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Thank you for the opportunity to address the Commission.  I am a retired psychiatric nurse practitioner.   I was trained at Mass General Institute of Health Professions and Harvard School of Public Health.  For the majority of my career I worked for Cambridge Health Alliance providing mental health services for diverse and complex populations.  Many of my patients intersected with the correctional system, and I am deeply grateful for the humane treatment that they received from correctional officers on the occasions that I needed help admitting them for involuntary inpatient care when their behavior presented risks to themselves or others.  

Today, I want to talk to you about my concerns for the incarcerated men at MCI Norfolk.  I appreciate the prior remarks today by Attorney Claire Mattewson about the baffling decline in administrative support for programming at MCI Norfolk, and I want to draw your attention to one aspect of volunteer programming that is crucially important in many ways, that is, the role of inmate facilitators.  

For the past several years since retirement, I have been volunteering at Norfolk, sometimes in the Alternatives to Violence Program, and weekly in the Emotional Awareness/Emotional Healing Program.  As you surely know, childhood trauma, neglect, poverty, exposure to violence, and substance abuse are powerful risk factors for developing antisocial behavior, and addressing these mental health issues is crucial to rehabilitating offenders and preventing recidivism.  Overall, public health and public safety depend upon a strong commitment by the Department of Correction to supporting humane, enlightened interactions among incarcerated individuals and between them and those supervising their custody, care, and programming.  

I was very happy to read the guidelines for this Commission.  I know that cost containment is a compelling goal, one that often drives policy decisions.  So, I’m glad that you have also prioritized maintaining safe and humane facilities, providing evidence-based rehab programming, and making sure that reentry support is integrated with community services and personnel, and that social determinants of health are taken into account.  

Today, I want to tell you about my weekly encounters at Norfolk, and to stress to you the profound importance of having trained, engaged, wise, and committed inmate facilitators.  My “ask” is that you preserve and support the pool of inmate facilitators for each specific program.

Every week, when my fellow outside facilitator and I arrive at the prison, we wait (sometimes for a very long time) in the visitors’ lobby  to be processed for entry.  Once we are admitted, we undergo a body search and are escorted to the class we lead.  I don’t question the long wait because I know that unexpected events can throw off the admission routine.  But while we are waiting to be admitted, our students are in the classroom waiting for us.  Class is supposed to begin at 1:00, but we sometimes don’t get in until nearly 2:00.  Fortunately, the men are not sitting idly, wondering when we will arrive.  Instead, they are being led by expert inmate facilitators in meditation, anger management, and cognitive behavioral skills.  We have a textbook curriculum that our inmate facilitators used when they took the course themselves, and they have developed great skill in teaching, managing group dynamics, and building respect, as well as dignity, among their peers.  They are crucially important.

Because I am not allowed to take any papers into the facility, every week, I email handout materials to Kayla Terry, the Program and Volunteer Coordinator at Norfolk.  She very kindly passes these along to one of our inmate facilitators who copies, collates, and distributes them to our class participants.  This secretarial task is more complex that you might think because it requires understanding the curriculum and organizing the paperwork.  Our inmate facilitators are thoroughly familiar with the syllabus and are able to keep the paperwork in order, as well as functioning in the role of facilitators of group process.  

During my professional career at Cambridge Health Alliance, I was team leader for a group of social workers.  We had to find ways to cooperate, to solve problems, and to cultivate a productive work environment where helping one another and fulfilling the mission of the organization took precedence over individual self-interest.  I can honestly say that our inmate facilitators at MCI Norfolk show every bit as much genuine interest in the mission, as much dedication to the growth and development of the men in the group, as much respect for the dignity of each group member, and as much good judgment as those professional social workers.  Please understand that these inmate facilitators are contributing to the emotional, intellectual, and social well-being of the men they serve, while at the same time they themselves are experiencing the self esteem that results from practicing prosocial behavior.  Everybody wins.  Everybody wins.

The inmate facilitators are laser focused on becoming their best, most insightful, selves and sharing what they have learned with others.  The benefits of their hard work accrue not only within the coursework, but they also spill over onto their family interactions and the spirit of the whole camp.  Some of the men will never be released, and some will earn their way back into society.  Those who are in for life are not working as inmate facilitators with the hope of any reward other than to help others.  Those who will be returning to the community are putting in heroic efforts to earn “good time” for parole, as well as to become productive members of society.

I want you to understand, too, that there is great value in having inmate facilitators who know the course material inside and out.  When they express their thoughts and feelings, and share their experiences, they have absolute credibility among the incarcerated men.  It is a real honor for me to witness an older man describing his journey from the rashness of youth through the development of a character that he can be proud of.  I know that these men care about doing an honorable thing, and they look after each other.  

The value of rehabilitative programming and interactions with members of the community is enormous.  Inmate facilitators are really important in those efforts.  They provide manpower to operate rehab programs.  They build and strengthen their own good characters.  They guide other men to lead more wholesome lives.  They improve the social climate of the camp.  Ultimately, they promote a safer society and a lower rate of reoffending.  As a volunteer, I can see clearly how important inmate facilitators are to the rehabilitation process.  Please give them your wholehearted support.

Thank you for receiving my input.  It is important to me to recognize the contribution that this group of men makes.  I am deeply thankful for all they do and for who they are.  I am thankful to you, too, for your work in providing rehabilitation and honoring the needs of those who are incarcerated.  Best wishes for success in your work.
