a stay in the 
class was approximately 6 - 8 months.  

School Program Options 

According to Griffin's (1978) survey of prison education programs in 1978, about 2,000 of the 
9,500 inmates in Canadian penitentiaries were participating in full-time educational programs. 
And, over the past twenty years, there has been a rapid expansion of programs and facilities 
relating to prison education (in Linden, 1982, p. 45).  

Adult learning offers unique challenges and opportunities. This is especially true for adult 
learners within a prison setting. Teachers commented that factors such as a safe and positive 
learning environment, time between breaks, length of classes, and seating arrangements, all have 
an impact on learning.  

A variety of school options are available to individuals dependent upon the particular prison 
setting. And, as one literacy guide has reminded us, "Adults have a wealth of personal, family, 
work and life experiences which provide unlimited possibilities for the creation and 
understanding of lessons."(Manitoba Education & Training, p. 55).  

Table 3 depicts the program options available to students at the five sites.  

It is noteworthy that 17.5% of all prisoners are involved in either full time or part time schooling 
behind the walls of these five sites (212 of 1210). Each of the five sites provides a variety of 
adult-learning options. Please note that this includes all students at all of the five prisons studied. 
Teachers were the source for this information.  

Table 4 presents the educational categories in which the students at the five prisons were 
presently enroled. While table 3 includes all 212 students at the five sites, Table 4 includes only 
the 49 participants interviewed for this study. Please note that the Riverbend Generalized 
Program denotes the fact that all students at that site generally followed the same schedule in the 
morning while they completed individual work in the afternoon. Students did not identify 
individual school goals or areas of concentration therefore Tables 3 and 4 present this group in 
the "other" or "Generalized" categories.  

 

 

 



Table 3 
Student Participation By Category 

Total of All Students at all Five Prisons 
Total N=212 

 

 

  



Table 4 
Student Participation By Category 

Students Participating in Study 
Total N=49 

 

  



Adult Basic Education (ABE)  

Adult Basic Education/Upgrading was the most common program which participants in this 
study were involved in (19/48). All five sites offered it as a primary option to students. ABE is 
typically subdivided into three categories; ABE I, Grades 0 to 5, ABE II, Grades 6 to 8, and ABE 
III, Grades 9 and 10. In Saskatchewan provincial prisons, a 5/10 program is equivalent to the 
federal ABE II and ABE III.  

In Manitoba, a formal literacy certificate is 
offered to individuals who complete basic course 
material in literacy. This is both a motivator and a 
reward for students. Students enroled in Adult 
Basic Education I typically express difficulty 
reading or writing. At the Regina site, the 5/10 
course takes approximately six months to complete and very few adult 10 certificates are 
awarded annually.  

Within the ABE program, teachers were observed to challenge students to work on a variety of 
related work. One teacher raised the subject of AIDS and the entire class completed a project 
which involved guest speakers and presentations. Recently, in one prison, the theme of Racism 
was studied.  

The literature highlights other forms of literacy programs including a London-based family 
literacy approach called "Breaking barriers with books: A fathers' Book-sharing program from 
prison." While instructors incorporated various elements of specialization into their work, few 
had the time or resources to implement specialty programs.  

"Spirit Within Our Dreams", a colorful and attractive publication is an example of a specialty 
project. At another prison, students designed and built a greenhouse and part of their daily 
routine is to visit the greenhouse.  

General Equivalency Diploma (GED)  

Teachers indicated that several students achieve their GED each year. They said that the GED is, 
in reality, equal to a regular Grade 10 standing. However, the GED does serve to motivate 
students. It is easily adaptable to the prison environment because it is divided in modules. 
Teachers often have students write a GED pretest in order to determine readiness of the students. 
At Regina Correctional Institution, the prison will cover the cost of writing the GED test if the 
individual passes the test. Students taking GED modules appeared focused on specific goals 
related to their work. 14 of 49 students in this study were involved in GED.  

  



Special Studies  

Within the provincial prisons, the length of a stay in the classroom is shorter (30 days in some 
cases). Special studies are adapted to this reality and they include things like learning the metric 
system or a driver handbook.  

Correspondence: High School  

Because the GED certificate is recognized by teachers as equivalent to a formal grade 10 
standing, some prison schools provide for students to obtain formal high school credits through 
correspondence courses. In Saskatchewan, this is done through the Saskatchewan 
Correspondence School while. In Manitoba, this can be accomplished through the Winkler 
School Division or, in the case of Brandon, through a counsellor at a local high school. In 
Regina, students are able to get a grade 10 certificate issued by Saskatchewan Institution of 
Applied Science and Technology (SIAST) which is module based. Special financial support may 
also be available to individuals leaving Regina Correctional Institution. If an ex-prisoner is on 
Social Assistance for one week following release, they can be eligible for SIAST funding to 
continue schooling.  

