
GROWTH iN PRiSON 

Growth comes in closing the gap between our 
intentions and our actions, between our words 

and our walk t 

Recentty, a {oog--time vclunteer asked me about growth m prison. "Growth in what 

way?"! responded. "You knov..i/' she replied, "growth in maturity, in transitioning from concerns 

-0nly a.boot self to being proouctive members of the Nortclk eommurnty." Once-I understood, i, 

having spent nearly forty years at the Massachusetts Correctionai mstitutkn at Norfolk (Nortclk 

or MC¾-Nortdk), began to wax eloquently about my -grovr.h. Ouickiy, the volunteer raised her 

hand, not unlike a traffic cop., and proceeded to disabuse me ot tha notion she was asking 

about my -gmwth. P.ather she told me she was wondering about-gm1A.1h l may have observed in 

other prisoners. A bit chagrined, t began to consider the many programs which are offered at 

Norfolk and had been -over the past fcur decades. ¾ -decided that l -could only do justi~ to those 

progra.'ns in which l had been involved personal!>-/ thereby being able to observe participants 

first hand Before l was ready to share my thoughts, it was time for the volunteer to leave. So, l 

have chosen to respond on paper. 

There were and are a plethora of programs at MCI-Norfolk which have provided 

prisoners the space. and content for growtr .. i have picked four which meet the crite.<ion of my 

persona! involvement These are: Pr-eject Youth. the Bostoo University I University -of 

Massachusetts Prison Education Program, the Cursillo, and the Norfolk Oebatmg Society. 

Before discussing aaeh, l would -be remiss if l -did note other programs which are 

instrumental 1n the growth l have witnessed second hand in those prisoners who had chosen to 

participate - · Restorative Justice, Youthful Offenders Commmee,. Seeood Tnoughts, 

Jlltsmatives to V¾olan .... ~. J8richo Circ.te. Victim/ Offender Education Groop,. ar.d NAJAA. 

PROJECT YOUTH 

Project Youth is the longest continuously operating program in the Department of 

Correction {DOC). Project Youth began m 1984 and ramains active fifty-nine years~

Project Youth members give presentations to high school students and at-risk youth,. usually 

twice a week. Up to thirty-five students or at-riSk youth from across the state and from :oot-of

state come to MCi-Norlolk and listen to and ask questions of four prisoners who relate \..'that 
they have done to bring them to prisoo and taking respoosiliility k-.r their actions.. Drug 

addiction, alcohol abuse, anddrMng while under the influance are prominent topiCS. 
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Growth in Prison-coot. 

My primary role m my ~"1ly-we years in FF,..,;act Y:outh was to assist in. ~~ 

speakers,. age 18 to 23, to~ tM!rmdividuai pr~~ 1--.. ~y-gr~t joy was watchmg 
our young team ~s grow~~•~ as thay prapared to giv9. their fiftoon to twooty 

minute tatks. Addressing ti? ro thirty"rive tmiamiliar laces ean be a tiaurmng task and ens whicll 

mostotour spooksrshadoovsr before~-

! watehed msmbers-grow m ~~ as ~as r~ hlpain they had 

caused o..t½ers,. both famiiy ffiQmws and in their ~WIQ remmuriitias. ~- to~se 

-gruups at ieast ooce a wool<, they had ro ~ tM full e#acls d. the had -cledsioos they had 

made .. One member who had had a d&vastating drug -mctioo r~ to me how th& hast 

therapy he had was to taik ~ach ~~his d-miees., ~ how oostrucliw they had 
be&n not only to hims-a!~ but toev~,yooa who~~ for him. 

!iaw sff~ -is Pr-oject V-oum -in fostering gmvt.11 m 1ts m~1 from 1991 to 2023, 
183 msmbers hava 1e!t the program and ratumed to ~- Of ttmse 183 m-emhers, nniy 5 

have ~haclc to prison furrommirnng aoow dme -a -recidivism -rats-of 2.7%.2 

THE BOSTON UNi\lERSi1Y j UN!\JERSlTY OF tAASSACHUSEns 
PRiSON EDUCAT!ON PROGRAM 

From be.fore 1982 \fflEID. l entered Woridk d the COVID panoom1c,. Boston Uni-·-t&rsi-ty 
offered classas leading to-a Baeheiois !)Qgr~ For a-portioo of~~ Boston University 
also o.'feroo a Master's Oegrae program_ Tha University ot ~s,. i.m Pm grants 

sncled, offer-ed pre .. ~ and trashman J ~ ¾evei classes. Working~ .. the two 

unwar.smes comprised the f>nson-&iucatioo Program_ 
i served as tl18 ~-clerk m me -schoo1 ror~ a -cleead& and, full d¼sciosur-e, i also 

ea-med a Masters Degr~ in my clerk's position,.. ¼ witnessed ftrat-hand th& tr~ in so 
many prisoners J students fmm anger ro -in~ attsr-baing-introouced ro the writings of 
Wiiam Shak~re,. the poetry cl tmiy Dkkinson,. or the. ·phih:,."'QPhies d John locks and 

