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VOCATI mlAL REHAB I LI TAT I ON OPERATI or~s 
WInIIN A PRISON SYSTEI,\ 

(X'''E APPROf\Q1 TO SERV I NG TdE tI,ENTP,LLY 
RETAHDED PWLI C OFFENOCR 

It Is appal I ing to learn, after studying statistical data, that the majority 

of crimes committed today are by Y0uths with an average age of 15 years. With 

dismay we see, despite the many efforts directed toward crime prevention, there 

Is an al I-time Increase in crime. Rehabi Iitation of the prisoner whi Ie he Is In-

carcerated I s one of the many \~ays to prevent future cri meso Desp I te the Increase 

in the rehabi I itation programs in our prlsoil systems, John and BI II are two of a 

group of prison inmates who wll I be neglected, for they are mentally retarded. 

John has been disagnosed as a mental retardate. What does this mean In terms 

of human life? First, John, age 17, can be described as a latent homosexual who 

Is easi Iy Influenced by others. He can read on a first-grade level and knows how 

to do simple addition and subtraction. He ~annot tel I time, do multiplic8tion or 

division. John knows no trade and has neVclr held a job over a couple of weeks at 

a time. He 15 a hosti Ie, anti-social individual who has few friends In society or 

among the inmate population. Since he has been incarcerated, he has lost all contact 

with hl~ fami Iy and ooesn't know where any member of his family now lives. Because 

of constant failure and rejection, this young man has grOlm to bet leve that he Isn't 

capable of learning, 50 he doesn!t try. To sum it all up. John doesn't even know 

the earth is round. 

The second mentally retarded Inmate, BII I, age 18, Is achieving on a low, 

hIgh, schoo I I eve I. Bill, like John, does not knOl~ any vocat i ana I trade for he 

has never had the opportunity to learn one. Given time and hel.p, he could pass 

a high school equivalency test and learn to master the techniques of a given 

vocational trade. He does not suffer from a feeling of reject'lon or from a sense 

of Inabll ity In doing a job. tJ.cst of the time, his behclv,Ior Is sociably accepted, 

however, on numerous occasions, when faced with problems, his reactions III I I be 
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emotionally packed with anger or defiance. This reaction '",111 not be planned or 

deep rooted personality tral'rs bui simply an example of poor judgment In dealing 

with a given situation. ksmbers of Bi II's family write and visit him, showing 

that some tami Iy ties do exist. 

Thus we can see that mental retardation varies to the same degree that in-

dividual people vary in our everyday society. Joh~ and 81 I I ?resent a special 

problem within our prison systems today, for there i~ no effective training program 

geared to the needs of the mentally retarded. Generally. T'l0Y are housed with tile 

general Inmate population where they could learn further r .'iminal techniques from 

the professional criminal. The old prison inmate USI::!! Iy uses the other prison 

Inmates like John and BI II for the benefit of his own gains to the detrim6nt of 

the mentally retarded. It Is generally known that our prison inmate population is 

Infected with homosexuals, and the mentally retarded is perfect prey for the homo­

sexual. \~hen the homosexual and the mentally retarded are caught in abnormal s(;;xLal 

acts, both of them are punished equally, thereby doing more damage to the mentally 

rotarded than to the homosexual. 

By and large, the time spent In prison by ~chn and Bi I I Is unproductive and 

serves only to break the few remaining community and fami Iy ties and furthel learn 

ci-Imlnal techniques and nurture thllir hostility tO'llard society. It further reduces 

the control of delinquent behavior after discharge and detracts from the mentally 

retarded Inma,~'~ limited desirability us an employee. In part, the time spent 

In prison has ally suppressed their behavior technique!:. and taught them nothing 

tn terms of a vocational trado, furthering their education or augmenting social 

success. Accordingly, ne\i abnormal problems are added to the old ones, greatly 

IncreasIng their chances of becoming recidivists. 

Recognizing the need for special reform of the retarded prison inmate, It 

was felt that an effective program was needed to help amend the social, vocational 

and educational Inadequacies during the inmate's Incarceration. Through adequate 
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planning, training and teaching, mentally retarded inmates such as John and 8i II 

can re1'urn to society as more productive citizens, tax-paying citizens, thereby, 

substantially reducing the recidivist rate. 