Correspondence: University  

The five sites in this study do not currently offer formal university courses as part of their 
curriculum. However, students may and do register for correspondence university courses. This 
responsibility falls largely on the shoulders of the student.  

Correspondence: Technical  

In some of the schools, teachers have taken the time to provide their students with calenders 
from technical schools or community colleges. In most cases, prisoners are required to initiate 
these studies and limited support is provided.  

Correspondence: Other  

At Rockwood Institution, teachers encouraged students to correspond with outside contacts at the 
Aboriginal Literacy program in Winnipeg. This provides a unique link to the community.  

Computer Skills  

In each of the five prison schools, computers were available and fully utilized by students. 
Federal prison schools have a much higher ratio of computers to students than did the provincial 
prisons. Computers were used as a means of improving key boarding skills and as a form of 
entertainment. Educational programs, like "Pascal" was installed at some of the sites.  

 

 



English as a Second Language 

Prisons in Manitoba and Saskatchewan hold a disproportionate number of native prisoners. For 
many of these men, English is a second language. While these men are interested in improving 
their language skills, they want to do so in a way which does not bring negative attention. Many 
of these men initially concentrate on math skills, particularly computation. One instructor noted, 
This is excellent to get them feeling competent and more sure of themselves and to realize they 
are in a safe place. They need to know that they are not going to be ridiculed. I will give them 
math to do and once they have grasped the concepts then I will put the math into a problem form.  

Library  

Students in at least three of the settings had the benefit of a well-stocked library. Specific library 
times were part of the schedule and a prisoner acted as the librarian in these locations.  

Community Tutors  

One of the goals at the outset of this study was to determine the influence of community-based 
volunteer tutors on the achievement of prisoners' literacy related goals upon release. The 
hypothesis to be tested by this study was whether an established relationship between the student 
and an outside volunteer would improve the link to the community and better facilitate the 
accomplishment of preset goals. During the proposed second phase of this research, the influence 
of community-based tutors in prison will be measured. In their Mission statement, CSC has 
stated that they support community volunteers,  

We recognize that the establishment and maintenance of positive community and family 
relationships will normally assist offenders in their reintegration as law-abiding citizens. ... The 
involvement of community organizations, volunteers and outside professionals in program 
development and delivery will be actively encouraged.  

At the time of the study, there were few community-based tutors working with students. 
Teachers advised that the time and energy involved in training, matching, and supervising 
volunteer tutors, in addition to external security issues and concerns, rendered the administering 
of a core of volunteers a significant challenge. Teachers asserted that highly skilled and 
dedicated tutors with respectful approaches, whether community-based or peer, are a positive 
addition to the school.  

 

 

 

 

 



Peer Tutors  

Formal peer tutoring (prisoner to prisoner) occurred in two of the sites. Informal tutoring was 
observed to occur naturally in three of the institutions where seating facilitated this (ie. Four or 
five students seated around a square or round table. The choosing of a peer tutor is a task which 
cannot be taken lightly within prison. In addition, factors such as security, effective literacy 
tutors need to be sensitive to adult learning issue. One teacher indicated that peer tutoring is 
invaluable in providing prisoners a way of tutoring without "dominating." She advised,  

Many men think - oh yes - they're smart and they'll come and lick 'em into shape and they'll tell 
them what to do. Well that's not the type of tutor you want.  

At Rockwood, six peer tutors recently took training from a Winnipeg tutoring program.  

Marianne Paul's (1991) comments are important within this context. She writes that "prison is an 
environment that feeds upon weaknesses. Building walls around oneself helps to disguise those 
things that will, in all likelihood, be perceived as weaknesses by others. Illiteracy is one of those 
things. ... It takes courage for the person in the community to seek help reading and writing. The 
need for courage is even greater for those in jail, where there are few secrets, and there is little 
tolerance for "weaknesses."" (p. 25)  

Reasons for School Attendance in Prison  

Focus groups, followed by individual interviews, were used to gather data from prisoners 
regarding reasons for attending school in prison. The expressed reasons for school attendance in 
prison were as varied as were the individuals themselves.  

For some, it is a chance to try for a second time at what was a failure the first time. Exposing 
past failures within the prison environment necessitates the need to "save face."Considerable 
apprehension is typical for new students. However, the desire to learn appears to outweigh these 
anxieties, and the need for a safe learning environment cannot be overstated.  

Adults often come into learning situations with fear and apprehension following a long history of 
failure. It takes a great deal of courage to admit their needs and ask for assistance. Once in a 
program, some may exhibit negative attitudes because of their past failures(Manitoba Education 
and Training). One advice from an adult literacy guide states,  

Adult learners usually have definite goals when starting an educational program. These goals 
may include self improvement, getting a driver's licence, reading to their children, improving job 
skills, getting a job or a promotion, getting a high school diploma or equivalent (Manitoba 
Education and Training, p. 55).  

