True Prison Reform:
Change Begins With Us

Many of us are frustrated and fed-up with the failures, abuses, and incompetence of
the current system of incarceration — and we should be. Most prisons are nothing more
than human storage facilities that offer little to no support for rehabilitation. The
programs that are offered are ineffective and way out of touch with the latest research in
criminal rehabilitation and psychology. We spend years in an environment that teaches us
how to be angry, lazy, and violent, an environment that is cold, indifferent, and extremely
dysfunctional, then, if we are lucky enough, we are released into the world and expected
to live as healthy, productive citizens. This model is absurd and an insult to 21%, century
civilization. Our communities, our families, and those of us who have to live in this
insanity deserve better than this. Without a prison system that is based on rehabilitation
and humane treatment how are we going to make our communities safer?

So what would a fair, humane, and rehabilitative prison system look like? There are
far too many issues to address here, but here’s a good start: The focus would be on
rehabilitation. The prison staff and administration would model the values and behaviors
expected of the residents. Programs would implement research backed curriculums, For
example: Edward J. Latessa, Ph.D. and Christopher Lowenkamp, Ph.D. professor and
head professor of Criminal Justice at the University of Cincinnati reviewed volumes of
research and came up with six factors they call “Criminogenic Needs” — these factors are
present in those who are most likely to re-offend. Studies have shown that when at least
four of the six are addressed recidivism is reduced by 30%.

The six factors include:
= Antisocial/pro-criminal attitudes, values, and beliefs
e  Pro-criminal associates
 Temperament and personality factors
e A history of antisocial behavior
o Family factors
* Low levels of education, vocational, or financial achievement
Studies also show that programs that don’t address at least four of the above issues have

little to no effect on recidivism.



In addition, the MBA Project (Mind Body Awareness) — an organization that works with
at risk populations — has created a program curriculum that has amazing results.
This program teaches participants:

1. Basic Goodness
Mindfulness Skills
Active Listening
Impulse Control
Emotional Intelligence
Empathy
Forgiveness
Transforming Negative Core Beliefs
Cause and Effect
10, Interpersonal Relationship Skills

To find out more, visit their website at: mbaproject.org

W A B N e

If an inmate like myself with only a 10", Grade education can find and apply the
most effective skills in criminal rehabilitation, it should be no problem for the D.O.C. to
learn about them and implement them in their programs.

This in combination with better healthcare, healthier meal options, internet access,
and dropping the “punishment” model (@ model proven to be ineffective) would be a great
place to begin bringing the prison system into the 21%. century. But if we want true,
lasting changes to occur in the way prisons are run we will need the support of the voting
public and those who financially support our politicians. In order to gain this we must
change the way the public views us. We will return to this subject after taking a look at
what we can do today to create changes within the prison system.

It is obvious that the criminal justice system needs an overhaul, and it is also true

that the number one factor that creates our experience of prison is our own attitudes and

behaviors and the attitudes and behaviors of those we live with. This is true for any

community. How we carry ourselves, how we treat each other and our attitudes are the
largest factors that set the tone of our prison environments. This is a fact that we all too

easily overlook.



Lad

The fact that we are the most powerful force creating the prison experience is good news.
Why? Because this is the one factor we have full control over. We decide how we will
behave and what our values and attitudes will be. This being true, it only makes sense

that before we ask for better treatment we need to treat each other better. There are two

reasons why this is crucial. One is: How we treat each other has the most impact on the
health, tone, and general atmosphere of the prison environment. Second is: this is crucial,
because 1f we expect the D.O.C. to raise their standards for how they treat us, we need to
raise our own standards. If we act like animals we should expect to be treated like
animals — and the truth is we really do behave and treat each other like animals. This is
unacceptable, and it is the main source of our problems. Before we blame others for
prison conditions (and the D.O.C. has a lot to answer for) we need to take a good look at
ourselves,

Sure, it’s true that if we were treated better we would likely treat ourselves and each
other better. But it is a copout to use that excuse. The truth is, the D.O.C. could say the
same thing; “if you want better treatment you need to behave better.” Both sides are
equally in the right to say this. Throughout history in cases like this it has always been the
job of the ones seeking better treatment to take responsibility for making those changes
happen. If we want better treatment we need to become the kind of men people will want
to help. This is absolutely necessary. We need to take responsibility for the fact that it is
we ourselves who are the largest contributing factors in creating the prison tone and
atmosphere. As long as we choose to ignore this fact, as long as we keep blaming others,
we give up our greatest power to create change.

When Gandhi began his effort to free India from British rule he didn’t start by
demanding better treatment from the Brits. Instead he started with the Indians themselves.
He told them that if they wanted better treatment, then they had to raise their own
standard of living. At the time many Indian villages had terrible sanitation habits. Gandhi
said that if they continued to live like animals they could be expected to be treated like
animals. Gandhi then sent trained people into the villages to teach the residents how to
live by healthier sanitation habbits. Only then did Gandhi begin his effort to persuade the
British politicians. If such a method was able to overthrow an empire without the use of

violence, then maybe we could learn a little something from it.



So how do we raise our standards of living and start becoming the kind of men
people would want to help? How do we ourselves create a more humane, respectable, and
united prison environment? These are the kind of questions we need to consider if we
hope to create true prison reform.

A good place to start is to evaluate our current standards of living, both on an
individual basis and as a whole. If we are honest, the prison culture of today is pathetic.
We are divided, violent, impulsive, self-obsessed, hateful, negative, needy, and we refuse
to take responsibility for ourselves. Most of us have poor coping skills, poor emotional
skills, and poor interpersonal skills. It is as if we are stuck as dysfunctional juvenile
delinquents — and some of us are even proud of that fact. This may not be true for you,
but if you take a look around it’s a sad fact of prison life. As we are now, who would

want to help us?
To begin a truly profound process of prison reform we need to unify ourselves.