,':"1 Correct~.)nal Rehabi I itatlon C~nter, one of the latest areas of development 

by Vocational Rehabil itatlon and the Department of Correction, Is "the only chance 

John and BII I might have. A cb~nce for them was made possibl n through an 8xpanslon 

grant short I y after the 1965 Vocati ona I Rehab iii tat I on Ac'~ Amendments were passed. 

It is obvious after examining available cata,' that Vocational Rehabilitation services 

are desperately needed for all prison inmates, especially for the mentally retarded. 

Although some people find it questlonsble and hard to unuarstand why a convicted 

criminal I ike John or Eli II should be helped, they do - by virtue of being human 

beings have the right to make their contribution to soclety if their behavior 

can be altered to cope with personal and social stress, and If they can be given 

traIning to develop their abilities wei I enough to find :helr place in today's 

I abor market. 

Through a cooperative agreement between Vocational Rehabi Iitation and the 

Department of Correction, a Correctional Rehabilitation Center was established 

to train "the mentally retarded youthful first offender felons between the ages 

of 16 and 21. There are approximatp,;y 1,000 mental retardates v/ho qualify for 

this program; therefore, in Qrder to get a general cross section of al I those 

who might qualify, a screening committee was made.up of representatives from the 

Cepartment of Correction and Vocational Rehabl I itatlon to screen those mental 

retardates who might profit from evaluation and training at the Correctional Re-

habil itatlon Center. In screening these inmates, a mutual agreemenr from al I 

roprosentatlves on the committee must be reached on each inmate before he Is 

~ransferred to the Correctional Rehabilitation Center for evaluation and trainir.G· 

Upon arrival of the inmates at the Correctional Rehabi Iitation Center, they 

are assigned to a rehabi Iitation counselor and processed through orientation and a 
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3D-day ovaludtion. During evaluation, a comprehensivo sturJy is made of the 

inmate outl ining his behavioral, educa1'ional and v(lcational needs. A rer,Dbi I i­

tation plan is then prepared according 1'0 tho findings and gear~d to 1'he i~di­

vidual needs of each inmate. The rehabl I itation plan is never so rigid that It 

cannot be altered during the rehabi I Itation process for each inmate. 

The general rehab! I itatlcn process of each inmate, such as John and Bi I I, is 

broken down into eight phases: 

I. Referral - The selection of mentally retarded inmates from o1'her 

prison units by Q screening committee comprised of Vocational 

Rehabil itation and Department of Correction designees. E~ch 

referral must be mutually agreed upon by each committee member 

before th& inmate is referred to the Correctional Rehabi I ita'/'Ion 

2. 

Center. 

Orientation, Upon the arrival of the Inmate at the Correctional 

Rehabi litation Center, he Is assigned to a rehabi litation counselor 

accord I ng to the geograph I ca I I ocat i on of the i nr...1te. The coun­

selor discusses with the Inmate why he was selected for this 

program, what the Correctional Reraol Iitation Center has to offer 

him, the general rules and policies during the training process, 

a general review of prison rules and policies, and on introduction 

to all staff members who wi I I be affi Ilated with his rehabi I i1'ation 

while he is at the Correctional Rehabi litation Center. 

3. Evaluation - A diagnostic procedure to determine, as adequately 

as possible, the deficiencies of the Inmate and a presr.rlptlon 

for treatment to correct these deficiencies. 

4. Guidance and CounselIng - Services provided by the rehabi litation 

counselor during tne entire rehabi I itatlon process, from referral 

to closure, to Insure that the Inmate performs with his maximum 
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abll ities and with maxlmurr. efton's. Avai lable resources to acnieve 

a maxImum rnt 8ntial of rehabi litation of the inmate are brought In 

as necessa ry • 

5. Training - All clients are involved in academic, vocational and social 

adjustment training, AI I teaching Is directed on an Individual basis, 

allowing the inmate 10 progress at his own rate of speed. Physical 

education is also provided. 

6. Prerelease - A retesting period prior t::> the inmate's prison release 

to determine how much progress he has made during his training. 

Those areas he is the \~eakest III are glv'9n special attention, and 

a general review of al I subject matter Is cov8red during this period. 