 

 

 



Following are the reasons identified by prisoners for school attendance.  

 

Reason 1: A Fresh Start  
 

Several of the students who participated in this 
project described childhoods fraught with abuse 
and/or neglect. Their attempts to cope with this 
abuse drained their mental and creative energies. 
For them, school was well down on their list of 
priorities in childhood. Survival was foremost. As 
one individual stated,  

I was never taught about my culture when I was 
young cause I started very early to get off the 
path. . . . I started pretty early. I was 13 years old 
when I left home. My dad was never there for us 
so I started living a lie. ... It doesn't hurt for me to 
say this any more 'cause I've dealt with it. My dad he raped my mom . . . Nine months later I 
popped out so I wasn't conceived out of love or anything. I found that out when I was 13 and 
that's when all my problems started. So I kind of tended to rub it in the wrong way too, with my 
family every day. I got back at him in my way. I had a lot of anger. 

 

Prison was a place of rediscovery for this individual who was in a prison school for one year, "I 
come from a background where there was a lot of booze - there was a lot of drinking. 
Rediscovery, about myself personally I think was one of the greatest things in this place."  

 

 



Several of the individuals interviewed 
indicated that they were affiliated or 
connected to gangs in the community. 
This factor plays an important role in all 
parts of an individual's life.  

For several 
individuals, 
addressing "life" 
issues helped create a 
stable environment in 
which to learn. Some 
became interested 
and ready for school 
in prison after they 
had begun working to 
resolve other 
important life issues.  
 
The help of genuine and caring prison staff helped one individual begin to consider 
school as a positive option. Others, too, reflected on the help of a counsellor who had 
taken a special interest in them.  

According to Lisa 
Hobbs Birnie (1991), 
"Abuse is often part 
of the upbringing of 
those who end up in 
jail. ... She kept a 
tally of the family 
and social history of 
all the people 
between the ages of 
18 and 40 she 
interviewed as a 
member of the Parole 
Board. She 
discovered that 78% had been "cruelly 
abused" when they were young." (p.30).  

For some, school itself was a brand new 
experience - a brand new way of doing 
things. One student began schooling 
inside with little interest but has made 
great progress.  



Reason 2: Positive Place to Be  

 

Confidence builds with 
achievement and, in turn, 
achievement is fostered by a 
positive and respectful 
environment. This is true of 
the prison school 
environments in this study. 
Several students admitted that 
they chose school just as a 
place to be. Once in school 
however, most found the 
environment rewarding and 
conducive to learning.  

Several students spoke passionately about how their level of self esteem improved over 
time because of accomplishments within the class. Some were surprised at how easily 
learning came.  

One individual, who had dropped out of school in his 
adolescence, was brimming with confidence during the 
interview. It seemed like everything he touched 
educationally was turning to gold. Others were bolstered 
by increased typing speed, reading, math, and writing 
skills.  

 
 
Reason 3: Part of a Case Plan  

For some, especially those with little or no formal education, the stated reason for 
attending school was that it was part of their "case plan." In some instances, a case 
management officer may have recommended participation in school. School attendance, 
became part of a "correctional plan."  

 



 

 

Students, however, were often candid 
about the fact that their positive goals 

were sometimes incongruous with those 
which Case Managers set for them. In 
some cases, prisoners stated that the 

institution, while offering some important 
programs, was not a factor in them 

changing themselves. Most of us need to 
feel that we have some control over 
changes which are occurring to us. Prisoners have relatively little control over their 

environment and, therefore control over internal changes becomes important. The wise 
teacher or Case Management Officer, while providing prisoners with some direction and 
encouragement on occasion, will be able to step back when the prisoner claims personal 
victory. The choice to change, of course, always remains with the prisoner. One prisoner 

stated that taking an alcohol and drug program as well as a personal development 
program was not part of his "correctional plan." He stated, "I plan to take it over again."  

 

 

 



Reason 4: "Something to do"  

Small rectangular brick structures are 
what most Canadian prisoners call 
home on a daily basis. Students related 
that school can be a way out of their 
"house" to break up the monotony of 
the day. Some said that school provided 
them with something to do.  

Of all the students interviewed, only 
one indicated that his primary motive 
for remaining in school was the money.  

 

Reason 5: Peaceful Setting  

For some students school offered a tranquil 
setting in an otherwise loud and disruptive 
environment. Some compared it to a church-like 
setting.  