Great leaders and war generals have always known that the easiest way to conquer and
control people is to divide them. As long as we remain divided we have little hope of
creating the changes we seek, and we will remain easily controlled. The ability to work
together and to look out for each other is the trademark of any successful movement.
Unity is essential. How can we expect others to treat us better than we are willing to treat
ourselves and each other?

We also need to raise our standard for what it means to be a stand-up person in
prison. Qur current model is the “solid con” standard. The truth is, this standard is
pathetic. Think about it. You can be a “solid con” even if you don’t care that you sell
drugs to kids, prostitute women (many underage), rob your family and friends, rob the
elderly, murder people, continually re-offend without remorse, and lead a life without
morals and values. “Solid con™ status is so cheap you can even buy it with a little canteen
every week (if you've been around long enough you know its true). This is absolutely
pathetic. If our model for what it means to be a stand up guy allows for such a lack of
character how can we expect others to care about what happens to us?

It isn’t that there is anything wrong with calling yourself a “solid con”, it’s that the
standards for what a “solid con” is are far too low. To raise ourselves up we need to raise

our personal standards.



So Let’s drop the “solid con™ standard and replace it with the “real man” standard.

Rather than ask if someone is a “solid con,” we can ask, “Is he a real man?”

1.

A real man, if he is guilty of his crimes, owns up to what he has done and feels
sincere remorse for the pain he has caused.

A real man commits himself to the work of personal transformation so he never
repeats the kind of behavior that landed him in prison.

A real man treats everyone, including himself, with human decency and respect. If
he finds someone for whom he can’t do this, he avoids that person and chooses not
to interact with him.

A real man contributes to the safety and well being of his community — whether that
is in prison or on the street.

A real man does his best to lead a life that reflects his deepest values.

A real man is willing to admit when he is wrong.

A real man tries his best to use his intellizence to resolve conflicts. He resorts to
violence only when his life, or someone else’s life is in danger and all other methods
have failed.

A real man looks out for the welfare of others, especially those less fortunate, or
weaker than he is.

A real man does not judge others on the worst behavior of their past, but judges

them on how they are living their lives today.

10. A real man is willing to do “the right thing” even when he is afraid to do so.

Who can argue that the real man standard is not far more valuable than the

“solid con” standard? Just imagine the differences we would experience if the real

man standard was the norm in prison. If this was the standard we held each other to

that would greatly improve the prison environment and our public image. Not only

that, it would greatly improve our own lives. What kind of person would you be if

you held yourself to the real man standard?

The time for using excuses has passed, it’s now time that we man-up and take

responsibility for creating true prison reform, and that reform must begin with us.



So, how will we start the process of creating new laws and bills for a more
humane and effective prison system? The first step is to change the public’s opinion
of us. It is the voting public and its financial support that most heavily influences
politicians and lobbyists. Once the public takes a sincere interest in improving the
prison system that’s when — as if by magic — the politicians will start lobbying for
prison reform.

Right now the public gets most of its information concerning prisoners and
those recently released from prison from the news media. This source is known for its
intense focus on the negative. All the public hears about is brutality, heartless
schemers, re-offenders, and senseless violence. Of course their opinion of us is bad!
We are seen as less than human, worthless, and evil. With such a view of us the
public finds no problem saying, “They get what they deserve!”

Luckily, we live in the age of the internet. It was through the internet that
countries like Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia were able to create revolutions that
overthrew their corrupt governments. But maybe you’re thinking, “That s all well and
good, but we don't have internet access.” 1If that is your thought then I have some
great news for you. An organization called “Between the Bars” offers inmates free
and unlimited blog space on the internet. What's a blog? A blog can be whatever you
want it to be. It’s a web-page of your own where you can upload anything you want:
Essays, commentaries, artwork, poetry, lyrics, or even create your own newsletter,
It’s a place where you can share your thoughts and ideas. Never before have inmates

had such a powerful way to affect public opinion. Just imagine the possibilities!

Imagine if we created a newsletter aimed at giving the public another, more
humane view of us. We could feature stories about inmates or those recently released
from prison who are leading inspiring lives. We could feature articles on men who are
facing tremendous obstacles and are doing their best to overcome them in a system
that doesn’t support them or provide the help they need. We could report on the worst
abuses of the system and its effects on inmates. Such stories would humanize us and

create the public sympathy we need to create change.



Have your family e-mail the blog address to friends, put it up on facebook, and e-
mail it to local and national media sources. Also, have them e-mail the address to
politicians — do whatever you can to get it out there so the public can start hearing our
side of the story. This is crucial!

If we don’t take advantage of the free and unlimited blog space we are provided
then the public will be right when they say we get what we deserve. This is our most
powerful tool for getting the truth out and changing public opinion, and when public
opinion changes that’s when the way our prisons are run will change. To be apart of this
program write: |

Between the Bars
P.O.B. #425103
Cambridge, MA 02142

But the most impactful change we can make is one we can do ourselves: Drop
the “solid con” standard and adopt the real man standard. Become a real man and
hold others to this standard. By doing this we will create the most powerful and
profound changes in the prison environment possible. We will also transform our own
lives for the better. A prison population that uses this standard will gain the respect of
the public and the politicians that create the laws that run our prisons.

This opportunity is yours, it is here, and it is now. Adopt the real man standard
and start a blog today. By doing this you will join the movement that is going to
create true prison reform once and for all, and you’re going to change you own life
for the better, Make your time in prison count!

If this is a message you think people should hear make copies of it, pass them

out, and spread the word! This is the way true change takes place:

" Never doubt that a small group of committed humans can

change the world. It’s the only thing that ever has.”
Margaret Mead

Be a part of it!!
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