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Abstract
Women face many challenges upon release from prison and entering
different communities, referred to as re-entry. Community programs are available
to support them while they negotiate the challenges. The purpose of this study is
to understand the impact that these programs have on the re-entry process.
Programs have incredible potential for being places where women connect with
supportive relationships and maintain their ambition for success. Five currently
incarcerated women shared their previous experiences of turning to re-entry
programs to help with their struggles and self-development through the
process. Additionally, two community programs lent their perceptions of the
efficacy of re-entry programs.
In this project I used a narrative approach as the means to listen to the
meaning made through the women’s unique voices. Together, they shared
struggles with addictions, relationships, environments, and basic needs. Our
discussions often returned to the women’s visions of success and what they hoped
to accomplish in their next re-entry. Out of these discussions, the women
designed Help Me Help You, an ideal re-entry program.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
Incarcerated women face many challenges upon re-entry into their
communities. How women confront these challenges can either lead them back to
criminal activities or lead them to a more safe and healthy lifestyle (Richie, 2001;
Scroggins & Malley, 2010). A contributing factor to a woman’s re-entry process
has been the presence of community-based programs. Many studies have
advocated for the creation or expansion of community programs to assist women
in overcoming these challenges (Case, Fasenfest, Sarri & Phillips, 2005). As
many incarcerated women originate in and return to low-income neighbourhoods
(Clear, Rose & Ryder, 2001), programs arising from community development
approaches may serve two purposes, prevention and assistance, through the
mobilization of the entire community. Re-entry programs play an integral role in
assisting women to successfully transition from incarceration (Scroggins &
Malley, 2010).
Policy-makers often assert that cycles of poverty, abuse, incarceration and
addiction are reasons why women reoffend. Yet the perception of many women
that I have spoken with in my practice as an educator in a provincial prison is that
not much is done to help overcome these cycles of despair and helplessness.
When women share their personal stories it is apparent that they have witnessed
and experienced inequality and inequity throughout their lives. However, they
know the value of relationship and support. Community programs have been one
way to support incarcerated women with breaking the cycles in which they are
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caught. Through participation in programs after their release, women could find
the support they need to help themselves.
Purpose
The purpose of this study is to understand women’s experiences of reentry through their involvement in programs intended to support and facilitate the
re-entry process, referred to as post-release programs. Post-release programs
could be understood as a specific form of a community development activity,
working to reduce crime and at-risk lifestyles within a community. The
recommendations provided by Richie (2001) pertaining to the components of a
post-release program speak to a programs’ community development aspects:
including all members of the community, addressing multiple issues, encouraging
mentorship, and employing an empowerment approach. Understanding the
process of re-entry can be enhanced through gathering the experiences and
perceptions of women who have previously experienced re-entry and participated
in programs.
In my experiences with correctional education, I have heard criticisms
from people who have participated in re-entry programs. The criticisms reflect a
sense that the discussions in a program or classroom are entirely different from
life in the real world. The ideal world portrayed inside a program is often
disconnected with the messiness of their realities. I believe that incorporating
community development concepts could address their concerns. In other words,
by expanding the scope of a program to include the broader neighbourhood and
taking into account the participants realities, overlap between the “program
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world” and the “real world” would increase. In this way programs could become
more relevant to the targeted participants. The main objective of the research
project is to better conceptualize how women interpret their re-entry narratives
and investigate the impact of their interpretation on post-release programs.
Researcher Position
This project is designed around the re-entry stories of incarcerated women.
As in any storytelling experience, the relationship between the teller and receiver
of the story is very important. Relationships permeate narrative projects,
impacting experiences that are selected as well as the manner in which shared
experiences are presented (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007; Mullen, 1997). In this
project my relationships with the participants began laden with obvious power and
status inequalities. I entered the institution not only as a researcher, but also as a
teacher. Both of these roles traditionally carry an element of power and status in
the prison as it does in the outside society. However, incarcerated women have
very little power and status. Upon release many women return to societal roles
that continue to carry little power or influence. Additionally, assumed differences
in our backgrounds and life experiences impacted the relationships I developed
with the women. For these reasons, it was important that as I entered the
institution to conduct research, I had explored the potential impact of our
differences as well as my experiences on the other side of inequality.
Teaching inside a correctional centre, I believe that learning is one
positive element that can occur in prison. Given the low levels of education
attained by most inmates, one of my main goals for students in my classroom is to
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complete a course. It is common for students to come to class with the notion that
they are stupid or that they “suck at school”. Usually, after we pick an
appropriate course with a student, she realizes that she is not stupid and can
complete a course in a month. For example, job readiness and pre-algebra courses
are often completed in a short period of time since students devote five hours per
day to school. Many students are shocked to see that they already know most of
the course material as a result of their life experiences. Students often encourage
each other to not give up on school, and congratulate each other on good marks.
The first course I taught in prison was a series of week-long resume
workshops. Intended as a way for me to get experience with the environment and
population through a low-risk course, I spent a week designing the program
before offering it three times. My first group was eight men; most had never
worked except in prison jobs and most had not finished high school. Faced with
task of helping this group of men build resumes and cover letters, I was constantly
thinking, “Who will hire them? Who will give them a chance?” In spite of any
employability skills these men might have their backgrounds substantially
decreased their chance of finding employment.
In the second group, there was an older woman, physically scarred from
the side effects of drug addictions, who had no work experience. It was winter,
and she shared with the group that she was chronically homeless. Every year she
tried to be convicted of something so that she did not have to spend the winter on
the streets. She had a grade five education and volunteered with a number of
groups in the community but had never managed to find housing or employment.
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Although she signed up for the program, it was to give her a break from the other
women on the living unit. She had given up hope in finding a job and a home.
This woman’s story was heartbreaking, but sadly typical of many.
Although every person’s experience in life is unique, many of the women who
have come through my classroom doors have stories that overlap. Addictions,
abuse, and poverty have most likely affected all of them, indirectly or directly.
Similarly, their stories often share lack of education and employment. As a result
of their life experiences many of these women have not had the same
opportunities as others. They did not have the same opportunities as I did.
Before beginning work as a teacher in correctional education, I was
somewhat aware of the challenges people face in their lives; after four years
inside, I am very aware of these challenges. I believe that most people learn the
same lessons throughout their lives. What differs is the manner in which we learn
the lessons. Contrary to what most educators believe most of the learning in our
lives takes place outside the realm of formal education. What education can do is
provide the tools with which to discuss our experiences and a venue to learn from
others’ experiences. This is something I strive to provide in my classroom.
The most important lessons in my life are not the formal lessons taught in a
classroom. My experiences have taught me about inequality and inequity,
through both first-hand and second-hand experiences. More positively, I have
also learned about the importance of having support, and a community of people
who stand together. I think that these lessons have ultimately formed me into the
person I am today, and led me to enjoy my work with people who are imprisoned.
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As a child, I was one of few in my group of friends who lived in a dual
parent household whose parents owned their house. For a long time, I was too
naïve to realize the inequality and poverty that surrounded me. When I was
twelve, I was shocked to hear a younger girl at school tell me that her parents
would not buy her new clothes; she was a foster child and therefore did not
deserve them. My best friend wanted to be a doctor, but often said that people
like her do not become doctors. Later, when her mom and her changed cities to
move back with her father, I realized that she came from an abusive home. If
someone moved too quickly she would shirk away and bring her arms up for
protection. Without anyone telling her, she understood that her family life was
different, and that she would never be a doctor. In contrast, I was told I could be
whatever I wanted to be. In both cases, society was correct. She would never be
a doctor and I could be whatever I wanted to be.
My family moved and I went to a school on the other side of the city. In my
old school, race was celebrated, talked and learned about. In this school there
were only five students who were not white. On the first day of history class my
teacher said, “All natives are alcoholics and live on welfare". No one in my class
seemed shocked; some nodded and giggled in approval. That was the first day I
had seen racism, and I also learned the power of silence to perpetuate it. I said
nothing, later regretting it.
I began to speak out about inequality and inequity. In my mind, all people
should have the ability to be whatever they want to be and pursue whatever they
wanted to pursue. Race, poverty and gender should not limit what a person can
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do. When I began to experience inequity first-hand my reaction was to prove
society wrong. My first experiences with sexism were in Computer Science,
where I was the first girl to complete all three courses. I designed programs to
highlight that I was a girl who could do computer programming: a dating database
that created matches based on interests and gender preferences (instead of body
mass index calculations and assumed heterosexuality), a program to custom
design a doll, and a learn-to-type program with overtly feminist sentences. In
time, the group began to accept me for who I was, and the overt sexism and
comments were gone. However, I was still objectified by the class; I would later
be told that the entire class wanted to date me.
During my first two years of university, I experienced more inequity at the
hands of fellow engineering students and faculty. I worked harder than other
students simply because there was more people waiting for me to fail. I continued
to be objectified and slowly learned to identify the men who would treat me like a
colleague. Daily encounters with ignorance taught me that in order to get what I
wanted I had to demand it directly and be straightforward. Finding a voice when
no one is listening is difficult; it involves becoming louder and occasionally
cruder. I discovered that language was very powerful and an appropriate choice
of language went far in being heard.
In struggling to work on group projects with people who casually mentioned
that they had been "thoroughly raped" by a difficult exam, I was constantly
correcting others explaining why it was inappropriate. They told me the
statistically small number of women who are assaulted should deal with it and
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move on. I got a reputation for being strict on language and some classmates
purposefully used offensive words around me. An instructor told me that since I
was a woman I could never be an engineer. When I obtained summer
employment as an intern, I was certain that I got the job to fill a gender quota.
Even though I was getting very good grades, when I transferred to the Faculty of
Education the rumour among the mechanical engineers was that I failed.
Throughout these experiences I am reminded of the power in community
and relationship. While I still believe constructs such as race, gender, and social
status should not limit what an individual is able to accomplish, I have realized
that society has put barriers in place with which to limit specific groups of people.
Proving society wrong does not eliminate these barriers. I experienced inequity in
the form of sexism as an engineering student, but that was the only first-hand
experience I have. During those years I forged close friendships with people who
accepted me. Someone was always nearby who would speak with me if no one
was listening. I was never truly alone.
Through discussions with incarcerated women in my classes I have realized
that they have learned these same lessons. Often, however, the lessons I learned
as an outside observer were learned when my students were direct recipients of
inequality. I learned from an abused friend and a foster child; incarcerated
women are more likely to have been the abused child or lived in foster care. I
learned through racist comments that were not directed at me; incarcerated
women might have been the people in class to whom the comment was directed.
Although we are all women, I learned about sexism in a place where each night I
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returned to a healthy environment. The criminal world, like engineering, is
misogynist and ignorant towards women. However, women involved in the
criminal world might not be able to simply remove themselves to a more
supportive place. Although I knew about inequality and inequities in the world,
the difference in the magnitudes of my experiences and the experiences of the
incarcerated population is huge.
Since I started teaching in a correctional setting, I have definitely come to
understand and view the world differently. For example, I tend to view criminal
behaviour as a social manifestation of broader issues as opposed to black and
white decisions that an individual makes. Although people who break the law did
something wrong, they are still people deserving of dignity and respect. When I
hear about an 18 year old from foster care who became a drug dealer or prostitute,
it angers me. I know that the individual did wrong, but I cannot help to think of
the circumstances in her life that led her to that activity. How many of those
circumstances were chosen by her? One different decision by a parent, social
worker, or community member might have changed her life enough to avoid the
path she took. Does taking 2-5 years of this person’s life make up for her
wrongdoing? Does it give her the tools she needs to not be in that position again?
I have come to understand that there is a complex relationship at work, between
factors such as poverty, addictions, background, supports, and violence that lead a
person to crime. I try to be more aware of the stories that all people bring with
them, and to be more understanding of how those stories affect their interactions
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with the world. There is a delicate balance between personal and societal
responsibility in criminality.
Chapter Organization
The next chapter outlines literature on the topic of incarceration: its
purposes, current Canadian trends, and methods of rehabilitation. The complex
issues that impact the lives of incarcerated women will be explored. Building on
approaches to rehabilitation, types correctional programs focussed on preventing
recidivism will be presented. Forming connections to the outside community,
including the maintenance of family relationships, will be highlighted as one way
to begin the transition to freedom.
Chapter 3 will explore how individuals return to their communities. Since
re-entry is an important life transition, it will be framed as an opportunity for
learning. Given the barriers encountered throughout their lives, re-entry programs
will be presented as one way to help women negotiate these barriers during the reentry transition. Literature related to adult learning through transitions and
program development will be outlined, along with a number of re-entry programs
for women. Viewing re-entry through a community development lens, definitions
of community and models of community development will be explored. Finally,
community organizations will be identified as one way to facilitate re-entry. In
this chapter, guiding research questions will also be introduced.
Chapter 4 sets out the research design and methodology for the research
project. A narrative approach to data was taken throughout interviews, journals
and discussion groups to allow the participants freedom to voice their experiences
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and stories. The intricacies of conducting research inside a correctional institution
will be presented, along with the specific design of the research project. This
chapter will also describe the deliminations, limitations, and ethical considerations
of the project, and the modified grounded theory approach that was taken in
analysing the information that was collected.
The main findings of the project are presented in Chapter 5, including the
experiences of incarcerated women and the perceptions of community groups that
endeavour to assist them. The role of community programs in re-entry will be
discussed and presented. The participants identified community programs as
important places for women to begin addressing their diverse challenges and to
build new supportive relationships, ultimately helping the women to persevere.
Re-entry is explored from the participants’ experiences as a process of
maintaining personal ambition, developing new contacts and negotiating
challenges. The perceptions of community organizations will be compared and
contrasted to the women’s perceptions. The women looked very favourably upon
the programs in which they were involved, acknowledging the role that these
programs have in assisting with the re-entry process.
Further exploring the findings, Chapter 6 presents a program that was
planned by the women, named Help Me Help You. This program will be used as
a conceptual frame to explore the findings of the project and integrate literature.
Finally, Chapter 7 will present concluding remarks and reflections. Adult
learning, community development and criminology will be discussed in terms of
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the implications of the research and areas for further study. Final reflections on
the women’s narratives and the research process will also be explored.
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Chapter 2 The Contradictions of Incarceration
Incarceration is often identified within society as providing an element of
retribution on an offender. This chapter will discuss current trends of
incarceration and historical approaches to rehabilitation in Canada. A general
profile of a chronic female offender will be presented, along with challenges that
help to create cycles of incarceration. The effectiveness of correctional programs
will be linked to outcomes such as increased employment, self-esteem, and the
creation of a positive community in prison; these outcomes may lead to reduced
offending upon re-entry.
Purposes of Incarceration
The purpose of imprisonment has always been as form of correction,
deterrence, or a combination of both (Foucault, 1977). In a discussion concerning
the historical transition from corporal punishment and torture to the modern
prison, Foucault (1977) acknowledged that the act of imprisonment is to punish
and to deter individuals from making similar choices in the future. However,
imprisonment often has the opposite effect as “better” criminals are created. The
close contact that prisoners have with each other can encourage a criminal
lifestyle. Foucault (1977) added to the idea of punishment, that “from the
beginning of the nineteenth century, [imprisonment] covered both the deprivation
of liberty and the technical transformation of individuals” (p. 233).
Prisons are one manifestation of a total institution, which Goffman (1961)
defined as places where normal separations between work, sleep and leisure are
dissolved. That is, in society work, sleep and leisure activities take place in
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different physical environments with different groupings of people. In a total
institution, these activities take place in the same environment with the same
people and are often strictly regimented or scheduled. Noting that prisons exist to
protect society from potential dangers, Goffman (1961) suggested that total
institutions undertake first to strip an individual of personal identity and subject
her to a childlike reward and punishment system. The normally acceptable
responses to being stripped of one’s identity are unacceptable in a total institution,
thus creating solidarity and an underground culture among inmates. The inmate
culture, combined with the nature of existence within a total institution, creates
the environment that Foucault (1977) credited with the reproduction of offending
behaviours.
Renwick (2008) noted that two goals of imprisonment in Canada are
“societal condemnation and the imposition of punishment” (p. 232). These goals
seem to be true from society’s viewpoint; those who break the law are often held
up as examples in media and victims are often interviewed feeling vindicated
through the imposition of jail-time (often desiring harsher sentences). Goals of
condemnation and punishment stand in contrast to the purposes described in the
Corrections and Conditional Release Act (Government of Canada, 1992). The
Canadian correctional system exists to “(a) carry out sentences …through the safe
and humane custody and supervision of offenders; and (b) assist the rehabilitation
of offenders and their reintegration into the community…through the provision of
programs in penitentiaries and in the community” (Government of Canada, 1992,
p.4). The purpose of rehabilitation is to assist an individual in not returning to the
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corrections system. In order to reduce recidivism, a major part of the correctional
system is to offer programming that it believes will facilitate a transition to
community and address the issues or elements that led a person to crime. As an
instructor inside a correctional facility, I see this becoming more difficult due to
increasing numbers of inmates.
Current Incarceration and Crime Trends
In Canada, the administration of institutional and community sentences is
divided between provincial or territorial governments and the Correctional
Service of Canada. People who receive an institutional sentence of more than two
years are supervised by the Correctional Service of Canada, while those receiving
lesser institutional or community sentences are under provincial or territorial
responsibility. In addition to sentenced populations, provinces and territories also
manage remand centres, where individuals await bail or trial (Calverley, 2010).
Due to the multiple jurisdictions involved in administering custodial
sentences, it is difficult to obtain a unified image of incarceration in Canada.
Provinces and territories have different systems of reporting, and as such,
Statistics Canada must often exclude certain provinces due to lack of data (Porter
& Calverley, 2011). However, reports have been published that present available
data on remand, provincial/territorial sentences, and federal sentences (Babooram,
2008; Calverley, 2010; Porter & Calverley, 2011).
From 2000 to 2010, the average daily number of adults in provincial
custody (remand and sentenced) has increased (Porter & Calverley, 2011). The
average remand population increased 84%, from approximately 7 500 to 13 500.
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Alternatively, the sentenced population decreased by 9% from 11 000 to 10 000.
Taken together, the average daily number of adults in custody increased by
approximately 27% during the past decade (Porter & Calverley, 2011). Taking
into account an increase in Canada’s overall population, Statistics Canada (2011)
reported an increase in the provincial incarceration rate from 82.88 (per 100 000
adults) to 89.00 from 2005-2009; an increase of 7%.
Admissions to federal custody have also increased by 18% over the past
decade (Babooram, 2008). However, Calverley (2010) noted that the average
population in federal prisons remained stable in 2008-2009. From 2005-2009,
Statistics Canada (2011) reported a federal incarceration rate fluctuating between
49.26 and 51.25 (per 100 000 adults).
Since 1999, incarceration patterns have seen many changes. Half of the
provinces and territories report that remanded adults account for over 50% of the
adults in custody; daily populations of remanded adults surpassed provincially
sentenced adults Canada-wide in 2004-2005 (Porter & Calverley, 2011). Since
the remanded population is waiting for trial they are technically innocent; the
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees that everyone is “presumed
innocent until proven guilty” (Government of Canada, 1982). The dramatic
increase in remanded adults is troubling; it implies that over half of the
incarcerated population is innocent and points towards huge backlogs in the
Canadian court system. Remand populations are more difficult to manage (and
more costly) than sentenced populations. In remand, a person’s duration of stay is
not predictable, inmates must be transported to and from court, and security must
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be increased due to increased movement and decreased services (psychological
assessments and correctional programs). The overall national incarceration rate
has increased to 141 (per 100 000 adults), 4% higher than 1999 (Calverley, 2010).
The rise in incarceration rate has been linked to the rise in remanded adults.
Over the past decade, changes in Canadian incarceration rates have been
curiously disproportionate to crime rates. It would be natural to assume that
crime and incarceration rates would be directly proportional; that is, as crime rates
increase (or decrease), incarceration rates would follow a similar pattern. It is
possible that incarceration rates would lag behind crime rates since most trials and
sentences are not conducted immediately. However, police-reported crime has
steadily fallen since 1999. Canada’s Crime Severity Index, which is a weighted
average of police-reported crime, has decreased 22% since 1999 (Dauvergne &
Turner, 2010). Since the Crime Severity Index takes into account the seriousness
of each crime and therefore the average sentence handed down, it would most
likely correlate with incarceration rates. When compared to such a large decrease
in reported crime (22%), the small rise in incarceration rate (4%) seems hard to
justify. Assuming that every reported crime results in the incarceration of one
individual, which is a vast overstatement, where were the extra 26% of inmates
found?
Although opposing trends in incarceration and crime rates seem bleak at
best, recent and planned changes to Canada’s justice systems will further
perpetuate Canada’s incarceration culture. Most notably, Bill C-25, the Truth in
Sentencing Act, has been shown to have a large impact on both the incarcerated
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population and the costs of incarceration (Rajekar & Mathilakath, 2010).
Additionally, proposed crime legislation will also lead to an increase in
population and costs of incarceration in Canada. Although rising incarceration
costs would normally be a driver for reform, rising incarceration rates have been
met with changes that will grow the incarcerated population, thus demanding new
infrastructure and additional staff. Instead of cutting the cost of Canada’s justice
systems, the incarceration culture is costing more.
The Truth in Sentencing Act, which received Royal Assent in October
2009, limits credit given to remanded inmates for time served prior to sentencing
(Rajekar & Mathilakath, 2010). Traditionally, a judge would credit inmates at a
rate of 2:1 or 3:1; a way to acknowledge more difficult remand conditions
including overpopulation and limited services. Bill C-25 limits credit for time
served to 1:1, or in rare circumstances, 1.5:1. The Parliamentary Budget Officer
(PBO) conducted a study on the funding requirement and impact of Bill C-25 on
the Correctional Service of Canada (Rajekar & Mathilakath, 2010). Reporting
only on the impact on federal offenders, the PBO concluded that Bill C-25 would
increase the average inmate population by 3 754 inmates, or 28%. The population
under federal community supervision would also increase by 28% (1 985 adults).
Costs associated with this increase was calculated at $618 million more than
normally allocated. Such a large increase in population would require an
additional 4 189 cells; $1.8 billion in new construction. Incarceration data from
2010, the first year of Bill C-25, has yet to be released; therefore, it is difficult to
evaluate whether or not the PBO accurately predicted its impact. It is not known
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what the impact of Bill C-25 will be on provincial/territorial governments.
However, it is interesting to note that since the bill came into effect, the remand
population has continued to increase.
Educational Models of Rehabilitation in Canada
Rehabilitation, with a goal of reducing recidivism, implies a change in
behaviour. Once imprisoned, it is the responsibility of the managing governments
to provide services to offenders in order to reduce the likelihood of future
offences. These services often take the form of formal or non-formal programs,
such as academic upgrading, religious activities, work experience and
psychological interventions. In this way, rehabilitation programs are a type of
adult education. Throughout the development of the modern prison, rehabilitation
has taken many approaches. The evolution of prison programs, or prison
education, has often followed the evolution of educational paradigms in society.
Duguid (1998) described the progression of prison education in Canada,
using models to denote trends in causes of criminality and subsequent approaches
to rehabilitation. In the nineteenth century, criminality was largely attributed to
illiteracy and poor education, which “placed education at the centre of the prison’s
mission” (Duguid, 1998, p. 22). The connection between illiteracy and a lack of
social integration was an echo of Durkheim’s theory of social order, linking
school failure to economic conditions and deviant behaviours (Barakett &
Cleghorn, 2008).
As literacy rates in prisons rose, criminality persisted, which allowed the
sociological view to be replaced by a psychological approach to criminality. The
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Medical Model, which persisted during the post-war era of 1945, treated prison
education as a way of reforming, treating and altering personalities (Duguid,
1998). Educational activities became more individualized, and existed for the
purpose of ‘curing’ individuals. Universities and therapists dominated the
landscape. At this time, a functionalist view of education was prevalent in society
(Barakett & Cleghorn, 2008). Education for school-aged children was intended to
create little citizens that could function in society as adults. Since criminal
behaviour was understood as an illness, it was impossible for a criminal to
function in society until they were cured. Education was seen as a way to allow
the prisoner “to comprehend … his personal problems and his relationships …
through better understanding of government and society, he will be moved toward
responsible citizenship” (Irwin, as cited in Duguid, 1998, p. 23).
The Medical Model persisted until the approach to prison rehabilitation
changed in 1977 (Duguid, 1998). The Opportunities Model focussed on an
inmate’s right to choose and the assumption that the prisoner knew his or her
needs. The model was a direct response to an epiphany that offenders were
manipulating the Medical Model, telling psychologists what they wanted to hear
(Duguid, 1998). The Opportunities Model of prison rehabilitation could be linked
with the broader symbolic-interactionist perspective that was dominant in
education during the 1970’s and 1980’s. Barakett and Cleghorn (2008)
characterise the symbolic-interactionist approach as focussing on the “integration
of self and society and the analysis of the social construction of meaning and
reality” (p. 49). At this time, the Correctional Service of Canada provided
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offender development programs which assisted offenders to develop their
personal skills and relationships with others (Duguid, 1998).
Currently, Canada appears to have reverted to the medical model of
rehabilitation. Duguid (1998) noted that the New Medical Model is dominated by
a focus on cognitive skills and the treatment of criminogenic factors.
Criminogenic factors are behaviours or characteristics that are connected to
criminal behaviour, such as substance abuse, social interaction, community
functioning and attitude (Matheson, Doherty, & Grant, 2008). In a report on
effective correctional programming, instructors were directed:
Base your intervention efforts on a psychological theory of criminal
behaviour as opposed to a biological, behavioural, psycho-logical,
sociological, humanistic, judicial or legal perspective on justice, social
equality or aggregated crime rates. When the interest is reduced
reoffending at the individual level, theories that focus on some other
outcome are of reduced value because they are less likely to identify
relevant variables and strategies…work from a theory of criminal
behaviour. (Motiuk & Serin, 2000, Chapter 2, Principle 1)
This principle serves to limit instructors while simultaneously acknowledging that
there are at least eight different perspectives with which to approach correctional
programming. Attributing the direction to focus on psychological theories to a
reduction in individual offending is puzzling; since the entire group is involved in
the program, it seems that a broader perspective would be possible, more
interesting, and more applicable to the group. Focussing on psychological
theories encourages an individual, one on one program since groups of individuals
in an institution are as diverse as groups outside of the institutions. Taking a
broad perspective in correctional programming allows participants to understand
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the intersections between themselves and society instead of simply their
individual psychologies.
While the New Medical Model dominates within correctional centre
programming, programs in the community take a variety of models. When
community programs are mandated or provided by the correctional system, the
programs also subscribe to psychological theories of criminal behaviour. Most
often these programs are extensions of programs that occurred inside the facility.
For example, Correctional Service Canada offers a three-module program called
WOSAP (Woman Offender Substance Abuse Programming). The first two and a
half modules occur within federal institutions, focussing on developing coping
skills and grounding techniques for adjusting to prison life, and skill acquisition
and practice (Matheson et al., 2008). The community section of the program is
identical to the relapse prevention and maintenance module that is offered within
the institution (Matheson et al., 2008). Through tracking participants’ recidivism,
although return rates were lower for participants in the final two modules, the
results were not statistically significant (Matheson et al., 2008). In describing the
theoretical base of the program, Matheson et al. (2008) mentioned cognitivebehavioural theory with emotive and relational aspects.
Programs offered in the community by other organizations can subscribe
to any of the above models for rehabilitation. Since programs are not compulsory
and organizations offer many types of services and supports it could be said that
programs subscribe to the Opportunities Model of rehabilitation. As described
above, the Opportunities Model placed the responsibility of choice on the
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individual, acknowledging that she was the best judge of her specific needs. In
this sense, a woman is free to sign up for any program she desires, and is free to
participate how she wishes. Many programs offered by community organizations
attempt to address specific issues that women encounter after release.
An increased interest in psychological theories has led to an abundance of
personal development and cognitive thinking programs. A possible explanation
for this focus on psychological factors could be that, by taking a psychological
theory of crime, Canadian society is permitted to place blame on the individual
criminal instead of investigating sociological and economic causes of criminality
in society as a whole. The functionalist philosophy of the New Medical Model in
corrections attributes criminality to an individual’s shortcomings, also known as
criminogenic needs (Correctional Service of Canada Review Panel, 2007).
Criminogenic needs are identified through risk-assessment tools and matched to
appropriate interventions or programs. Balfour (2006) argued that this
conceptualization of risk placed a disproportionate focus on cognitive behavioural
therapies, as opposed to needs such as education, employment and housing. As a
result, social inequalities that perpetuate many criminogenic risk factors become
invisible.
Issues Facing Incarcerated Women
While the general inmate population is rapidly increasing compared to
crime rates, Canada has also seen an increase in women inmate population; the
proportion of women admitted to all types of custody increased from 2001-2007
(Babooram, 2008). Unlike their male counterparts, the majority of chronic female