Reason 6: Self Affirming  

Prison environments are rife with put downs. Because of this, prisoners seek out people and 
places which build confidence, joy, and hope. For many, simply the ability to spend an afternoon 
reading or writing without fear or intimidation was a joyous occasion. Being in school was a way 
to show that you have done something positive or true with yourself. Changing a criminal mind 
to a positive mind was identified as self affirming.  

The first step to self affirmation for some prisoners is to get out of a rut. Some talked about 
ending a cycle they had been on for too long.  

Reason 7: Specific Goals  

This research found that individuals had practical 
and specific reasons for attending school inside. 
These included reevaluation of skills, finishing 
grade 12, furthering training, GED, job, learning 
English, and filling in some "gaps" on a resume.  

 
 



 

 

Reason 8: Parole / Temporary Absence (TA) / Early Release  

Upon arrival in prison, each prisoner is made aware of his or her release date. Prisoners are, of 
course, eligible for early release - parole. The granting of parole depends on several factors 
including institutional conduct, willingness to address criminogenic factors, a release plan, and, 
among other things, the level of support in the community. Some prisoners work hard to get 
parole while others are less interested. Constant discussion and attention paid to release dates 
causes increased anxiety for prisoners.  

Significant life factors can have a big impact on goals. The lengthy discourse on the following 
page depicts the profundity of traumatic life circumstances such as the death of a close family 
member.  

Interestingly, students rarely raised the topic of parole or early release 
in the interviews. Students raised the discussion to inform that they 
would forego a favorable parole to continue working on their own 
identified issues. The following lengthy discourse provides some 
insight into why parole may not be as important as one might assume.  



 

Reason 9: General Interest 

While some students had specific objectives such as completing their GED or obtaining a 
literacy certificate, others were less goal oriented. Some simply expressed a general interest in 
computers or reading.  

Reason 10: For the Children  

Many students in prison expressed that they have 
young children in their own schools. For some, 
this is a reminder of past school experience which 
was often not very successful. Another individual 
spoke about his two children aged three and six. 
His children were the primary reason to get his 
"life back." He chose school as a means to 
accomplish this goal. He asserted, "If I lost my 
kids I would quit trying and that's all."  

 

 



Reason 11: Altruism  

 

School is part of a healing process for some. The healing which occurs provides an 
opportunity for some to become more aware of the problems around them. Getting better 
educated was seen as a way of improving conditions in one's home community by some. 

 

Reason 12: Recommendation of Peer(s)  

Most of us ask around when we go shopping for a college or a place to get professional 
help. People in prison also ask one another about the nature of programs, counselors or, 
in this case, school. Several individuals said they started attending school because they 
heard good reviews about the teacher from another person in school.  



Summary of Reasons  

As we have seen, reasons which prisoners give for 
attending school are numerous and varied. They make 
choices to attend school based on a variety of factors. 
What the research of these five sites found was that, 
once students are in school, they are greeted with an 
environment which facilitates learning. Some time is 
necessary for students to adjust to the school setting but, 
once settled, many set realistic goals for their release.  
 
 

Literacy-Related Goals For Release  

Data gathered from the interviews provides us with 
insight into the goals which students in prison set for 
themselves (See box). These goals, which cut across 
socioeconomic boundaries, are the same goals for which 
the majority of Canadians strive.  

Phase II of the research proposes to contact each 
individual who participated in the first phase of the 
research to determine whether they achieved the goals 
which they set in prison.  

Factors Influencing Success Upon Release  

A significant amount of corrections research is devoted 
to addressing criminogenic factors which cause 
prisoners to return to prison (recidivate). Correctional 
Service of Canada has determined the primary factors 
which cause ex-prisoners to return to prison are criminal 
thinking errors, drug-related behavior, alcohol abuse, 
and negative peer association,  

Sutton (1992) provides us with an understanding of 
prisoner issues,  

"Characteristics of the prison population in 
industrialized countries such as Canada indicate that they are disproportionately of a 
minority race, lack social skills, may be dependent on drugs or alcohol, suffer emotional 
disturbance, come from unstable homes, have a history of failure in schools, are poor, 
and have a low level of self esteem."( P.13)  

 



Recent literature concerning the reintegration of prisoners to home communities indicates that 
the focus of correctional planning must be to provide a supportive environment. LaPrairie (1997) 
states,  

The positive effects of institutional programs are wasted if follow-up programs are not available 
in the community. It is essential that offenders return to positive environments, whether or not 
these are home communities. For some offenders, a return to the home communities may be a 
recipe for re offending. This suggests that needs of communities must be realized before they can 
accommodate needs of offenders and become environments which promote pro-social values (p. 
5).  

Bracken and Loewen (1992), in their review of a prison employment program, write,  

That elusive carrot of early release 
dangles ever so closely when one can 
say that the faults of the individual (ie. 
, unemployment or lack of formal 
education, ed. note) are responsible for 
imprisonment in the first place. Prison 
shelters prisoners from life's realities, 
teaches them to cope by manipulation 
and coercion, and fails to foster a sense 
of control over one's own life (p. 164).  