~- fl~ ~s, class ~ -and -one-oo-ooe. SQSSIDnS with 
professors~ many~ As K½ali! Gibran wrma oo tducanoo in the Prop.,½et the wisQ. 
teacher is the -one who brings studoots to the ilhresholds of their ,own mmds..'i ! -watched 

numerous prisoner i st"..idoots ~ overfuai:rown ~ year after yaar_ 

Hew 9ffeetlve was the PflSOO ~ Program? ~ recldMsm rate fur graduates 

has been~ at 1%.3 v~ the Boston~ i University of. ~s Prlson 
Educatioo Program 18 no more at MCi,,Nodalk During the program's t8ntlf9. scoms of 

prisoners~~~- On~ a~ er mom.~~~

Emerson ~ is about to begin a dege ~-am at Noriclk. Whils Emerson C~ is 
surely~ oolytwMtyNoriotk~shavabeoo~ 
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CUttSllLO 

From the ~ i~'s to me COVID ~ me Cursillo - a mLlf' -day retreat 

c.enrered oo .lest..½S Cr-.rist - was ~ ~ by Noftclk's Catholic commooity. t wed 
my four-Ga\JS in i-994 and then-assisted in-eoor~ the prisooer service team for-each year 

therea.'ter. 1he Cursfilo mvolved up to twemy-we v-clt.mtoors who met moothiy throughout the 
prevkrus year to prepare tor the fffl!ceai. 

At the Cur~ each vcluntee.r gave a presentation ood sat at a table With another 
volunteer and six prisoners. mcareerated persons cl ai¼ faiths wem weicoma There -was oo 

attempt to convert anyone to Camclicism. ffather~ the C-=ursfilo offered a chance for varunt-eers 

and prisoners to :dtscuss and to share about various. negative ~ such as -drug arldictioo, 
alcoholi~ and the losses of !ov-ed -ones.. The :e~s was rot oo the ~ hut oo the 
present :and the future. ! ~ many prisoners bond with -voiunteers -at ~ tables. 

Volunteers offered truths as well as ustmng ears whicll hetped prlsooers see beyood the· 
narrowness of prison life and their own cirrumsta-nces. 

Up to seventy prisoners participated in -eacll Cursillo. And,. the mt-eraetms &cl oot 

eease after the four -days were over. Moothly meetings - known as :iJmyeas - were held oo 

every third Wednesday cl ea-ch month for me year until a new Cursttio began:.. in those 
meetings. voiooteers. and prisoners were reunited. in ~ -several small reunioo groups 

met eacll week -with prisooe..rs-and 'll~oo-m ~ng_ 

How -etfective was the Cursillo in ~ real yrowth't for some prisooers, the · 

experience was me ~ almost ~ety:. For others,. ~ begun m: the. four day· 

f-etreat, blossomed mr:aughnut future years attributed to the ~ attending small -group 

reunion~ and~ oo service teams.. The Cur• however,, is no longer at Nonclk • 
not the rour -day r:etrea_t -ooi the Ufuyeas,. and not the smaii -groups. tffmts by both prisoners 
and voiunteers to revive these programs have seemingiy ialienoodeaf ears. 

The Nori.~ Debating Society {Ni)S) had a long. and storied histmy at Mci-Norlclk. 
from i9a3 to 1966, ND$ compiiecl a remarkable rerorcl-oi 1-44 wins to 8!osses in-debates with 
various eoiiege teams fro.-n many sates and even from~ 4 Sady~ NOS~ 
-atter i~ 1t was, however, ~ br-iefly fifty years 4atef_ w~ NDS~ -as with so many other 

worthy programs.. endetl with the~tcl theOOVi)~andhas oothaen ~ 
i was a part of the NO$ ·team m zOiS and -oo milt CO\/ID_ ! ~ m training for 

numerous debates and sef'lfed as one of two ~s.. ~veral ~ ~d per&.."mS 
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Growth lnPrisooront.. 

also joined the t~ ~'fl from ttie tfum ~~~and from r~s
bi roi6, we bested a team from Sostoo C-ollege - the r-esoiutioo -was mat fue United StaJes 
shouid fmPO&a a camon ~ oo -gr~ gas~ We sue~y argued in favor of 
fue resoh.Jtion. 

During the r~ of me sim re~ we ~~lied ~wse ~ ~~ 

heatthcare for -ail, the Bectorai C•...ge, and others reqwrlng our mas..termg unramffiaf ~ lt 
was in that prepar~ worlLing ~oo ~ and act• deba__ting-~ 

with :each -ot..her - -which provided fue -growth ! ~ not only in myself, hut in oor twenty 
ptus members as weii,. Since me~~ m re\lW'e WDSbave. proven rrumess.. 

JUVEN11..ES 

for~ the QIJWe~ example-of growth m prism! have.~ -aibeit S8COOd 

hand - has come from a 9f'OUP 'Of disparate prisoners -who had two things m -common. first, 
ti,ey were alt serving ~-parole santences for aim-es committed when they· were age 

i1 -or younger~ An4 second, they~ de-Spite hamg oo hope of being ralea...~,. clmse oot t-o 
simply sit back in despair, but rather to parncipaie in programs~ only by ti1:e ~ to 

change and to grow. 

