GROWTH IN PRISON

Growih cornes in olosing the gap between our
intentions and our actions, befiween our words
and our walk 1

Recently, a long-dime volunieer asked me about growih in prison. "Growth in what
way?" | responded. "You know," she replied, "growth in maturity, in ansitioning from concerns
only about self to being productive members of the Norfolk community.” Once | understoed, i,
having spant nearly forly years at the Massachusetlts Correctional Insiitution at Norfolk (Norfolk
ot MCI-Noralk), began to wax eloquently about my growih. Quickly, the volunteer raised her
hand, not unlike a traffic cop, and proceeded o disabuse me of the notion she was asking
about my growth. Rather she iold me she was wondering about growih | may have observedin
other prisoners. A bit chagrined, | began to consider the many programs which are offered at
Norfolk and had been over the past four decades. 1 decidad that | could only do justice io those
 programs in which | had been involved personally thereby being able o observe parficipants
first hand. Before | was ready to share my thoughis, # was time forthe vdunieef toleave. So, |
have chosento respond onpaper.

There were and are a y!e{mta of ﬁzegrams at Mﬂi-ﬁaﬁdk whm have provided
prisoners the space and content for growth | have picked four which meset the critesion of my
personal involvement. These are: Proiect Youth, the Boston University / University of
Massachusetts Prison Education Program, the Cursille, and the Norfolk Debating Society.

Before discussing each, 1 would be remiss if | did note other programs which are
instrumental in the growth | have withessed second hand in those prisoners who had chosen to
paticipate - Restorative Justice, Youthil Offenders Commitiee, Second Thoughts,
Alsmatives to Viclance, Jeriche Circle, Victim / Offender Education Gzeay and NAMA.

PROJECT YOUTH

Project Youth is the longest conlinuously operating program in the Depariment of
Corraction {DOC). Project Youth began in 1984 and remains active fifty-nine years later.
Project Youth members give presentations to high schodl siudants and at-risk yeuth, ﬁstjaiiy
twice a week. Up io thirty-five students or at- tisk youth from acrogs the s state ars:i from wt-ef-
state come to }MCi-Norolk and listen fo and ask questions of four prisoners who saéaie what
they have done o bring them to prison and taking responsibility for thelr aclions. Drug
addiction, alcchot abuse, and diving while under the influence are prominent ta.f:aécs
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My primary role in my twenty-five years in Profect Youth was to assist b fraining
speakers, age 18 f0 23, to develop thelr individus! nresentations. My greatest joy was waiching
our young team members grow and develop as they prepared o give their fffeen o bwenty
ministe fatks. Addressing up o thidy-five unfamiliar faces can be 2 daunting task and one which
most of cur speakers had never before experienced.

{ waiched members grow in seif-confidence as well as recognizing the pain they hed
caused cthers, beth family members and in their respactive communities. Speaking fo diverse
groups af feast once a week, they had 1o face the full effects of the bad decisions they had
made. One member who had had a devastating drug addiction related fo me how the best
therapy he had was io talk each waak about his choices, remazmg&mwﬁesﬁmﬁveﬁzeﬁ:ad
been not only o himself, but to everyone who cared for him. :

How effective is Project Youth in fostering growth in #s members? From 1991 4o 2053,
183 members have left the program and relumed fo sociely. Of those 183 members, only 5
have come back to prison for committing 2 new crime - a tecidivism rate of 27%.2