There is a growing body of literature 
arguing the merits of using recidivism 
as the measure of success in 
correctional work. This study has 
chosen largely to ignore recidivism as 
the measure of success for prisoners 
and to concentrate on self identified factors which prison students believe will determine the 
success of their goals.  

In the focus groups, individuals "brain stormed" factors which would influence success of 
reaching literacy-related goals for release. Then they voted for their top three factors which they 
believe would most influence the achievement of their goals. In total fifty-seven men participated 
in the focus group voting.  

The results of the focus groups clearly indicate that there is one key factor which students believe 
will influence the success of school-related goals upon release. The factor which received the 
most votes was positive personal motivation. Seventy-nine per cent of students chose personal 
motivation as one of their primary factors to achieving their goals upon release (See Table 5).  

 

 



Table 5 
Factors Influencing Success In the Community 

Focus Group - N = 57 

 
  



Prisoners identified three other 
important factors in achieving 
success of prison related goals. 
These included family support, 
drinking/drugs, and money.  

Phase II of the research proposes to examine individual factors which are most helpful to 
finding successful transition to the community. Follow up research may be able to 
determine if one individual (i.e. a "constant") is an important independent variable for 
success. An important question to be asked in Phase II might be; "Is there someone 
significant to your transition? One person?" Or it could ask, "How much influence did 
prison school itself have in setting/reaching your current achievements?" While Phase I 
of the research examined factors which students' projected would influence the success, 
Phase II will measure both the accuracy of each individual's identified factors and 
determine additional factors unmentioned.  

This paper will now examine the information regarding factors influencing the success of 
literacy-related goals. This information was obtained through the focus groups.  
 
Positive Attitude / Personal Motivation (45/57)  

 

Students advised that a positive 
mind set, self- motivation and 
perseverance were absolutely 
essential to achieving goals which 
they set for release. Awareness of 
one's strengths and limitations, 
dedication, confidence, and 
personal respect are part of a 
positive attitude for students. 
Several individuals noted that a 
positive attitude will be the main 

factor which will keep them focused on their goals.  

 

 



Wlodkowski's (1993) work with adult learners provides some insight here,  

"A useful functional definition of an attitude is that it is a combination of perception with a 
judgment that often results in an emotion that influences behavior (Ellis 1962). The attitudes that 
adults have that will directly influence their learning usually take one or more of the following 
directions: (1) toward the instructor, (2) 
toward themselves as learners, and (3) 
toward their expectancy for success in 
the learning activity."(p. 73).  

Family Support ( 25/57)  

Approximately half of the students in this study acknowledged the importance of family as being 
one of the three most important factors for their success. During the individual interviews the 
topic of families and family support dominated the discussions. For many, unresolved family 
issues, past abuse, and uncertainty of future support were foremost. According to McCormick 
(1994),  

"Family relationships are a deeply ingrained aspect of many, if 
not all, societies including that of Canada. The unique and 
special status of a family relationship is recognized by and 
entrenched in Canadian law. Both private and public law, 
impose special responsibilities, obligations, trusts, benefits, 
privileges on individuals solely on the basis of their family 
relationship to one another. Even when a family relationship is 
not positive it still maintains a status that is different from any 
other type of relationship in our society. Under the 
circumstances it would seem reasonable to conclude that 
whatever happens to one family member, even if that member 
is in prison, directly affects the lives of each of the other 
family members."(p. 157).  

 



 

Prisoners find it difficult to maintain emotional depth in relationships with people in the 
community. Several individuals noted that they simply put their relationships with 
partners or family on hold because of the emotional energy required to sustain those 
relationships.  

According to one student, his mother's trust will be important to reestablish because of 
the invaluable support she has been in the past.  

 

 

 



 

Drinking/Drugs (24/57)  

It comes as no surprise that almost half of the students confirm that alcohol and drug 
abuse will play a major role influencing the success of goals for many of the men upon 
release. Accordingly, 
Prison administrations 
concentrate a significant 
amount of program 
resources to this issue. In 
this regard, it was evident 
that the students in this 
survey were fully aware of 
their problems with alcohol 
and drug abuse.  

 

Money/Employment/Financial Sponsor (21/57)  

Students were realistic about factors influencing 
their success. Practically all realized the 
importance of "clean" money to reaching their 
goals. Some, whose goals were further education, 
had already established contact with student aid and were aware of things like transportation and 
housing costs.  

Prejudice (13/57)  

Being in jail is stigmatizing. Many 
were keenly aware that other people's 
attitudes toward "ex-cons" may be a 
major factor to reaching goals such as 
employment.  