24
offenders’ subsequent crimes do not escalate in severity (Kong & AuCoin, 2008).
Within this group, property offenses accounted for the largest proportion (41%) of
offences. Violations against the administration of justice such as bail violations,
failure to appear, and breach of probation accounted for 29% of the offenses.
Similar patterns were found for repeat offenders, with between two and four
police contacts in the eleven-year period (Kong & AuCoin, 2008).
Incarcerated women, in general, possess many characteristics that make it
difficult to secure employment and relationships, thus having an impact on
recidivism (Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002; Richie, 2001). While there have
been numerous studies conducted about the challenges facing male offenders,
research has increasingly been focussing on the specific needs of women (Alfred
& Chlup, 2009; Gobeil, 2008; Scroggins & Malley, 2010; Singer, Bussey, Song &
Lunghofer,1995; Tyagi, 2006). Although studies concluded with slightly
different categories of need, it is obvious that the issues that women face upon
release are interrelated and complex (Richie, 2001).
Incarcerated women are most often connected to challenges associated
with poverty (Alfred & Chlup, 2009; Scroggins & Malley, 2010; Singer et al.,
1995; Tyagi, 2006). Specifically, incarcerated women are likely to be young and
come from low-income communities, to which they return after release (Richie,
2001). Many have not completed high school (Singer et al., 1995), and have
difficulty finding affordable housing and transportation (Scroggins & Malley,
2010; Tyagi, 2006). In a profile of American women inmates, Alfred & Chlup
(2009) identified that women are most commonly incarcerated on drug or
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property charges, which are economically driven. Similarly, growth in the
Canadian female inmate population was attributed mostly to breaches of
probation, property crimes and robbery (Babooram, 2008). Tyagi (2006) noted
that in Canada, social assistance payments are below the poverty line by
approximately $13 000/year for a single person, and $9 000 for a two-person
family (p.135). Balfour (2006) connected the increase in women inmates with
cuts to social services, mental health and education, along with newly created
crime categories of welfare fraud and policies that further isolate those living in
poverty.
In addition to living in poverty, incarcerated women have been connected
to increased experiences with violence (Richie, 2001; Singer et al, 1995; Tyagi,
2006). Richie (2001) found that early childhood abuse and adult intimate
violence often impacted women’s criminality. In a study with incarcerated
mothers, Thompson and Harm (2000) found that women who were abused in
childhood were more likely to also be abused in adulthood. Richie (2001) noted
significant evidence of trauma and undiagnosed post-traumatic stress disorder
among incarcerated women. In Canada, women’s criminality has been connected
to escaping violent relationships; Tyagi (2006) stated that 49% of the victims of
violent crime were women offenders (p. 134). Attempting to cope with past
victimization, young women often self-medicate using drugs or alcohol, leading
to addictions (Singer et al., 1995).
Substance abuse has also been found to be a major issue for incarcerated
women (Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002; Richie, 2001; Scroggins & Malley,
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2010; Singer et al, 1995; Thompson & Harm, 2000; Tyagi, 2006). Richie (2001)
found that although women took advantage of incarceration to abstain from
substance abuse, addictions resurfaced upon release. In two studies, women
identified “freedom from drug abuse” or “drug counselling” as the second most
important factor or need in a successful transition (Parsons & Warner-Robbins,
2002; Singer et al., 1995). Scroggins and Malley (2010) include substance abuse
in a discussion about access to healthcare and counselling, noting that high rates
of addictions, as well as physical and mental health problems, are common among
women offenders.
Although numerous studies identify the complex needs of incarcerated
women, few have included Canadians (Gobeil, 2008). Canada has different
healthcare and social assistance structures than the United States, as well as
different inmate demographics. It is possible that these differences modify the
needs of adult women in transition to their communities. For example, Gobeil
(2008) does not identify access to healthcare as a major barrier for Canadian
women, while studies conducted in the United States list physical and mental
healthcare as high priority (Richie, 2001; Scroggins & Malley, 2010; Singer et al,
1995). Canadians living in poverty under-use preventative and non-funded
services and use publicly funded services at higher rates than other Canadians
(Stewart et al, 2005). Therefore, although access to basic health care may not be a
challenge for an incarcerated Canadian woman, access to non-funded health
services would definitely be difficult given the high incidence of poverty among
incarcerated women.
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Prior to the 1980s, women incarcerated in Canada existed as afterthoughts
to the justice system (Balfour, 2006). Federally sentenced women from all over
Canada served their sentences in Kingston, ON, far from their communities
(Monture, 2006). Although there are currently a number of federal institutions for
women across Canada, Monture (2006) noted that women still struggle
connecting with family. Since many families live in poverty, the shorter trip
remains too costly. Similarly, since women live in regional facilities, programs
aiming to ameliorate the distances, like the family video program, have been
cancelled (Monture, 2006).
In addition to geographical separation from communities, living inside a
correctional institution compounds feelings of isolation and powerlessness. The
highly structured environment allows prisoners very few opportunities to choose
their actions and behaviours. As a result of the lack of responsibility inside,
women often feel discouraged to plan for their release (O’Brien, 2001). Family
problems often increase during incarceration; Thompson and Harm (2000) noted
that incarcerated mothers are challenged with anxiety, depression, regret,
inadequacy, and fears for their children’s future and reunifying the family.
Despite these challenges, most women plan to continue parenting upon their
release. Maintaining or building connections with communities and families
could be one way to address the emotional stresses experienced during
incarceration.
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Correctional Programs
Despite the apparent failed attempts at “reprogramming” offenders with
the Correctional Service of Canada’s Cognitive Skills Programme (Duguid,
1998), there is an abundance of research surrounding how education and prison
programming can reduce recidivism. In a review of recent studies of prison
education, it was noted that “correctional education significantly reduced longterm recidivism of inmates” (Mageehon, 2008). Holley and Brewster (1997/8)
stated that programs with the best success have extensive components, separate
students from other prisoners, provide follow-up services after release, and admit
only inmates that meet course criteria.
In spite of societal barriers such as background checks and obtaining
licenses and public assistance, it was found that increased education levels led to
higher employment levels and lower recidivism rates (Fabelo, 2002). Increasing
one’s level of education while incarcerated increases the likelihood of securing
employment, thus reducing chances of re-offending. Although all education
gained in prison had an impact on recidivism and employment rates, Fabelo
(2002) found that changes were greater when an individual achieved lower levels
of education (such as learning to read) than for inmates who earned a GED.
Prison education was attributed as being beneficial in that it helps to lower natural
barriers to reintegration by providing intellectual and relational skills that may
have been previously absent.
Securing employment is only one outcome of education that leads to lower
recidivism. In a review of the outcomes of a prison post-secondary program in
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British Columbia, thirteen possible reasons were outlined for the effectiveness or
ineffectiveness of education for specific inmates (Duguid, Hawkey, & Pawson,
1996). Possible explanations for success included: engagement in a learning
community, acculturation to Canadian culture (for newcomers), increase in selfesteem, opportunity for a second chance, the creation of a positive subculture
within the prison, and the increased challenge of participating in a breadth of
courses. In this sense, it seems that it is very difficult to understand and control
for all the variables that may or may not affect a person’s recidivism. Each
individual inmate has different variables affecting his or her outcomes, and
education is seen as one way to overcome specific barriers (Fabelo, 2002).
Education is one of the variables with a great degree of success in reducing
recidivism, even if it is not clearly understood why.
It is possible that one reason education and other programs inside
correctional institutions have a positive impact is the personal connections that are
formed through programs. Typical discussions between inmates outside of
programs lend evidence to the claim that prison creates criminals. Alternatively,
discussions within programs are more positive and focus on family, activities,
storytelling and society. Instead of an inmate spending time with the general
population, he or she can identify with a specific subset of the inmate population.
Especially in optional programs such as education, this subset may be predisposed
to those individuals who have an interest in achieving. Students often remark that
school “is not like jail”, “gives them a break from it”, and “helps them feel normal
again” (Personal Communication, 2010). These comments seem to align with
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research recommending that programs separate students from other inmates and
target students who are eligible, which often includes a desire to participate
(Holley & Brewster, 1997/8).
In addition to separating students from the typical prison environment that
encourages criminality, programs can also provide an important link between
inmates and their communities. These links could be crucial in alleviating some
of the isolation and powerlessness over their lives that women feel during
incarceration. Thompson and Harm (2000) noted the importance of maintaining
family and community ties during incarceration, and identified parenting
programs as one way to maintain relationships. Similarly, Gobeil (2008) reported
that women felt prepared for release from prison due to support from family,
friends, and staff; contact with community; and access to other women’s
experiences of re-entry.
Looking Towards Release
The mission of Correctional Service Canada is to encourage offenders to
become law-abiding citizens (Government of Canada, 2007). This mission can
begin inside the prison, by linking offenders to communities and encouraging the
maintenance of healthy, supportive relationships. When a woman is released
from prison, she is essentially transitioning from the community of prison to her
new community. Any bridges that can be built prior to release could lessen the
shock of transitioning between these opposing communities. The next chapter,
Re-entry and Community Development, investigates current research concerning
the phenomenon of re-entry, re-entry programs, and concepts of community
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development that might prove useful in continuing the bridges that are
occasionally built through programs during incarceration.
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Chapter 3 Relationship of Re-entry to Community Development
This chapter investigates research on the phenomenon of re-entry and
transitioning to freedom in relation to theories of community. The requirements
under which offenders are released to the community will be outlined. Challenges
that women face during re-entry will be introduced, as well as strengths that might
help women though the transition. Re-entry will be discussed in relation to adult
learning in transition, and specific programs designed for women will be
discussed. The development of a program’s theory will be presented in relation to
the development of re-entry programs for women.
Noting the importance of community and relationships during re-entry,
this chapter will also address the idea of community and community development.
Three common conceptualization of community will be identified, focussing on
the concept of communities of identity. Communities of identity have a strong
sense of community and develop multiple types of social capital. Community
development will be discussed with respect to the building of communities of
identity and community competency. Self-help, partnership models and assetbased community development will be discussed as common approaches to
community development will be discussed. The impact of incarceration on
communities will be explored, along with the role that community organizations
can take in facilitating re-entry. Finally, this chapter will outline the research
questions that guided the design of the project.
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Returning to Communities
The current position of the New Medical Model for rehabilitation of
inmates has many consequences. It is possible that inmates will take advantage of
the system, in a similar fashion to the pre-1970’s Medical Model. In my classes,
it is common for students to remark that they are taking a course so that it “looks
good” to judges and parole officers (Personal Communication, 2009). With the
perspective that people have criminogenic factors that can be “cured”, it is a
natural step to the conclusion that someone should not be released until he or she
can provide proof of being “cured”.
A review of the Correctional Service of Canada moved in this direction,
suggesting the implementation of earned parole and the elimination of statutory
release (Correctional Service of Canada Review Panel, 2007). Statutory release
occurred after two-thirds of a sentence was served. The remaining third was
served under community supervision in order to facilitate a transition to freedom.
Under earned parole, an offender would have to apply to the parole board and
provide proof of rehabilitation for early release (Correctional Service of Canada
Review Panel, 2007). Unsuccessful applicants would serve the full sentence in
custody and would be considered for an additional period of supervision upon
release. The recommendation of earned parole therefore does little but extend
prison sentences. A person who would qualify for earned parole would have also
qualified for full parole before statutory release; while a person held until warrant
expiry would have a period of community supervision under a peace bond, as
opposed to a period of supervision under statutory release.
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Whether under earned parole, statutory release, or warrant expiry,
offenders will be released. Current Canadian trends to mass incarceration as
discussed in Chapter 2 will eventually lead to large numbers of ex-inmates
experiencing re-entry. Since prison breeds criminality (Foucault, 1977), re-entry
planning and programs become especially important for facilitating an offenders
return to the community. The struggles that women face prior to and during their
incarceration do not evaporate upon release.
Exploring Re-entry
On the surface, re-entry is regarded as a simple transition that occurs when
an inmate is released from prison. However, re-entry is more than a physical
transition to freedom; it begins when an individual leaves custody and includes
the many factors that have an effect on path the transition takes. Wheeler and
Patterson (2008) defined the term re-entry as describing “programs and services
designed to help former prisoners successfully re-integrate into communities” (p.
145). In this project, re-entry was defined as what occurs when a person is
released from prison, including both experiences of ‘street life’ and struggles to
get out of a lifestyle. Re-entry is about trying to put a life back together,
understanding that life will look differently for everyone experiencing re-entry.
During the re-entry process, women are most likely to have challenges
such as returning to poverty, substance abuse and violence (Alfred & Chlup,
2009; Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002; Richie, 2001; Singer et al., 1995; Tyagi,
2006). Related to these challenges, women also struggle with responsibilities of
childcare, reunifying with family (Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002; Richie,
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2001; Thompson and Harm, 2000), transportation (Gobeil, 2008), mental and
physical healthcare (Gobeil, 2008; Richie, 2001; Scroggins & Malley, 2010,
Singer et al., 1995), unemployment, and low education (Alfred & Chlup, 2009;
Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002). However, in spite of the barriers, women who
have experienced incarceration possess a remarkable capacity for survival in their
resilience to dealing with adversity (Tyagi, 2006). These protective factors
strengthen women during the challenges they face upon release (Gobeil, 2008).
When asked for the most important factors in successful re-entry, women
overwhelmingly chose a personal commitment to be crime-free (Gobeil, 2008).
Women also identified possible sources for support, such as employment and
relationships, but maintained that a conscious personal decision, and sharing that
decision with others, was the “most important factor in community reintegration”
(Gobeil, 2008, p. 19). Additionally, Gobeil (2008) found that most women often
alluded to attitudinal traits, mentioning characteristics such as determination,
willpower, focus, stubbornness, and positivity. It is possible that these traits are
results of the challenges that many incarcerated women have faced throughout
their lives, before, during and after incarceration (Tyagi, 2006). Such attitudinal
traits provide the women with necessary skills to overcome the challenges
associated with re-entry.
While success remains an arbitrary term, studies have defined successful
re-entry as having no contact with incarceration (Case et al., 2005; Wilkinson,
Rhine & Henderson-Hurley, 2005; Wheeler & Patterson, 2008). MacCormick
(1931) maintained that successful re-entry involved more than avoiding re-arrest;
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it included developing a “broader understanding of the world…not only to stop
committing antisocial acts but…[to] fit into the social scheme understandingly
and willingly” (pp. 6-7). In this way, successful re-entry occurs when an
individual becomes a full participant in society. This seems equivalent to the
description provided by Wilkinson et al. (2005) where re-entry was defined as
“Going Home to Stay” (p. 160). Successful re-entry incorporates elements such
as reduced recidivism, employment, and positive relationships (Gobeil, 2008;
Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002; Richie, 2001; Travis & Petersilia 2001; Unruh,
Povenmire-Kirk, & Yamamoto, 2009; Western, Kling, & Weiman, 2001). In my
opinion, women’s successful re-entry encompasses elements such as integrating
into a community of personal choice, meeting basic needs, and working towards
achieving goals without further contact with justice systems. This project will
gather incarcerated women’s definitions of success with regards to re-entry; that
is, what women desire to have obtained or experienced upon completion of the reentry process.
Learning in Transitions
Re-entry, described above as what occurs as a person tries to re-build her
life, is a very important transition in the life of an inmate. It is essentially what
she has spent her entire prison sentence thinking about and planning for. From
the perspective of adult education, life transitions possess the potential to become
learning experiences. The potential for learning is dependent upon the meaning
ascribed to a particular life transition (Merriam, 2005). Re-entry can therefore be
conceptualized as an extended learning activity since it is a life transition to which
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current and former inmates assign great meaning. When involved in education,
Merriam (2005) noted that adults in transition should be supported and assisted
through the transition. Additionally, adults need to be challenged to think beyond
their current identity; an individual in transition simultaneously exists as “two
selves” (Merriam, 2005, p. 6). There exists great potential for learning to occur
throughout the re-entry process, independently as well as facilitated through reentry programs. For example, as women leave incarceration, they must learn how
society has changed and how they can fit into a different world. Women will
have to redefine their relationships with partners, children, friends and family. In
some cases, ex-inmates must learn how to divide their time between mandatory
probation or parole activities, employment or formal education, and personal
interests.
In re-entry, women are negotiating many transitions, namely the transition
from imprisonment to freedom. Freedom has been likened to culture shock; many
individuals noted that despite freedom, ex-inmates struggle to transition out of
prison culture, with its many unwritten standards of behaviour (Personal
Communication, 2009). Therefore, ex-inmates must be challenged to think
outside their current “inmate” identity and encouraged to move towards a
personal, independent identity. The huge contrast between the highly structured,
coercive prison environment and unstructured freedom further exacerbates this
transition. As an inmate, a woman’s identity is created for her; she must now
struggle to develop a new identity. Clear et al. (2001) stated that ex-inmates feel
pressure from every source in the community: “the criminal justice system,
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society in general, neighbours, and families” (p. 340). During the transition, it
could be said that ex-inmates do not belong in either the prison culture or their
communities; they exist somewhere in between, and must choose where to
remain.
Assuming there is a place for community programs in the re-entry process,
it seems that programs might provide women with a place to debrief with others
and obtain support, sharing success or struggles. Similar to other transitions
(Merriam, 2005), interpersonal support has been identified as being very
important to women experiencing re-entry (Gobeil, 2008; Parsons & WarnerRobbins, 2002). Programs in prison might serve as a sort of preparation course
that could provide women with an idea of what they might experience before
challenges occur, programs in the community could support women as they
experience the challenges. Community programs intent on assisting with re-entry
must respond to the diverse needs of incarcerated women, while simultaneously
developing and utilizing women’s strengths.
Program Development
Kettner, Moroney and Martin (2008) defined a program as “a set of
activities to produce some desired outcomes” (p. 28). Within the field of adult
education, many community programs are non-formal (Spencer, 2006). That is,
the programs are non-credit, organized by institutions or groups, and have specific
objectives (Spencer, 2006). Informal learning could occur within the contexts of
non-formal education, although it would not be an explicit objective of the
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program. As outlined below, programs should strive to include participants in all
stages, including program development.
Programs designed to ameliorate the re-entry process often begin with an
understanding of women’s challenges and strengths. Throughout the community
development and program planning literature, the basic concept of beginning with
a population’s needs or concerns is reiterated (Bhattacharyya, 2004; Minkler,
1998). Without an understanding of the felt needs and capabilities of incarcerated
women, re-entry programs risk misidentifying challenges or problems. For
example, a program that ignores the resiliency and willpower of incarcerated
women (Gobeil, 2008; Tyagi, 2006) might focus on reducing passive behaviour,
when in reality the group might have been interested in accessing affordable
childcare resources.
While many studies have sought to uncover the overlapping needs of
incarcerated women, it should be noted that the challenges and strengths that
women encounter are dependent on their larger social contexts. This research
attempts to provide a basis to understand the challenges of the re-entry process
from the contexts of incarcerated women. Without an understanding of the larger
context, re-entry programs risk misalignment with their target population. If
programs do not respond to a group’s felt needs, participants are stripped of their
agency (Bhattacharyya, 2004). That is, programs become irrelevant and convey a
message that the program developers know better than participants what issues
affect their lives.
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Upon developing a program Chen (2005) noted the importance of a
program’s theory, explained as “the explicit and implicit assumptions underlying
a program” (p. 16). Program theory involves communicating the desired
outcomes of a program and how the outcomes will be achieved. People involved
in program planning make two types of assumptions: descriptive and prescriptive.
Descriptive assumptions outline the perceived cause of a social problem, such as
poverty, while prescriptive assumptions are the components that are thought to be
necessary to achieve success and reduce poverty (Chen, 2005). In this way,
descriptive and prescriptive assumptions drive the format, orientation and
philosophy of a program, whether explicitly stated or not. For example, a
fictional re-entry program for women might define success as reduced rates of
recidivism. This program may perceive economic instability as the main cause of
women’s recidivism. Based on this descriptive assumption, solutions to economic
instability may include job search training, small loans, housing assistance and
money management courses; these solutions are prescriptive assumptions. That
is, this program assumes that training, loans, housing and money management are
necessary for women to achieve economic stability, thereby reducing recidivism.
Within the general framework of a program’s theory, designing a program
involves the following: identifying needs, setting goals and objectives, designing
methods, implementation, and evaluation (Kettner et al., 2008; Selman, Cooke,
Selman & Dampier, 1998). Ideally, program planning is cyclical; programs are
continually modified and evaluated to design programs that effectively achieve
their major purpose (Chen, 2005). Many programs that are designed for women
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once they are released from prison have a major purpose of assisting with the reentry process and avoiding recidivism.
Re-entry Programs for Women
Given the complicated and interconnected nature of women’s needs, many
studies have recommended creating and funding gender-specific programs to
provide women with the social support necessary to succeed (Alfred & Chlup,
2009; Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002; Richie, 2001; Scroggins & Malley,
2010; Singer et al., 1995; Tyagi, 2006). The unique mixture of issues that
incarcerated women deal with during re-entry seems to be the focus of most
programs developed to assist women returning to society. Richie (2001) offered
four recommendations to re-entry programs: address multiple issues in one
location; utilize community strengths and link to existing services; apply an
empowerment and consciousness raising approach; and encourage community
mentorship, where successful women can work with participants, ensuring they
are placed at the centre of “community-development initiatives” (p. 386). From
articles that reviewed different re-entry programs, it seems as though the
recommendations set by Richie (2001) are often followed. While all five
community programs discussed below address one or more issues related to reentry, the programs differ in their methods, beliefs and frameworks. The
programs have a broad goal of increasing self-worth and quality of life, thus
reducing recidivism.
Two of the five programs reviewed below addressed the needs of women,
men, and young offenders (Lisante & Navon, 2000; Wilkinson et al., 2005). The