Final work Is done by the rehabilitatIon counselor toward job ploce-

ment for the Inmate. 

7. Release - This is tho processing out of prison by the Inmate Into 

social life. This transition is made as smoothly as possible by 

the counselor for the inmate to alleviate adjustment problems 

that usually confront the Inmate immediately following prison 

release. 

S. Employment and Fol low-Up - The counselor will Insure that the client 

Is at the job the sa~~ day of release or the day after release. This 

job is In the same area of work the client ~Ias trained. Intensive 

fa II o't/-up is made the first 3D days to he I p the c II ent with unexpected 

problems. Thereafter, the counselor wi I I regulate follow-up of the 

client according to the needs. 

Each phase Is an Intricate part of the general rehabill-ration process and gradually 

merges from one phase to the next without interruption. 

The Initial adjustment at the Correctional Rehabilitation Center Is rather 

difficult for 'the Inmate. Realizing that loneliness, homesickness and adjustment 

to prison routines present some problems for John and 81 I I during the first few 
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weeks of their stay at the CorrActional Rehabilitation Centbr, the counselor works 

with these clients intensively. The inmates need a friend they can trust and a 

friend they can discuss family and personal problems with. These first few weeks 

also give the counselor the opportunity to ~stablish the client-counselor rapport 

which is desperately needed during the entire rehabi Iitation process. 

As early as possible after the arrival of the inmates, the rehabl i Itation 

counselol' will visit the inmate's hometown for a social history. From the social 

histories, a comparison is made of their behavior in society with their behavior 

at the Correctional Rehabi litation Center. This comparison gives the counselor 

a total picture of the inmate's behavior inside and outsine of prison. Tha counselor 

uses this Information to work on a social adjustment plan to fl I I the social needs 

during thei r rehabi I itation training. After about the fourth week of working \~ith 

a particular inmate, he can generally be classified into one of two groups of 

dell~quent patterns for our purpose. By equating his behavior In society to thai' 

Inside prison, l-,e is generally classified as an acute or chronic delinquent. 

BIll might be classified as the acute delinquent, which Is generally the 

easier of the two types to work with. The prognosis for rehabilitation Is grea1'er 

because he understands himself better. From social histories, we learn that he has 

closer famIly and community ties because his fami Iy and community have something 

In cow~on with him. The home Is located in a semi-slum area with decent neighbors 

who have simi lar standard~ of living. The parents usually live together and at least 

one Is emplo,:!>3d full time. There is less mental Illness In the family, however, 

some alcoholism is found. During the first few weeks of adjustment during incarcera-

tion,the acute delinquent, like BI I I, can make quicker and better adjustment to 

prison routines. Like others, he resents being In 'prison, hO\~ever, he is obviously 

taught in early childhood to obey authorities and to make the best of any problems 

which confront him. Usually the acute deliquent Is sent to prison for such crimes 

as rape, ma~slaughter, first or second degree murder, forgery and arson. Of course, 

.. 
~ 

& - .. ----.. .. : 

'I 

, ' 
,,' , \ ,/'/ , i 

i , 
i • 

" 

v" 

\ 

" 

, 
/ 

1/ 
I 

/' , 

\ ' 

" , 
f ~ •• 

" 

. ", ~ .... 
" " 

" 

_ ...... ' .... 
'" , 

-7-

there are other criminal offenses, but generally, we have experienced this parti-

culClr trend. The probable cause for such severe criminal offer',;es is not !:.o'much rei at, 

to parental guidance and counsel jng but to poor judgment in spontaneous emotional 

reaction of the client in a given situation. 

John's classification Is more like that of a chronic delinquent. The chronic 

delinquent Is the most difficult client to \~ork ~lith. Generally, he is unsoclallzed 

and a hostile Individual. He is resentful, bitter, and utterly devoid of ever 

winning the approval of crhers. He lacks self-confidence and such social te.,llques 

as he may have acquired are, for the ,..ost part, ego-defense mechanismsr Bul lying, 

direct violence and automatic denials ere representatives of his clumsy efforts 

toward personality integration. 

A chronic del inquent such as John has a very mal ignad fami Iy background. If 

the family is intact (often, It is not), they live in a slum area in an inadequClte 

family dwelling. At ':Imes, more than one family is living in the same house. 