Students related incidents of prejudice, 
put downs, racism, and the need to 
reestablish trust.  

 



Friends (10/57)  

Friends can be a great source of support for most 
people. However, when the context of one's peers 
has been only criminal it is a difficult 
readjustment to make. Knowledge of formal 
supports often comes by word of mouth.  

Living skills (8/57)  

Readjustment to community life is significantly more of a challenge if individuals already have 
difficulties being assertive or meeting one's basic needs. Several students recognized their need 
to improve in this area.  

Personal Maturing / Growing Up (8/57)  

Men who are sentenced to prison are 
generally between the ages of 20 and 
25. For many, a healthy nurturing 
childhood was not part of their life. 
For some prisoners, prison is where 
they "grow up."  

 

Educational Setting (8/57)  

Eight of the students who had identified 
definite educational goals asserted the 
importance of having an educational 
setting in the community which would be 
just as supportive as the school they were 
currently attending in prison. Those 
returning to remote northern 
communities had very little hope of 



furthering their formal studies. On the other hand, there were some indications of hopefulness 
from individuals who came from native communities which had a positive and supportive school 
in place. A recent United Nations study stated, The importance of continuity between education 
within the prison system, education as part of a social reinsertion after release, can hardly be 
overstated. ... The importance of follow-up is becoming more widely recognized (Sutton, 1992, 
44).  

Jobs/Education: External Factors (6/57)  

There are many things in life which are beyond our control. For prisoners this is a daily 
experience. Students who have the wisdom to recognize those things which are within their 
control and those which are not are much more able to take responsibility for life issues. To have 
a healthy perspective of what we have no control of is a liberating experience.  

Achieving Formal Standing (4/57)  

The ability to achieve a formal standing such as a GED or Grade 12 prior to one's release was 
needed to be important to several students. Besides the fact that it would "open doors" for some, 
several stated that it will add confidence upon release.  

Counselling / Public Education (4/57)  

Three men indicated to this writer that, although had already been granted parole, they were not 
going to accept it. They believed they were not ready for release. For them, the counselling or 
programming they began in prison was worth continuing. They recognized a need to continue 
this positive growth for a time.  

Prison-Related Problems and Setbacks (1/57)  

Some individuals indicated that they encountered unwarranted putdowns and racist comments 
from a handful of prison guards. Provincial prisoners, in particular, whose length of 
imprisonment was shorter and feelings of frustration and anger are more prominent, were more 
affected by these prison-related setbacks.  

Remaining Crime Free (1/57)  

Remaining crime free for most prisoners meant the ability to stay away from friends or family 
who were actively involved in crime. Maintaining a positive mind set means remaining crime 
free for most.  

 

 

 



Culture Religion and Health (1/57)  

Culture religion and health, while occupying a 
significant amount of time in group and 
individual discussion, received only one vote. 
Someone who has had a longstanding problem 
with alcohol stated, "I have to put the higher 
power first."  

Others Mentioned but Without a Vote  

Several other factors were identified during the brain storm as having influence upon success 
These factors included an NA/AA Sponsor, other community support, connections, things 
beyond our control (ie. death of family member, "red tape", "bureaucracy", and adaptability. One 
individual requested that this writer call him "whenever and see how I'm doing." He added, "It 
helps to have someone check up on me. It'll be like somebody's watching out for you besides 
your parents and stuff. Like ... you know they'll always be there. It'll make me try harder stay out 
there."  

Those teachers who were observed to be effective with students accepted that they worked 
within large bureaucracies. While teachers resisted a punitive approach within the classroom, 
they were aware that it existed all around them. In order to be effective within the prison school, 
one must be aware of the reality of the prison environment. Effective prison school teachers were 
not observed using most of their energy fighting against the prison bureaucracy. Instead they 
were aware of it, educated by it, resisted its encroachment upon the safe and respectful 
environment of the school, while preserving their energy for the needs of students.  

Summary of Factors Influencing Success  

Data gathered from students regarding the factors which they believe will influence their success 
upon release indicates that individuals believe they believe personal motivation and positive 
thinking are foremost determinants. Students identified a high resolve to reach their goals. 
Support of families, an awareness of alcohol and drug issues and employment or financial 
support are seen as important secondary factors to achieving success.  

For many, the time in prison has been a place to mature and identify life's goals and direction. 
Some have made use of correctional programs to help examine their issues while others have 
made a positive connection with someone else in prison - usually a teacher. Phase II will seek to 
examine, among other things, how important a "constant" person is to reaching success. For 
some, that "constant" may simply be inner resolve.  

 

 



We are reminded that recidivism is not the determinant of success in this study. This study has 
discovered that several students have returned to prison for a second or third term of 
imprisonment. This return, in many cases, may be determined more by social conditions which 
are largely out of the control of individuals. For some, the return to prison is deemed not so much 
as a failure but as a chance to reassess, grow, build personal confidence, and set more realistic 
goals for the present and the future.  