42
Ohio Plan for Productive Offender Re-entry (The Ohio Plan) was a government
initiative directed to all prisoners (Wilkinson et al., 2005). Friends of Island
Academy (FOIA) focussed on young offenders and females who had been
released from New York City’s jail system (Lisante & Navon, 2000). Both
programs emphasized continuity from incarceration to release, a similar trend
found in women-only programs (Borg & McCarroll, 2004; Case et al., 2005;
Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002). The Ohio Plan was the only initiative
reviewed that contained compulsory programs (Wilkinson et al., 2005). In direct
contrast, FOIA operated as a drop-in centre for recently incarcerated youth and
women, providing employment preparation, work placements, counselling,
mentorship and leadership opportunities (Lisante & Navon, 2000).
The remaining three programs found were created exclusively for women
on a voluntary basis (Borg & McCarroll, 2004; Case et al., 2005; Parsons &
Warner-Robbins, 2002). Borg and McCarroll (2004) provided a review of
programs offered by the Women’s Prison Association (WPA) in New York City.
Case et al. (2005) reviewed a new social reintegration program in Michigan called
Project PROVE (Post Release Opportunities for Vocational Education), and
Parsons and Warner-Robbins (2002) discussed positive impacts of Welcome
Home Ministries, a faith-based program in southern California. All three
programs recruited women who were currently incarcerated, emphasizing the
importance of transitioning with women through the release process.
While the programs addressed a combination of the issues that
incarcerated individuals face upon re-entry, each program focussed strongly on a
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small number of barriers. Project PROVE had the narrowest focus, aiming to
assist women with vocational education (Case et al., 2005). FOIA also focussed
mostly on education and employment, noting that counselling, mentorship and
leadership is important to build individuals’ independence and self esteem
(Lisante & Navon, 2000). Dealing predominantly with a young population, FOIA
attempts to facilitate both a transition from incarceration and a transition to
adulthood. In contrast to the formality of education and employment, WPA
addresses immediate concerns of women leaving incarceration, such as
homelessness, HIV status, substance abuse and family reunification (Borg &
McCarroll, 2004). The Ohio Plan and Welcome Home Ministries were viewed
more broadly, providing any opportunities that were needed for re-entry (Parsons
& Warner-Robbins, 2002; Wilkinson et al., 2005). Among opportunities at
Welcome Home, women noted examples such as employment, support from other
successful participants, freedom from drug abuse, faith, family, helping others,
and personal determination (Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002). The Ohio Plan
was also all encompassing, alluding to partnerships with community
organizations, police, faith groups, and families to facilitate re-entry (Wilkinson et
al., 2005).
Three articles provided discussions about the scope of the programs or
areas in which the programs could improve (Case et al., 2005; Borg & McCarroll,
2004; Wilkinson et al., 2005). Women from Project PROVE who were
interviewed recommended that the scope of the program be broadened to
incorporate issues such as housing, transportation, employment, family, and peer
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support. They also acknowledged that despite the narrow educational focus of the
program, it was a source of support, encouragement and motivation (Case et al.,
2005). Borg and McCarroll (2004) noted that in an environment of funding
constraints WPA is constantly justifying and documenting the worth of their
programs, assumedly using resources that would otherwise be allocated to
additional programs. Since WPA has a feminist position in treatment and
advocating for women prisoners, it was noted that the organization struggles
against societal norms and norms with regards to female prisoners and
occasionally falls to stereotyping and taking an authoritarian position with clients
(Borg & McCarroll, 2004). The Ohio Plan, a government initiative to aid in reentry recognized an initial gap in programs and transition support for individuals
with serious medical or mental health problems. The program also noted the
importance of collaboration with a multitude of diverse organizations in the
community (Wilkinson et al., 2005).
Every program identified some form of community or citizenship building
as a key component. Welcome Home Ministries was branded as a health
promoting organization, and the purpose of the review was to gather information
upon which to design future community-based interventions (Parsons & WarnerRobbins, 2002). WPA took a similar ecological lens in an approach described as
community-building crime-prevention (Borg & McCarroll, 2004). Other
programs had general purposes of assisting individuals to avoid future arrest or
criminal behaviour (Case et al., 2005; Lisante & Navon, 2000; Wilkinson et al.,
2005). The Ohio Plan, WPA, and Project PROVE identified intended outcomes
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for the programs, including ideas of “life stabilization”, increased quality of life,
self-reliance and empowerment, and safer communities (Case et al, 2005; Borg &
McCarroll, 2004; Wilkinson et al., 2005). The missions of all programs reviewed
could be pooled to provide a general theme: through addressing one or more
barriers that increase chances of recidivism, re-entry programs with a community
development focus on facilitating successful re-entry. The focus on community is
generally true across the spectrum of adult education programs, Spencer (2006)
advocated for understanding adult education as a social activity.
Communities of Identity
Craig (2007) identified three ways that community is conceptualized in
current discourse. Geographic communities are people living in a physical space,
such as a neighbourhood or city. I believe that this is the perspective taken when
correctional system documents discuss returning offenders to a community
(Government of Canada, 1992). Issue-based communities involve a group of
people involved in short-term work surrounding a specific issue (Craig, 2007).
An example of an issue-based community could be a group that forms to support
a candidate during a political election. Finally, Craig (2007) discussed a
community of identity. Less time sensitive than an issue-based community, a
community of identity is not necessarily bounded by geography but includes
people with similar interests and needs (Craig 2007). A community of identity
could be understood as lasting relationships between individuals. As stated
above, women have identified the importance of relationships during re-entry
(Gobeil, 2008; Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002). Specifically, O’Brien (2001)
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found that all participants in her study noted that their successful transition was
signified by “reconstructing connections with others…[and] developing
community membership” (p. 289). Connections and relationships allude to the
development of a community of identity. In this research, the term community
refers to communities of identity since these relationships are so important to
women experiencing re-entry.
Of the twelve themes Parsons and Warner-Robbins (2002) identified as
factors that support successful transition, seven of the themes relate to supportive
relationships. Belonging to a “supportive network of relationships”, feeling that
those relationships could be depended upon, and avoiding feelings of loneliness
has been defined as a sense of community (Nowell & Boyd, 2010, p. 830).
Therefore, it seems that the development of a sense of community is of utmost
importance for women leaving incarceration.
McMillan and Chavis (1986; see also Nowell & Boyd, 2010; Pooley,
Cohen & Pike, 2005) defined sense of community as containing four elements.
The first element, membership, is a feeling of belonging to a group. Included in
membership is the concept of boundaries; a community has ways of denoting who
belongs and who does not. As a result of these boundaries, there exists a sense of
emotional safety, a common symbol system, personal investment and a sense of
identification. The second element is influence; a member must feel as though he
or she has some influence over group decisions, while the group is able to exert
influence over members. Cohesiveness and uniformity is created through the
influence that individuals have on communities, and individuals are drawn to
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communities in which they feel influential. The third element, integration and
fulfillment of needs, speaks to the benefit of belonging to a community or group.
That is, when people in groups can fulfill each other’s needs, they are reinforced
to participate more in that community. Finally, a sense of community involves a
shared emotional connection or history with other members.
If sense of community is important for women in transition from prison, a
beginning point seems to be that the women need to find a community or group to
join. During incarceration, women belong to the community of inmates, possibly
a select group as a result of programs attended. Often women who express a
desire to leave their lifestyle disclose that they feel the need to change social
groups and environments (Personal Communication, 2010). These connections
that people have with each other are often named social capital (Pooley et al.,
2005). Women who want to change their communities therefore need to destroy
old and develop new social capital.
Paxton (2002) described social capital as being “reciprocal, trusting and
involving positive emotion” (p. 256). Without connections to others, without
membership in a group, society is “merely a collection of individuals unconnected
to one another” (Pooley et al., 2005, 73). Social capital can be understood as a
component of sense of community (Long & Perkins, 2007; Pooley et al., 2005).
That is, social capital represents the links between individuals, while sense of
community represents the emotional consequences of these links. Similarly, Kay
(2005) noted that social capital is created as a result of the presence of “trust,
reciprocity and mutuality, shared norms of behaviour, …commitment and
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belonging, both formal and informal social networks, and effective information
channels” (p. 163).
The use of social capital can also enable an individual to accomplish
personal goals; by linking to others, a person expands his or her access to cultural
and economic capital (Bourdieu, 2006 [1986]). In the same way, a community
can expand its access to all forms of capital by forming networks, called bridging
ties, with individuals or groups external to the community (Kilpatrick, Field &
Falk, 2003). Although weaker, bridging ties allow access to new knowledge and
resources to which the community may not have otherwise had access (Portes,
1998). By forming bridging ties with other groups, women in re-entry can
address some of the issues they face, such as housing or employment.
Social capital within a community or group, bonding ties, is characterised
by shared norms, reciprocity and cohesion (Kilpatrick et al., 2003; Portes, 1998).
Portes (1998) connected tight community networks to increased social control and
support. Bonding ties are the networks that create a sense of community; strong
intra-community networks build membership, allow individuals to influence each
other, and create mutually beneficial situations. Re-unification of families after a
period of incarceration is one example of strengthening bonding ties. Developing
a close support system, often through participation in a program, is another
example of bonding ties that could help women experiencing re-entry.
The development and strengthening of social capital could have a crucial
role during re-entry. The combination of bridging and bonding ties gives rise to a
group with a strong sense of community that has the external connections
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necessary to respond to change and fulfill its needs. In this way, someone with
well-developed social capital would have access to others who could help and
support her. The resources she can access through her connections would enable
her to better face challenges. She would be better placed to offer support to other
women experiencing re-entry. The creation of combinations of bonding and
bridging ties, creating norms of inclusiveness and tolerance, is one definition of
community development (Kilpatrick et al., 2003).
Understanding Community Development
In addition to understanding community development as the building of
social capital and sense of community, it can also be described as the
development of a competent or sustainable community (Minkler, 1998). A
competent community is a community that can collaborate, identify common
problems and needs, and cooperate on agreed upon actions (Minkler, 1998). Falk
(1997) described these communities as sustainable, noting that members living in
sustainable communities share value-sets, a community culture and a common
purpose. Therefore, a competent or sustainable community represents two major
conceptualizations of community offered by Craig (2007): grounded in identity
and issues. As interconnected concepts, empowerment and capacity building are
processes by which communities can acknowledge their strengths, develop belief
in their collective and individual power, and begin to take action to resolve
community issues.
Minkler (1998) suggested that a crucial part of every community
development endeavour is to increase the problem-solving ability of the
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community. Increasing the abilities and skills of community members, enabling
them to better identify and meet needs describes the concept of capacity building
(Craig, 2007). The end result of capacity building is for a community to increase
the quality of their participation in society. Sustainable or competent
communities are able to reconcile differences that exist within the community
(Falk, 1997), and collaborate effectively to address issues or needs of the
community (Minkler, 1998). Falk (1997) also noted that sustainable communities
“understand their nature and role in their own construction and reconstruction” (p.
36). Identifying that communities have a role in their building or rebuilding
suggests that communities are not alone in this process; instead, there is a place
for bridging ties with external communities and groups in community
development.
Incorporating multiple conceptualizations of community and community
development, Bhattacharyya (2004) concluded that the purpose of community
development was “the promotion of solidarity and agency” (p.10). Solidarity,
shared identity and norms of behaviour, is similar to bonding social capital; Portes
(1998) referred to bonding ties as “bounded solidarity” (p. 8). Agency involves
“the capacity of people to order their world, the capacity to create, reproduce,
change, and live according to their own meaning systems, to have the powers to
define themselves as opposed to being defined by others” (Bhattacharyya, 2004,
p. 12). Agency seems to be a side effect of empowerment. If a group believes
that they can control their own lives, they will begin to develop that capacity and
act on it (Braunak-Mayer & Louise, 2008).
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For re-entry, a community development approach promotes the agency of
incarcerated women over their lives, as well as solidarity and support within the
community of incarcerated women and the larger society. Bhattacharyya (2004)
noted the necessity of attending to self-help, felt needs and participation to
develop agency; there is an explicit difference between service providers, who
create dependency, and community developers, who encourage interdependence
through participation and self-help.
Programs with a community development approach often incorporate
concepts such as sense of community, social capital and capacity building,
employing different tools or methods (Bhattacharyya, 2004). Based on the
purpose of the program, the funding organization, and the proposed evaluation, a
program may subscribe to different models of community development. Three
major models of community development are described below: community selfhelp, the partnership model, and asset-based community development.
Community Self-help
Situated solely inside a community, with little or no outside involvement
from non-members, community self-help refers to “unpaid help provided for and
by friends, neighbours or other members of one’s community” (Williams, 2004).
A self-help model may provide a resolution to concerns about the hidden agendas
that outside workers might bring to the community. As the model relies on a
community using its resources to solve issues or problems, a self-help model
might be identified as true empowerment or capacity building.
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Williams (2004) identified two forms of community self-help. The first,
and most common, is unorganized one-to-one aid provided to community
members, by other community members. The second level of self-help is more
formal, occurring through involvement in a community organization. In both
“most deprived” and “least deprived” neighbourhoods, Williams (2004) found
that one-to-one aid was delivered by 66% of the population. In contrast, an
average of 37% had been involved in formal self-help, which led Williams (2004)
to advocate for policies that would support and recognize one-to-one aid in a
community. Although “least deprived” neighbourhoods had a greater occurrence,
it seems as though community self-help is constantly occurring, a notion that
Berner and Phillips (2005) also support.
Self-help groups exist within the realm of formal self-help. These
organized groups are defined as associations of people who share a common
problem and who endeavour to resolve the problem through mutual support
(Borkman, 1976). Centred on a common issue self-help groups are a specific type
of issue-based community. Self-help groups are characterized by a focus on the
experiential knowledge and expertise of fellow members. As a result, groups are
often oriented in favour of concrete observable results, immediate action, and a
holistic view of the issue (Borkman, 1976).
Noting a wide variety of organizational structures of self-help groups,
Schubert & Borkman (1991) outlined different types of groups. Unaffiliated
groups were most unstructured, existing as a one-group organization. Federated
groups were organized at higher levels, serving to network local groups. In both
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unaffiliated and federated groups, professionals or outsiders were not involved
and leaders were given no special training. The other two types of groups
identified incorporated professionals and specialized training. Affiliated groups
operated under a network that was organized at higher levels by professionals. In
this way, professionals and outsiders have an absent role in regard to immediate
group activities, but orchestrated meetings and training from a distance. Managed
groups operated under the control of a professional or organization that provided
facilitators. Therefore, both affiliated and managed groups could be said to fall
outside the spectrum of pure self-help, and under a partnership model of
community development.
Partnership Models
Berner and Phillips (2005) caution that while the best strategies often
come from the communities, outsiders still play an important role in community
development. The concept of pre-existing community self-help could easily be coopted by governments as a reason to not act on community issues. “There are
some problems… that are too big for anyone except governments to solve”, and
therefore governments and external organizations must be involved with
community development (Berner & Phillips, 2005, p. 26). Berner and Phillips
(2005) argued that self-help should be used in concert with an approach linking
government and organizations. It seems that Berner and Phillips (2005) are
calling for a partnership approach to community development.
Defined by Boyle and Silver (2005) as “elite institutions and poor
constituencies” (p.8) working together with the goal of community empowerment,
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the partnership model favours the development of bridging social capital with
universities or non-governmental organizations. The resulting partnership
attempts to be inclusive and allows for equal participation from all members of
the community (Boyle & Silver, 2005).
When partnerships are devoted to inclusion and development, projects
have great potential for success (Packer, Spence, & Beare, 2002). The program
described by Packer et al. (2002) began as a small, unfunded project. Built on
bonding social capital, the result was a project that was owned and controlled by
the community. The partnership was initiated by the community itself, ensuring
that control of the project remained with the community. Packer et al. (2002)
noted that the organization “honoured the transition to independence…from the
first day” (p. 325), thus ensuring the program’s sustainability. The partnering
organization often waited for the community to invite assistance on issues. This
is often not the case, since partnering organizations usually control funding
(Boyle & Silver, 2005).
Questioning the motives behind the involvement of elite organizations in
partnerships, Boyle and Silver (2005) describe them as a desired middle ground,
incorporating member participation with elite control. However, if elite
institutions maintain control of the partnership the project would not foster
community empowerment, solidarity, or agency (Bhattacharyya, 2004).
Community partnerships under elite control do not change overarching
relationships between groups or existing social barriers. Instead, they allow the
elite to claim “moral legitimacy” (Boyle & Silver, 2005, p. 246). As Packer et al.
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(2002) concluded, “the spirit in which the partnership was entered into has much
to do with [its] success” (p. 325).
Community programs that address the re-entry concerns of women are
often run by non-profit organizations. Noting an increase in organized
volunteering and forming of these organizations, Salamon (1994) presented a
number of reasons for the rise in non-profit sector activity. The collapse of the
welfare state, stemming from the belief that government services encourage
dependence and remove personal responsibility, led to the de-funding of
government programs. Termed market-failure theory, non-profit organizations
are understood to develop when a community is not adequately served through the
private sector (Quarter & Mook, 2010). Alternatively, Salamon (1994) noted how
the increased popularity of participatory development encouraged the formation
of community organizations. Interdependence theory recognizes that since
governments and organizations each have unique strengths (Salamon, 1994;
Quarter & Mook, 2010), organizations are created as a way to utilize the strengths
of government and alleviate its limitations.
Hudson (2009) noted that non-profit organizations posses objectives that
“do not fall within the logic of the mainstream – in short, they are not sufficiently
profitable to attract the private sector, not politically strategic enough to warrant
direct state provision” (p. 498). It is for this reason that assisting the ex-inmate
population with re-entry is a task that often falls to non-profit organizations.
When governments are involved, it is usually left to organizations to develop and
execute the program; organizations are closer to the community and better
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understand its needs. Interdependence theory suggests that partnerships are
beneficial; a government’s strength is funding, and an organization’s strength is
community connections. One of the main features of these organizations is
ethical grounding on the importance of taking action and the value of all people
(Hudson, 2009). The social purpose of such organizations supersedes economic
concerns.
As a result of funding partnerships with governments or other grant
offering institutions, organizations are often held accountable for their economic
output. That is, program and organization outcomes must be measured, analysed
and reported in order to justify funding. Hudson (2009) stated that these
activities, although important, take time away from doing the socially useful work
that the organizations were created to accomplish.
Asset-based Community Development
While the self-help and partnership models address community
development as solving problems or issues in a community, asset-based
community development maintains that all communities posses assets that can be
mobilized to create more powerful communities (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993;
Mathie & Cunningham, 2003). Asset-based community development advocates
for searching within a community for existing capital or assets through which to
develop. However, it does not exclude the possibility of developing bridging
social capital or partnerships outside the community (Mathie & Cunningham,
2003).
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Kretzmann and McKnight (1993; see also Mathie & Cunningham, 2003)
described asset-based community development as comprehensive, focussing on
every existing capacity and asset within a community. These assets, in the form
of economic, cultural, or social capital, can be combined with the assets of others
to fully engage a community. Through an asset-based model, the capacities of
individuals, associations and institutions within the community will be completely
mapped. New relationships will be built within the community to enable mutual
problem-solving, and a broad representative group will gather to identify
community plans and goals. Finally, the community will begin to assist other
communities through the same process.
This description seems to be a combination of self-help and partnership
models; beginning as a process of self-help, asset-based community development
turns to connections with a larger society to further support community building.
Mathie and Cunningham (2003) explained asset-based community development
as linking together the larger society with community-driven initiatives. The
larger society, in partnership with the community, would promote policies that are
conducive to asset-based initiatives. Partnerships with outside institutions are
initiated by the community itself, and remain under the control of the community
(Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). Communities are advised to build a trust fund,
through which it can solicit proposals for community development initiatives
(Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). Noting that a community trust would be a
difficult task to accomplish, Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) suggest working in
partnership with government, providing that governments change their approach
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from needs-based to asset-based. Any external agency that is involved in the
process must be involved at “arm’s length” (Mathie & Cunningham, 2003).
Re-entry and Community Organizations
Viewing re-entry through a community development lens has interesting
consequences for understanding re-entry and re-entry programs. Many of the
challenges encountered by ex-inmates during re-entry are not addressed in public
and private sectors. For example, many women struggle with low levels of
education. Of the five programs outlined above two noted education as a primary
purpose of the organization and two more included education in the spectrum of
supports provided. Needs associated with living in poverty, reunifying families
and substance abuse are also often met through community organizations as
opposed to private companies or public, government run services.
Employment, a crucial factor for reducing recidivism (Sedgley, Scott,
William & Derrick, 2010), might be accomplished through the private sector.
However, a criminal record often closes an ex-inmate’s access to the job market.
Western, Kling, and Weiman (2001) described the effects of incarceration on
securing employment. Incarceration stigmatizes individuals, signalling
untrustworthiness to potential employers. A criminal record might completely
disqualify someone for employment in certain professional occupations such as
health care or trades. Periods of incarceration also serve to erode job skills and
social networks that are often sources of job leads. The accumulated effect of
stigmas and reduced human and social capital leads ex-inmates to casual,
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temporary positions or work in the underground labour market (Western et al,
2001).
Community organizations exist in contrast to the closure of the private and
public sectors to individuals with criminal records. Assisting individuals who
have criminal records is neither politically popular nor economically profitable.
Faced with closed private and public sectors, community organizations could
become the site for ex-inmates to develop a sense of community, rebuild social
capital and develop skills. Furthermore, organizations could be a source for
volunteer or paid employment experiences.
Participation in community organizations has a positive effect on
community members. Skotnitsky and Ferguson (2005) conducted a study with
board members on inner city organizations. The board members highlighted the
importance of networking with other groups for peer mentoring, learning
partnerships, and mutual support. As board members develop bridging social
capital with other organizations, more information and support can be passed on
to community members. Similarly, within a community group, bonding social
capital can develop; experiences can be shared, support groups created, and
member’s strengths recognized (Skotnitsky & Ferguson, 2005).
Not surprisingly, neighbourhoods with high incarceration rates generally
have high occurrences of the challenges that face incarcerated women. Clear et
al. (2001) noted that the cyclical removal and return of offenders to a specific
neighbourhood leads to stigma (individual, family and community), financial
troubles (for families and communities), identity problems connected with the
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knowledge that the community is a “problem place”, and disruptions in
community relationships. Re-entry programs such as those described above have
the potential to address these community impacts, as well as assist women
offenders with their specific challenges. In a study that gathered women’s
suggestions for re-entry programs, the main suggestions were to increase the
geographical reach of the program, educate the community about discrimination,
and link with other organizations (Case et. al., 2005). Other studies reported that
a major strength of their programs was the collaboration with other organizations;
the realization that one program, and one organization, cannot address all
concerns (Borg & McCarroll, 2004; Wilkinson et al., 2005). The goal of re-entry
programs should not be simply integrating incarcerated women to avoid future
arrest. With a community development lens, the goal could be enabling
incarcerated women to strengthen their communities and further develop their
resiliency and agency. Avoiding future recidivism would be an inevitable side
effect of such programs.
Moving forward, it is important to note that re-entry from prison is a
personal transition that is experienced differently by everyone. It depends on a
person’s past experiences, relationships, and neighbourhood. Although most
research into incarceration and re-entry reports findings and conclusions as
comprehensive lists of challenges and strengths, specific experiences and contexts
are lost. Community re-entry programs, while being responsive to the most
common challenges, also should attend to the individuality of experience. Often
this means developing partnerships with other organizations in the community; an
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organization must develop bridging capital with other organizations in its own
communities as well as other communities.
Incarceration and crime are complex issues for communities, in part due to
their interrelated social, personal, historical and economic causes and effects.
Viewing re-entry as a community issue, community development can be
introduced as an important concept in re-entry. Through the development of a
sense of community and social capital, previously incarcerated women might be
able to command agency in their lives, beginning to take part in communities.
Instead of simply existing within the community as strangers or outsiders, they
would be able to feel belonging and have influence in the community. That is,
women can begin to address their concerns, assist others, and build towards
addressing the needs of their community. Perhaps community re-entry programs
can be a starting point for incarcerated women. If this is the case, it becomes
important to understand the role that re-entry programs play in women’s lives, and
the extent to which the programs address community development aspects.
Guiding Questions
This study seeks to understand the re-entry process, by exploring programs
that take a community development approach to facilitating a successful
transition. The re-entry process will be investigated from the perspective of
incarcerated women. In attempting to harness previous life experience,
information will be collected from incarcerated women who have previously
experienced re-entry programs designed to assist with an aspect of the re-entry
process. Data was collected from participants in the form of story; therefore, the
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research adopts a narrative framework for its research design. Since the women
who participated were free to share their stories how they wished, the study
employs the use of guiding questions rather than research questions. Questions
were not asked explicitly or directly to the women but were addressed through the
stories that women shared.
Monture (2006) and Balfour (2006) both acknowledge the importance of
attending to women’s voices. For Monture (2006), hearing individual experiences
is one way to ensure that women’s histories are understood, not to create victims
but to provide a contextual and structural analysis of problems. Especially
considering that the New Medical Model focuses strongly on risk analysis and
classification, women’s experiences must be considered more important
(Monture, 2006). Balfour (2006) noted that the use of narrative in women’s
criminology has given way to stereotyped images of victimization and coping
mechanisms, and that a new focus must be taken. Although criminalization
through victimization is a common story, Balfour (2006) acknowledges that it is
not every woman’s story. It is important to ensure that each woman’s experiences
are recognized without first restricting the story to society’s acceptable image of
women offenders. Only then can a diverse and accurate picture be created,
showing the multiple and complex ways in which women manage and regulate
their lives (Balfour, 2006).
Within the context of women’s experiences, the research will gather
information on the format, structure, and accessibility of the community programs
with which participants have been involved. The intent was not to pass
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judgement on the programs based on individuals’ experiences; program
information informed the role that community and community development
assumed in a re-entry program, as well as the perceived learning outcomes of the
program.
The questions that guided the research are:
1. What challenges do women encounter during re-entry?
2. What do women learn during re-entry, through individual experiences or
participation in programs?
3. How do programs facilitate the re-entry process?
4. How do women define “successful re-entry”?
The following chapter describes the research design and how I was able to gain
access to the prison in order to meet with the women. Their stories form the basis
for the research.
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Chapter 4 Listening to Incarcerated Women
When working with incarcerated women, the multiple contexts of their
lives become an important part of our interactions. Most notably, as discussed in
Chapter 3, inmates simultaneously exist in both the prison community and the
outside world. The experiences that incarcerated women have shared with me
highlight the intersections of the social, historical and relational contexts in their
lives. When someone becomes an inmate her life outside prison continues.
Through maintaining contact with people outside, such as children, friends, or
family, she is very aware that the world continues to change while she is in prison.
She lives outside vicariously through her connections. In this sense, she is
simultaneously living a prison life and an outside life. Inmates often reflect on
these types of experiences and process how multiple realities have impacted them.
This chapter will outline the design of the research project, along with the
intricacies of gaining access to a correctional institution. While I collected
information from women and community organizations, I identified story as one
way to convey meaning. The aspects of the narrative approach that I chose to
apply to this research will be described. Incarcerated women shared their
experiences of re-entry through their personal narratives as well as through group
discussions, and representatives of community organizations shared their stories
of helping women with re-entry. Finally, trustworthiness, limitations and
delimitations, and ethical considerations of the project will be discussed, as well
as the elements of grounded theory methodology that informed the procedures
undertaken to analyze the collected information.
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Narrative Understanding
A narrative perspective in research acknowledges that narrative is a natural
way of knowing and constructing knowledge (Clandinin, 2006). A narrative
understanding and narrative inquiry are often thought of as interchangeable;
however, in the methodological literature the terms are used in distinct ways.
Narrative inquiry as a specific qualitative research methodology is a more formal
and structured approach while a narrative understanding of data is a perspective
that could be taken in any qualitative research. For this project I am not living
through women’s re-entry and experiencing it with them. Narrative inquiry
would be inappropriate since I am interested in the women’s past experiences of
re-entry and will not be spending a large amount of time collecting field texts. A
narrative approach allows me to respect and attend to the differences in
experiences.
A narrative understanding of information collection is a perspective that
can be taken with many forms of qualitative research; it allows participants to
share their stories. The approach throughout this project is one that views
narrative as way of understanding information shared by women. An example of
research that adopts a narrative perspective is life history research. Since less
time is often involved in this type of research than narrative inquiry, some
structure and focus may be needed through research questions. Treating the
information and fieldwork as narrative pieces allows me to recognize the fluidity
of people’s lives and the intersections between our personal narratives. Re-entry
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does not occur at one moment in time in the same way for everyone. For this
reason, information was gathered in the form of story and treated as such.
Story as Data
Rossiter (1999) noted that story is the way in which people create,
understand and express meaning in their lives. Throughout this research, I wanted
to remain focused on individual women’s experiences with re-entry and re-entry
programs, while attending to differences and including women in the research
process. As a result, raw data from journals, interviews and focus groups was
collected in the form of narratives. If narrative is the way in which people process
information and experiences, it is therefore also the most genuine way to gather
information and experiences from others. Historical, social, and relational
contexts become important as each individual interprets her world. Gathering the
specific experiences of individual women allows for the creation of a multifaceted image of re-entry; as a result of contextual differences, individuals
experience the re-entry process in different ways. The use of narrative as data is
one way to attend to, and create, multiple realities through each woman’s story of
re-entry.
More than simply collecting stories, narrative research is “inquiry into
story” (Mullen, 1997, p. 133). That is, although asking an individual to share
stories, it is more than a re-telling; it is “the study of experience as a story…a way
of thinking about experience” (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007, p. 22). Taking
these definitions together, I understand the narrative approach to research as a
process by which an individual shares her experience of a phenomenon in the
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natural form of story-telling; the researcher and participant collectively develop
this story into a narrative description of experiences, thereby attempting to gain
the richness of the experiences that were described. A narrative understanding of
data involves perceiving the information as part of a person’s life story, from her
perspective.
In discussions around the appropriateness of narrative in research, it is
usually described as the most natural form of meaning making (Clandinin et al.,
2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Moen, 2006; Watts, 2008). Since qualitative
research involves exploring phenomena in context (Guba & Lincoln, 1982), it
would seem natural to use the same context in research. Additionally, adopting a
narrative approach to data is respectful of individuals and their stories, and is
specifically concerned with contexts in which the narrative was both experienced
and shared (Clandinin et al, 2007; Mullen, 1997). The contexts of experience and
story-telling in this research are quite different; stories of freedom and re-entry
will be shared during a time of incarceration. A narrative understanding of data
allows both contexts, and their consequences, to be explored and discussed.
Noting that the impact of social contexts on a life can be understood by
telling stories, Watts (2008) explained two prerequisites for narrative telling. The
ability to tell a life history or narrative depends on narrative capital and narrative
capability (Watts, 2008). An extension on Bourdieuian concepts, narrative capital
involves an individual possessing adequate power to tell his or her story. Power
to narrate is based on a combination of economic, social, cultural and symbolic
capital. Narrative capability concerns the freedom an individual has to share his
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or her story, focussing on restrictions such as language, political freedom, or
values. Taken together, both narrative capital and narrative capability must exist
in order to share one’s story. Watts (2008) discussed how providing capital and
capability to those who do not possess them impacted the outcomes of the
narrative experience.
With a narrative understanding, data collection becomes an opportunity to
afford individuals power to share their stories and provide a venue for storytelling. In seeking to gather women’s experiences of re-entry, narrative seems a
natural choice. Incarcerated women often do not have power or freedom to tell
their stories; using a narrative approach can provide women an opportunity to
share and own their narratives, choose the way in which their story is told, and
contribute to the field of re-entry research. A narrative approach is one way to
learn from women who have experienced the re-entry process. In much of the
literature reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3, the women were stripped of their identity
by being treated as objects for study rather than owners of the experiences.
Experiences, identities, and stories are lost when they are deconstructed into a
lists and tables. The purpose of the research was not to create sweeping
generalizations, but to investigate the lives of real women as they have
experienced re-entry and adult learning, formally through participation in re-entry
programs or informally through life experience. Subjecting a group of women to
a description of what re-entry should be removes from them the power to define
and experience it for themselves.
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Narrative commonplaces
Noting that a narrative understanding of data is more than simply
representing information in story form or asking individuals to tell their stories,
Clandinin et al. (2007) outlined key dimensions that should be attended to in
narrative, referred to as commonplaces. Beginning with three commonplaces of
narratives, Clandinin et al. (2007) noted that narrative research simultaneously
explores temporality, sociality, and place. Temporality involves the past, present
and future; not only “life as it is experienced in the here and now but also with life
as it is experienced on a continuum” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 19).
Although the phenomenon of inquiry is women’s transition from incarceration,
the concept of temporality asserts that all people and all things are always in
transition (Clandinin et al., 2007).
The second commonplace is sociality, which incorporates an
understanding of personal and social conditions that affect participants and
researchers (Clandinin et al., 2007). Incorporated in the notion of sociality are the
social and historical contexts from which participants come, and the personal
hopes, dreams and values they posses. Additionally, the relationship between the
researcher and participants is important in exploring the sociality of the narrative.
Clandinin et al. (2007) noted that it is impossible to separate the inquirer from the
narrative, while Mullen (1997) mentioned that through her writings she re-creates
the people who have created themselves through their storytelling. Both
Clandinin et al. (2007) and Mullen (1997) allude to the researcher-participant
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relationship as having an important impact on the narratives told and, ultimately,
the research.
The final commonplace, place, focuses on the places in the narrative as
well as the setting in which the inquiry occurs (Clandinin et al., 2007). Attending
to the impact of place on the telling of a narrative, it seems obvious that
experiences of re-entry told during a time of freedom would differ from
experiences told during a time of incarceration. For some women, reincarceration may negatively taint narratives; the stories they shared might be
labelled “unsuccessful” by society. However, if stories are the way in which
experiences take meaning, there might be some power in providing women the
opportunity to create their stories during incarceration. Instead of hearing from
experts such as judges, lawyers and caseworkers about what they did wrong in
their lives, women are allowed to share their own perspectives and create their
own meanings.
Attending to the concepts of temporality, sociality and place allows for a
holistic view of the women and the experiences they shared. It is important to
understand that the women were in transition throughout the process, and that
their stories were impacted both by our relationship and by the institutional setting
in which stories were shared.
Research Methods
As I was designing this research, I became increasingly aware of my
involvement in the phenomenon of inquiry; that is, my social location with
regards to incarcerated women and women experiencing re-entry. As someone
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who teaches inside, it is impossible to last one day without facing issues of
hierarchy, power, and respect. Occasionally the issues are made explicit, but most
often they manifest in quieter ways: student’s reactions to and assumptions about
me, my assumptions about them, witnessing or discussing various treatments of
inmates. From the outset of my decision to conduct research in this setting, I have
been firm in my vision of how I want to be represented to participants, and how I
want participants to be represented in the research. I am concerned with capturing
the authentic voices and experiences of re-entry; therefore, being authentic and
respectful during the research process is very important.
The research design incorporated four methods of data collection in
addressing the guiding questions. By employing multiple methods for each aspect
of the research, the information collected is more likely to accurately reflect the
experiences of participants. The research occurred in two phases: the first phase
involved meeting with incarcerated women to hear their stories and the second
phase involved meeting with community organizations to discuss their
perceptions of the stories and the role of community programs in re-entry.
Institutional Fieldwork
The first phase of the research took place within a correctional institution.
Acknowledging the complexities that women navigate during their transitions out
of incarceration, I decided to include currently incarcerated women in my research
design. It seemed to me that it would be unfair to ask women currently navigating
re-entry to add another activity to their lives. As a benefit of their participation, I
hoped that by sharing their previous experiences of re-entry and community
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programs the participants might understand their stories, and themselves,
differently. Affording women the narrative capital and capability (Watts, 2008) to
share their experiences, I believed that they can gain power and control over their
stories in a context in which they have little of each.
Site Access
The women who participated in the research were incarcerated at a
provincial correctional/remand centre in Alberta. At the centre approximately 100
women serving provincial sentences or awaiting trail. Since I have been teaching
personal development courses and academic upgrading to inmates at the centre for
4 years, I already had access to the site as an instructor. To gain access to the site
as a researcher, I applied to the Solicitor General and Public Security,
Correctional Services Division (See Appendix A for approval).
Obtaining research approval involved completing an application to
conduct research after being granted ethics approval from the University Research
Ethics Board. Reviewing the application took approximately four months. During
this time, I was asked to provide additional information about the nature of the
journal activities the women were going to complete. Having a data collection
period of 2 months led to questions about the involvement of remanded women
since the average length of stay in remand is much less. I did not want to exclude
remanded women from the study, since there are often women remanded for
much longer than 2 months. Women who spend extended periods of time in
remand are typically those with more experience in the justice system and
therefore have more experiences with re-entry.
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Participant Selection
All women on one of the two female living units at the centre were given
the opportunity to participate in the study. I arranged to go to the unit to speak
with interested women after posting an information poster a few days earlier (See
Appendix B). Approaching the women in their space and personally inviting
them to participate is one way to provide women with some power and respect
from the beginning of the project. Unfortunately, the time that I had to speak to
the unit was also the women’s recreation time; as a result, a small number of
women came to the presentation. However, many women who went to recreation
expressed interest in the project through others. At the meeting I tried to make the
project clear and allowed women to ask questions. The women were most
concerned with how I would narrow the participants down to five. For the time
being, I told the women that I would get a list of interested people and talk to each
individually the next day. I left an information sheet with the main caseworker on
shift that night, with whom interested women left their names (See Appendix C).
The next day ten women who were interested either in participating or hearing
more about the project signed up. As soon as I arrived on the unit many women
knew who I was from my teaching position. They seemed interested in what I
was studying and I think that my reputation helped me to build a respectful
rapport with some women who can be suspect of new people.
The primary criteria for participation were individuals who have
previously experienced a custodial sentence and had also participated in a
community program designed to help with some aspect of re-entry. Participants
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indicated a willingness to share their stories of re-entry, through journal writing,
interviews and discussion groups with others. From an institutional perspective,
the women who participated must have been eligible for visiting and mobility
privileges within the institution. Since data collection lasted approximately two
months, women were expecting to be remaining in custody until November 2011.
One participant was getting released halfway through the research; she indicated a
strong interest in the project and was willing to meet more frequently. She
participated in one journal entry, two interviews and the major discussion group.
The day after the presentation I met with each of the ten women
separately. At this meeting I went over information similar to the presentation the
night before, since approximately half of the interested women were not at the
presentation. I shared more information about the research, including initial
negotiations of relationship, purpose, and transitions within the research project.
We discussed a tentative timeline for the research, issues of confidentiality,
expectations of participation, and what programs the women were involved in
before. Although some of the women who participated in the study did not
initially identify themselves as having been heavily involved in programs,
throughout interviews and discussion groups they revealed many experiences in
programs. Marshall (1996) noted that individuals are not equal in their abilities to
reflect, observe and interpret experiences and behaviour. At our meeting I tried to
gauge each woman’s openness and willingness to provide “insight and
understanding” (Marshall, 1996, p. 523). That is, while talking with each woman
I noticed how willing she was to share her stories and what she remembered about