THE BOSTON L&EERS{E‘:‘ F URIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
RISON EDUCATION PROGRAM

From before 1882 when | enfered Norfolk unti the COMID pandemic, Boston University
offered classes leading to a Bachelor's Degree. For a portion of $hose years, Boston University
also offered a Master's Degree program. The University of Massachusetts, untit PELL grants
ended, offered pre-college and freshman / sophomore level classes. Working together, the fwo

i served as the college clerk in the scheo! for over a decade and, full disclosure, | also
eamed a Master's Degree. In my cleric's position, | withessed first-hand the fransions in so
mmfﬁﬁaﬁsﬁmmhmﬁa&p&%aﬂa@gmﬁa&mﬁ%&ewﬂmﬁ
Wéﬁmﬁi’z&ﬁ%&&%&r&,ﬁt&&eﬁ?&%ﬁ%ﬂ%ﬁkﬂ%@%ﬁ%&&%‘c@ﬁ&&ﬁé@miﬁﬁk&m
m@m&m&mym&ﬁs&%ﬁ%&a%@am%@mﬁ The Prophef the wise
jeacher is the one who brings students to the “thresholds of their cwn minds.” { watched
numetous prisoner / skudents crossing over their own threshelds year after year.

How effective was the Prison Education Program? The recidivism rate for graduates
has been computed at 1%.3 Yat, the Boston University / University of Massachusetis Prison
Education Program is no more at MCl-Nordolk. During the program's fenure, scores of
prisoners participated sach semesier. On average a dozen or more graduated each year.
Emerson College is about io begin 2 college program at Norfolk. While Emerson College is
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Growih in Prison cont.
CURSHIO

From the eardy 1080's fo the COVID pandemic, the Cursiio - a four day relreat
centered on Jesus Christ - was sponsored annually by Nerfolids Catholic community. | fved
my four days in 1994 and then assisted in coordinating the prisoner service team for each year
thereafter. The Cursiie involved up to twentyfive volumiears who mat menthly throughout the
previous year to prepare for the refreat.

A} the Cursille, each volunteer gave a presentation and sat at aiab&wﬁham&z&:
volgnteer and six prisoners. incarceraied persons of afl faiths were welcome. There was no
aftempt to convert anvone o Catheliciam. Rather, the Cursiio offered a charnice for voluntears
and prisoners fo discuss and fo share about vardous negative issues such as drug addiction,
alcoholism, and the lnsses of joved ones. The emphasis was not on the past, but on the
present and the fiture. { observed many prisoners bond with volunteers at their tables.
Volunteers offered truths as well as fistening sars which helped prisoners see bevond the
narrowness of prison ife and thelr own circumstances.

Up to seventy prisoners pariicipated in each Cursife. And, the interactions did not
cease zfter the four days were over. Monthly mestings - known as Uliryeas - were held on
every third Wednesday of each month for one year urdl a new Cursilic began. in those
meetings, yolunteers and prisoners were raﬁied,inaﬁ@m,aeﬂe@maﬁ reunion groups
meteaatzmsaek&ﬁixmzsmmsan&&*e&zﬁm naticipating

ﬁwezzpc%we wasﬂzeﬁmsﬁiamfas%amgreaigmwﬁﬁ%mgﬂsm& the -

fmmmmmemmmmmmm&gw
reunions, and participating on service teams. The Cursiin, however, is no fonger at Norfolk -
not the four day refreat, not the Ullryeas, and not he small groups. Efforis by both prisoners
and volunteers 1o revive these programs have seamingly fallen on deaf ears.

The Noriclk Debating Socisty (NDS) had a long and storted history at MC-Norfalic.
From 1933 to 16686, NDS compiled 2 remarkable record of 144 wins to 8icsses indebates with
various collags teams from many stales and even from England 4 Sadly, NDS disappeared
after 19686 #t was, however, revived briefly fifty vears {ater. Buf, NDS, as with so many other
worthy programs. ended with the advent of the COMID pandemie and has not been reinstated.

{ was a part of the NDS team in 2018 and on uniil COVD. { parficipated in fraining for
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alsa joined the feam, drawn from the then funcliening coliage pregram and from Toasimasters.
in 2018, we bested 2 team from Boston College - the resolufion was that the Unfted States
should impose a carbon iax on greenhiouse gas emissions. We successhily argued n avor of
the resolution.