CONCLUSIONS  

Return to the community will likely occur for all participants in this study prior to March 1998. 
Release brings with it a variety of feelings and thoughts - optimism, fear, hope, apprehension, 
new dreams, etc. Some of the students' goals have been developed, in large part, because of a 
positive school experience inside. For too many, this was the first positive school experience 
they had.  

For the most part, teachers and students at the five sites were observed to making the most of 
their time together in prison - teachers facilitating safety and respect in the classroom while 
students making positive educational gains. The following conclusions are a summary of the 
learnings from this study. In some respects, these may be better termed "reaffirmations."  

  



Conclusions of Teachers  

Conclusion 1: Establish/Maintain a Safe and Positive Environment  

The level to which prisoners feel safety and trust within the prison school will directly impact on 
the amount of learning which may occur. Teachers are fully aware of the reality of prison life 
and the need to establish safety for learning goals to be accomplished. As Laurence (1990) states, 
education within a prison is a way of providing hope in the face of despair. Prison education is 
about affirming the value of the lives of the people who choose to be there (p. 148).  

Teachers who were observed to be highly effective with students because they accepted that they 
work within large bureaucracies whose preoccupation with "security" and punishment are 
incompatible to learning. Teachers resisted a punitive approach within the classroom.  

Conclusion 2: Maintain Personal Boundaries  

Testing is a two way street in school. Teachers can be expected to betested frequently. In some 
instances, this testing comes from prison staff. Maintain professional and personal boundaries at 
all times, emotional survival depends upon it. Williams (1991) reminds us that "prisons are large, 
sophisticated bureaucracies. This makes it hard for those new to them, and those hostile to their 
aims, to work with them. No matter how much we disapprove of the prison system and what it 
does to people, it is a fact of life, and it holds large numbers of inmates who need outside 
contacts and help. It is easier to give this help if one has some basic knowledge about how 
prisons work and what the people working in them do." (Page 1.)  

Conclusion 3: Trust Moves Mountains  

Teachers reminded me that it is impossible to be all things to all people at all times. One of the 
natural consequences of becoming a trusted teacher is that this may help an individual develop 
trust or belief in other supports, ideally (and hopefully) in the community.  

Conclusion 4: Be Aware of Release Issues For Prisoners  

Few things are more stressful for the prisoner than uncertainty about release dates. This will, in 
some cases cause students to become moody and some prisoners may appear uncommitted to 
their school work. Teachers understand these tensions and work with them for gain. Teachers are 
also aware that writing reports on students (ie. for purposes of parole), may directly affect the 
future of the student.  

Conclusion 5: Address Issues of Justice  

Teachers continue to expose racism and other injustices through school projects and this 
empowers individuals to take control of those things which are controllable and let go of those 
things which are beyond their control.  

 



Conclusion 6: Learn To Let Go  

Teachers indicated that, while there is a natural tendency to be supportive and even protective of 
students, they will all be released one day. It is, therefore, important to establish linkages with 
caring community professionals in order to support release goals. This is not a direct part of a 
teacher's job description but, in some cases, a timely phone call to arrange for a community 
connection or to "check up" on someone can be important (As an interesting note, it is 
remarkable the number of students who asked this writer to call them upon returning to their 
community).  

Conclusion 7: Share Rather Than Dictate  

Much of the literature on adult education advocates for high interaction between students. 
Teachers are very aware of this. All of us have much to learn from each other, and within the 
context of a safe learning environment this can be enlightening. By giving power to students 
while ensuring the parameters of respect and dignity, teachers offer gifts to students. Students, in 
turn, will share these gifts with others.  

Conclusion 8: Treat Students With Respect and Dignity  

With few exceptions, students will reciprocate the respect and dignity they are shown in the 
classroom. As Soifer, Young, and Irwin (1987) have stated,  

"One of the biggest challenges lies in guiding learners to be aware of the strengths that ... many 
have a poor self concept. ... The teaching must be both challenging and nonthreatening to 
stimulate interaction within the group and assist learners in overcoming self-doubts about their 
ability to learn. ..The Learning Environment. ... the physical and psychological environment 
should convey a message of respect and offer a contrast to the noise and distractions of the 
workplace. ... Ideally, the learning center should be easily accessible to workers, and the 
classroom should be arranged so that groups of eight to ten adults can work comfortably together 
around a table." (p. 65) 

  



Conclusions of Students in Prison  

Conclusion 1: Risk Creativity In The Classroom.  

Students frequently reiterated the fact that a chance to learn within this kind of supportive 
environment does not come along very often. Taking risks in this kind of setting helps other 
students to do the same and the benefit is self confidence for everyone. This research found that 
teachers do not ridicule or put down students for failures or mistakes.  