75
the programs in which she had been involved. I also asked each woman if there
was anyone on her unit with whom she felt uncomfortable or incompatible to
avoid personality conflicts throughout the project.
Through the initial discussions, I recognized that it would be beneficial to
incorporate location as another criterion for participation. Two of the women who
were interested were from rural locations in Alberta. As such, these women
would have a hard time identifying with others from Edmonton, having access to
limited and different programs and supports. Discussing with these two women,
we decided their experiences would represent a completely different, albeit
important, perspective that would be outside the scope of my small project.
After meeting with each interested woman, five women fit the criteria
best, and I told each individually whether they were participating or not.
Participants from the eligible group were purposively selected based on their
involvement with the programs that consented to participate and their willingness
to share experiences. A list was given to the Unit Supervisor for final approval;
she put a hold on the women to stop them from being transferred during the
research. To avoid conflicts of interest, I provided the list of participants to our
school administration so that the women were kept out of my class for the
duration of the project. Most women were enrolled in different courses during the
research.
Research conducted with small sample sizes is justified in a variety of
ways. When creating a collection of participants’ experiences, a researcher
should be restricted to a size that can be conceptualized collectively as a “totality
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under investigation” throughout the research process (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006,
493). A participant size of five women simultaneously provided a large amount
of information while not being too large to consider as a whole. Additionally,
Crouch and McKenzie (2006) argue that the term “sample” is inappropriate, since
individuals are not being studied. Instead, the subject of the research is the
experiences that arise from a particular social phenomenon (Crouch & McKenzie,
2006). In this way, the women who participated in the research project were not
“(just) individuals who are bearers of certain designated properties” (p. 493), but
were cases embodying multiple experiences of re-entry. As outlined above,
narrative research is concerned with the interaction of the commonplaces of
temporality, sociality and place. Within cases of re-entry the commonplaces will
be woven together. Although this project involved five women as participants,
the women shared far more than five experiences of re-entry.
During individual discussions with each woman I asked her to select a
pseudonym by which I can refer to her. I ensured that the names were not names
they had used before and therefore would not be traceable. In this way,
anonymity can be ensured outside the institution. Issues of confidentiality and
anonymity inside the institution are discussed below.
Conducting Fieldwork in an Institution
In designing the research project, I gave considerable thought to the
restrictions involved in conducting research in a correctional setting. During
business hours, there are two periods of “lock-up” when no inmate movement is
allowed: 11:00am – 1:00pm, 2:30 pm – 3:00pm. In addition, supper begins being
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served at 4:15pm. The time restrictions limited the availability of inmates for
interviews. I was able to conduct interviews between 9:00am – 11:00am and
1:00pm – 4:00pm. If afternoon interviews or focus groups were finished during
the afternoon lock up, the women had to remain with me in the area I was using
until count was confirmed. This only happened once, during the second
discussion group, and the discussion simply continued until 3:00pm. On days that
I was conducting fieldwork, I attempted to conduct one interview in the morning
and one in the afternoon. On two occasions I conducted interviews back-to-back,
with two in the same time block. The afternoon interview began as close to 1 pm
as possible to ensure the participant was back in time for count. The second
discussion group was conducted in the afternoon to provide for more time.
Before each interview or discussion group I communicated with the
correctional staff to ensure that the appropriate person knew who I was
interviewing, our location, and the duration of the meeting. To make it easier for
movement, correctional staff called the women at the same time as students and
centre cleaners. I called the living unit half an hour prior to calling the women so
that the women would be ready and the unit would know they were leaving for
part of the day. During the interviews and focus groups, women were not allowed
to leave the room; meaning they were unable to use the washroom or get a drink
of water. Although sounding quite restrictive, it is a normal occurrence in the
institution and was not a factor throughout the duration of the interviews. When
the interviews or discussion groups were finished I escorted the women back to
the staff desk where they were able to return to their living unit or other program.
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Interviews and focus groups occurred in the boardroom in the Programs
area. The boardroom was ideal, since it was a neutral location for the women and
I to meet; it belonged to neither of us and did not have regular institutional
furniture or cinderblocks. I think it made the women feel important that they were
allowed entrance to an area not normally for inmates. Since the boardroom was in
the back area of Programs, we were uninterrupted. There were windows for the
correctional staff to check on us and people were nearby but we were never
physically interrupted except during count. I always let the other person enter the
room first and choose her place to sit. When we sat down I removed my nametag
and kept most of my things under the table. Normally, there are three main visual
differences between inmates and me: our clothes, my nametag, and my very
noticeable key ring. My hope was that removing my nametag and keys would
help to equalize the power imbalance that the institution placed between us.
During the first discussion group with participants, ethical aspects of the
research project were formally addressed, although most of the concerns were
discussed when I individually met with interested women. An information letter
was read outlining major parts of the project, and all women signed a consent
form (See Appendix C & D). All participants were given a copy of the
information sheet and consent form, as well as a tentative research schedule for
the institution (See Appendix E). We went through the schedule together, which
had identified participants A, B, C, D, and E, and each woman selected the
schedule she wanted. This way, the women were free to determine whether they
wanted to meet in the mornings or afternoons.
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In addition to discussing issues of consent, confidentiality and anonymity
were addressed at the initial meetings. Neither confidentiality nor anonymity was
possible in the institution; institutional staff knew which women were
participating, and so did other women on the unit and other inmates participating
in programs. At the meeting, we discussed that, although anonymity was
impossible, it was our mutual responsibility toward each other to keep what was
said in discussions and interviews confidential. That is, if the participants wished
to talk about something privately with each other it was acceptable, but they
agreed to keep what was said between the group. This request is normal for all
programs offered inside the institution. At the same time we discussed
confidentiality in the journals they would be writing. Since the participants kept
the journals with them it was possible that another woman or staff member could
take the journals from their room. Thankfully this never occurred, but one woman
noted that she was hiding her journal in her room since she did not want people to
see what she wrote.
Throughout the research the women’s availability was limited due to
court, transfer, release and institutional discipline. When possible, if a woman
was unavailable because she was in court, I returned the next day to conduct the
interview. One participant was unable to attend the second discussion group since
she was away in court; however, I provided her opportunity to modify and add to
the discussion after the fact. Another participant was released part way through
the process. We were able to meet more frequently to ensure that she was able to
participate. Someone else was transferred part way through the process, despite
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the unit supervisor placing a hold on the women. She did not receive any prior
notice of her transfer, and I was unable to speak to her before she left. Finally, yet
another woman missed the final discussion group due to a disciplinary lock-up.
Other participants passed on information that she missed.
Individuals in custody cannot receive gifts or payment for participating in
research projects. Therefore, at the end of the study, I provided the women with a
booklet describing the program they designed as part of the discussion group. I
also provided the women with a list of community resources that they could
access upon their release.
Collection of Field Texts
Field texts have been defined as the data or information collected during
narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin et al., 2007). Although
commonly thought of as data, it is important to note the subjectivity of field texts;
from the beginning of the research process, decisions about what to record and
how to record it serve to create highly interpretive and context-specific
information. Clandinin et al. (2007) maintained that the kinds of field texts
collected must be attentive to the commonplaces of narrative inquiry. For this
project, a variety of field texts were created, namely journals, transcripts of
conversations and group discussions, and field notes.
Journal Writing
Each of the women was given a journal in which to write. To conform to
institutional regulations, the journals were uncoiled paperback notebooks. Inside
each journal I pasted information about the journal and general information about
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consent and confidentiality (See Appendix F). The purpose of putting the
information in the journal was for its protection; it would lessen the likelihood of
confiscation as unauthorized correspondence, and could be passed between the
women and myself. Women were instructed to leave out or change the names of
people or places in their journals, and to refrain from explicitly describing any
illegal activity committed by themselves or someone else.
The women’s journals were a venue for letter writing or story telling. The
first week, they responded to a broad question in their journals about their re-entry
experiences. The second journal I included a prompt on success: how the women
think about it, how they imagine their success, and what happened during their
most successful time. The last journal asked women to write their future story
and how they imagine they will achieve their perfect dream. Each time I collected
the journals and responded in writing with my interpretations or questions.
Women were free to respond to the prompts, answer my other questions, or
continue on with their story. In this way, the journal was a form of dialogue
between each woman and myself. Frequency of exchange of the journals was
biweekly; I collected the journals in the evening and returned them the next day.
Journals were scanned electronically, and I created summary documents of the
journals that I verified with each woman during her interviews.
Although letters and journals are often thought of as solely written
communication, women were encouraged to use multiple forms in their
correspondence. Many women I have encountered are talented artists, poets or
cartoonists. Since the purpose of the project is to gather their experiences, each
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woman should be allowed to inject forms of herself into her journals. Alternative
forms of field texts can provide for a thicker description, further reflection and
discussion than a basic account of an experience. While none of the participants
included other forms of communication, I chose journals that were partially
unlined in case they did. One participant included a poem from her son.
Journal writing in research is one way to encourage reflection on
experiences and to elicit deeper meaning from participants. In a typical interview
setting, participants may feel pressured to immediately respond to questions, and
might not feel comfortable sharing their experiences face-to-face. In a journal,
the reader’s reaction is not immediate and occurs outside the presence of the
writer. Providing extended periods of time to participants allows them the space
to reflect, rewrite, and explore before responding. In this way, journal activities
often allow for different types of information to be collected when compared to
interviews alone.
Through journal writing, women were able to share their stories and
experiences in a way they felt comfortable. Many women put their writing aside
when it got too emotional and came back to it at a later time. In the journals,
women shared personal stories that they might not have in a face-to-face
environment. In particular, one woman disclosed that I was the only person other
than her close family with whom she was sharing her story. Another used the
journal to record her feelings and experiences testifying against her abuser and her
frustrations with institutional life. Someone else included an assignment from an
anger management course that she felt adequately shared her story. Since she
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included work that was intended for a different source, she signed a consent form
to allow me to use her work (See Appendix G).
Interviews
In addition to journals, I met with the women individually to discuss their
experiences. Topics of discussion included reflections on the past or hopes and
plans for future release. The purpose of face-to-face discussions was to gain
clarification and definition from the journal correspondence, to discuss the
progress of the project, and to share and discuss interim research texts. The field
texts created from these meetings was in the form of written observations and
recorded transcripts. I created a summary document from each interview that was
verified at subsequent interviews.
In order to provide the women with power and freedom during the
interview, interviews were largely unstructured. I began the interviews by asking
if there was anything in particular she wanted to talk about, and closed by asking
if we missed anything. We went over summary documents each time, and
occasionally these led to deeper discussions. Before each interview I prepared a
short list of questions I could use in the event that discussion was stagnating. For
example, knowing that each woman had attended a form of drug rehab in the past,
I asked about the program: What did they do during the day? How were the other
participants? What would you change about the program? Did you learn anything
about yourself or others through the program? What happened after it was over?
In trying to keep the focus on each individual woman and her story, I tried to limit
the amount of time I spoke, and tried to ask questions and probe only when
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necessary. In the first interview, I asked each woman to share stories of re-entry.
Some women only wished to talk about one experience, while others spoke of
many experiences at once. To help put these in order, I made a time-line for each
woman. In the second interview, we continued with the stories. I tried to move
the conversation in the direction of program specifics, what was learned through
the programs, and what they would change in the programs if they could. In the
final interview the discussions were continued and generalized to the broader
population of incarcerated women.
Group Discussions
At the beginning, middle, and end of the institutional fieldwork, I met with
the women for a group discussion. The purpose of the initial group discussion
was for the women to identify who was involved in the study, gain an
understanding of the general process and guidelines for the fieldwork, and discuss
their concerns about participation. In the other two group meetings, similar items
were addressed and discussed, as well as women’s experiences within the project.
The second discussion group was a more formal focus group where the women
discussed their experiences in programs and undertook an activity to design an
ideal program to assist in re-entry. They addressed questions such as “What type
of people will we hire?”, “What is the main goal of the program?”, and a number
of questions about program organization. The final discussion group, served as a
closure for all involved in the research, provided time to debrief their experiences
and to have a more informal gathering.
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Campbell et al. (2010) noted that, in feminist research, it is important to
provide women with normalizing experiences, to combat feelings of isolation,
self-doubt and self-blame. It was also important to provide women with resources
or other supports they might need to help them negotiate the emotional aspects of
participation (Campbell et al., 2010). The five women who participated spent
approximately two months sharing, writing, and reflecting on their stories of reentry. Combined with their current incarceration, this experience had the
potential to elicit strong emotions associated with their stories. The group
discussions provided women with an opportunity to share their experience with
others, receiving support from more than just myself. In these discussions, I also
provided women with information about community resources that might help
them once they were released. The purpose for sharing resources was to help
alleviate some of the fears that might have resurfaced as a result of sharing
“failed” attempts at re-entry. Group discussions provided for written observations
and recorded transcripts.
Speaking with Community Organizations
After the institutional fieldwork was completed, I met with representatives
of community organizations that offer programs that help with some aspect of reentry in Edmonton. The purpose of including organizations that offer re-entry
programs was to gain an alternative perspective to the women’s experiences in the
programs. Many incarcerated women seek out the assistance of community
organizations or programs upon their release; therefore, these organizations are an
important part of the women’s narratives. In incorporating the views of
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community groups into the research project, I did not seek to evaluate the
programs themselves. Rather, I was interested in an alternative viewpoint to the
women’s narratives. In a way, the women were able to engage in a conversation
with the community organizations with myself as an intermediary.
To recruit organizations, I contacted five organizations via email. These
organizations represented a broad spectrum of programming that would be aimed
at previously incarcerated women. The services provided by the organizations
included: drop in programs, court liaison workers, assistance with pregnancy and
addiction, support with fetal alcohol syndrome, street outreach programs,
affordable housing, crisis care (food, clothes and personal care items), court
diversion programs, and workshops.
Two of the organizations responded with interest to be included in the
research. These organizations provided their permission to be named in the
research. Crossroads, a program operated by the community organization E4C,
targets children and adults involved in prostitution. Programs include a
community outreach component, follow up and housing (E4C, 2011). The Centre
to End All Sexual Exploitation (CEASE), formerly the Prostitution Action and
Awareness Foundation of Edmonton, is an issues-based organization, interested in
reducing sexual exploitation and creating long-term solutions for those involved
in and affected by prostitution (CEASE, 2011). Specifically, CEASE has been
involved in the implementation of an incarceration diversion program for those
with convictions related to prostitution, and offers re-entry workshops, I-Can and
I-Could, to women incarcerated at a provincial correctional centre.
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Interviews
I met with a representative from each organization individually twice. The
first meeting was not formally part of the research phase, although representatives
were provided with an information letter (See Appendix H). The purpose was to
learn more about the organization, its programs, share the research project and
build a relationship. Near the completion of the institutional fieldwork I contacted
each organization again to request a formal interview for the research. At this
meeting, an information sheet was provided and a consent form was signed (See
Appendix H & I). During the meeting, I briefly shared the narratives of the
women who participated in the study, and discussed their experiences with
community programs. As some of the women participating in the research had
experienced the programs that were represented, the purpose was to share their
experiences about the program. For the participants who were involved in
different programs, it was an opportunity to share the experiences of other
programs, and the women’s opinions of their participation in the program.
The interview was an opportunity to discuss whether or not their
experiences intersect with the organizations’ perceptions of women’s experiences.
It was also an opportunity to collect specific information about the organization:
their services, opportunities, ideologies, and goals. Examples of questions that
were discussed were the long and short term goals of the organization, their
understanding of women’s issues in re-entry, and if they saw the women’s stories
I presented in their organizations. The women were made aware from the
beginning of the research that their stories and experiences would be shared with
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CEASE and Crossroads, and felt that sharing their stories was an important part of
the project.
Trustworthiness
The trustworthiness in research refers to the rigor of the project; that is,
that the findings represent the “best fit to the phenomenon under study” (Guba,
1981, p. 77). Guba (1981) outlined four general aspects that must be considered
related to the trustworthiness of a project: credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability. Taken together, designing a research project to
account for the four aspects can help to ensure that the finding are trustworthy.
In order to ensure credibility, or truth value, a variety of measures were
taken. Guba (1981) recommended that researchers undergo peer debriefings,
meeting with others to discuss the research. These peer debriefings are analogous
to meetings with a supervisor, which occurred throughout the research process.
Through triangulation, the use of multiple methods such as interviews, journals
and group discussions, a variety of field texts can be compiled and compared. To
determine coherence, interim research texts were discussed with the women to
whom they pertain. This allowed for the creation of a narrative in which each
woman feels accurately portrayed. Testing information against other information
is one way to acknowledge coherence between data (Guba, 1981). With the
understanding that each woman have different stories and experiences, we
gathered as a large group throughout the research project to discuss re-entry
experiences as well as experiences in the research process. In this way,
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triangulation of method, through journals, discussions, and dialogue can assist in
ensuring the credibility of the project (Guba, 1981).
Triangulation also pertains to dependability and confirmability, the idea
that another researcher, in the same situation, would have reached similar
conclusions (Guba, 1981). In addition to overlapping methods, Guba (1981)
noted that practicing reflexivity is another method to address confirmability. Said
another way, through a researcher being aware of her independent assumptions
and beliefs throughout a research project, it becomes more possible to account for
the impact of those assumptions on the final conclusions. Clandinin and Connelly
(2000) noted that it is impossible to separate a narrative researcher from her field;
the stories created through the inquiry are lived by every participant and would
undoubtedly be different with a different researcher. However, it remains
important for a narrative researcher to remain simultaneously reflexive and
invested in the project (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). While immersed in the
research process, a researcher “must also step back and see their own stories in the
inquiry, the stories of the participants, as well as the larger landscape on which
they all live” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 81). To encourage this sort of
reflexivity throughout the process I kept a journal of my experiences. This
journal enabled me to share descriptive data, as well as my own perceptions,
thoughts, and struggles. In addition, the multiple methods employed throughout
the fieldwork encouraged reflexivity on the part of the women; the journals,
interviews and group discussions encouraged them to rethink and re-circle
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through their narratives. Many times, they discussed the same experiences in both
journals and interviews.
Reflexivity became more important due to the power imbalances between
the participants and myself. I think that ignoring the power imbalances that exist
between us would be disrespectful to the women. It would be a farce to pretend
that our life experiences have been the same and I would lose all credibility with
the women if I took that approach. As a researcher, I am aware of the possibility
of creating an inauthentic voice. I needed to be careful to not choose the focus or
avoid aspects of a story, and to not coerce changes as a result of my reactions to a
woman and her story. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted that through narrative
“it is impossible (or if not impossible, then deliberately self-deceptive) as
researchers to stay silent or to present a kind of perfect, idealized, inquiring,
moralizing self” (p. 62). I did not wish to stay silent, or present that image to
participants; therefore, hierarchies, power, and respect must be made explicit.
Conceptualizing story as data allowed me to recognize the relationship between
participants and researcher and note how stories may change depending on the
time, place or personality of the inquirer (Moen, 2006).
Although generalizations were acknowledged to be impossible in
constructivist research (Guba & Lincoln, 1982), the idea of transferability
introduces the possibility of generalizations to similar contexts. Therefore, to
ensure an adequate description of the research context, it becomes important to
gather enough information to create a thick description (Guba, 1981). Keeping a
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research journal and collecting a variety of field texts was one way to develop this
description, which was verified with participants when possible.
Delimitations and Limitations
The delimitations of a project are the restrictions or parameters placed on
the experience being investigated (Creswell, 2009). Pertaining to location,
participants were delimited to those incarcerated at one centre in Northern
Alberta. When Mary was transferred two-thirds of the way through the research,
it became impossible to reconnect with her to complete the process. Inmate
transfers cycle through a number of institutions, and I was unable to find out
where she finally ended. Additionally, the community organizations that
participated in the final interviews were Edmonton-based organizations that are
active with assisting women with the re-entry process. Location delimitations
have been placed on the project for two purposes: first, out of convenience, and
second, the process of gaining research access to one institution is simpler than
multiple institutions. Additionally, I have been working in the institution for 4
years. While this did not aid the research application process, I already had a
relationship with many correctional staff in the centre. Due to this reputation, I
was given fewer restrictions than an unknown researcher. The cooperation of
correctional staff is crucial to the success of any research project inside
institutions.
Delimitations were also placed in regards to participant characteristics.
Women had served a custodial sentence in Canada prior to their current
incarceration. In addition, women had sought the assistance of a community
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program during a previous re-entry process. As discussed earlier, I also delimited
to those women who had experiences in or near Edmonton. The institution at
which the fieldwork occurred was a joint correctional/remand facility; that is,
women at the institution were either serving a custodial sentence or awaiting trial.
Although the project did not control for the sentenced/remand status of
participants, it should be noted that remanded women might not have wished to
participate. The reason for a lack of participation from remanded women is that
they, or their lawyers, would not want to incriminate themselves through the
study. There was no requirement for women to share criminal records, and
individuals were not screened to include or exclude specific criminal convictions.
The limitations of a project are the potential threats to trustworthiness,
credibility or transferability. In this case, the purposive sampling techniques that
were employed to select participants, along with the small number of participants,
means that the study cannot be generalized beyond its parameters. However, the
purpose of qualitative research is not to create a generalizable pool of information,
but to obtain in-depth information about a particular phenomenon and how it is
experienced. Similarly, participants were volunteers, and may not represent the
larger population of recently incarcerated women. It is possible that the purposive
sampling techniques only recruited those individuals who strongly supported or
opposed the programs with which they were involved.
A further limiting factor was the participants’ ability to remember
attitudes, experiences and goals. Participants may have been predisposed to selfcensoring in order to appear more “politically correct” or “socially acceptable”.
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Participants might have been uneasy about divulging sensitive or personal
information, and might not have been willing to candidly discuss fears and
dreams. The study is limited in accuracy to the honesty of the participants’
responses, as well as the participants’ ability to express themselves. For this
reason, it was important to meet with the women before they were selected.
During the introductory meeting I attempted to gain an idea of the women’s
ability to provide rich data.
While every effort was made to conduct member checks with participants,
it was not always possible. Creswell (2009) defined member checks as returning
to participants with descriptions, final reports, or interim themes to ensure that the
participants think they are accurate. From each interview, discussion group and
journal entry I created a summary document highlighting the guiding questions
that were addressed, main topics of the interaction, and further questions. These
documents were shared with the participant to whom they pertained at our next
interaction, as a way to ensure that she felt she was being adequately portrayed.
Women were free to remove and modify information, and the summary document
often became the impetus for our discussions that day. In addition to the
summary documents, everyone was given the opportunity to see the transcripts of
her interviews. Member checks were not possible in the case of the final
encounters I had with each woman. I was not able to contact the women after the
fieldwork was completed, although I provided each woman with my contact
information in the event that they wished to see final research documents. At the
end of the interviews with CEASE and Crossroads, I summarized what we
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discussed and made my notes available for modification. Both organizations
expressed a desire to receive a copy of the final report.
Ethical Considerations
The main purpose behind considering ethics in the design of a research
project is to reflect upon to extent to which individuals might be affected as a
result of the project (Babbie & Benaquisto, 2010). Ultimately, the reason behind
these considerations is to do no harm through the research. From a criticalfeminist perspective, these ethical considerations must be revisited throughout the
research process, and made explicit in discussions with participants. The wellbeing of participants should be of utmost importance (Campbell et al., 2010).
Throughout the research matters of voice and signature must be attended
to (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Voice pertains to negotiating a balance
between my voice as researcher, each individual participant’s voice, and the voice
of the intended audience. Just as it is important to look at what the field texts do
not say, capturing part of an individual’s voice might inadvertently silence part of
her voice or another’s voice. Attending to the multiplicity of voice in research
texts is central in the constructivist paradigm through which the project will occur.
Related to voice, the signature refers to the identities and images of the
participants and researchers as portrayed through the text. To accurately capture
signature, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) advise asking, “Is this you? Do you see
yourself here?” during member checks, instead of, “Have I got it right?” (p. 148).
While attending to the specific contexts of each individual, it is important
to be reflective of the impact a project could have on its participants. For
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example, although reducing hierarchical differences is important, I must
acknowledge that I am both alike and different from incarcerated women in many
ways. Deutsch (2004) noted the importance of “acknowledging the multiple
positions that the researcher occupies in relation to her or his participants as well
as in the world as a whole” (p. 891). We share our position in the world as
women, and, as such, have experienced some of the same gender-based
disadvantages. However, my specific life experiences as a middle class young
adult and my status as an instructor make us very different. Using a critical
feminist perspective, it is important to voice our similarities and differences. If I
do not acknowledge my position, I could risk being interpreted as fake,
demeaning and disrespectful. One of the axioms of qualitative research is
acknowledging the interaction between myself and the women with whom I
conducted research (Guba & Lincoln, 1982). Knowing that, as individuals, we
reacted to each other indicates that, as a researcher, I have a responsibility to be
sensitive, responsive and adaptable; through the research process all individuals
must remain human (Guba & Lincoln, 1982).
Vulnerable populations are groups with which there is an increased chance
of doing harm, as a result of personal characteristics or social context. Rogers
(2005) identified two elements involved in determining if a population, or
individual, is vulnerable: the ability to understand the research process and to
participate voluntarily, free from control or influence of others. If an individual
possesses both elements, he or she is considered fully autonomous, with “the
capacity to understand and process information, and the freedom to volunteer for
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research without coercion or undue influence from others (Rogers, 2005, p.156).
Although the elements included in an assessment of vulnerability would suggest
an individual assessment for each participant, there are some populations that are
unilaterally considered vulnerable, such as the elderly, incarcerated,
socioeconomically disadvantaged, mentally ill and racial minorities (Gwyn &
Colin, 2010). Therefore, the women who participated in this study were
considered part of a vulnerable population.
Incarceration is synonymous with a lack of freedom and autonomy,
creating a context in which any individual could be subjected to coercion or
influence from others. However, many women experiencing incarceration could
be identified as doubly vulnerable. In addition to incarceration, these women are
faced with multiple barriers such as being separated from their families, substance
abuse, past victimization, and lack of education or employment experience
(Richie, 2001). Incarcerated women may be under emotional stress about their
lives on the outside. They might have been wary to refuse participation in a
research project for fear that it would reflect badly to case workers, but for fear
that topics discussed in the confines of an interview could limit their chances of
early release or securing child guardianship. Furthermore, lack of education and a
history of abuse (substance or otherwise) might limit their mental ability to
comprehend the research process. Facing a multiplicity of barriers and concerns,
it is likely that an incarcerated woman might be classified as doubly vulnerable.
Acknowledging the multiple vulnerabilities of incarcerated women implies
taking extra precautions. Schroeder and Gefenas (2009) provided four areas that
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must be considered: consent, confidentiality, risk/benefit ratio and participant
access to research. Issues of consent include ensuring that each participant fully
understood the research project. From a critical feminist perspective, obtaining
consent was more than obtaining a signed consent form. Simply obtaining a
signature emphasizes institutional power and the power differential between
myself and participants. For this reason, consent was discussed in a detailed
conversation with each individual, providing her a variety of options, and
allowing questions. Everyone was given the opportunity to withdrawal or
terminate consent at any time.
Similar to issues of consent, it is important to address confidentiality.
Kaiser (2009) noted that although information can be “cleaned” to remove
demographic information, it is occasionally still possible to identify individual
participants based on their experiences and stories. Although identifying
information could be left out of research analysis, it may be possible to identify
women based on their narratives and experiences. Understanding that
confidentiality cannot be promised, the critical feminist approach could lead to
discussions with participants about using information with a variety of audiences
such as academics, institutional staff, or community groups. Sharing information
with institutional staff that have daily contact with participants is more likely to
lead to deductive disclosure than sharing information in a different setting. As
with all ethical considerations, it was important to have open discussion about
confidentiality with participants throughout the entire information collection
process.
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The final two ethical considerations discussed are creating a favourable
risk/benefit ratio and providing participants with access to research. Campbell et
al. (2010) identified the importance of the participants’ emotional well-being,
which would likely be the largest individual risk in qualitative research.
Therefore, when discussing sensitive or distressing information, participants
should be comforted and respected (Campbell et al., 2010). Participants made
their own decisions about disclosure, and were never forced to discuss
information. From a feminist perspective, an interview is not one way; it is a
dialogue (Campbell et al., 2010). Through this dialogue, both the researcher and
participant ask questions and providing information. Dialogue is crucial in
reducing hierarchy and showing respect. Additionally, dialogue enables the
dissemination of community resource information, providing some benefit to
participants. The risk/benefit ratio for participation would be unfavourable if
women were left with fresh emotional concerns surrounding their release or past
experiences. For this reason, providing normalizing opportunities to women
could be helpful (Campbell et al., 2010).
Understanding that incarcerated women are faced with a variety of barriers
and emotional concerns, a critical feminist perspective allows emotions to be
shown, attended to, and respected. An incarcerated woman exists in overlapping
contexts, each with their own commonplaces. Acknowledgement of the larger
situated context in which research occurs is vital to the critical-feminist
perspective and ethical considerations that must be addressed.
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Research Analysis
Grounded theory, in contrast to other forms of qualitative research,
endeavours to develop theory from the information that was collected (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). There is an emphasis on allowing concepts or theory to emerge
from the information, as opposed to forcing a specific preconceived description or
framework (Glaser, 1992). As stated above, I chose to adopt a narrative approach
to information, collecting narratives as one way to avoid subjecting women to
standardized descriptions of re-entry. Similarly, grounded theory begins apart
from generalized grand theories, using the information that was collected to
generate substantive or formal theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). For this reason,
I adopted a modified grounded theory approach to analysing the information that
was collected throughout the project.
In grounded theory information is analysed through constant comparison,
generating codes or categories relevant to a specific area of study (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). The specific, or substantive, area in this project is that of
women’s re-entry as a transition from prison. Categories pertaining to this area
give rise to a substantive theory. By extention, formal theories are theories
generated from categories grounded in many different substantive areas connected
by a general concept (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). A formal theory that could be
connected to the substantive area of women’s re-entry as transition would be a
formal theory of life transitions. Within the realm of grounded theory, this
research cannot endeavour to generate a formal theory of transition. Rather, it can
be thought of as one instance of data collection that can provide the beginning of a
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substantive theory. In order to fully generate a substantive theory of women’s reentry I would have had to incorporate different sites, speak to women at different
stages of re-entry and explore women’s imprisonment and re-entry in different
areas of Canada.
The constant comparison method employed in grounded theory was
described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as containing four overlapping stages:
comparing incidents relevant to each category, integrating categories and
properties, delimiting theory, and writing theory. The first stage could also be
referred to as open coding; this stage involves categorizing interactions or
incidents, with an emphasis on allowing the categories, or codes, to develop as
one moves through the information (Glaser, 1992). At this stage of analysis the
information collected had generated twenty-seven codes.
Constant comparison involves looking back to instances of a specific code
and ensuring similarity and fit when labelling another interaction with the same
code. Since I began analysing or coding the information as it was collected, the
codes that I began using changed in their meaning and use throughout the open
coding process. When I looked back to transcripts, journal entries and field notes
that had been previously coded, I noticed that the terms I had used did not always
apply. For example, codes such as judgment and desire had developed similar
overlapping usages. Judgement from another person was often analogous to
desire from another, and personal desire often overlapped with self-judgement. In
this way, codes and definitions were modified and continually checked with other
instances of the same code for consistency.
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Upon closer examination of the codes that were generated it became
apparent that the codes could be rearranged since many of the codes were
properties or concepts of broader categories. Glaser (1992) defined a category as
a concept, an idea that is “usually use for a higher level of abstraction” (p. 38).
Properties, at a lower level of abstraction, are conceptual characteristics of a
category (Glaser, 1992). With this in mind, I began integrating categories and
properties, the second stage of grounded theory. This stage is often referred to as
axial coding or theoretical coding (Glaser, 1992).
Although Glaser (1992) advises against research involving specific
research questions, in this stage I returned to the guiding questions outlined in
Chapter 3. Specific research questions might force preconceived problems or
ideas on the outcomes of the research (Glaser, 1992). These questions, although
not explicitly addressed with participants, provided one way in which to order the
codes and properties that had emerged from the information.
Throughout the second and third stages of the constant comparison
method, I examined through memos how the developed codes could be integrated
and whether the codes were categories or properties of the problem. As a
preliminary theory emerged, three interrelated categories became apparent under
which the previous codes existed as properties. To facilitate searches through
interviews and discussion groups, I created a spreadsheet system that allowed me
to search easily for specific instances of codes and identify their source.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) recommended continuing to collect information
until there are no new properties developed for a category. At this stage the
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category is theoretically saturated. In this project saturation was achieved by
exploring re-entry as experienced by five women. Re-entry experiences were
explored within individual women’s experiences, as well as between women who
have multiple experiences of re-entry each.
Summary
This chapter presented rational for the different approaches to research
taken throughout the project. Information was collected in the form of story,
through journals, interviews and discussion groups, from five women incarcerated
at a correctional centre in Alberta. The perspectives of two community groups in
Edmonton were also gathered, as a way to provide an alternate viewpoint to the
experiences of incarcerated women. Specific information regarding conducting
research inside a correctional centre was outlined, along with ethical
considerations. Finally, the modified grounded theory approach to information
analysis was described. The following chapters outline and integrate the findings
of the project with other relevant literature.
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Chapter 5 Understanding the Stories
The intent of this project was to gain an understanding of women’s
experiences with re-entry and programs in the community. The five women who
participated in this study openly shared their previous re-entry narratives through
interviews, group discussions and journals. In order to contextualize the
narratives, representatives from two programs in the community shared their
perceptions of and experiences with women’s re-entry. This chapter presents
major themes and concepts that arose from our interactions. The four questions
that guided the research process will be revisited independently. The three core
categories, or themes, that emerged from the constant comparative method will be
introduced, highlighting subcategories or properties of each. Finally, the
perceptions of community programs will be compared to the experiences of the
women who participated.
Before hearing the women’s stories, it is important to have some
information about who they are and the context in which they lived. These
women are much more than the paragraph with which they are introduced. Like
any person, they are complex individuals, impossible to distil into words, with
many strengths, joys and dreams. Each of the women is introduced below.
Esther, 25, Cree/German. Through her stories, I know that she
experienced childhood sexual and physical abuse as well as drug and alcohol
addictions. She was first incarcerated when she was 13. In the past, Esther had
dealt with charges including assault and prostitution-related charges. Esther
mentioned giving birth to three children but had no contact with them. She felt