Social histories of cl ients III<e John indicate family histories of alcoholism, 

chronic unemployment, mental illness and often times, fami Iy members who have 

served prison terms before. In certain cases, this is a prestigious factor. 

The most typical crimes committed by the chronic delinquent are breaking 

and entering, larceny, auto larceny, forgery, receiving stolen goods Bod assualt. 

These social tools of behavior are generally learned !n pre-adolescence In order 

to prove their mascul iolty to their peer group and to Impress family members \~ho 

cehave in the same fashion. In addition, such behavior is direct Identification 

with those people who approve of delinquent behavior. 

Needless to say, John, the chronic del inquent, having come from the destitute 

environment described above, is not Inclined to be educatlonul Iy or vocationally 

oriented. In general, with mental retardation as a handic~p, compounded with the 

handiCap of mal-behdvior, he Is a very complicated and challenging client for Voca-

tional Rehabi Iitation. When John UNDERSTANDS that his tralr;lng and school ing wi 11 
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be meaningful to him in the future, the rehabi litation process Is much easier. 

Unti I this point is reached In the rehabi Iitation process, the rehabilitation team 

Is confronted with human nature In its most unaHractive form. 

John, 81 I I and other Inmates read to vocational and educational trainin8, 

guidance and counseling In different ways. 8i I I may be,very anxious to learn. 

John may be very drab, and stili others prove to be completely apathetic. In 

general, they react to classroom activities and vocational training presumably 

the same way they reacted to the public schools, that is, they are apprehensive 

about control led supervision and teaching and try to find alternate ways to cope 

with stress during class. Those who i'h;nk they are doomed for fal lure and have 

experienced failure practically all of their I ives, are naturally the most 

difficult to work with. This, no less, is the chronic del Ir.quent. Until they are 

taught better ways of I iving, they are perfectly wi I I ing to live a life of fai lure, 

primarily because this Is a learned pattern of life. To break the general trend 

of failure identification, motivation toward SllCC2SS identification is generally 

needed among all Inmates. 

One of the greatest motivational geals that l'le have at the Correctional Re­

habilitation Center Is to al low Inmates like John and Bil I to prove themselves 

worthy to attend a learning lab. Of course, to meet the standards to attend these 

learning labs, the inmate must have obtained a 4.0 achleverr.ent level, show that he 

Is trustworthy, and above all, shol>/ i! genuine Interest to beti'er himself socially, 

educationally, and vocationally. Those Inmates wno are permitted to attend these 

learning labs during the day attend four two-hollr sessions each day. They have certain 

standards to conform to during this time, and the least Infraction wil I violate 

their privl lege to continue. It must be said that It Is a terrific struggle for 

some of the Inmates to comply with the rules and regulations, but It teaches them 

they can conform to minimum standards of behavior. As long as they conform with rules 

and regulations, they are permitted to continue their study at the learning labs. 
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Periodic meetings are conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning 

labs among the inmates who attend. Among the many things that ore tolked about 

and discussed are 

I. Learning is fun If they can progress at their own rate of speed, 

which promotes competition within themselves. 

2. They would like to spend an equal amount of time in ~cedeMic STudy 

to that spent In vocational trade study and practlca. In addition, 

they do not want any time takdn cway from them tha'!' they can spend 

I n group counse II ng sess Ions. 

3. They are mo,e receptive toward supervision than before. 

4. They enjoy eduring more responsibi Iity. 

5. Above all, they are more self-disciplined than before, because 

within themselves they have found self-worth. 

Each trado offered is broken down Into minui'e elements of study to Insure 

that each Inmate wi I I learn the basic fundamentals of each trade. Each Inmate pro­

gresses at his own rate of speed, which takes into account Individual differences. 

Probably the most amazing factor In VOCe "ion.) I training Is when the Inmates who 

have never done constructive work before learn they do have abilities which have 

been unidentified and now they have the opportunity to develop these abi Iities 

to master certain tr:)de techniques. Their mastery Is slow In comparison to the 

average, but It Is in proportion to fellow classmates. 