Dering the remainder of the short revival we acided diverse fopics conceming
healthcare for afl, the Elecioral Collage, and others requiting our mastering unfamifiar issues It
was in that preparation working togsther on presentations, and achuslly debaling - sometimes
with each other - which provided the growth { wilnessed, not only in myself, but in our fwenty
plis members as well. Since the pandemic, aliempls to revive NDS have proven fudffess,

JUVENILES

For me, the auintessential example of growh in prisan | have winsssed - albsit second
hand - has come from a group of disparate prisoners who had two things in common. First,
17 or younger. And, second, they, despite having no hope of being released, chose not o
simply sit hack in desnalr, but rather to paricipate in programs motivated onfy by the desire io
change and io grow.

That work paid off for many of those juvenils fiars when the Supreme Judiclat Coutin
2013 ruled that mandatory {ife withoust parcle sentences for juveniias was unconstitufional. As a
resull, juveniie ffors serving ife-without-parcle became efigible for pardle once they had served
2t {east fiffleen years. Many had served twenly, fwentv-five, and even thirty or more years
behind bars. Since 2016, 30 former fivenile first degree #ers have been paroled. 5 Notone has
been refumed to prison for commitiing any new crime, Jef alone murder.

When asieed ¥ growth can cocir in prison, ohe need onfy oife those ex-juventie first
degres $ifers. Rather than wasting away in prisen, they sought o grow and to change - to close
parole senfences, the DOC offered fitle in the way of programming. Still, those juventle ifers
accomplished what fow had thought possible - they “closed the gap betweer ithelr} words and
fiheir} walkis).”

Are there any commen factors for the prisoners whose growth { have winassed? |
say: “Yes." Fist, 2l of the prisoners who pariicipated in the programs descrihed in this sssay
certain privileges. Bed not for the pariicinanis | have wiessed grow, they aff had assossed
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CONCLUSION

Hundreds of prisoners have successiully passed through the programs described in
this essay. The recidivism rale caloulated for these programs has been less than 3%. The
DOC, on the other hand, has 2 perennial recidivism rale of +/- 30%. 7 These prisoners who
have completed these four programs and reloined sociely, as well as the juvenile ex-ifers,
have rebuilf their lives and are now productive, law-abiding citizens. Their growth in prison
resoundingly answers the voluntesr's ingedry.

The success of the non-DOC run programs bags the question: When will the DOC
learn what works and what doesn't, assuming the DOC is inferesied in lowering s recidivism
rate? In December 2021, only 52% of priscners were participating in educational programs. In
2023, there has been litle improvement as the DOU claims 53% of prisoners were enrolied in
educational programs. 8

lf the BOC is truly interested in fostering growth in prisoners, then the DOC must
reverse cerlain resiriclive policies. Everyone understands the need for security, but all too
ofien, a fantasized fear bumps common sense. The most recent example is the drive o
exclude volunteers and guest speakers at various groupd meelings and programs. Today, the
DOC requires a £0 day nolice to the Ceniral Office to clear guests fom mercly allending 2
regudardy scheduled group meeting. Pre-pandemic, gussts were cleared by institutional
personnel and the process took from one day to, at most, a week. So, what has changed? Why
does the Ceniral Olfice considers iiself more competent o clear a guest for a single mesting
than the particular instiluiion's staff?

For whatever the reasonis), the DOC is marching backwards and the growth of
incarcerated persons will confinue to dissipate. As long as the DOC continues to allocate 2
mere 2¢ per dollar for programs for prisoners, the recidivism rate will remain stuck at +/- 30%.
What company, paricularly one which expends neasly three-quariers of a billion dollars sach
year, would remain in business with a faflure rate of 30%7 Since the DOC will regreliably
always be with us, at the very least, the execulives in charge should be held aceountable for
these fallures. They should sither adopt a new philosophy based on fosterng growth in
prisoners of, in the words of former General Douglas MacArthur, they should "just fade away”

Gordon Haas
Juty 20, 2083
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