104
that she was most successful after she completed a residential rehab program and
began attending AA. She was released during the research project.
Holly, 30, Irish/Iroquois/English. Holly struggled with drug addiction and
periods of homelessness. She has four children, who were living with extended or
adopted families. Holly experienced sexual violence, which she identified as the
reason she began using intravenous opiates. Her past charges involved extortion
and theft. Holly had taken advantage of harm reduction programs for prostitutes
and drug users and had participated in some transition-to-housing programs.
Holly wanted to be a family again.
Kim, 32, Cree/German/French. Kim struggled with homelessness, alcohol
and drug addictions. The family of which she spoke also struggled with
addictions and homelessness. Kim was most proud of the last time she was
released, when she gave birth to her baby son. She became involved in parenting
support programs and a day rehab program. Her past charges included assault.
Kim’s goal was to regain guardianship of her son, who was in foster care.
Mary, 39, Cree. Mary shared stories including childhood abuse in foster
care, reuniting with her family, and eight years she spent without charges with her
father in northern Alberta. Mary struggled with alcohol abuse and homelessness.
Her past charges included assaults of varying degrees. Mary has two children, a
son and a daughter. Her main goal was to live a life of tranquility. She was
transferred part way through the research project.
Sunny, 39, Scottish, English. Sunny has a son, who lived with her parents.
She struggled with drug use. Sunny shared stories wherein she witnessed
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extortion and violence as a result of her lifestyle. In the past, Sunny had dealt
with charges including fraud and theft. Finding a job and being self-sufficient
was very important to Sunny. Her most important goal was being stable enough
for her teenage son to move back with her.
Returning to the Guiding Questions
The questions presented in Chapter 3 were intended to guide the way
toward better understanding the women’s re-entry experiences. Purposefully
written as broad questions, they were not posed directly to participants; rather, the
questions served to guide me as I developed journal topics, discussion group
activities, and initiated conversation. The women’s experiences regarding the
guiding questions are outlined below.
Challenges Encountered During Re-entry
As presented in Chapter 2, women encounter a wide variety of challenges
upon release from prison, including issues surrounding poverty, violence, and
substance abuse. The women shared stories that involved all these aspects to
varying degrees. Although each of the women had different life experiences,
different struggles and different personal strengths; through our discussions, four
common challenges emerged: addictions, relationships, environment, and basic
needs. These challenges are often overlapping or interconnected.
Addictions
Each woman struggled with some or multiple addictions. In our
discussions the women discussed addiction as it pertained to substances (e.g.
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methamphetamines, cocaine, GHB, marijuana, alcohol). Throughout the literature
addictions are often viewed as addictions to substances (Parsons & WarnerRobbins, 2002; Richie, 2001). Although substance addictions were the main topic
of discussion the women mentioned many other types of addiction, such as sex,
adrenaline and money. For the women, returning to addictions immediately after
release was common practice:
What I…what did I normally do? I just got out, went to use drugs and
alcohol and I didn’t care. About what I did. (Kim, Personal
Communication, October 19, 2011)
Usually, when I’ve been getting out I go straight to the bottle. (Mary,
Personal Communication, October 13, 2011)
I was not anywhere near ready to quit the life as was over at my ex’s
boss’s place getting high an hour after I got out. (Holly, Personal
Communication, October 26, 2011)
In their narratives, women returned to their addictions for various reasons.
Given the array of barriers faced upon re-entry, addictions may be one way to
escape from the pressures of the world in which women are released. Often, they
began using substances as a way to cope with complications in their lives or to
avoid feelings and emotions:
I would just get high and I would call it…um… building the fog? And
when the fog was lifting and clarity was coming and feelings started to
happen, I just had to go out and make more money, and stay high. (Sunny,
Personal Communication, October 6, 2011)
He’s partly why I do the things I do now. Like I know I did before,
but…like the needles. I started the day after I got raped. And that was to
forget about that. Whole thing. (Holly, Personal Communication, October
27, 2011)
But I mean for me to drop it, once I have my own home…my own
home…and I’m stable, instead of me not having a place to stay, nowhere
to go, depending on other people. That’s why I pick up the alcohol. To
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help me through it. I mean, but I mean, if I had my own home, I wouldn’t
even pick up a bottle. I’m serious, I would not. (Mary, Personal
Communication, October 27, 2011)
Esther noted that once she began drinking or using drugs, it was very
difficult for her to stop. She saw arrest and prison as one way to force her to stop
using, and identified feeling relieved when she returned to jail:
Like…(sigh) don’t have to worry about…like…cuz when I wanna binge,
all I think about…as soon as I get up is getting more alcohol. And after I
get drunk, I’m like, “K. I need to get high now.” You know what I mean?
And then, like, yah, every single day. Because, when I wake up in the
morning right? Hung over. Like, fuck, I need to get a drink. To fix it. And
just like that. Then after awhile I’m like, hmmm…not doing anything with
my life. You know what I mean? Like, oh, how can I get out of it, cuz I’m
like waking up every single day. Drinking. And then jail’s the only thing
right? (Esther, Personal Communication, October 20, 2011)
Sunny described addictions as the main drive behind most people involved
in “street life”. She expressed a desire to find people who truly cared and who
would not be controlled by addictions. I asked her where she thought she would
find people like that:
I dunno. Not there. Not on the street. Not in the drug scene. It just isn’t
that way, and…and like, it doesn’t matter what anybody says, that bag of
dope, whatever that is, that right there, it’s got more mojo, it’s got more
game, it’s got more love it’s got more pull it’s got more anything than
anybody – you, me, 20 of us put together – doesn’t matter. That. [points]
That…has game. That is what they want. It’s running the show and it’s
really sad, but it’s true. (Sunny, Personal Communication, October 20,
2011)
A struggle with addictions was mentioned in many research studies as a
major issue with which incarcerated women deal (Parsons & Warner-Robbins,
2002; Richie, 2001; Scroggins & Malley, 2010; Singer et al, 1995; Thompson &
Harm, 2000; Tyagi, 2006). While acknowledging that addictions are a factor that
women must address upon re-entry, the role that addictions play in a person’s life
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is often understated. Addictions permeate all areas of life. As the quote from
Sunny explained above, addictions “run the show”: affecting relationships,
creating problematic environments and situations, and forcing people to chose
between addictions and basic needs.
Relationships
Although relationships are often seen as a source of support during reentry, they can also further complicate a woman’s good intentions. Many of the
women had experienced people either pressuring them to relapse in addiction or
to provide drugs as a payment for assisting them with housing:
And guess what my boyfriend does? He…he was acting kinda edgy right,
and I’m like, ‘what’s up with you?’ right? And he’s like, ‘oh, don’t get
mad’, and I’m like, what? And he’s like, I got 7 pieces. And, Like, just
when I told him, like so many times on the phone, like, you know, like I
wanna quit. And he’s like, ‘oh, I just wanted you to get it over and done
with’. And I’m like, ‘are you fucking serious?’ You know? And that was
the only time that I actually wanted to stop doing anything. And then I
ended up smoking. Yah, because it was there. (Esther, Personal
Communication, October 13, 2011)
And then when I’m sober one will come up to me and…cuz they’ll say,
‘since you’re staying in my house I need some pills.’ And then I’ll go out
of my way to get those pills…gotta hike…into town and back…see the
doctor. Give them the pills. Which is nothing right? ‘Here you go.’ It’s
like…they’re not satisfied. And they want lots of money, and I have no
job, I’m on social assistance. And then it escalates my…I start getting
more and more frustrated. And I’m not the type to start an argument with
someone I care about…like…I let it build and build and it just all
explodes. It comes out very negative on them. (Mary, Personal
Communication, October 13, 2011)
Women also experienced forming relationships inside prison, with whom
they would plan for their release. Unfortunately, these plans often backfired:
while Esther relapsed before she could meet with her friend, Sunny found out that
her friend’s side of the plan did not exist:
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And um…he kept saying he was going back to work, going back to work.
And that he was supposed to be getting this big chuck of money from his
family, because it was someth…his aunt, was like…I guess…decided to
split this money. But. It doesn’t. It was like this big, huge, like bull shit lie.
So we were kinda organizing and waiting and planning with this money
that didn’t exist …Everything he said, and now I know, everything was a
lie. Like he left me standing at a bank and took off. Like…it was
just…ugly. (Sunny, Personal Communication, October 6, 2011)
Kim acknowledged how difficult it was to identify and deal with these
troublesome relationships. In her case, she understood that she could not be
around people who were using substances, even if they did not use around her.
Even though it hurt her to admit, she felt that she had to move away from her
mother and had to break ties with her sister:
I seen, yah, I was always with my sister. She wasn’t a very good influence.
… Yah I seen her. She would come over a lot. And I had…sometimes I
had to tell her she couldn’t be there. (Kim, Personal Communication,
October 19, 2011)
Some literature does address issues of re-uniting with families and re-building
relationships upon release (Monture, 2006, Thompson & Harm, 2000). However,
relationships are often seen unilaterally as a positive and uplifting factor during
re-entry. Parsons and Warner-Robbins (2002) discussed relationships as
strengthening and supporting women, and O’Brien (2001) noted that the presence
of family members often helps women stay motivated during re-entry. The
strength and motivation provided by family members and other relationships did
not manifest for the women. Their relationships brought them relapse and
enabled them to be taken advantage of. Relationships are often looked upon for
their positive social value, when in reality the reciprocity and mutuality created by
social capital is not always positive (Kilpatrick et al, 2003, Portes, 1998). Sunny
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explained how norms of reciprocity are not always positive. People who helped
her when she was in need come back when she had something to give:
They come and find you after and they have nowhere to go and I found a
place to stay, and then you know…What do you do when somebody’s
standing on your doorstep with a black eye and nowhere to go?
Like…but….you shouldn’t (laughs). This guy just choked me out over a
stereo and took all my shit but I’m gonna let him in the door, because I
uh…feel bad for him. (Personal Communication, October 20, 2011)
It’s possible that the relationships described above had use to the women while
they were living their pre-arrest life. However, the connections that women
developed through their lifestyles became problematic when they wished to leave
that environment.
Environment
Similar to how the relationships a woman surrounds herself with can be a
challenge during re-entry, so can the environment she finds herself in. The
women noted that re-entry became more difficult when the environments in which
they lived were counter to their plans to change:
You can’t halfway do it. If I’m only halfway gone, but I’m still there
sometimes, you’re still surrounding yourself with that. (Sunny, Personal
Communication, October 20, 2011)
Yah, and I’ve been back since then. And since then I keep coming back. I
got no strong…strong foundation there [on the reserve]. That’s for sure.
(Mary, Personal Communication, October 13, 2011)
In spite of knowing that there was no strong foundation, and that they
could not be halfway in a lifestyle, Sunny and Mary continued to find themselves
in environments that challenged their motivation to be successful. Kim shared
about having to move multiple times to get away from “drug apartments”. As a
last resort she moved in with her mother who struggled with addictions of her
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own. Unfortunately, they continued to move into apartments with drug dealers.
Kim talked about how difficult it was to stay clean, “because all the people who
lived around me” (Kim, Personal Communication, October 6, 2011).
The women also acknowledged the importance of the placement of
programs in the community. The environment around the drop-in centres or
community outreach facilities was seen as problematic. Seeing people and being
surrounded by aspects of life that was no longer wanted made it more difficult to
avoid them.
It’s hard to break that. Its what you surround yourself with, it’s so
important, what you’re around…But um…um…everything, like, where
you go and the places you go to, I dunno. Wouldn’t want to go to the same
mall or see the same people, or the same place where everybody goes to
have coffee, or…that kinda thing. (Sunny, Personal Communication,
October 6, 2011).
Similarly, Esther noted that a drop-in centre for people involved in prostitution
was previously in an area with peep shows:
And plus, too before, when the peep shows were there, you know? It was
really bad, like I remember walking…Yah it’s right there! (laughs) Yah
that place is crazy. But now those peep shows are closed, I guess. (Esther,
Personal Communication, October 13, 2011)
Although environment is a challenge during re-entry, the women
acknowledged that there are some programs and centres that should be located in
these “bad places”. They distinguished between drop-in and crisis centres, which
have a reason to be in those areas, and other organizations that need to be further
away from people who were not serious at changing (Discussion Group, Personal
Communication, October 21, 2011). In some ways, drop-in and crisis centres,
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while useful for their purpose of providing basic needs in emergency situations,
can help to perpetuate criminal behaviour by providing meeting places for people.
That you aren’t just sitting around planning the next, you know, jewelry
heist or whatever at the help centre. Cuz that’s the way it is? You know, a
lot of people don’t think it is. But it is. A lot of street people and a lot of
criminals in a place where they can sit around for free and, yah, and that’s
fine if that’s what you…but it’s not gonna help people change. If you
wanna help people change. You know? Then you have buddy, you know,
dealing out the back door, it’s just…that’s what it is I guess. (Sunny,
Personal Communication, November 3, 2011).
Despite the problems that centres attract by locating in troubled neighbourhoods,
the women acknowledged that drop-in and crisis centres need to be in those
neighbourhoods. The purpose of the centres is not to help people transition out of
a lifestyle, although they would undoubtedly help to begin the process. The
women saw these centres as helping to maintain basic human dignity to all people
no matter their daily activities.
Few studies incorporate the idea of environment as a barrier. The research
that alluded to environmental factors of re-entry mentioned the importance of
securing safe and sober housing (Gobeil, 2008; Richie, 2001; Scroggins &
Malley, 2010). Viewing environment as a barrier to re-entry is similar to
understanding relationships as potential barriers. Environments become barriers
when the environments are populated with the relationships and lifestyles the
women are trying to leave. As discussed in Chapter 3, re-entry can be understood
as the destruction of old and the development of new social capital. Strong
bonding ties within communities are very difficult to break. Holly noted that the
community of street prostitutes is very strong. They take care of each other, point
out “bad dates”, and let each other stay at their apartments (Personal
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Communication, October 27, 2011). It seems that this tight-knit group would be
difficult to leave, especially when someone has no other community to which she
can to belong.
Basic Needs
In addition to challenges involving addictions, relationships and
environment during re-entry, the women overwhelmingly discussed the struggles
they had with regards to basic needs. When someone is released from prison, she
is given only the items with which she was arrested. If nobody kept her
belongings safe while she was in prison, it is very likely that she no longer has
them. Many people are released without a safe place to stay, food, or clothes.
The first day I got out I didn’t have anything. I had no place to go. I had
nothing. (Kim, Personal Communication, October 6, 2011)
That’s the hard part about leaving jail, is having…usually you
leave…when you get arrested, depending on who’s around
you…everything you own is up for grabs. (Sunny, Personal
Communication, October 6, 2011)
I…just…living under somebody else’s roof. (Mary, Personal
Communication, October 13, 2011)
Money, and a place to live. That’s what you need. Like if you don’t have a
home, you can’t go to work everyday somewhere. You can’t shower in the
morning. You don’t have an address…you don’t…you know what I mean?
Getting a bank account, ID, all those things, you know? (Sunny, Personal
Communication, October 6, 2011)
If a woman struggles with intravenous drug use or works as a prostitute, she also
has basic health needs. Holly discussed the importance of harm reduction vans
that provide people with free condoms, clean needles, and safe disposal:
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That’s a good thing to have. Something that you can go and get rid of that
stuff properly. Without leaving it…keep clean about it. Because I got Hep
C from a dirty needle. (Holly, Personal Communication, October 14,
2011)
Some of the struggles with basic needs that women encounter could be
equated to struggles due to poverty. For example, dealing with lack of food,
homelessness, and access to healthcare are often a result of lack of money.
However, other problems are the effects of incarceration. The women
acknowledged that as soon as they were arrested everything they had was lost.
Even if someone had money to replace them, she still starts with nothing upon her
release. Similarly, it is very difficult to arrange housing, register for community
programs, or contact outside health care providers while incarcerated.
Learning Through Re-entry
The women noted that each time they experience re-entry they learn what
worked or what did not work for them. Through participation in programs, many
of the women acquired skills or knowledge that they identified as being helpful to
their re-entry process. Knowledge included basic communication skills, safety
and harm reduction, parenting skills such as childcare and child development,
physical effects of drug use, and native culture.
In addition to the concrete skills and knowledge developed through
involvement in programs, each woman identified an increase in self-awareness
from the program. That is, through participation in the programs and in re-entry,
the women learned important things about themselves. Kim and Holly learned
about their strength and resiliency. They became aware of the agency they
possessed:
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I learned that I can be a responsible person. I can…uh…that I can actually
do all these things. I can actually do the things that I thought…I never
thought I could. (Kim, Personal Communication, October 19, 2011)
I am way more open about my feelings and am able to express them no
matter what they are. I'm happier. (Holly, Personal Communication,
October 11, 2011)
Esther and Sunny learned more about their behaviour patterns or personalities:
When I was in treatment I learned that I’m a binger. When I drink. For
like, cuz I didn’t know what kinda level…what I was right? And they’re
like, ‘Well, can you go for awhile and then when you do….’ Cuz I can.
I’m the type…I can go without it for awhile? But then when I do relapse,
I’m fu-, I go hard. You know what I mean? … I don’t have a tiny relapse,
I’m like fucken ‘wooo!’ You know? I don’t go home for days. (Esther,
Personal Communication, October 20, 2011)
!
I’m so badly not aggressive …Um, what’s the other ones, aggressive,
passive, or... um, yah, passive aggressive. (Sunny, Personal
Communication, October 20, 2011)
Mary and Sunny gained new perspectives on their lives from discussions with
other participants in their programs. Mary saw that her life was not as terrible as
she thought it was, and that other people had had much worse experiences. Sunny
realized that her life was not normal and that she was special for still being alive:
I didn’t...I didn’t realize from being in it. How different. Like there was
this one woman who was there wanted to stop drinking cuz after work she
hit the bottle. And they are…(jaw dropping)…you know? And I really
didn’t think that my lifestyle was that different (laughs) you know. It had
gone so…you know. And they just thought that it was amazing that, that I
could pull myself from that. (Sunny, Personal Communication, October
20, 2011)
Me just listening to the other people, I realized my life. They opened my
eyes to realize that my life wasn’t bad at all. Cuz I used to think it was.
(Mary, Personal Communication, October 27, 2011)
Selman et al. (1998) described four main functions of adult education:
vocational, social, recreational and self-developmental. It seems that the women
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participated in re-entry programs for social and self-developmental purposes.
That is, programs provide knowledge and skills, such as communication,
behaviour patterns, and personality types, which help the women to feel like they
can become a full member in society. Programs also provide space for women to
learn about themselves and their world, their strength, life experiences and
resiliency. For some, programs meet a recreation need; Esther and Mary both
took part in recreational activities with program participants during or after the
program.
Programs as Facilitators of Re-entry
For Esther, Sunny, Holly, Kim and Mary, programs in the community
were seen as one way to obtain support during re-entry. In the past, when the
women took steps towards successful re-entry community programs were often
involved. For this group, programs were looked at as a place to start, a place to
keep them on track, and a place to build relationships. Throughout most of the
literature, justification of the existence of community re-entry programs seems to
be taken-for-granted; they are simply viewed as necessary.
A Place to Start
During Kim’s last release from prison, as soon as she decided she wanted
help for her and her unborn son, she went to a women’s crisis shelter. Since she
was pregnant, the shelter, which often turns away women, took her in and gave
her a bed:
Yah. I spent the night there, and from there I got all the help I needed. I
was just go doing it all…Everything Yup. And that’s what helped me. And
from there, that’s where I started the parent thing. They told me about
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[program], and all these programs. And I just, I hooked up with
everything I could (Kim, Personal Communication, October 6, 2011)
Holly acknowledged the importance of harm reduction programs while she
was living and working on the street. She noted that these programs either help
you directly or provide you with the contacts to get help once a person decides she
is ready. The programs were “Helping me when I needed them…Yah, and
whenever you’re ready, they’re there too. The door’s always open.” (Holly,
Personal Communication, October 27, 2011). Women often know which
programs are crisis centres, and which are more for transitioning out. When asked
about a specific drop in program, Holly responded, “It’s a good place to start.
Yah. But. [program] is more for that. [program] is more for that. Sorry.
Um…Yah. Those two places are more for that. Wanting to get out.” (Holly,
Personal Communication, October 14, 2011).
An extension of addressing the barriers identified above, programs were
places where women can access help with basic needs and addictions, where they
find safe and supportive environments and relationships. Since the lifestyle in
which the women were involved was closed to outsiders, programs are sources of
bridging social capital. That is, programs allow women to access resources
outside of their lifestyles and social group.
A Place to Keep on Track
Programs can also be a way to help someone stay accountable to her goals.
Once involved in a program, other participants, employees, or simply being
involved in something can help a woman stay on track. From Esther’s
experience, frequent participation and the support of other participants were very
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important. Participation helped to “Keep people, keep people straight. To get
people off drugs and give them sobriety. Give them a feeling of sobriety.”
(Esther, Personal Communication, October 20, 2011). Kim identified that the
knowledge that someone from an organization was going to meet with you was a
good motivation to stay accountable:
It kinda like, keeps you on the straight and narrow. Cuz you know they’re
coming every week and you have to be that way. … You have to be good,
or, you’re toast. But, it kinda gives you that extra push. … Someone’s
there, you know, like, cuz you’re used to structure all your life.
Someone’s there, and it just gives you that extra, push to stay straight.
(Kim, Personal Communication, October 19, 2011)
O’Brien (2001) reported that participation in community programs
provided women with additional motivation. Although the women in O’Brien’s
study identified the importance of participation once they had met their concrete
needs, participation in programs at any stage of re-entry can provide a feeling of
belonging and necessary support (Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002). A sense of
community is developed when people feel belonging, exercise influence, meet
their needs, and share a connection with others. When a sense of community is
developed within a community program, women know that they have the support
to continue. For example, when Esther relapsed in her addiction and began
working as a prostitute, her friends from the program found her and encouraged
her to return (Personal Communication, October 13, 2011). Esther attributed her
ability to stay sober for so long to the regular contact she had with her group
(Personal Communication, October 20, 2011).
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A Place to Build Relationships
Through participation, relationships with other participants are formed.
Esther, Kim, and Holly spoke about the importance of these relationships. Esther
formed friendships with other participants:
And you get used to these people, so you’re comfortable. Oh, it’s like the
best man. And um, yah! After, after the meetings they’d always do stuff,
like, ‘oh I just burned this C-, movie off the, you know, internet, let’s go to
my place and watch it.’ And there’d be like six of you at someone’s place,
watching it. (Esther, Personal Communication, October 13, 2011)
Although Kim did not form friendships, she acknowledged that it was helpful to
know that other parents were having the same struggles or challenges. “Yah, to
know that they’re supportive and that, someone’s going through the same thing.”
(Kim, Personal Communication, October 19, 2011).
The friendships that Esther formed remained after she relapsed and began
working as a prostitute again. She was certain that if she ever returned and
wanted to participate, she would be welcomed with open arms. Esther told about
an experience when one of her friends from the program drove by and saw her on
the corner:
Oh yah, she was like, ‘Are you ok? Do you need anything?’ I’m like, ‘No,
I’m good.’ She was really concerned, like, because she used to be a
prostitute before she went to treatment, right? And so she, yah, she like,
understood, right? And she was on the same drug as me, like crack and
alcohol. You know? So it was really good. Actually I think it was the best.
[City] was the best. (Esther, Personal Communication, October 13, 2011)
Relationships with program staff are often formed, and can also be a
source of support for women in re-entry. Holly noticed how program staff were
not judgmental, and treated her as a person, saying, “That’s part of it for sure, yah.
Cuz they don’t, none of those people look down their noses at you. And that’s a
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big thing.” (Holly, Personal Communication, October 27, 2011). Similarly, Kim
was placed with a child welfare worker who knew her story, but was still
respectful and wanted Kim to have guardianship of her son. She said, “That made
a big difference in the whole world, she was understanding and not someone who
just was gonna take [my son] and not give him back.” (Kim, Personal
Communication, October 6, 2011). Feeling safe, accepted, and belonging was an
outcome of forming relationships with program staff:
Just that I could talk to them, that they were understanding, they helped
me out with my ID, they helped me out with you know, the food issue, it
was just a really good place to be. I felt safe, I felt accepted. Felt like I
belonged. (Holly, Personal Communication, October 14, 2011)
While the women mentioned the importance of supportive staff, it seemed
that some relationships became more important through participation in programs.
The relationships with the most impact involved program participants, who could
act as role models, or program staff who had come from backgrounds similar to
the women. Esther and Holly both spoke of women they met in programs who
had previously been prostitutes and drug addicts, and had worked their way
through re-entry. These women became role models. One of the women had
been a program employee and another was a long-time member of the group. For
Esther and Holly the status of the woman in the group did not seem to matter;
what mattered most what the idea that if someone else could do it, they could too.
Defining Successful Re-entry
At the beginning of the research project, I defined re-entry as what
happens after someone is released. Re-entry, at its core, is about putting a life
back together. Successful re-entry, therefore, would involve an individual
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building the life that she desires after release. Kim, Sunny and Holly defined
successful re-entry as “being normal”. Esther stated that “when you’re
ready…you know you’re gonna do good” (Personal Communication, October 20,
2011). Mary wished for herself a life of tranquility and stability, where “no one
steps on my toes, I don’t step on theirs” (Personal Communication, October 13,
2011).
Through our interactions and group discussions, the women further
explained their ideas of normal, stable, and tranquil. Taken together, they spoke
about regaining custody of their children, employment, a home of their own,
sobriety, and being surrounded by people who care (Personal Communication,
September-November 2011). On the surface the women’s definitions of success
conformed with societal expectations: job, family, home. However, the women
had their own individual vision of what this success would look like and the
manner in which it would occur. They recognized that it would not happen
immediately, but through small achievements.
When we discussed success, and when women wrote about their visions of
success in their journals, their ideas were very concise and straightforward. It
seemed that they had very well defined goals, which permeated most of our
discussions. The women’s ideals of normality, stability and tranquility were the
driving motivation behind every action they took during re-entry. The women
had spent so much time thinking about what they wanted and what success meant
for them, that when we discussed it their answers were concise, certain and
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perfectly-formulated. The concept of successful re-entry will be revisited and
further explored in Chapter 6.
Understanding the Problem
As discussed in Chapter 4, the guiding questions provided one way to
begin exploring how the codes emerging from the information were related.
Themes were found to be interrelated under three core categories, which provide
an understanding of the re-entry transition. The categories provide insight into
where programs might facilitate re-entry. The three core categories that emerged
explaining elements of re-entry are described below.
Re-entry, although an individual process, involves both the person
experiencing it and her larger society. As a type of transition, re-entry is about
building (or rebuilding) a life. The life that a woman wishes to create in her reentry could involve achieving normalcy, stability and tranquility. From the
viewpoint of the people involved in this project, she has goals of successful reentry. However, a woman could also wish to return to the life she left when she
entered prison. Both of these possibilities are considered re-entry, although our
discussions focussed more on the construct of intended successful re-entry.
Wilkinson et al. (2005) defined this as “Going Home to Stay", which captures the
women’s intention perfectly.
Developing or Maintaining Ambition
Maintaining ambition for successful re-entry was important, especially
considering the barriers that the women shared in their stories. Many of the
women mentioned that the other times they were released, they were not ready
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yet. Holly described one attempt to stay sober: “I wasn’t ready to quit. My body,
my mind, weren’t ready to quit. My heart was. But my body, my mind weren’t.”
(Personal Communication, October 27, 2011).
Once an individual has developed the ambition, or desire, for normalcy,
stability and tranquility, re-entry becomes struggling to maintain that ambition.
Kim and Holly both experienced losing their ambition and desire when they lost
their children. As soon as they thought they would not be able to get their
children back, they gave up. Kim explained, answering that there were times she
did not hold on: “That I didn’t hold on? This last. These times. I screwed up. I
didn’t care. I just gave up because I knew I was gonna lose my son. I didn’t try
anymore.” (Personal Communication, October 6, 2011).
In a discussion group, the women talked about what helps them persevere
through the hard times. A strong will, desire for success, energy to keep going,
and hope for the future were discussed as important. Esther, during that
discussion, explained one of her strategies “to keep going. And I don’t know
sometimes if there’s nothing to get up for I’ll just get up and say, you know, I’ll
have a good day. And it’s good.” (Personal Communication, October 21, 2011).
Later Holly explained how much more desire and hope she has now than other
times she was released, “But I do now. I care more about what happens to me, my
life, my kids, than I have ever cared in my life. I have more in my heart than I’ve
had my entire life.” (Personal Communication, October 27, 2011).
While maintaining ambition is a personal aspect of re-entry, important
relationships are often an impetus for desire. For example, Holly and Kim placed