Group counseling is used quite extensively to develop Interaction and personal 

communication. Free speech Is advocated by the counselor so that the Inmate may 

discuss any problems which confront him. The counsel ing sessions are supervised 

by the counselor but arJ conducted and carried out by the Inmates. They are at 

liberty to select their own chairman, and the chairman regulates the counseling 

sessions • 
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d f roup counsel inp sessions. Perhaps the most Many ~esults are observe rom g -

J h d S'll de elop verbal commJni-outstanding ones are holping Inmates like o,n an I v 

cation t'3chniquL1s, voi-::lr.g their approval or '1isapproval a.1 out certain issues and 

I and S ocial problem solving techniques and developing policies, developing persona 

general social t::.~;)nlques. 

The Correctional Hehabi litation team consists of the following staff I,. 
s: 

a supervisor, rehabl Iitarion counselor, job placement special ist. job evaluator, 

three vocational trade instructors, rehabilitation aide, special education toacher 

All of these "team members came from different \~alks of life, and a stenographer. 

i ' n They are interested in the mentally however, they have one th ng In commo : 

f d Their training In Vocational Rehabilitation retarded youthful first of en er. 

t the need '" ot' the program, anM. I~ i th the I r ded I cati on and pad to be speedy to mee ~ 

h long way and are doing 3n excel lent job In the training effort, they ave come a 

area. 

U.lder semi-standard teci Iity cor.:Ili"lons of operating the Correc+ional Re­

habll itotion Center, It Is believed that I'r has proven its worth In terms of the 

reha':i I ita'tlon of the meni'ally retarded youthful first offender fel:')n. 

many factors contributing to the success of the operaTicn: 

I • The amount of timE' I~e have fa provide guidance and counseling, 

fipet!al education and job training for each Inmate. 

2. Inability of the client to drop out of training when he feels 

like It. 

3. Developing good work habits at the client. 

4. Developing sociably accepted standards of living. 

5. I~stant, satisfactory job placement after prison release or 

parole. (This reduces Idleness). 

6. Follow-up after employment. 

There i:-e 

...... -". 
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It is believed that a more effective job could be done if adequate facilities 

were available to accompl Ish the objectives that we have sot out to accomplish. 

\'/hat does tr.a production of this program mean in terms of John and 8i II? 

John 11'1 I I not get a Ph.D. Degree, but in less than 18 months, he wi I I move from a 

first-grade achievement level to a low, fourth-grade achievenant level. and he 11'1 I I 

qu~llfy and be placed in a job as a brick mason. He is stil I rot d socialite, but 

he has madE! a few friends. He Is stll I somawha'l" a bully, but not as much of the 

time .. for he has nOli constructive ways to spend his time. /I.ost Important, he feels 

he, Is capable of lea r ,1lng and doing something for himself, a feeling which he has 

neyer had before. 

For Bill, he will be getting out on parole soon, and he will make a fairly 

good cook. He Is about prepared to take his high school equivalency exam. Perhaps 

he ~Ii II not pass It, b:Jt he has found within himself how to better core with failure 

and he Is motivat~d enough to work unti I he passes It. He has not completely el Iml-

ncted his Impulsive actions, bu" he had made Improve'/1€IY;·. He has ulso picked up 

qualities ti,at have made him a leader among other Inmates and will be a much better 

cit I z~n I" soc I sty than he ~'as before ho came to prison. 

In general, the production of thl~ program has been somewhat slow in comparison 

to other programs of Vocational Rehabi Iltatlon In terms of rehabilitation closures. 

However. It Is believed that society wi II profit In the long run by retuming to 

society a more productive citizen with less chance of recidivism and an inolvldual 

who can talk with a p~tontial delinquent and perhaps turn that delinquent back into 

a productive citizen rather than becoming a delinquent. AI I of the Inmates who 

havo heen discharged or paroled directly from the Correctional Rehabi I Itation Center 

have been placed directly on a job the day follolilng their release. The average 

wage of these Inmates Is $1.60 per hour. This $1.60 per hour Is to be compared 

with no money earned prior to their Incarcer~tlon. In the long run, the amount 
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ret a rdates and the arnoun t of taxes they wi I I 
of taxs~ that wi I I be paid by these 

Pay for their rehabi I itation training during 
save tax payers in the future, wll I 

their tenure at the Correctional Rehabilitation Center. 

*5tate described Is located In Southeastern United States. 
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