That work~ off for mafl\J m those p~ es when the &Jpreme Judicial Court in 

20-43 ruled that mandatory -iife witlmut parnie sentences for ii..1veniies was unconstitutional As a 

reswt,, juvenile titers~ life-without-parole became~ f.o:rparole: once they-had ~e.d 
at ieast fifteen years. Many had served twenty, twenty-five,. and -even thirty -or more years 
k~..l k-- ..,_, <'\Af,t:i riA '----- :.~,--ll= t:- ~ i/i,__ t...-, i;.__ ~ 5; ~ • L.-
~!lllU !.ll:a~ om-ce £:.XHV.. ~ l\JtH~ JUV~im= m'Sr ~c..;:;: mt:1:'S 'Hd.'Ve: ~00 fKlltAC-Y- No\'. OJlel~ 

boon returned to prism for committing-any new~ 'let alone murder. 
When asked it growth can occur in~ ooe need only tire ttmse ex-juvrie first 

-degree iiiers. ttather fuan wasting awa~t -in~ they sought to grow and to ehange - to dose 
.t--,4- Ii: i,..,_-~•~- :[.i.1...-1..\ nJc~- -A t~-::.., ~ n t"'-!:--- i,h.._, . • . l::&-. ~~ · 
ui..:n. gape ~w~n .trreuJ llm::nL.'UliS cDJU rmi:m <:l\.!UIA~ ouu..e: 1:n,:;;1· were~ n.e•-wmrutlt-

parde sentooces, me OOC oner.ed littte in the way -cl pr~ ~ those juvenile lifers 

a~ what few had thooQht~-mey 11closedmgap hetweeniml wools and 
... , '..1 ... -11~{ ) " ltne!Int·.('!ffi;,s • 

Are there -any rommoo ractors for the prisoner~ whose growth ! have ~? l 
't\l iI t=~- -»--~ ik... • • • .t..-. -~~ • .t..- ,.t ___ ..:'l.._..r: ' ; • say: Te3. rust,, cm 'U! lH~ ~ DllU ~~GU ID lU~ programs ~~.well ID~ es.say 

-did SO. ~m :in some DOC programs prlsooers are roreed to ~ ~ they me. 
' ~ fi,de ........+, '--- ~ ~ I I....., ,c.:'.l,...-==-.Jc ' -Ii: I..a,,..J, -~-..t certain fo'-'!•~,;:;a...-_ at.& U!A R...ll ui,c; I-"""~"'-""" I lld'\ta ¥!ml~ gfOW',, they ~ lld'!i.li ~~ 
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Hundreds of prisoners have successruUy passed through the programs described in 

this essay. The racidivism rate ca~~ for these programs has been Jess than. 3%. The 

DOC, on the other hand, has a perennial recidivism rate of +J-30%. 7 These pr'~s who 

have ~~ these four programs and rejoined society\ as wei as the juvenile ax-lifer5y 

ha11e rebuilt their Uves and are now producl1ve, {aw-abiding citizens. Then-growth in -prison 

resoundingly answers the volunteer's inqwy. 

The success of the oon-DOC run programs begs the qu-estion: When will the DOC 

leam what works and what doesn't, assuming the OOC is interested in lowering its recidivism 

rate? ln December 2021, only 52% of prisoners were participating in edu~ -programs. ¾n 

20~ there has been little improvement as the OOC claims 53% of prisoners wera enrolted in 

educatiooa! programs. B 

If the DOC is truly interested in fostering growth in prisoners, then the DOC must 

reverse cert.ain resm..ntive policies. Everyone understands the need for security, bt.sJj: all too 

often, a fantasized fear trumps common sense. The most recent example is the drive to 

exclude volunteers and guest speakers at various group meetings and programs. T 'Oday, the 

DOC requires a 60 day notice to the Certua! Office to clear guests from merely attalding a 

regularly scheduled group meeting. Pre-pandemic, guests v~re cleared by mstitL1.ional 

personnel and the process took from one day to, at most, a week~ So-1 what has changed? Wtr-1 

does the Central Office ronsiders itself more rompetent to dear a guest for a single meeting 

than the particular institutions. staff? 

For whate11er the reason{s}, the DOC 1s marching haclcwards and the growth -0t 
incarcerated persons will continue to dissipate. As long as the OOC continues to allocate a 

mere 2¢ per doHar for programs for :pdsooers, the recidivism rate will remain stuck at +J-30%. 
What company, partia.iarly one v!lhich expends nearly three-quarters of a bi.'oon doffars each 

year, would -remain in business with a failure r-.ate of 30%? Sin....--e the DOC will ragrettahly 

always be witl1 us, at the very least~ the executives. in charge shook! be held acoountabfe for 

these failures. They shouid etther adopt a new philosophy based oo fostering growth 1n 

prisoners or, in the words cl former Genera! Ooogtas MacArthur~ they shootrl "just fade away~" 

Bordon Haas 
July 20, 2023 
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Growth m Prison cont 
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