124
great importance on their relationships with their children and when they
perceived the relationships to be terminated (by social services) they lost their
ambition. Sunny had a strong relationship with her teenage son, and when he
experienced a crisis while she was incarcerated, it enhanced her desire to be
successful when she gets released:
Not being there, and just trying to go back there. I just really hope I can
get my foot on the ground, like in the door this time? Just somewhere back
to…something? Normal? Whatever that is, but you know what I mean?
Not criminal anyway. I wrote him a letter, and I just told him this time, I
can’t promise perfection to him, but I can promise to live a clean and
crime free life. That I can do. If I really try, I can do that. You know? And
uh...that’s all he wants. He doesn’t want perfect. (Sunny, Personal
Communication, November 3, 2011)
Recognizing the important role Sunny has in her son’s life and missing the
opportunity to support him through his struggle solidified her desire and ambition
for successful re-entry.
Developing or Terminating Connections
During re-entry women attempt to develop, maintain, or terminate
connections that they have with specific people or environments. When women
are aiming for successful re-entry, they often must terminate some connections.
Kim struggled to create boundaries with family members, resorting to making her
sister leave her apartment (Personal Communication, October 19, 2011). Sunny
identified that one of the issues with some crisis centres is that, as a result of their
locations, she is surrounded by the very people and things from which she is
trying to get away (Personal Communication, November 3, 2011). For this
reason, Sunny found her participation in rehab programs somewhat counterproductive, saying, “don’t want to sit around talking about getting high for two
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hours, cuz all I wanna do after is get high, right?” (Personal Communication,
October 20, 2011). In one experience of re-entry, Esther moved to a completely
different town to attend rehab, “I wanted somewhere out of the city, people I
didn’t know, right? Triggers…” (Personal Communication, October 13, 2011).
Once she moved, Esther developed new connections with people she met
in rehab, and later, with people she met in other community programs.
Developing and maintaining connections was identified as being a very important
factor for successful re-entry. Most often, the women developed the connections
during participation or attendance at some kind of program. Mary began playing
baseball, volleyball and line dancing, organized by the community centre
(Personal Communication, October 27, 2011). Esther attended NA meetings
nearly every day with the same group (Personal Communication, October 13,
2011). Kim found strength in going to a community centre to share lunch with
older people that she had known before. She said that it helped to see that they
were proud of how good she was doing (Personal Communication, October 19,
2011). Holly formed a strong mentoring relationship with a program employee, a
former prostitute, noting that “I look up to her so much. I want to be just like her.
In most ways. Well, do different things of course, with my life. But I want to be a
success story.” (Personal Communication, October 27, 2011). Sunny expressed a
longing to develop supportive relationships with people who really cared, but was
unsure how to make those connections (Personal Communication, November 3,
2011).
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As discussed above, developing relationships with supportive others is
crucial during re-entry. Kim and Holly both shared stories of moments when they
had given up on their success; these stories often involved themselves, alone, after
experiencing a set-back in their re-entry. It is possible that if they had some
support, someone to call to help them through those moments, that they would not
have given up all together. When Sunny shared her story at rehab, the other
participants were amazed at how far she had come and what she had dealt with.
She had no idea how strong she was until someone made her aware of it. These
relationships, with their emotional security and cohesiveness, are main
foundations of a sense of community.
Negotiating Complicating Factors
While managing ambition and connections during re-entry, women also
encounter many complicating factors. Described as challenges above, these
complicating factors increase the difficulty of developing appropriate connections
and maintaining personal ambition. The most commonly identified challenges to
successful re-entry were addictions, relationships, environments and basic needs.
As each person’s re-entry narrative and experiences are different, many
more factors could emerge. Sunny shared that a friend let her stay in his rental
suite to help her get her life back in order, “But then the gongshow found me and
followed me there. To the point where I had to say to him, ‘I gotta leave, and this
will all leave. I’m sorry. But they won’t go away.’ ” (Personal Communication,
October 20, 2011). From Sunny’s point of view, the trouble situations found her.
She found it difficult to separate herself.
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Kim shared an experience when she moved into drug apartments, and “it
got to be too much and them the drug users. Then I went to visit my friend and he
stole all my money and I just gave up after that.” (Personal Communication,
October 11, 2011). Kim’s experience shows the interconnectedness between
environment, addictions, and relationships, with the added factor of having her
money stolen. Mary shared that, on many occasions, police officers would stop
her and take her to the station for no reason:
They wouldn’t even question me nothing, they’d just open the back door
of the car and they’d say ‘get in’ and I’d say ‘Why? Like why am I going
in there, I’m not even drinking’ and they’d say ‘No, get in’ and I would
say ‘Well, can you at least ask me to walk a line or whatever? Your
protocol?’ ‘Get in! No arguments!’ so I’d get in, and then they’d throw me
in the drunk tank. So I’d be sitting in there sober. In a drunk tank.
(Personal Communication, October 27, 2011)
For Mary, these experiences would have complicated whatever she was trying to
accomplish that day. They could have frustrated her to the point of giving up.
Instead, she took the position that since she was not doing anything wrong, “it’s
their spirit they’re hurting, not mine” (Mary, Personal Communication, October
27, 2011). The many complicating factors women negotiate during re-entry can
put someone at risk of loosing ambition; however, those factors do not need to.
The Role of Community Programs
As a group, the women discussed their participation with fifteen
community organizations and programs. I contacted five of those organizations,
and only two, Crossroads Outreach and the Centre to End All Sexual Exploitation
(CEASE), agreed to participate in this project – two of the five participants had
direct contact with these organizations. Crossroads and CEASE both have a
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target population of those involved with the sex industry, namely street
prostitution. They are organizations that welcome all genders, although their
main participants are women and transgendered individuals. During discussions
with the organizations, concepts similar to those brought up with the women were
addressed.
Both organizations agreed that people encounter substantial challenges
when experiencing re-entry. CEASE offers a program inside a local correctional
facility that incorporates elements of release planning, offering connections to
other organizations that can help. CEASE also provides types of poverty relief,
including bursaries for those completing or pursuing education. Trauma recovery
through counselling is also a main activity for CEASE. They also developed and
operate a court diversion program, which helps people avoid prison sentences
through creating a diversion plan specifically designed for each individual to
leave the sex trade. The representatives I spoke with from CEASE noted that sex
workers are not eligible for victim services assistance through the government
since they are offenders. However, CEASE is advocating for them to become
eligible since many sex workers are victims of sexual or physical violence and
could benefit from victim services programming and restitution (Personal
Communication, January 26, 2012).
Crossroads operates a small food and clothing bank once a week for those
who need assistance with basic needs and is involved with van outreach. The
Crossroads van is a harm reduction program, providing condoms, hygiene items,
bagged lunches, and warm clothes to street workers. At the same time,
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Crossroads collects information about “bad dates” and circulates a weekly
brochure warning workers of dangerous people. The representative from
Crossroads noted that sex workers are often left out of programs; most programs
cater to a stereotypical “homeless man on Listerine”. She noted that sex workers
can make a lot of money and since they often stay with friends or in hotels, they
might not be eligible for certain housing projects. Since sex work depends on
appearance, many sex workers do not want to accept an ugly jacket in the winter,
and are labelled ungrateful or overly picky by society. Similarly, she noted that
trans women are often left out of programs; many community programs are
gender-specific and therefore the transgendered community is ineligible (Personal
Communication, November 25, 2011).
Although neither of the organizations discussed the concept of having
participants learn specific skills through their activities, they emphasized the
importance of developing self-worth and increasing self-awareness. The core
values of CEASE are respect and empathy, and the organization identifies itself as
recognizing the learning process (Personal Communication, January 26, 2011).
Crossroads identified a major goal of helping women learn to do things for
themselves. By building independence and capacity through small things, in the
future women will know that they can do what they want (Personal
Communication, November 25, 2011). In both organizations, treating individuals
with dignity and respect is central to helping women acknowledge their capacity.
The vision of CEASE is “A community of hope, respect and
transformation for persons, families and communities affected by sexual
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exploitation, human sex trafficking and social inequality” (Personal
Communication, January 26, 2012). Therefore, CEASE, apparent through the
organization’s name, exists with for the purpose of abolishing sexual exploitation.
This is how CEASE conceptualizes success, and, in this way, any individual who
can be helped out of sexual exploitation is a success story.
Crossroads understands success slightly differently. While ultimately
interested in helping individuals out of the sex trade, the representative
acknowledged that for most women this is not immediately attainable. She
explained the goals of Crossroads as forming relationships and empowering
women to do what they desire to do. By encouraging the development of
responsibility and independence, women will be able to accomplish their own
vision of success. In this way, Crossroads might not take a strictly abolitionist
perspective. If a woman wants to become licensed as an escort, they would assist
her in obtaining a license. A key component of Crossroads’ activities is attending
government meetings with women, acting as a liaison or translator so that they
can understand the processes in the justice or child services systems. However, as
with most activities in Crossroads, the participant must “make the first move”
(Personal Communication, November 25, 2011).
Both organizations emphasized the importance of building connections
with and between participants. CEASE and Crossroads both mentioned
subscribing to anti-oppressive perspectives, focussing on advocacy and support.
Representatives from CEASE noted how important it is to welcome everyone
regardless of their past, saying, “if they didn’t have those experiences we
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wouldn’t need programs” (Personal Communication, January 26, 2012). Both
organizations acknowledged that linking with other groups is crucial. A woman
might connect more strongly with staff or participants from a different
organization; therefore, it becomes important to be able to refer individuals to
other groups. Similarly, different organizations operate different types and styles
of programs with different foci. CEASE and Crossroads can both direct women
to the programs or organizations that best fit a particular woman’s desires and
concerns.
Through building independence and responsibility, fostering an
environment of welcoming, respect and empathy, CEASE and Crossroads can
help women maintain their ambition. Both organizations emphasized that
pressuring individuals to take specific actions is counter-productive, and that it is
important to allow people many chances. A representative from CEASE said it
this way, “There are so many social systems that, once you screw up, you are out
of the system. With a label and stigma attached to that. It is important to have
programs and systems where this doesn’t happen, or where people can go once
this happens” (Personal Communication, January 26, 2012). The Crossroads
representative shared a current example of one of their participants, who loved
cooking and working in kitchens. On certain weeknights Crossroads has a group
meal, where staff prepare a meal while the women arrive. This woman asked if
she could arrive early, before Crossroads opened, to help with grocery shopping
and then prepare the meal for everyone. That night she took great pride in serving
her friends. For Crossroads, it did not matter that this woman was still involved in
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sex work and addictions. Another participant was in the process of planning a
group outing to a movie. The representative from Crossroads noted that as long
as an individual was sober at the moment they wanted to volunteer and help out,
they were welcome. (Personal Communication, November 25, 2011).
Perceptions of Community Programs
Since the women had been involved in many community programs over
their lives, they shared their perceptions of the programs. The purpose of these
discussions was not to achieve an evaluation of any program in particular, but
rather to gain an understanding of what the women wanted or needed. The
women shared their observations and opinions of the programs: the goals, staff,
participants, and activities. These discussions were shared with CEASE and
Crossroads, who also contributed their observations and opinions. In this way, the
two groups were able to speak to each other and the women were able to
indirectly contribute their perceptions of programs to actual programs. In some
cases perceptions were corroborated and in other cases they were contradictory.
Major categories of discussion with regards to perceptions of community
programs were the environment in which the programs were located, the
expectations of the programs, and the people involved in programs (both staff and
participants).
Environment
The women had strong opinions about the location of community
programs, especially the difference between drop-in, or crisis centres, and
programs designed to help someone transition. Esther described that crisis centres
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“will help you if you really want it, but it’s kinda just a hang out place, you know?
Kinda get in more trouble there” (Personal Communication, October 13, 2011).
Kim echoed the idea, noting that although the programs inside are good, directly
outside drop in centres is “a bad area. That’s where all the people go. But it’s a
drop in centre” (Kim, Personal Communication, October 19, 2011). Despite the
trouble that might surround these centres, Holly explained, “It’s definitely a good
place for girls that work the streets and don’t have a place to go” (Personal
Communication, October 14, 2011). Later, Holly acknowledged that “a drop in
doesn’t really help people” (Personal Communication, October 21, 2011).
During a group discussion, the women determined the most helpful
location of programs that have a goal of helping individuals with successful reentry. These programs should be located away from the inner city but be
accessible by public transit (Personal Communication, October 21, 2011). The
women’s reasoning behind this location was to prevent people who were not
serious from frequenting the site. Sunny explained:
I don’t mean to sound rude that way. But I’ve been to some of these
places, and some of the people. The ones who want to do good and do
strive for that? they go and they reach for the resources. But all the rest?
Are just there, and they’re like, you know, getting high in the bathroom,
and eating all the food that’s out for the people who come in who wanna
like, try and get a job. (Personal Communication, October 21, 2011).
CEASE echoed the concerns of the women, noting that their perspective is
similar to the perspective of the larger community. In some inner city
neighbourhoods, groups have begun lobbying to limit new development of
transition and helping services. The opinion of the community groups is that the
community has already done enough to help these populations. Although the

134
groups have different reasons than the women for wanting these services in
different areas, the main outcome is similar (Personal Communication, January
26, 2012). Likewise, Crossroads identified a need to focus more on advocacy and
support than the harm reduction elements of their programming. Advocacy and
support better enable them to achieve their goals of building independence and
agency (Personal Communication, November 25, 2011).
Expectations
As mentioned earlier, both Crossroads and CEASE place expectations on
the individuals with whom they work. CEASE focuses on connecting people to
the services that work best for them, since “connecting to many services builds
strength” (Personal Communication, January 26, 2012). In order to know what
works best for an individual, that individual must be an active participant.
Similarly, Crossroads emphasizes that participants must start any action.
Crossroads staff will gladly drive someone to a child welfare appointment, but the
person must initiate the appointment and must be ready to go when Crossroads
arrives (Personal Communication, November 25, 2011).
All of the women echoed the idea of programs having expectations of
action for participants. Kim explained:
I mean, you can go to a program all you want, talk about nothing, and not
get anything out of it but if you put the program to use, for your benefit,
you can get…like they work. The program will work for you. If you
follow their rules, if you go to the AA meetings…I didn’t go to the AA
meetings, I didn’t wanna go. But now I know I know I gotta go. (Personal
Communication, October 6, 2011)
Likewise, in a discussion group, the women spoke about how programs work
when people help themselves and when the program is not a handout. They also
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noted that while expectations are important, it is also crucial to allow participants
the opportunity for second chances. People get discouraged when they think that
relapse leads to expulsion from a program (Discussion Group, Personal
Communication, October 21, 2011). While discussing meal programs, where the
only expectation is that people arrive by a certain time, Sunny identified a lack of
expectations as perpetuating dependence:
Oh [arriving on time] is a problem. For lots of people. Like me. Who’s
always late, but you know. If that’s the only expectation, well…if that’s
the only expectation, well for some that’s pretty easy one. The [program
name], if you want a meal, you have to be there at a certain time…that’s it.
There’s no expectation, there’s not an expectation that somebody has to do
the dishes, or this or that, or whatever. You know what I mean? There’s no
contribution from these people. (Personal Communication, November 3,
2011)
If a program is simply providing a service, such as a meal, Sunny noted that the
participants become dependent on that program. Bhattacharyya (2004) echoed
this concern, adding that the program will not enable participants to escape their
circumstances.
Staff and Participants
One of the benefits of involvement in programs is the relationships that an
individual can form with program staff and other participants. These relationships
made a difference to Esther, who described a program with relatively stable
participation as better than a program where the people change every time you
attend (Personal Communication, October 13, 2011). The representative from
Crossroads acknowledged the importance of relationships, but also noted that
sometimes these relationships can become problematic. Since the participants do
not have a strong support system outside of the program, they sometimes attribute

136
the status of “best friend” to program staff (Personal Communication, November
25, 2011). This occurred with Mary, who described a program volunteer as her
best friend (Personal Communication, October 27, 2011). One way to challenge
the attributions of these statuses is to encourage relationships between
participants, who can begin to form support systems between themselves.
Both Sunny and Esther noted that, on occasion, other participants could
hinder an individual’s participation in a program. Sunny explained that, while in
rehab, other participants glamorized their addictions. Rehashing stories of using
and partying everyday triggered her addictions, “but by the end, of like two
weeks, I wanted to get high and I sure did” (Personal Communication, October
20, 2011). Also at rehab, Esther did not find the discussions triggering, but
explained that an abundance of men made it uncomfortable (Personal
Communication, October 20, 2011). Despite these issues, Sunny and Esther both
found the actual rehab activities, such as group therapy, very helpful. In those
structured environments, Sunny did not feel triggered and Esther was comfortable
being the only woman.
While CEASE and Crossroads both took the opinion that sex workers
were ineligible for most programs, Sunny explained the closure of programs
differently. Since she did not have custody of her son, she was ineligible for most
government housing programs. Further limiting her eligibility, she was not a sex
worker. Although there is not many programs for women without children
available in Edmonton, the programs that do exist are often limited to women in
the sex industry. She felt as though she was forgotten, “and unless you go to like
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treatment or…I dunno, unless you’re a hooker or something? There’s a lot of stuff
for working girls and that, but I’m not. Where do people like me fall into?”
(Personal Communication, October 6, 2011). Without further exploring the
programs available, it is not known whether or not programs are closed to specific
populations.
Importance of Community Re-entry Programs
Re-entry is very complex and multifaceted. The women who shared their
re-entry stories dealt with addictions, problematic relationships and environments,
a lack of basic necessities, and many other challenges. They attempted to
surround themselves with supportive people, often by participating in community
programs. Through these programs, they were reminded of their personal
strength, endurance and uniqueness, and found strength from others. The
programs with which they were involved often became crucial in helping the
women persevere and maintain their ambition for a “normal life”.
As a whole, the programs that the women were involved in were looked
upon highly. All of the women I asked expressed that they would recommend the
program to others, and most mentioned that they would return if they needed to.
Holly explained that recommending one organization would be “like,
um…putting on my socks everyday. It’s that easy to say that about them”
(Personal Communication, November 3, 2011). For Holly, recommending this
organization would be as automatic as getting dressed. Given the closely-knit
community of prostitutes she described, it is likely that Holly often recommended
the organization to other women. Discussing a program she was involved in as a
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troubled youth, Mary described it as the “most extraordinary experience in my
life”, “the best thing that ever happened to me” (Personal Communication,
October 27, 2011). A transitional housing program was described as “a very good
place to start. Especially if you have nobody. Cuz, uh, you feel like you do.
Yup.” (Holly, Personal Communication, November 3, 2011). From these
evaluations, it is obvious the crucial role that the programs have had in these
women’s lives.
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Chapter 6 Building a Plan for Success
This chapter builds on the re-entry experiences the women shared and the
perspectives of community organizations that endeavour to assist them. Elias and
Merriam (2005) eloquently stated, “Theory without practice leads to an empty
idealism, and action without philosophical reflection leads to a mindless activism”
(p. 4). When reflecting on issues of mass incarceration, re-entry, and success, it is
easy to become hyper-idealised and loose sight of the real experiences of women.
Alternatively, when working with the incarcerated population, it is equally easy to
slip into “mindless activism”, attempting to do everything for everyone coming
through the door. This attitude can be counterproductive, since it ignores the
independence and uniqueness of each individual. For example it would be
inappropriate to attempt to convince each of my students to enrol in education
upon their release. As the women reported in Chapter 5, before someone could be
completely successful at re-entry, she must identify herself as “really ready”.
During a discussion group, the women worked together to design a re-entry
program that would be ideal in helping people through the re-entry transition.
This program emerged as a by-product of their experiences and reflections. The
program, Help Me Help You, is outlined and examined below, and serves as the
conceptual framework for discussion of the literature presented in Chapters 2 and
3 and the findings presented in Chapter 5.
Conceptualizing Successful Re-entry
Re-entry refers to the transition from incarceration and rebuilding a life
outside prison. In many instances of re-entry people return to the life that they

140
left behind when they were arrested. Each woman who took part in this project
spoke about how she had returned to the same people, places and addictions.
However, once someone feels they are “ready to get out”, re-entry becomes about
building a new life (Holly, Personal Information, October 14, 2011). As
discussed in Chapter 5, the women’s visions of success incorporated reuniting
with children and family, finding stable employment and their own home,
sobriety, and a strong support network. Holly, Kim and Sunny described this as
“normal”.
Sunny mentioned numerous times about resisting the normalization of
street life; that is, she did not want the life she was living to feel ordinary. She
was holding on to her vision of normal: people who “don’t do drugs. They have
families and they go to get togethers and they do BBQs, and you know what I
mean? They go out and play pool with their friends” (Personal Communication,
October 20, 2011). When I shared the women’s definition of normal with the
representatives from CEASE, the response was that it was a “good definition of
normal” (Personal Communication, January, 26, 2012). The women wanted what
everyone in society wants: family, employment, a home, and friends.
Unfortunately, these things were immediately unavailable to them.
As discussed in Chapter 3, successful re-entry is more than avoiding rearrest. It is, as MacCormick (1931) wrote, fitting into “the social scheme
understandingly and willingly” (p. 7). All of the women acknowledged how
difficult it is to leave the lives that led them to incarceration. All of them had
tried previously and been re-incarcerated. However, they did not seem to perceive
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their re-incarceration as a failure. In some cases, they perceived that they were
not actually ready to leave, while in other cases they learned what to do
differently the next time. They understood that successful re-entry was a process
and that success happens in increments. Holly described the successes that she
would experience while working to get custody of her children:
“I could see getting to that spot really quick. Doing, we’re gonna do the
supervised visits first, and hour or two a day, couple times a week. We’ll
work down to no supervised visit, no supervision, and then I’ll be able to
take them on weekends, and then…they’ll come back.” (Personal
Communication, November 3, 2011).
If the transition from incarceration to freedom is important for everyone, it
takes a more important and crucial status when someone desires to be successful
in her transition. When someone is released who wants to return to the same
lifestyle, she is often excited for freedom. However, when someone decides to
create a “normal” life, worry and apprehension, paired with excitement, are
common. Freedom involves dealing directly with many complicating barriers.
Immediately before she was released, Esther was unsure whether or not she would
return to her addictions. She had a plan for her release but acknowledged that it
included people who might not be supportive if she decided to stop. Esther said
that when she is really ready, she would be certain that she would “do good”.
This time she was not sure and it worried her (Esther, Personal Communication,
October 20, 2011).
Esther’s apprehension about whether or not she wanted to stay clean when
she was released could be an example of the beginning phases of transformative
learning. Transformative learning occurs in ten phases, beginning with a
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disorienting dilemma, self-examination, a critical assessment of assumptions,
connecting discontent with transformation, and exploring options for new roles
(Mezirow, 2009). Esther, who engaged in self-examination through the research
project and courses she completed while incarcerated, was beginning to think
about herself differently (Personal Communication, October 19, 2011).
Incarceration and re-entry can provide a disorienting dilemma for many people,
and can therefore provide impetus for transformative change through the
transition of re-entry.
One of the core elements of transformative learning is communicative, or
dialogic, learning (Mezirow, 2009). Dialogic learning involves openly discussing
ideas, entertaining alternative points of view and evaluating arguments with an
ultimate goal of building a greater understanding. It is within dialogic learning
that disorienting dilemmas can be resolved. When we discussed the programs the
most common activity mentioned was group support groups, discussions or
activities, all of which can foster dialogic learning. Dialogic learning is one way
that women can be supported and encouraged to work through their dilemmas.
Similarly, Merriam (2005) advocated that during transitions instructors
should support and assist students in achieving their goals. CEASE and
Crossroads echoed the concept of supporting women to achieve their personal
goals. However, the representative from Crossroads mentioned that occasionally
she moves beyond support and points out the discrepancies between what an
individual says and her actions (November 25, 2011). Merriam (2005) drew
connections between challenging people with alternative perspectives and
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transformative learning theory; the challenge can be a form of disorienting
dilemma and can encourage someone to think beyond her current role (Mezirow,
2009). In this way, Crossroads and other re-entry programs can promote
transformation. Throughout any transition, creating a safe and supportive
environment for people to engage in dialogic learning is crucial (Merriam, 2005).
CEASE and Crossroads did not have a goal of eliminating recidivism; like
the women, they realized that transformation does not happen immediately. The
goals of these programs were broad, including: building community, helping the
women to achieve their goals, harm reduction, brightening someone’s day, and
building hope and empathy (Personal Communication, November 25, 2011;
January 26, 2012). By focusing on these goals, perhaps some women could be
helped to transition out of their lifestyles. The harm reduction aspects of the
programs are focused on helping individuals who are not ready to change. Holly
spoke highly of harm reduction programs, noting that it is crucial that they do not
force change but help to keep you alive until you are ready, “the door’s always
open” (Personal Communication, October 27, 2011). These broad goals also
enable acceptance of mistakes. The women spoke about how demoralizing it is to
know that if they make a mistake they will be removed from a program, saying,
“it is discouraging” (Sunny, Personal Communiation, October 21, 2011) and
“everybody screws up. Nobody’s perfect” (Kim, Personal Communication,
November 3, 2011).
The goals of CEASE and Crossroads are in contrast to most of the
programs described in Chapter 3. The Ohio Plan, Project PROVE, and FOIA had
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goals of avoiding future arrest, reducing recidivism or eliminating crime (Case et
al., 2005; Lisante & Navon, 2000; Wilkinson et al., 2005). The other two
programs, Welcome Home Ministries and WPA did not explicitly mention
reducing recidivism (Borg & McCarroll, 2004; Parsons & Warner-Robbins,
2002). Welcome Home Ministries was described as a program to help support
women’s successful transition (Parsons & Warner-Robbins, 2002), and WPA
helps women develop the skills to make “healthy choices for themselves and their
families” (Borg & McCarroll, 2004, p. 92).
Help Me Help You
In the main discussion group the women worked together to design all
elements of the ideal re-entry program. I introduced the activity by telling them
that they were going to put together a program that would help people,
themselves, the most. Immediately the women reacted by discussing the idea of
“people helping people” (Personal Communication, October 21, 2011). Holly
identified that the program they designed would be different, since the group
knew “what the hell they need help with”. The group’s excitement and passion as
they began designing the program reiterated the importance of beginning with the
participants’ felt needs in program planning (Bhattacharyya, 2004; Minkler,
1998). Bhattacharyya (2005) noted that true community developing programs are
set up with the participants, not for them. All of the women had experienced reentry many times, in a way becoming experts at understanding their needs and
challenges. The resulting planning and discussion session was likely more fruitful
as a result of the journaling and interviews in which the women engaged during
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the three weeks prior to the activity. They had become more reflective and aware
of their personal experiences.
My role was to guide the process and to keep the discussion on track. I
took notes on cards with titles such as “Who will participate”, “Who we want to
hire”, “Program goals”, and “Activities”. The women decided on everything,
including the best time of day, duration and location for the program. The
program was named Help Me Help You (HMHU). The name points to the
importance of participant action in the program, as Esther exclaimed, “I like it.
The Help Me Help You program. That means you gotta do some work!” (Personal
Communication, October 21, 2011). Designing the program was a source of great
pride for the women as well as a reflective process. To thank them for
participating in the research I designed a booklet about HMHU for each of them.
A copy of the booklet can be found in Appendix J. While looking at the booklet,
Sunny mentioned that if she could tell other people what to do, she should be able
to do it herself (Personal Communication, November 4, 2011). The program plan
for HMHU is explained below, and is used as the conceptual framework through
which to understand the research findings.
Figure 1 depicts a logic model for HMHU. A main problem statement and
general goal lead to the program’s rationale, or why the women thought that the
program would work. Resources are either consumable products, such as transit
tickets, or dedicated assets of the program, such as a building and employees. The
women planned the program with a weekly schedule that provides the activities
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and tangible outputs of the program. Finally, the model identifies outcomes, or
less tangible results intended by HMHU.
Within the logic model, themes are identified under each section,
highlighting the main ideas presented in Chapter 5. Although the women did not
know the themes that would emerge during the research, their experiences gave
rise to HMHU. Since the stories they shared informed both the themes and the
program, it is understandable that the two would overlap. The three main themes
highlighted in Chapter 5 were Developing or Maintaining Ambition, Developing
or Terminating Connections, and Negotiating Complicating Factors. In the logic
model they are referred to as Ambitions, Challenges and Connections. These
themes will be addressed further in connection with the program plan.
The logic model also identifies sections in the program booklet that are
addressed by each element in the model. The sections that follow match the
sections in the program booklet designed for the women: General Information,
Weekly Schedule, Participants, Employees, Why this Program will Work, and
Goals. These sections were first used in the discussion group where HMHU was
planned. As seen in the logic model, there is some overlap between different
sections and the issues or themes they address.
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Problem Statement:
Assisting individuals with re-entry after incarceration
Goal:
To help people achieve their goals in life and
strengthen their determination for success

Rationale:
• No hand-outs
• Second
Chances
• Participant
driven
• Individualized
program

Why this
Program will
Work
Themes:
• Ambition

Resources:
• Location
• Employees
• Computers
• Applications
• Transit tickets
• Care packages
• Items for
activities/dinners
• Connections to
other groups

Activities:
• M: Employment
• T: Government
• W: Counselling
• Th: Celebrations
• F: Dinner

General
Information
Participants
Employees

Weekly Schedule

Themes:
• Challenges
(environment)
• Ambition
• Connections

Themes:
• Challenges
(relationships,
addictions, basic
needs)
• Ambition
• Connections

Outputs:
• Job/house
search
documentation
• Increased
knowledge to
work with
government
• ID
• Care packages
• Dinner
General
Information
Weekly
Schedule
Themes:
• Challenges
• Ambition

Outcomes:
• Get a job • Manage money • Achieve goals • Better your life
• Enjoy life comfortably • Strengthen determination • Live life to the fullest
Goals
Themes: Defining success

Figure 1. Logic Model for Help Me Help You. Relevant themes and sections of
program booklet are shown for each element.
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General Information
The General Information section in the program plan (Appendix J)
addresses some of the resources and direct outputs of HMHU, as shown in Figure
1. HMHU is a continuous entry program that follows a weekly schedule,
described in the next section. Participants sign up for days that address topics in
which they have interest, and must commit to at least one day per week for four
weeks. However, participants can sign up for more weekdays or attend more than
four weeks. HMHU allows an individual to choose the extent in which she
participates based on her barriers, subscribing to the opportunities model of
rehabilitation. The general plan of HMHU echoes the literature described in
Chapter 2 and 3, and the women’s experiences in Chapter 5, that outlined the
diversity of barriers they encounter during re-entry. Chapter 5 outlined that most
women face barriers such as addictions, environment, relationships and basic
needs. However, the women understood that not every individual faces identical
barriers. For this reason, when someone applies to the program, she will develop
a custom plan involving at least one day each week for at least four weeks. Holly
explained: “basically ya, like all the things we’re gonna do on those days, it can
be put into a big package of what the program is expected of you” (Personal
Communication, October 21, 2011).
Once a participant completes four days on the same topic she has earned a
certificate of completion. Similarly, when participants secure housing or
employment, or achieve other successes, they will receive a care package with
relevant items. For example, upon securing housing the package might include

149
cleaning supplies or housewares. The employment package might include transit
tickets or gift cards for work clothes. Celebrations occur on Thursday when the
group will complete a mutually decided and planned activity in the community.
The representative from Crossroads noted that details such as celebrations and
care packages mean a lot to participants; she likened the care packages to things
that parents would do to celebrate their children (Personal Communication,
November 25, 2011). Women in re-entry programs often lack close friendships,
and celebrations as a group can help to develop these relationships among
participants (Crossroads, Personal Communication, November 25, 2011). By
encouraging the group to plan and execute the Thursday celebrations, HMHU
provides the opportunity for participants to begin to exercise agency in a nonthreatening manner.
HMHU is located along major transit lines to be easily accessible. The
program is not in the inner city to create an expectation for participants. It also
helps to ensure that participants are interested in helping themselves, not receiving
a “free-bee”. Transit tickets are provided to help participants travel to the
program. The location of a re-entry program can assist participants with
persevering through place-based challenges. Outlined in Chapter 5, the women
had strong opinions both about the environment, or location, of re-entry programs
and the expectations that programs place on participants. For example, the women
acknowledged that they struggle with addictions and relationships. Locating a
program away from the areas where addictions and problematic relationships are
likely to be encountered allows participants to focus on themselves. Additionally,

150
locating a program away from “troubled neighbourhoods” makes it more difficult
to attend. The women expressed a desire for people who are completely
motivated to change and thought that expecting participants to travel a short
distance to attend would help to screen out participants who might be interested in
hand-outs. Representatives from CEASE and Crossroads agreed with this
decision. CEASE recommended providing inmates with a transit ticket upon their
release to facilitate the initial recruitment of participants, as well as ensure that all
potential participants knew about the program (Personal Communication, January
26, 2012).
Computers are available for resumes, conducting job and housing searches
and contacting family. The program hosts information sessions about housing
and links to other organizations that might provide help. While planning the
program, Sunny noted that organizations and programs are interconnected:
The different centres. To my knowledge. They are connected. Like there’s
certain workers in that facility that are connected to the chief of housing or
whatever, in housing and this and that, right? And they work with people
who come to the drop in centre and help them get the funding or partial
funding. Help them get a job, or get them on welfare and they can…then
they get housing at like a certain percentage of their income, right?
(Personal Communication, October 21, 2011)
Therefore, in addition to being an all-inclusive (or mostly inclusive) program,
HMHU allows people to connect to other community and government
organizations.
Weekly Schedule
HMHU is open every weekday from 1 pm to 4:30 pm and on Friday until
6 pm. Each day the program focuses on a different element of re-entry. The
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women expected participants in HMHU to sign up for at least one day a week,
since there may be some participants that do not require assistance with every
aspect that the program addresses. Using the Opportunities Model of
rehabilitation described in Chapter 2, participants sign up based on their
personally identified needs and are not forced to enrol in any specific topic.
Monday focuses on employment, providing space and assistance with
creating resumes, preparing for employment and conducting job searches.
Employment was addressed earlier in the week to allow participants time to get
their information and job search started. On Tuesday the program addresses
dealing with government, including issues such as identification, health, and
income tax. Participants would not necessarily meet with government agencies at
HMHU, but would be provided with important information and assistance in
navigating government agencies. Wednesday was determined as the day for
individual or group counselling sessions. Since the program was open to all
genders, some counselling sessions would be split accordingly. As mentioned
above, Thursday was set aside as a day to celebrate individual accomplishments;
either completing four sessions of a certain topic or another achievement. In
order to participate in the Thursday celebrations, a participant must have attended
one other day that week. The celebration activity will be planned by the
participants and could include service activities in the community or activities
with family members. A group meal was the focus on Friday; however, unlike
other programs, HMHU expected the participants to work together to plan and