Conclusion 2: Support One Another 

Students reminded me that the safe learning environment which has been created by the teacher 
and students is worth protecting. School is not always respected or supported by other prisoners 
or staff outside the classroom doors, so it is important to remind one another that all have a role 
to play in supporting this positive environment.  

Conclusion 3: Ask For Support  

Being positive and having an optimistic outlook are great starting points for students, however 
we also need the support of others in order to realize our goals. When teachers are asked for help, 
they do so - it is their job to help. Several have already made valuable contacts for release 
because they have asked the teacher for support.  

Conclusion 4: Respect Self and Others  

  



Conclusions Regarding The Prison Administration  

Conclusion 1: Affirm The Continuing Importance of Education  

Prisoners generally wear a different hat when they enter the school. For many of the prisoners in 
this study, this was the first time they experienced a positive learning environment and major 
gains were made for that reason. Affirmations of achievements continues to be a well-received 
gift.  

Conclusion 2: Continue to Support Teachers  

Teachers in prison can feel isolated and unsupported because of the unique nature of their work 
within the prison. Most teachers rely on the success of individual students for personal 
affirmation and support. Therefore, it is important that teachers continue to be recognized and 
affirmed by prison administration for their positive contribution to an otherwise negative 
environment. The fact that most teachers are able to create a safe setting in which a great deal of 
interaction and learning occurs, reveals that they are dedicated to this work. Teachers generally 
thrive on the autonomy and control they are given over their work environment and create 
positive results. 

Conclusion 3: Continue to Support Students 

The research indicated that, for the most part, prisoners who attend school inside are genuine 
about their educational goals. "Masks", which are generally donned in the rest of the prison to 
protect vulnerability and fear, are mostly removed in school. Many students discussed their 
ability to be honest and candid in the classroom.  

  



Summary  

The findings in this study which was funded by the Literacy Secretariat of Canada are based 
primarily on a focus groups and personal interviews at each of five sites in Manitoba and 
Saskatchewan. In total, fifty-seven students participated in the focus groups, forty-eight students 
participated in the individual interviews, and five teachers provided information through 
individual interviews for this report.  

The findings indicate that literacy instructors generally are able to create an environment which 
is safe to support learning goals. With the support of students, teachers are able to accomplish 
this by modeling respect to students, utilizing effective screening, intake and normalizing 
processes for new students, helping students establish positive learning goals, and hard work.  

Paradigms of education and teacher personalities appear to influence school models and teaching 
styles at each of the five sites. There are a variety of models and program options available to 
students however the greatest percentage of students are involved in Adult Basic Education and 
General Equivalency Diploma (GED) studies.  

Approximately 15% of prisoners at the five sites were involved in school programs. Prisoners 
enrol in school for many of the same reasons that community members return to school. And, 
just like their literacy student counterparts in the community, this study learned that the gains 
which people make in these schools can be substantial given a safe and respectful environment. 
This indicates that prison teachers are generally aware of the needs of adult learners and have 
worked hard to ensure this positive learning environment.  

The reality is that most students in this study have had unrewarding prior school experiences. 
Teachers, by and large, offer the gifts of learning to those prisoners who choose to attend school 
in prison. Most of the students in this study have an astute and balanced understanding of the 
factors which will influence the success of reaching their goals. A positive attitude is viewed by 
students as the primary factor in one's ability to reach personal goals.  

A proposed second phase of this research seeks to follow up with students after they have been 
released to the community. Phase II proposes to locate the students and to study these factors 
influencing successful reintegration.  

The candor and openness of the students and teachers who participated in this qualitative study 
provided for an comprehensive review of the issue of literacy education in prisons.  

This study closes with a poem entitled "Communication." This poem, written by an Irish 
prisoner, emphasizes the importance of words;  

 

 

 



Communication  

Lawrence McKeown;  
Long Kesh  

For ages  
our bodies kept apart  
we touched one another with our words  
written small but caressingly  
we made love from a distance.  

The words  
chosen carefully, thoughtfully  
took the form of lips  
or of tongue  
now a hug, a kiss, an embrace  
now two bodies entwined.  

And I wondered how literate I was  
and if my movements were clumsy.  
Did an elbow jar you?  
A verb or adjective cause you pain?  

It's difficult to affix to paper  
an expression  
or write a smile which speaks in silence  
words of intensity.  

Yet together  
we've shaped over time  
fingers from our words  
and our sentences  
are as hands which reach out  
to hold, to embrace, to touch.  

For ages now  
though we're apart  
we've touched one another with our words  
written small but caressingly  
we've made love from a distance.  

(Journal of Prisoners on Prisons, 1997)  
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