152
budget the meal, go grocery shopping, prepare supper and clean up. For this
reason, on Friday HMHU was open until 6 pm.
The general structure of HMHU addresses many of the issues that the
women encountered through their re-entry experiences. The program addresses
the major barriers that were outlined in Chapter 5: addictions, environment,
relationships, and basic needs. Throughout the program, the intended agency of
the participants became a central focus. The entire program was to enable
individuals to gain control over their lives, and HMHU can be seen as a first step
in developing personal agency. Participants choose their needs, and ultimately
dictate the type of help they are provided. Through working with other
participants to plan celebrations and meals, they build connections and new
relationships. The representative from Crossroads described HMHU’s
celebrations as developing a sort of surrogate family (Personal Communication,
November 25, 2011). The open structure of the program and the interactivity
encouraged between participants would be integral in maintaining the ambition
necessary to persevere beyond the challenges each person undoubtedly will
encounter.
Participants
Throughout the process of designing HMHU, the women continued to
focus on the type of participants they wanted in their program. An emphasis was
placed on screening out individuals who wanted to take advantage of the program,
such as those who wanted a free meal. The women wanted to have participants
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that truly wanted to help themselves. For this reason, they implemented a number
of expectations of the participants.
Applying to HMHU is a two-step process. Participants must pick up the
application form and return it the next day completed. In order to facilitate their
return, application forms will have one transit ticket attached. Holly likened the
multi-step application form to applying for financial assistance:
They have the one part where you have to go fill out the applications. And
then you have to come back and bring it back and they give you another
part of the application, and you have to fill that out. And then you get an
appointment you have to come back for an appointment...So we can make
it a little easier, but on the same note make sure they’re gonna come back a
couple times and make sure they’re interested. (Holly, Personal
Communication, October 21, 2011)
The program name, Help Me Help You, also embodies the expectations
that the women placed on participants. After outlining the specific topics for each
day, the group discussed how the expectation was on the participant to look for a
job and housing. The program will help them learn how to do certain things, such
as filling out a job application and conduct an interview, and support them while
the participants go out and do it for themselves. Sunny described the participants
as “people who wanna come into the place and be self-sufficient” (Personal
Communication, October 21, 2011). Participants are chosen based on their desire.
HMHU participants are willing to share their situation and not be secretive, have a
past, and want to help themselves.
The program is open to both men and women of any age. The women
acknowledged that men and women both struggle with similar issues, and that it
would not be fair to close the program to one gender. While deciding on whether
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or not to accept men into the program, the group discussed their experiences with
programs that were closed to people who did not have children or whose children
did not live with them. For these women, the individual characteristic of wanting
help and wanting to help yourself was the most important.
I encouraged the women to share more about their reasons for opening the
program to everyone, since much of the research surrounding re-entry
recommends that gender-specific programs be created (Borg & McCarroll, 2004;
Richie, 2001). Based on the elements of HMHU, Kim explained that the program
was not really intimate, and therefore it should be open to all genders (Personal
Communication, November 3, 2011). She recommended splitting the group into
genders for counseling, where there is potential for discussions to become more
personal. Holly thought that the main difference between men and women
offenders was how each gender meets his/her needs in times of crisis:
Men are usually the ones who are going out stealing and robbing to get
what they need and want. And the women go out and sell their asses for it.
That’s what they turn to more often than anything. (Personal
Communication, November 3, 2011)
For women in the sex-trade, the possibility of re-prostituting was always present.
Crossroads echoed the concern that it was often quite easy for women to make
money through prostitution (Personal Communication, November 25, 2011). As a
result, Holly perceived that there was more of a stigma for women ex-offenders
than for men ex-offenders. It was often more difficult for women to secure
employment than their male counterparts since men could easily find work in
construction industries.
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Noting that women and men face different societal barriers from gender,
the women understood that many of the challenges are shared due to race, socioeconomic status and ex-offender stigma. While gender is one important category
in which to find discrimination and challenges, in reality categories of identity
intersect (Villaverde, 2008). Holly discussed the possibility of romantic
relationships evolving during the program and decided that people should be there
first for themselves not for others. Holly also noted that the trans population, part
of the prostitute community, is left out of many gender-specific programs
(Personal Communication, November 3, 2011).
To begin the planning process, I asked the women to think of themselves
and what kind of program would help them the most. They wrote answers to the
following questions: What gets us through? What makes us tough? What do we
struggle with? What are we good at? In this way, I tried to ensure that the design
of the program came from their needs and experiences, not their perception of the
needs and experiences they thought they should have. In Chapter 4, approaching
the research project through narrative was justified as a resistance to the
depersonalization of women’s experiences through the use of tables and lists.
While the women’s answers are listed below, describing participants for HMHU,
it is pertinent to note that the women generated the lists. They were not being
subjected to a construct of a woman offender; rather, they created these lists as
visions of themselves. Individually, I asked the women to rank the lists in order
of importance. The order in which they appear is an amalgamation of their ranks.
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What Gets Us Through
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Someone who believes in you and has your back
Someone who believes your story
Desire to want something
Prayer
Positivity
Knowledge
Wisdom
Sensitivity
Success
Family
Hope
Energy to keep going
Inner strength and a strong will
The need and desire to have a voice

Some of the elements that help women persevere are internal, while some
are external. Gobeil (2008) found similar information, naming them protective
factors. However, the protective factors that Gobeil (2008) reported focussed
mostly on supportive relationships and involvement in a larger community. In
contrast, the women put a heavy emphasis on internal factors of strength. Perhaps
this is a result of the frame of the question. Women were asked what gets them
through. Often when life is very difficult, Holly noted that it feels like you have
nobody (Personal Communication, November 3, 2011). When stripped of
external support, people must rely fully on themselves. However, the top two
protective factors identified by the women still focused on other people.
What Makes Us Tough
•
•
•
•
•

Life experiences
Family
God
Ourselves
Physical strength
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Independence
People who help you
Standing up for yourself
Talking to others
People who don’t help you
Self sufficiency
Jail

Asking what makes women tough is one way to focus on the experiences
that have been overcome. Tyagi (2006) maintained that although incarcerated
women have experienced disproportionate amounts of victimization, they possess
resiliency and capacity to persevere through adversity. While the women
mentioned negative aspects of their lives as sources for “toughness”, the list
focussed on positive and supportive elements. HMHU builds on these elements,
providing a place for participants to find the positive support they require as well
as helping them deal with the negative experiences in their lives.
Things We Struggle With
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Following through with responsibilities
Friends
Home and housing
Life
Drugs and alcohol
Family
Addictions
Basic needs
Finances
Peer pressure

The struggles that the women identified are all addressed through HMHU.
Similarly, the major challenges outlined in Chapter 5 are manifested through the
list. Addictions and basic needs are mentioned explicitly. Relationships are
represented through Friends, Family and Peer pressure. Environment can be seen
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as an element of Peer pressure and Home and housing. Following through with
responsibilities could be placed under either category depending on which
responsibilities are included. Since money is a prerequisite for basic needs,
finances could be understood as a basic need. Finally, struggling with life could
be an acknowledgement of the interconnectedness of challenges. All of these
challenges have been previously identified in literature as barriers during re-entry
(Gobeil, 2008; Richie, 2001; Scroggins & Malley, 2010; Singer et al., 1995;
Tyagi, 2006).
Our Abilities
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

To speak out
Believe
Reading
Self motivation
Multi-tasking
Listening
Poetry
To be ourselves
Gift of Gab
Determination

The women’s list of abilities recognises the internal strengths that
everyone brings with them. Many studies focus on what other people have done
for women during re-entry instead of what women can do for themselves. For
example, Parsons and Warner-Robbins (2002) identified only determination in a
list of twelve factors that helped women to “make it”. Through their life
experiences the women have learned about their capacities and how strong they
are. The development of agency begins when someone discovers, owns and uses
her capacities, acting to achieve her goals. Underlying the structure of HMHU is
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the desire that participants will become independent and do things for themselves.
That is, participants will begin to develop agency in their lives.
Employees
In the same way as we discussed what kind of participants HMHU wanted
to attract, the group discussed the types of employees they would want to hire for
the program. Through individual discussions and journals, most of the women
discussed attributes of staff they had previously encountered. These staff
members had a large impact on the women and their experiences with a program.
The women noted that HMHU must employ qualified staff such as social workers
and counsellors. However, they also discussed that the program might want to
hire people who had themselves experienced re-entry. Ex-inmates could
volunteer or be employed at HMHU once they had demonstrated a period of
“clean time” and a legitimate lifestyle. During this discussion, the women began
referring to themselves as the employees:
You’d have to start with a group of people, like say us, who did get a job
and did…did the research to find the funding and start the program and
find the building to put it in and go in there and paint it and…you need
people to originally start up. (Sunny, Personal Communication, October
21, 2011)
The women constructed a list of personality traits they would look for
when hiring employees. The ideal employee for HMHU is: bubbly, happy,
sensitive, kind, responsible, caring, personable, and understanding. They were
interested in employees who were “givers” rather than “takers”. Similar to
participants who wanted to help themselves, the women wanted employees who
really wanted to help, who would be knowledgeable and reliable.
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Why This Program Will Work
Esther’s immediate response to this question was “Because we designed
it!” (Personal Communication, October 21, 2011). Sunny and Holly focussed on
the expectations of the program, noting that it was about people helping
themselves and not “a bunch of handouts, get out of my office, here you go”
(Holly, Personal Communication, October 21, 2011). Mary took a holistic
perspective and mentioned that while the program has a “compassionate heart” it
also addresses all areas of life, health, financial, mental, and spiritual. The
women acknowledged that if someone has the desire to change their life it is
possible. Again supporting the importance of beginning program development
with the participants, Holly explained that the program will work “because it’s the
people who are experienced in life situations that are the ones running it, doing it,
offering it” (Personal Communication, October 21, 2011).
The women also discussed the importance of allowing second chances to
participants as one major reason why the program will work. As outlined in
Chapter 5, people get discouraged when there is no room for mistakes. People do
not try as hard when they are afraid to make a mistake since they think that
mistakes are inevitable. Depending on the circumstances, HMHU will be there to
help participants when they make mistakes, and encourage participants to pick up
the pieces and put them back together.
Stemming from the women’s vision of success, normalcy, stability and
tranquility, HMHU takes the same vision. By allowing participants to choose the
days that they attend and by operating on a half-day schedule, the program
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structure provides an element of freedom for the participants. It allows the
participants to work towards their own goals, and gives them time to deal with
other elements of their lives. Gobeil (2008) reported that some women saw the
conditions of their release as hindrances to their re-entry. Given that many
offenders are released on probation, parole or other forms of community
supervision, HMHU provides time during business hours for participants to meet
their conditions, visit children in custody, and arrange meetings with other
agencies. In this way, participants have more opportunity to exercise their agency
than if the program operated every day of the week for the full day. Since the
daily structure of HMHU was left open, the program is also better able to react
and respond to the intricacies of re-entry that might be brought up by individual
participants.
Goals
The last part of the program planning activity was for the women to make
a list of the goals of HMHU; that is, what the program will actually accomplish.
The women answered: get a job, manage your money, achieve your goals, live life
to the fullest, enjoy life comfortably, better your life, and strengthen your
determination. While creating this list, they discussed the importance of
individuality and the diversity of women’s definitions of success. HMHU will
help participants meet their goals, whatever they might be. The idea of living life
to the fullest looks different for every person, as does enjoying and bettering life.
The goals identified by the women send a very specific message about the
program’s beliefs. HMHU adopts the belief that participants can do whatever
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they want to do, that they are strong enough. In this way, the emphasis
throughout the program is on empowerment, agency and capacity building.
Frameworks and Philosophies of Re-entry Programs
The goals of a program are influenced by the philosophical orientations of
the program developers or facilitators (Elias & Merriam, 2005). For this reason,
the programs discussed in Chapter 3 as well as those described by the women,
were likely developed from different philosophies. In Chapter 2, two main
approaches to rehabilitation are explored: the Medical Model, grounded in a
functionalist paradigm, and the Opportunities Model, which focuses on personal
choice and learning how one integrates with society. Many re-entry programs
could be understood as subscribing to the Opportunities Model of rehabilitation
since the programs are not obligatory and people are free to participate how they
want. Of the programs reviewed above, only the Ohio Plan was compulsory,
therefore possibly adopting a medical approach to rehabilitation. Since the other
programs vary in their goals it seems that there can be multiple philosophical
views within the Opportunities Model.
Elias and Merriam (2005) described philosophies that are prevalent in
adult education: liberal, behaviourist, progressive, humanist, and radical. These
philosophies are explained below and can be found in the background of HMHU
and other re-entry programs. Within the framework of the Opportunities
approach to rehabilitation, the specific philosophies that inform a program can
affect whether that program is ultimately developing independence and agency or
fostering program dependency by simply providing a service.
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The liberal philosophy is based upon classical forms of education, wherein
the teacher adopts an expert position and attempts to transmit his or her
knowledge to participants in a program. The intent in liberal education is to
produce a cultured and educated person. Re-entry programs influenced by the
liberal philosophy would focus on knowledge transmission, and would likely be
found within the medical model of rehabilitation.
The behaviourist philosophy focuses on modifying behaviours of
participants (Elias & Merriam, 2055). In adult education, the behaviourist
philosophy can manifest through behavioural objectives, control and
performance-based programs. An example of behaviourist philosophies in reentry programs could be elements of addiction rehab programs. In these
programs, Sunny and Esther noted the importance of understanding and managing
the triggers to their addictions (Personal Communication, October 20-21, 2011).
Similarly, programs inside institutions that subscribe to the Medical Model of
rehabilitation often adopt a behavioural philosophy, attempting to modify the
behaviour of individuals to be more socially acceptable.
Progressive adult education emphasizes experience centred education,
focussed on vocation, democracy and society. Progressive philosophies are
similar to the functionalist paradigm of education. That is, education serves a
socializing purpose, passing on values and attitudes that are necessary for society.
Progressive education programs are therefore often utilitarian. Within
correctional institutions, employment training might adopt a progressive
philosophy. In the community a progressive program might focus on citizenship
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and becoming part of society. Of the programs that were reviewed above the
progressive philosophy appears to have informed Project PROVE, which focuses
on helping women attain vocational education and secure subsequent
employment. Similarly, Kim spoke about a parenting program that she attended
(Personal Communication, October 19, 2011). The program was in the form of a
support group; however, the facilitator began each session with a topic and
provided information that was relevant to the experiences of participants. Insofar
as the progressive philosophy attempts to address the learning interests,
experiences and needs of participants, programs could fall under the Opportunities
Model of rehabilitation.
Humanist adult education, like progressive education, focuses on the
individual (Elias & Merriam, 2005). However, the two philosophies differ in that
the humanist philosophy is focussed on the freedom and autonomy of the
individual. Programs grounded in the humanist philosophy emphasize selfgrowth and personal responsibility for change. FOIA, a program that used
employment, education, and peer mentorship, incorporated humanist principles
through its main goal to increase the independence and self-esteem of
participants. Self-help addiction groups adopt a humanist philosophy; Esther
thought that the main goal of these programs was to maintain sobriety by
“supporting each other, by helping themselves and supporting each other”
(Personal Communication, October 20, 2011). The focus in these groups is
personal growth and participants are free to make their own choices. When
Esther relapsed, she spoke about how the group remained supportive of her. They
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welcomed, helped, and encouraged her to choose sobriety (Personal
Communication, October 13, 2011).
Programs that adopt a radical or critical philosophy of education are
focused on challenging the status quo of society (Elias & Merriam, 2005).
Similar to humanist philosophies through emphasis on individual change, radical
and critical philosophies encourage individuals to investigate assumptions in
society and assert control over their lives. In this way, programs with radical or
critical elements encourage the empowerment of participants and ultimately social
change. CEASE, Crossroads and WPA incorporate elements of this philosophy
into their programs. CEASE and Crossroads described themselves as antioppressive programs, and encourage participants to develop agency,
independence and personal responsibility (Personal Communication, November
25, 2011; January 26, 2011). While addressing basic and fundamental needs of
recently released women in New York, WPA played a role in advocating for the
population and combatting social stereotypes of incarcerated women.
While it is rare that a program adopts one philosophy of education in its
entirety, most program planners will combine some elements of each to create the
philosophy for the program. The dominant philosophy of a program can dictate
whether the program is ultimately providing a service or developing agency in
participants. Bhattacharyya (2004) distinguished between the two types of
organizations, noting that the main difference is that service providers encourage
dependence. Service providing programs are developed for participants, and do
not enable the participants to develop the capacity or agency to leave their
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circumstances. In contrast, programs that develop agency are concerned with
“generating a critical consciousness, addressing problems that the affected people
“own” and define, and take active measures to solve” (Bhattacharyya, 2005, p.
13). The philosophy most likely to contribute to developing agency is the radical
philosophy since it focuses on developing critical consciousness and agency
(Elias & Merriam, 2005). The philosophies that emphasize the role of the
facilitator and the passivity of the participant, liberal and behaviourist, are most
likely to give rise to service providing programs. Humanist and progressive
philosophies focus on individual experiences and development, albeit within
existing societal structures and constraints. These two philosophies might
encourage a lesser degree of participant agency. Service providing programs risk
perpetuating societal assumptions and stereotypes about ex-offenders.
In discussions about programs in which the women had participated, there
was a clear distinction between service providing programs and programs that
fostered agency. As outlined in Chapter 5, the women noted the importance of
drop-in centres in providing food or shelter. However, the women expressed
dislike and concern about the lack of expectations on the part of participants at
these centres. In the exchange below, the women discussed how service
providing programs perpetuate dependence:
Sunny: But aren’t we making it easier for these people to not have to feed
themselves? That I don’t like.
Holly: No. This is a just a program so that if people don’t have.
Sunny: That’s the thing though. We’re trying to supply them with the
ability to feed themselves. Isn’t that what we’d rather do? Or do
we just want to feed people?
Esther: We don’t want to feed people. We’re not the [drop in centre
name]!
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Sunny: I would rather help people, like gain the ability to feed themselves
in their own home and just look after themselves, like… (Personal
Communication, October 21, 2011)
Throughout this discussion, there was a consensus that if someone was really
intent upon successful re-entry, she has to be willing to work for it. Re-entry
cannot be a service that is simply provided, such as food. In this way, successful
re-entry expects agency and action on the part of the individual. Therefore, the
ideal re-entry program would be one that fosters the development of agency.
Programs that women access for assistance with re-entry do not have to be
specifically for the purpose of re-entry. The multitude of needs and complicating
factors in women’s lives tend to imply that most community programs can act as
re-entry programs, provided that the program addresses an element that the
women deems is important to her re-entry. For example, Kim attended a
parenting support group, Mary participated in community sport and culture
programs, and all the women completed various types of addictions programs.
CEASE and Crossroads did not define themselves specifically as re-entry
programs; anyone who was affected by sex work was welcome to attend
programs, whether or not they had been previously incarcerated. With these
programs in mind, perhaps the definition of re-entry should be expanded. Reentry does not necessarily occur immediately after a woman leaves jail, but
whenever she decides she’s ready to build a new life. Perhaps re-entry is about
entering into “normal” society, as the women’s definition of success.
The networks between community programs can provide women a way to
connect to groups that can help them with their complicating factors. Kim began
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her last release from prison at a drop in women’s shelter, and from there was
connected to a number of programs that supported her through her pregnancy,
parenting and sobriety (Personal Communication, October 9, 2011). Holly began
by connecting to CEASE, where she learned about the housing program organized
through Crossroads. Crossroad’s program ultimately connected to a larger
municipal program aimed at combat homelessness. The bridging social capital
that women can access through one community organization will link them to a
number of other organizations. The representatives from CEASE acknowledged
the importance of working with other groups and finding the best combination for
each individual (Personal Communication, January 26, 2011). Similarly, after my
meeting at Crossroads a safe communities organization arrived to compare and
discuss their respective programs and goals.
Program Theory of Help Me Help You
As mentioned above, HMHU adopts an Opportunities approach to
rehabilitation by virtue of providing opportunities for participant choice. In
regards to the philosophical approaches to adult education, HMHU borrows from
a number of philosophies to construct a program theory. The main goal of the
program, in Figure 1, is “To help people achieve their goals in life and strengthen
their determination for success”. Within this goal the opportunity for
differentiation based on individual interest is apparent, along with the goal of
developing agency. The major goal of HMHU is not to provide a service to the
previously incarcerated population. Through connections with other
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organizations and their individual desire and action, the goal is to help them
develop independence.
A radical or critical perspective is most prominent in HMHU, focussing on
developing the agency and empowerment of participants. Freire (2004) described
the critical vision of education, noting that since people are not independent of
society, it is important to investigate the impact that society has on their lives.
The obvious reaction to becoming aware of the impact of society on their lives,
developing a critical consciousness, is to act. HMHU attends to this concept,
expecting participants to take control of their own lives and work towards their
goals. The humanist philosophy can also be found in the structure of HMHU.
There is a focus on individual experiences, responsibility and change. Elias and
Merriam (2005) stated that humanistic approaches reflect the democratic ideals of
individualism, cooperation and communication. The emphasis on group decisionmaking during celebrations and meal planning in HMHU echoes these ideals.
In addition to the philosophical stance of a program, program theory
incorporates descriptive and prescriptive assumptions, defined in Chapter 3. The
problem that HMHU addresses is the difficulty that people have when
experiencing re-entry. If successful re-entry were easy for people to achieve,
there would be no need for HMHU. The descriptive assumptions of HMHU, the
causes of the problem of re-entry, are seen through the women’s list of things they
struggle with. The complicating factors, true to their name, complicate re-entry
and make success more difficult.
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Prescriptive assumptions are captured through the structure of the
program. The women identified that main components necessary for success
were help with: employment, negotiating government agencies, counselling, and
basic needs (such as preparing meals and budgeting). In addition to the daily
structure, the women centred on the location of the program as a main component.
In this way, they addressed both the complicating factors by providing spaces for
participants to connect to supportive others. Through addressing the challenges
faced by the participants, HMHU builds connections and maintains ambitions that
can contribute to successful re-entry.
Summary
This chapter discussed successful re-entry with regards to transitions and
transformative change, which highlighted the role of re-entry as a disorienting
dilemma. A re-entry program designed during the research project by the
participants was explained. HMHU is intended as a four-week program, wherein
participants must sign up to attend at least one day each week. As outlined above,
HMHU emphasises participant action. The participants and what they desire to
accomplish drive the activities, celebrations and goals of the program. The
women acknowledged that everyone has a different vision of success. For this
reason, they designed the program to be open to multiple visions. Finally,
frameworks of re-entry programs were outlined, focussing on how the philosophy
of a program might affect whether the program was providing a service or
developing the agency of its participants.
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Chapter 7 Implications and Concluding Reflections
Three fields of study, adult education and learning, community
development, and criminology, overlap substantially during discussions about reentry programs. The experiences that the women have shared provide important
information for each field. This chapter begins by outlining major implications of
the research. In general, the women in the project contrasted with societal images
of incarcerated women. Similarly, the program they created contrasted with
societal assumptions about the desires of the incarcerated population.
A number of limitations were encountered during the research process due
to the institutional constraints on fieldwork. The limitations will be presented,
along with recommendations for others conducting research inside a correctional
institution. In addition to process limitations, limitations that arose from the
research design will also be explored.
The women shared life experiences that were not integrated directly into
this project. In some cases the experiences were alluded to briefly and would
benefit from further exploration. Other experiences were discussed at length, and,
although obvious that the experiences had great impact on the women’s lives, they
fell outside the limited scope of the project. New directions for further research
relating to the experiences will be introduced. Finally, concluding reflections on
the research project and the women’s experiences will be offered.
Implications
The stories and experiences that the women shared provide a lens through
which to understand the roles of adult education and community development in
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re-entry. An important element in program planning is to begin with the felt
needs and desires of the intended participants (Minkler, 1998). Through the
women’s experiences in re-entry programs and stories of re-entry, the themes
expressed in Chapter 5 can provide an outline of the groups’ felt needs.
Appropriate programs, such as HMHU, can be planned and implemented when
they are built on participants’ perspectives.
The women’s focus on their abilities to help themselves is apparent
through the re-entry program that they designed. HMHU’s emphasis on
individual action and a movement away from service-providing programs can
serve to encourage community organizations struggling with ideals of serviceproviding versus agency developing. The representative from Crossroads echoed
these struggles, noting that supporting a woman while she makes a stress-inducing
phone call is much more difficult than making the phone call for her. However, in
the long-term, supporting someone to take action herself is more beneficial
(Personal Communication, November 25, 2011). Essentially, HMHU is unique in
that it provides a loose framework in which participants can achieve their goals,
but only if they do the work themselves. These ideas, as well as specific
elements of HMHU, could be incorporated in existing or new community
programs.
Advocating for a new feminist criminology, Balfour (2006) argued that in
the past women’s narratives were reduced to victimization leading to
criminalization. Based on the information presented in Chapter 5 and 6, it is
apparent that the women did not think of themselves as victims, nor did they
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attribute their criminalization to previous experiences of victimization. In her last
journal entry, Sunny wrote:
I don’t think anyone plans to come back to jail. Even the self-proclaimed
“Criminal Master Mind” doesn’t either, but he does know that if you spin
that wheel, even just a little bit, you open the door, you create odds in
coming back. If I really want a successful re-entry it is that simple DON’T
SPIN THE WHEEL! We all in our own ways and for our own reasons
complicate this and that is what gives us the excuses for when we return to
jail. Life is hard…for everyone, for criminals and non-criminals alike and
we all have choices. Choices of all kinds, and it’s the ones we make that
will determine the possible directions that our lives will take. Now some of
us are faced with making different choices and changing directions. It’s
not an easy thing and it takes time. Unfortunately time is something we
can NEVER get back, it cannot be replaced. I don’t want to waste anymore
time. (Personal Communication, November 14, 2011)
These women did not see themselves as victims and it is important not to subject
them to labels or stereotypes based upon “a selective reading of women’s own
accounts of their lives” (Balfour, 2006, p. 743). Looking back to the lists that the
group generated, the women focused on their own power and agency over their
lives, not on their barriers or experiences of victimization. In the area of
criminology, specifically the criminology of women, the main outcome of this
project was to affirm the agency and strength of women involved in the justice
system, as opposed to viewing the women as victims.
The ideas inherent in HMHU show that the women who participated in the
project have the desire to exercise more control over their re-entry and lives.
While they acknowledged the importance of programs in facilitating re-entry, the
women designed a program that was open and left the participant in control of her
life. In their stories they shared a desire to determine their future. Through
HMHU, the women placed an expectation on participants to determine their
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future. Society stereotypes the incarcerated population with labels: lazy, wants a
free pass, not willing to work, finds the easy way out. The women in this research
project demonstrated the opposite: they were willing to do a lot more than society
lets them do. It is possible that other ex-inmates feel the same way.
For policy-makers, it is important to put aside stereotypes of the
incarcerated population and attend to the multiplicities inherent in their stories.
Although the women shared some common elements of their stories, their
experiences of life were vastly different. The meanings they gathered from their
experiences were different. Similarly, the women had different visions of
success, and different ideas of how they would achieve their successes. In the
same way that society subjects this population to stereotypes, society also
provides an idealized version of success. Allowing society’s version of success to
trump an individual’s is denying that person her ability to determine her future.
Policies on re-entry or re-entry programs should allow for individual versions of
success as well as allowing individuals opportunities to be successful without
subjecting them to society’s definition.
The women who shared their stories in this research show that it is
inappropriate to treat incarcerated women as victims. They are much more than
their experiences of victimization. They want to use their abilities and want to
exercise control over their re-entry. Therefore, the women favour programs and
organizations that develop agency rather than provide a service, which can be
seen in the program plan for HMHU. The women expressed a desire to work hard
to achieve their successes, and have acknowledged that their version of success is
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one of many. In many ways the women have rejected society’s stereotype of
currently or previously incarcerated women.
Limitations
Conducting research within a correctional institution yields a number of
limitations with respect to the process of collecting information. As a result of the
institutional limitations and my teaching schedule, the design of the research
project was also limited. The process and design limitations are outlined below,
along with providing some recommendations for researchers wishing to gather
information in an institutional setting.
In addition to applying to the University of Alberta for ethics approval, it
was necessary to apply to the Solicitor General for approval to conduct research
within the institution. It took four months to receive this approval. While it was
an exercise in patience to wait for approval, it also provided me with time to finetune the research design. I had assumed that research approval would occur more
quickly than it had. I would recommend that other people conducting research in
correctional institutions should plan for long delays in the beginning stages of
securing approval. However, once I received approval participant recruiting
occurred within the week.
On three occasions the boardroom I used for interviews and discussion
groups was booked or in use. Once I was given an alternate room in Programs
and twice I used my own classroom. The alternate Programs classroom was more
institutional and less comfortable, although it was still a neutral place to meet.
Using my classroom was not ideal, since it was my space. This would have
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further exemplified the power differential between the women and myself.
Although I tried to downplay the power differential it is possible that the women’s
stories were impacted by my position within the institution. When we met in my
classroom, movement in the hallways or outside the windows often interrupted
our discussions. For outside researchers, the lack of availability of the boardroom
or Programs classroom would have been an issue.
As mentioned in Chapter 4, daily operations of the institution affected
meeting with the women. Mary was transferred to another institution without
notice after our second interview. Transfers to other institutions are a side effect
of prison overcrowding. I was not able to speak to her, and so we were not able to
have closure on our relationship. The abrupt ending to Mary’s participation
prevented her from sharing the rest of her story. More importantly, Mary had
been accessing support programs within the institution when she was transferred.
Although it affected the research, being transferred close to her release date more
importantly affected the planning she was involved in for her own re-entry.
My meeting with the women were also affected by women’s court dates. I
was able to re-schedule interviews for the next day since I anticipated being
impacted by court dates. However, Kim was absent during the main discussion
group, where HMHU was designed. In an attempt to include her in the program, I
provided Kim with an opportunity to add to the program plan during our last
interview. Had Kim been present for the initial planning session, HMHU might
have looked different. That said, Kim was very supportive of the program,
responding to the plan with comments like, “it sounds good” and “I think it will
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work” (Personal Communication, November 3, 2011). In this way, Kim helped to
validate HMHU, providing a critique outside the original planning group,
although I would have liked her to be there for the activity.
Holly was prevented from attending the final discussion group due to a
behavioural lock-up. Since she was being released the next day, it prevented us
from debriefing on her participation in the project. Behavioural lock-up is an
individual punishment for violating minor institutional rules, and usually lasts
from 24-72 hours. Kim and Sunny, the only two women who attended the final
discussion group, brought the program booklet back to their unit for Holly.
The design of the research project was limited in three ways. Since I
continued teaching from Monday to Wednesday during the data collection phase,
interviews and focus groups could only occur on Thursdays or Fridays. This
restriction extended the length of time for data collection and made it more
difficult to schedule around women’s release or court dates. While the two-week
separation between interviews could have provided the women with time for more
reflection and journal writing, it is also possible that our relationships did not
develop as strongly or quickly had our interactions been closer together. I think
that a one-week separation between interviews, similar to Esther’s schedule,
might have been more beneficial to the women’s experience in the project.
Since the women were incarcerated, it was impossible for the community
organizations and the women to meet face-to-face to share their experiences. I
think that a direct collaboration between the two groups could have been a very
productive and powerful experience. If a similar project were completed with
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women who were not currently incarcerated, I would recommend that the groups
directly interact with each other instead of through an intermediary.
Another institutional design limitation is that I was not able to contact the
women after the information collection phase of the research. After the research,
Holly and Esther were released, Mary was transferred, and Kim and Sunny
remained in the institution. I was able to maintain contact with Kim and Sunny
through the school. Kim attended my class for two months before also being
transferred. Sunny remains at the institution and I occasionally see her at school.
The main difficulty with not having contact with the women is that I must rely on
them to contact me for access to the research documents; it limited my ability to
verify and share the results of the research.
New Directions
The experiences that were shared during the research project often left me
more curious. In particular, three stories provided me with further questions that
could not be answered directly through this project. The questions involve adults
dealing with past child abuse, cultural issues in foster care and community
programs, and definitions of community for women involved in prostitution.
Additional projects that did not stem directly from the women’s stories, but from
the limitations of the project, will also be introduced.
Two of the women shared stories of child physical and sexual abuse, one
involving foster parents and the other involving biological parents. For Esther,
her abuse was the reason she left home at a young age. For Mary, she
remembered thinking that she would never allow anyone to treat her like that
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again; she became very violent and had only recently begun to confront her
experiences. Many studies have noted the large amount of incarcerated women
who experience child abuse (Richie, 2001; Thompson & Harm, 2000). However,
acknowledging the strength of these women and the prevalence of child abuse in
the incarcerated population, one project could be investigating or developing
programs to help incarcerated women address and deal with these childhood
experiences.
The women’s stories also involved issues of power, through community
stigma or racism. For example, when Mary returned to her community after
living in foster care, she shared that other children in the community often called
her “Whitey”. In foster care, she was often subjected to racist comments because
she was Cree. It was obvious that this experience impacted Mary greatly, and a
new direction to take from her story would be to research how cross-cultural
placements in foster care affect a child’s identity development. Along similar
lines, many community re-entry programs contain an aboriginal focus. I wonder
how aboriginal re-entry programs compare with more multi-cultural programs in
their organization, activities and outcomes?
In another instance, Holly shared a story about being chased away from a
resident’s property by a broomstick while she was working as a prostitute. Holly
declared that the neighbourhood was more hers than the resident’s. In her mind,
she cared more about the community than the resident. Combining this comment
with the close street community of prostitutes described in Chapter 5, it would be
interesting to look at the relationships between street prostitutes and those people
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who live in houses in the neighbourhoods. If street prostitutes feel so connected
to their communities and neighbourhoods, perhaps they can be mobilized to
undertake community development projects. Part of the project would be
incorporating street prostitutes into the neighbourhood network, since the resident
in Holly’s story did not see Holly as a member.
As mentioned earlier with limitations, the project was limited by viture of
occurring in an institution. Our discussions were often interrupted by institutional
frustrations that the women were currently experiencing. Since narratives are
strongly reactive to the temporal aspects, time and place, in which they are shared
it would be appropriate to conduct a similar study with women during a time of
freedom. In this case, the women would have ideally been out of the justice
system for an extended period of time instead of immediately experiencing reentry. If similar findings or experiences were shared the research could be further
validated. This would also allow the participants and community groups to speak
directly to each other.
In Chapter 4 I mentioned that there were a number of women who were
not involved in the project due to their geographical location. The women lived in
rural areas, and acknowledged that their re-entry experiences had been different
than women who lived in urban centres. Given that a number of people who are
released from the justice system return to rural communities and that most
community organizations exist in urban centres, it is important to contrast their reentry experiences with the experiences of the urban population. A similar study
undertaken with women who would return to rural settings would provide an
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understanding of the specific challenges and supports they encounter during reentry. A program developed for use in rural settings would likely look different
than HMHU, since there are fewer supports and more problems with community
stigma. Women who return to rural communities have different stories.
Reflections
I was initially drawn to narratives and stories as a result of the research
literature I was reading. Since I had spent time working with the incarcerated
population it was apparent to me that they had stories to tell. However, in the
literature, the experiences gave way to summary tables. Although I enjoy the
simplistic and straight-forward appeal of quantitative projects, they usually
increase my curiosity about a subject. For example, Fabelo (2002) reported
connections with education levels attained in prison, employment rates after
release, and recidivism rates. While this research is important, it leaves me
wondering what happened within the education program? How was it organized?
What were the individual’s experiences with finding employment, and did they
actually attribute it to their education experience? Such questions cannot be
answered with numbers and they led me to be interested in the individuality of
experiences and women’s stories of re-entry.
Throughout the initial stages of this project I was focussed on maintaining
the stories that the women would share with me. Even before I knew who would
be involved I was concerned with being the caretaker of their experiences. As
such, I did not want their stories to be negated and distilled into lists or tables. I
struggled with this concept throughout the research project. It seemed that during
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analysis I was continually making lists summarizing what the women had shared
with me. While there was overlap between their experiences, there were also
differences. I tried to remain focussed on the women themselves and not let them
get lost in the information.
I assumed that recruitment of participants would be simple. Time spent in
prison can be equated to boredom and inmates are often eager to find activities
that will take up some of this time. For this reason I was concerned about criteria
for inclusion in the project. Should I close the project to only women who
expressed a desired attempt to be successful, or any woman who attended a
program regardless of her intent? These questions led me to consider re-entry
programs and institutional programs in general. Is admittance to a program
predicated on an individual truly wanting support? Should it be? When I was
teaching employment and life skills courses in the institution I did not screen out
students who had no desire of finding employment. In my mind, participation in a
program could encourage and assist someone to begin a journey towards
successful re-entry whether or not she desired it from the beginning. Therefore, a
program would be serving a dual purpose: to encourage participants to begin
thinking of successful re-entry, and to support participants to achieve success. I
remain unsure if these two purposes can occur simultaneously in the same
environment; the women only wanted to involve motivated people in HMHU.
When I initially recruited women to participate in this project the number
of volunteers did not surprise me. However, I was often taken aback by the
stories that were shared through discussions and journals. I was not so naïve to
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think that the experiences the women shared with me never happened, although I
was surprised that some of the women disclosed those experiences to me, a
stranger. In retrospect, I think the women shared their stories simply because I
was there to listen and, for much of their lives, nobody wanted to listen.
Knowing that the women often were not listened to in their lives, our
conversations often found tangents. At first I was concerned that we were
spending time discussing experiences that did not directly relate to re-entry or reentry programs. However, I realized that if someone is willing to share a story,
she must feel the need to share that particular story at that particular time and
place. The women knew the topic of the research and if they decided to share
something it was because it was related to their re-entry experiences. In the end,
the tangents that the women shared did indeed impact their experiences of reentry and their desires for success. They were not tangents at all.
In Chapter 4 the concepts of narrative capital and narrative capability were
introduced. Watts (2008) explained that, in order to tell their story, people must
possess adequate power and freedom to do so. For this reason it was important
for me to allow the women to share freely, without judgement or analysis. It was
important not just to listen but also to hear and understand. I often struggled with
the stories they shared. How do I appropriately respond when someone discloses
childhood abuse? How do I respond when someone shares that her son attempted
suicide the previous week? Traumatic stories are everywhere in our society:
news, movies, and books. However, the stories with which I was entrusted are
real and presently unfolding. Their actors were sitting in front of me, not in a
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screen or on a page. I was, and still am, honoured to have been worthy of the
women’s stories, and I responded by saying so and thanking them for their trust.
There was also an element of the women taking control of their
experiences and using them for good. Most of the women hoped that their
experiences and participation in the project would help someone else or would
make a change somewhere. The entire group was excited by the prospect of being
involved in something larger than themselves. After the fieldwork had been
completed I heard from one participant, through her instructor, that participating
in the project had been very helpful for her to put her thoughts, goals and stories
together (Personal Communication, December 5, 2011).
The women’s stories opened me up to part of the world with which I am
not directly involved. The segments of life that the women shared with me
highlighted some of their most difficult and rewarding experiences. During our
interactions, the women often spoke about their frustrations with government
institutions: courts, child services, and incarceration. Although they knew their
personal strength, they often were left feeling powerless in the face of the
institutions. Looking back, these experiences with inequality and powerlessness
permeated their entire lives.
As a society, we like to believe that everyone has agency, or that our
personal circumstances are results of the choices that we made throughout our
lives. However, as a society, we suppress this agency for some groups of people.
Holly and Esther shared experiences of discrimination when they worked as
prostitutes. Mary was the subject of unauthorized surveillance and profiling from
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police officers. Sunny had trouble finding a support program since she was not a
prostitute and did not have custody of her son. Kim perceived that her childcare
workers were simply waiting to revoke her visiting privileges with her son.
Radical re-entry programs therefore play an important role, encouraging the
development of agency in women who have experienced little agency throughout
their lives. Programs can also enable people to work past, change or navigate the
systemic barriers that society places on individuals.
This project involved the stories and experiences of five women.
Anecdotally, it is possible that their stories and the program they designed are
nothing new. Maybe their stories are not that unique. Maybe they are. Either
way, Esther, Holly, Kim, Mary and Sunny shared their understanding of their
experiences. They shared their perceptions of how they fit into the world. The
program they designed, Help Me Help You, embodied their perception of how
society could help them achieve their goals and change their stories.
One of the focuses of the research has been on visions for successful reentry. In our society, it is very difficult to discuss success without discussing
failure. When re-entry did not happen the way they imagined it, the women did
not construe that as a failure. At first glance, our discussions involved phrases
such as “I screwed up”, and “I was bad…”. However, the more the women
discussed their “failed” attempts at successful re-entry, the more they were
reconstructed into segments of success. Each of the women experienced times
where they were not using substances, some found employment, some found
homes, and some regained custody of their children. These periods were not
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failures, although society would define them as such. Just as they were subjected
to society’s version of success, they are also subjected to society’s version of
failure. I hope that by sharing their stories and participating in the discussions in
which HMHU was designed, the women were able to take back the right to define
success and failure for themselves.
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Appendix A: Permission to Conduct Research

Solicitor General
and Public Security
Research Unit, Strategic Services Division
Correctional Services Division, Alberta Solicitor General and Public Security
10 Floor, John E. Brownlee Bldg.
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada
T5J 3W7
Tel: (780) 427-0584 Fax: (780) 427-1903
September 19, 2011

Nicole Patrie
Education Policy Studies/Adult Education
c/o 1088 Jones Crescent
Edmonton, AB
T6L 6V3
Dear Ms. Patrie:
Attached please find a copy of the signed Research Agreement in favour of your project entitled
Community Re-entry programs: Experiences of incarcerated women. You have been granted permission
to invite 3-10 sentenced women to participate in your research over an 8 week period; interviews, focus
groups, and a guided journal are the methods that you will use to collect data. The agreement is in place
until March 31, 2012; data collection will be complete by December 2011.
In addition, the following have been agreed to:
1. As a safety precaution, participants must be informed that they can request counselling services
through their unit officer should issues arise.
2. Participant disclosure of any concerning information pertinent to offender management should be
reported to a staff member.
3. A copy of the draft and final report must be submitted to the writer.
4. Any other terms and conditions as laid out by the center.
Your contact at Fort Saskatchewan Correctional Centre is Ms. Shauna Prior, and she can be reached at
780 992-5931. Ms. Prior will explain all requirements and procedures that must be adhered to while
conducting research at Fort Saskatchewan Correctional Centre.
If you have any amendments to your research please submit the amendment request to me. I wish you
success with your research, and look forward to seeing the draft and final reports.
Yours truly,

Dawn Marie Chalas, R. Psych
Researcher, Strategic Services Branch
Correctional Services Division
Alberta Solicitor General and Public Security
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Community Re-entry Programs: Experiences of Incarcerated Women
Inmate Information Letter
You are invited to participate in a research project that is gathering the experiences of women who have
been involved in a re-entry program in the past. The purpose of the project is to find out what role
community plays in helping women when they leave prison. Nicole Patrie will conduct the project. She is
a Masters of Education student at the University of Alberta, specializing in Adult Education in the
Department of Educational Policy Studies. This research project will be used mainly for her thesis
requirement, but may also be used in research articles or presentations. Dr. Jorge Sousa is supervising the
project, and will also have access to the raw data.
The research project will collect women’s experiences in the form of story, and will require two months
time for your participation. You will be asked to record your experiences in a journal, which will be passed
weekly between you and Nicole. The journal can be thought of as letter writing. You will write at least
four entries in the journal.
Every two weeks, you and Nicole will meet to discuss the contents of your journal and other topics related
to re-entry. The meetings will be on an individual basis, and recorded if you consent. Three women will
participate in the research project, and will meet as a group 2/3 times to discuss the project and re-entry
experiences.
During the individual meetings, Nicole will provide you with the opportunity to see the research notes that
pertain to you. The purpose for this is to verify that the stories you share, and their meanings, have been
accurately recorded and reflect your experiences. In total, you will write four journal entries, meet with
Nicole individually three times, and meet with the group 2/3 times. Each meeting will be approximately
one hour in length. The approximate time spent on the entire project will be 11 hours spread over 2 months.
As a result of participating in this study, you will be sharing your past experiences of leaving prison. These
experiences may or may not be emotional or troubling to you. While all effort will be made to reduce the
impact of remembering troubling experiences, you should be aware that difficult discussions might occur.
You will be provided with a list of community services or programs that might be able to help you upon
your release.
As is the case with any writing you do within the centre, search and seizure of your journal is possible.
Because of security and institutional protocol, Nicole cannot guarantee complete anonymity or
confidentiality within the institution. Staff will know you are participating in the project. Since part of the
project involves meeting with the other participants, each participant has a responsibility to keep
discussions confidential. However, this also cannot be guaranteed. As much as possible, Nicole will keep
all information confidential, and will maintain anonymity in any reports created.
For this research project, you have the following rights:
•
!"#$"%#&'(%)*)&'%+#
•
!"#,)%-.(',#'%#'$/#%)0+#,)%-"1%#*"$2+31+$*+#
•
!"#-'4+#'$/#*"55+*%+.#)$6"(0'%)"$#(+0"4+.#6("0#%-+#2%1./#'$.#$"%#)$*51.+.#
•
!"#&()4'*/7#'$"$/0)%/#'$.#*"$6).+$%)'5)%/#
•
!"#2'6+81'(.2#6"(#2+*1()%/#"6#.'%'#
•
!"#'#*"&/#"6#'#(+&"(%#"6#%-+#(+2+'(*-#6)$.)$82#9,)55#:+#.)2*122+.#'%#%-+#6)$'5#0++%)$8;#
If you have any questions, contact Nicole Patrie (780-405-2291), or her supervisor (780-492-4905)
Researchers will comply with the U of A Standards for the Protection of Human Research Participants. The plan for
this study has been reviewed for its adherence to ethical guidelines and approved by the Faculties of Education,
Extension, Augustana and Campus Saint Jean Research Ethics Board (EEASJ REB) at the University of Alberta. For
questions regarding participant rights and ethical conduct of research, contact the Chair of the EEASJ REB c/o (780)
492-2614.
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Community Re-entry Programs: Experiences of Incarcerated Women
Inmate Consent Form
Principal Investigator: Nicole Patrie 780-405-2291
_____

I understand that I have been asked to be in a research study to gather the reentry experiences of women, and that by doing so I will be sharing and
discussing my experiences.

_____

I have read (or have had read to me) and received a copy of the attached
Information Sheet.

_____

I understand the benefits and risks involved in taking part in this research study,
and can request counselling services through my unit officer should issues arise.

_____

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study.

_____

I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time on or before
our final meeting without having to give a reason and without affecting my
future care. As much as possible, information that I have contributed will be
removed from the study.

_____

The issue of confidentiality has been explained to me, and I understand who will
have access to my records. In research documents, a pseudonym will be used.

_____

I understand that the study will take approximately two months, during which
time I will write in a journal, and participate in three individual interviews and
three group discussions.

_____

I am aware that I will not gain any privileges or receive preferred treatment as a
result of my participation in the study.

I agree* to having my voice recorded during interviews and group discussions.
By signing below, I agree* to take part in this study:
_____________________________
Participant printed name

____________________________
Participant signature

_____________________________
Investigator signature

____________________________
Date

*I understand that I may withdraw this consent at any time on or before the final meeting
with Nicole by contacting her at 780-405-2291, or her supervisor, Jorge Sousa, at 780492-4905.
The plan for this study has been reviewed for its adherence to ethical guidelines and approved by the
Faculties of Education, Extension, Augustana and Campus Saint Jean Research Ethics Board (EEASJ REB)
at the University of Alberta. For questions regarding participant rights and ethical conduct of research,
contact the Chair of the EEASJ REB c/o (780) 492-2614.

"
"

"
#$%&'()*"!"+",'-&.,*"
/'-,&0.,1*"!"+",(23""
45"!"67+""

8 (Nov 14)

FG 3 –Return requested Journals
! Experiences of Participation
! Reflections
! Share narratives

Interview 3 (C & D)

7 (Nov 7)

Pick up Journals (Tues)
Scan & Read (Tues. Night)

Interview 3 (A & B)

6 (Oct 31)

Interview 2 (C & D)

5 (Oct 24)

Pick up Journals (Tues)
Scan & Read (Tues. Night)
Return Journals (Wed.)

Interview 2 (A & B)

4 (Oct 17)

Interview 1 (C & D)

3 (Oct 10)

Pick up Journals (Tues)
Scan & Read (Tues. Night)
Return Journals (Wed.)

Interview 1 (A & B)
– one morning, one afternoon

Mon-Wed
Recruit (Wed) after supper
(5:30/6pm)

2 (Oct 3)

Week
1 (Sept 26)

!"#$%$&'"()%$%(*+,,"-$&+#(.-/"01,"(
(
Thursday
Meet interested women (not an interview)
Discuss participation, decide if it will work
Pick 4/5 women

Any final meetings to clear up
entries/interviews.

FG 2
! Presenting parts of each story
! Experiences in research so far
! How community fits into reentry

Friday
FG 1 – Consent, guidelines, journals
! Introductions, basic
experiences of programs
! Journal 1
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Appendix F: Journal Information
Journal Instructions
In the journal, I am asking you to share your stories and experiences. Although journals
are typically written, you are free to include drawings, poetry, songs, timelines, lists etc.
in your journal. Feel free to include anything that will help you to share your ideas.
Journal entries do not have to be perfectly written, and do not have to be written in one
sitting. Try for 3-5 pages for each entry. Include any brainstorms or thoughts you had
while thinking.
The journals will provide a basis for the one-on-one and group discussions, and will be
used to create your personal narrative of re-entry. When I collect your journal, I will
digitally scan the pages to create a backup copy. I may respond, to ask for clarification or
elicit more thoughts on a topic.
Limits to Confidentiality
Please do not specifically name places, people. You may choose to use fictional names
and places. Do not share specifics about criminal activities. Confidentiality will be
broken if you share information about future harm to yourself or others, and future plans
for criminal activity. If research documents are subpoenaed, they will be provided.
Specific information about people, places and criminal activities will be removed from
the study.
Participation and Consent
You are free to withdraw your consent to participate at any time. If you do, your journal
will either be physically destroyed or returned to you at your direction. Digital copies of
your journal will be destroyed.
At the completion of the research, your journal will either be returned to you or kept at
your direction. Digital copies will be kept for 5 years and destroyed, as well as journals
that I am directed to keep.
!
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Community Re-entry Programs: Experiences of Incarcerated Women
Permission to Use Participant’s Work
I understand that a researcher from the University of Alberta is requesting to use my
artwork or writings for the purpose of research. I understand that I have the right to
refuse this request and still participate in the research project.
Original samples will be photographed/photocopied/scanned and returned to the
participant in a timely manner if requested. Whether returned or not, I understand that
images of this work may be used in the researcher’s thesis / research reports / scholarly
publications or in presentations at scholarly conferences.
Original samples or images will be stored for five years and then destroyed.
_____ I understand that in discussions about the work, a pseudonym will be used.
FURTHER,
_____ I request return of original artifact(s) to
! myself at the Fort Saskatchewan Correctional Centre
! myself at the address provided below (if not incarcerated)
! my property at the Fort Saskatchewan Correctional Centre
By signing below, I consent* for my work to be used as stipulated above.
_____________________________
Participant printed name

____________________________
Participant signature

_____________________________
Investigator signature

____________________________
Date

*I understand I may withdraw this consent on or before the final group discussion by
contacting Nicole Patrie at 780-405-2291, or her supervisor, Jorge Sousa, at 780-4924905. At any time, I can request the original samples by contacting Nicole.
The plan for this study has been reviewed for its adherence to ethical guidelines and approved by the
Faculties of Education, Extension, Augustana and Campus Saint Jean Research Ethics Board (EEASJ REB)
at the University of Alberta. For questions regarding participant rights and ethical conduct of research,
contact the Chair of the EEASJ REB c/o (780) 492-2614.
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Appendix H: Community Information Sheet
Community Re-entry Programs: Experiences of Incarcerated Women
Program Coordinator Information Sheet
!
You are invited to participate in a research project that is gathering the experiences of
women who have been involved in a re-entry program in the past. The purpose of the
project is to find out what role community plays in helping women when they leave
prison. Nicole Patrie will conduct the project. She is a Masters of Education student at
the University of Alberta, specializing in Adult Education in the Department of
Educational Policy Studies. This research project will be used mainly for her thesis
requirement, but may also be used in research articles or presentations. Dr. Jorge Sousa
is supervising the project, and will also have access to the raw data.
!
"#$!%$&$'%(#!)%*+$(,!-.//!0',#$%!-*1$23&!$4)$%.$2($&!.2!,#$!5*%1!*5!&,*%67!!8*9%!
.2:*/:$1$2,!#'&!;$$2!%$<9$&,$=!,*!)%*:.=$!'2!'/,$%2',.:$!:.$-)*.2,!,*!,#$!%$&$'%(#7!
>*1$2!-.//!;$!=.&(9&&.20!,#$.%!.2:*/:$1$2,!.2!'!%$?$2,%6!)%*0%'17!!@2($!
.25*%1',.*2!.&!(*//$(,$=!5%*1!.2('%($%',$=!-*1$2A!,#$!.25*%1',.*2!-.//!;$!&#'%$=!
-.,#!6*9!'2=!=.&(9&&$=!.2!%$/',.*2!,*!,#$!)%*0%'1!6*9%!*%0'2.B',.*2!*55$%&A!'2=!#*-!
6*9%!)%*0%'1!.2(*%)*%',$&!(*2($),&!*5!(*1192.,6!=$:$/*)1$2,7!!!
!
8*9!-.//!;$!'&C$=!,*!)'%,.(.)',$!.2!D?E!.2,$%:.$-&A!/'&,.20!'))%*4.1',$/6!*2$!#*9%7!!
F2!'==.,.*2A!6*9!1'6!-.&#!,*!)%*:.=$!=*(91$2,&!)$%,'.2.20!,*!6*9%!)%*0%'1A!&9(#!
'&!)%*0%'1!)/'2&7!!!F25*%1',.*2!,#',!6*9!)%*:.=$!-.//!;$!:$%.5.$=!-.,#!6*9!,*!$2&9%$!
,#',!,#$!.25*%1',.*2!'2=!,#$.%!.2,$%)%$,',.*2&!#':$!;$$2!'((9%',$/6!%$(*%=$=!,*!
%$5/$(,!6*9%!:.$-)*.2,7!!!
!
For this research project, you have the following rights:
•
•
•
•
•

"*!2*,!)'%,.(.)',$!
"*!-.,#=%'-!',!'26!,.1$!-.,#*9,!(*2&$<9$2($!
"*!#':$!'26!(*//$(,$=!.25*%1',.*2!%$1*:$=!5%*1!,#$!&,9=6!'2=!2*,!.2(/9=$=!
"*!)%.:'(6A!'2*261.,6!'2=!(*25.=$2,.'/.,6!
"*!&'5$09'%=&!5*%!&$(9%.,6!*5!=','!
"*!'!(*)6!*5!'!%$)*%,!*5!,#$!%$&$'%(#!5.2=.20&!G-.//!;$!=.&(9&&$=!',!,#$!.2,$%:.$-H!

•
!
I&!6*9!'%$!.2:*/:$=!.2!'!(*1192.,6!*%0'2.B',.*2A!-#.(#!1'6J1'6!2*,!;$!2'1$=A!
6*9%!(*1)/$,$!'2*261.,6!1'6!2*,!;$!'(#.$:';/$7!!F2!=*(91$2,&A!6*9%!(*11$2,&!
-.//!;$!(*22$(,$=!,*!'!)&$9=*261A!;9,!'/&*!(*22$(,$=!'!=$&(%.),.*2!*5!,#$!
*%0'2.B',.*2!-.,#!-#.(#!6*9!'%$!.2:*/:$=7!!"#$%$5*%$A!.,!.&!)*&&.;/$!,#',!6*9%!
.=$2,.,6!('2!;$!=$=9($=!,#%*90#!6*9%!(*22$(,.*2!,*!,#$!*%0'2.B',.*27!!!
If you have any questions, you can contact Nicole Patrie at 780-405-2291, or her
supervisor, Jorge Sousa, at 780-492-4905.
Researchers will comply with the U of A Standards for the Protection of Human Research Participants.
The plan for this study has been reviewed for its adherence to ethical guidelines and approved by the
Faculties of Education, Extension, Augustana and Campus Saint Jean Research Ethics Board (EEASJ REB)
at the University of Alberta. For questions regarding participant rights and ethical conduct of research,
contact the Chair of the EEASJ REB c/o (780) 492-2614.
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Appendix I: Community Consent Form
Community Re-entry Programs: Experiences of Incarcerated Women
Program Coordinator Consent Form
_____

I understand that I have been asked to be in a research study to gather the reentry experiences of women, and that by doing so I will be sharing and
discussing my experiences with a re-entry program.

_____

I have read and received a copy of the attached information sheet.

_____

I understand the benefits and risks involved in taking part in this research study.

_____

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study.

_____

I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without
consequence.

_____

The issue of confidentiality has been explained to me, and I understand who will
have access to my records. In research documents, a pseudonym will be used.

The organization I represent may be mentioned by name in research documents.
I agree* to having my voice recorded during interviews and group discussions.
By signing below, I consent* to take part in this study:
_____________________________
Participant printed name

____________________________
Participant signature

_____________________________
Investigator signature

____________________________
Date

*I understand that I may withdraw this consent at any time by contacting Nicole Patrie at
780-405-2291, or her supervisor, Jorge Sousa, at 780-492-4905.
Researchers will comply with the U of A Standards for the Protection of Human Research Participants.
The plan for this study has been reviewed for its adherence to ethical guidelines and approved by the
Faculties of Education, Extension, Augustana and Campus Saint Jean Research Ethics Board (EEASJ REB)
at the University of Alberta. For questions regarding participant rights and ethical conduct of research,
contact the Chair of the EEASJ REB c/o (780) 492-2614.
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the

Help Me Help You
Program
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the

Help Me Help You
Program

General Information
About Us
This program was designed by a group
of five women at the Fort
Saskatchewan Correctional Centre.
It is part of a research project that
investigated women’s experiences
during periods of re-entry. Re-entry
happens when someone leaves
incarceration, including both
experiences of “street life” and
struggles to get out of a lifestyle. Reentry is about trying to get a life back
together, however that might look for
someone at a particular time.
Community programs were looked at
as one way to help with re-entry.
This program represents the ideal for
the women who created it.

It will work
Because we designed it

Help Me Help You is a program that follows a weekly schedule.
Participants sign up for days that address a topic of interest to
them. At minimum, participants commit to one day each week
for 4 weeks. They can, however, sign up for more days, or
attend for longer than 4 weeks.
Completing four similar days provides participants with a
certificate of completion. When participants achieve a success,
such as securing housing or employment, they will receive a care
package with relevant items (cleaning supplies, gift cards for
work clothes, housewares, etc). Celebrations occur on
Thursdays, when the group does an activity in the community.
Activities may be service based, involve participant’s families, or
whatever the group decides upon.
Help Me Help You is located away from the inner city, but
along major transit lines to be easily accessible. This creates an
expectation for participants and helps to screen out people
interested in “free-bees”. Transit tickets will be provided.
Computers are available for resumes, conducting job searches,
and contacting family. There will also be information sessions
about housing and links to other organizations that might help.

Weekly Schedule (1 pm to 4:30 pm; Fri. until 6 pm)
Monday
Help with:
• Resume
• Job Search

Tuesday Wednesday Thursday
Help with:
• ID
• Health
• Income Tax
• Dealing with
government

Help with:

Celebrations:

• Counselling
(some group
sessions will be
split according
to gender)

• Care packages
• Certificates
• Community
activities

Friday
Help with:
• Cooking
• Budgeting
• Grocery
shopping
• Supper

210

HELP ME HELP YOU

Program Participants
This program is designed to help people help
themselves. It is not a handout, and requires
work from the participants. We will help them,
but they need to help themselves first!

Application Process
To be involved, individuals must call or come in and
pick up an application form. It is a two-part process,
and must return with the completed form to be
considered for the program. Our reason – they must
show interest. Bus tickets will be provided.

Participants
Chosen based on desire. People who are willing to
share their situation and not be secretive, have a past,
and want to help themselves. The program is open to
both men and women of any age.

Program Employees
Employees of the program will include qualified staff
(social workers and counselors). Successful ex-cons will
also be considered as employees or volunteers. These
people may or may not have previously attended Help
Me Help You or other programs, but have demonstrated
a period of clean time and a legitimate lifestyle.

Qualities of Staff
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bubbly
Happy
Knowledgeable
Want to help
Sensitive
Kind

•
•
•
•
•
•

Responsible
Reliable
Caring
Personable
Understanding
Givers

2
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What Gets Us Through
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Someone who believes in you and has your back
Someone who believes your story
Desire to want something
Prayer
• Positivity
Success
• Knowledge
Family
• Wisdom
• Sensitivity
Hope
Energy to keep going
Inner Strength and a Strong Will
The need and desire to have a voice

Things We Struggle With
•
•
•
•
•

Following through
with responsibilities
Friends
Home and housing
Life
Drugs and Alcohol

•
•
•
•
•

Family
Addictions
Basic Needs
Finances
Peer Pressure

What Makes Us Tough
•
•
•
•
•
•

Life experiences
Family
God
Ourselves
Physical strength
Independence

•
•
•
•
•
•

People who help you
Standing up for yourself
Talking to others
People who don’t help you
Self Sufficiency
Jail

Our Abilities
•
•
•
•
•

3

To speak out
Believe
Reading
Self Motivation
Multi-tasking

•
•
•
•
•

Listening
Poetry
To be ourselves
Gift of Gab
Determination
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Why this program
will work
This program will work most importantly
because we designed it, and we care enough to
make it work. We have experiences in similar
life situations – we have been there and know
what it’s like to try to get out.

We included everyone who wants help in this
program, regardless of gender. Noting that
there are some differences in experience,
everyone who wants help should be provided
help. It isn’t fair to close it off. That said, on
occasion the program may split into groups to
address women, men, or trans issues.

The program expects people to take charge of
their change, to help themselves and to fulfill
their needs. The program and its staff are there
to help with a compassionate heart. This
program is different because it’s not a bunch of
handouts – even supper on Fridays is organized
and arranged by participants, from planning the
meal to clean up.

This program also allows for second chances.
Everybody screws up, and we have found that
we often get discouraged in programs that do
not allow second chances. People do not try as
hard when they are afraid to make a mistake.
Depending on the circumstances, Help Me Help
You will be there to help participants when they
make mistakes, and encourage participants to
pick up the pieces and put them back together.

The program is designed to address everyday
situations that participants will or have found
themselves in before. It pays attention to all
areas of life: health, emotional, mental,
spiritual, and financial.

Program Goals
We will help you to:
Get a job
Manage your money
Achieve your goals in life
Live life to the fullest
Enjoy life comfortably
Better your life
Strengthen your determination
For more information about the program or the research project,
contact Nicole at nfritsch@ualberta.ca or 780-405-2291.
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