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ABSTRACT 

The existing knowledge base concerning the prison system is designed to analyze 

costs, constmct budgets, determine trends, and collect information concerning 

demographics or inmate profiles. There are considerable gaps and deficiencies in many 

areas of corrections education, not the least of which is the voice of the teacher. The 

purpose of this study is to attempt to understand the meaning of events that constitute the 

lifeworld of a classroom teacher in an adult prison classroom. The goal is to report the 

findings from the perspective of a teacher actually engaged in the practice of correctional 

education. 

Faced with the compelling statistics and the sense of mystery shrouding the prison 

classroom, the following research question guides this study: What is the lived 

experience of a classroom teacher in the prison system? 

For this study where the emphasis is placed upon the lifeworld of the teacher in 

the prison classroom, qualitative methods appear to fit best with the question under study. 

Phenomenology as a theoretical framework supplies constructs and guidelines that 

complement and illuminate the focus of this study. 

This phenomenological study represents one participant's perspective concerning 

events and happenings that constitute the lifeworld of a teacher in the adjudicated setting, 

one possible interpretation of the nature of teaching behind the fences. 

This study examines realities for corrections educators and points out some 

ethical and moral compass points for those new to the practice of corrections education. 

The findings underscore the importance of making this system more transparent to 
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educators, taxpayers, and legislators. Some of the findings point to distasteful policies 

that undermine the effectiveness of corrections educators. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This study takes place in an atypical public school environment—a prison school 

district facility located within the prison system. The particular school in question is 

housed in a prison for aduh male offenders, typically between the ages of 17 and 65, who 

have been sentenced to prison for short terms for non-violent felony convictions. 

The prison system is a hostile environment. The fence is a visible sign of the 

separation of the prison inmates from society, or as it is better known in this realm, the 

free world. The fence defines the prison both in geographic parameters and in the state of 

consciousness for those who pass through the gates. However, unlike the inmates who 

comprise the prison population, some individuals choose to pass back and forth through 

the gates each day. These prison employees embody the team of security officers, 

administrators, clerical staff, and teaching staff who go about the tasks that constitute 

their jobs. This study is designed to venture into the world of a teacher who goes about 

the task of corrections education. To evoke the complexity of corrections education, the 

reader must first enter the workplace of a prison classroom teacher. 

In the early morning darkness, prison teachers arrive in the eerie pink glow of the 

prison security lights at various "units," the generic term employees sometimes use to 

identify a prison facility. Teachers get out of their cars, walk toward the low gray metal 

building, and pass through the security picket. There are at least three separate gates of 

entry. The first must clang shut before the second or third will open. The last gate closes 



and the teachers trek across the concrete walkway to the education building. Turning to 

look over a shoulder, a teacher might see riveted to the fence a large red sign with bold 

white letters that states: NO HOSTAGES BEYOND THIS POINT The message 

means that no one taken as a hostage will be released. Security will endeavor to rescue 

hostages from within the confines of the prison, but will not allow inmates to gain their 

freedom via the taking of hostages. This is a constant daily reminder to both inmates and 

employees of the environment enclosed by these fences. 

Once inside the education building, each teacher collects keys for the desk, file 

cabinet, and portable storage closet in the classroom and goes to the classroom to prepare 

for the first session of the day. Cabinets are unlocked so that pencils, paper, and study 

materials are ready for student use. When unoccupied, the classroom looks much like 

any other in a typical school or college environment. Desks and tables wait in readiness 

for students. Each classroom has bookcases to hold workbooks, an overhead projector, 

and a white board or chalkboard. The classroom sits ready for students to arrive. 

The education security officer comes down the hallway to the telephone to call 

each of the dormitories for education turn out. This communication is notification to 

security officers in the living quarters to send the students to the education building for 

classes. The students, all dressed in white, begin to line up to enter the building. As each 

student enters the building, he states his name and housing assignment for identification 

on the officer's checklist and moves on to his assigned classroom. 

Teachers check roll and begin instmction that continues for three hours each 

weekday. The mission of the prison teacher is to provide appropriate educational 



programming to meet the needs of the inmate population and reduce recidivism by 

assisting offenders to become responsible, productive citizens (Fast Facts. 1997). 

Correctional education is defined as an organized and individualized self-help strategy to 

intermpt nonsocial or antisocial behavior through learning activities that foster social 

attitudes and equip students in the criminal justice system to construct lives as 

responsible community members (Gehring, 1984). Consistent with both the mission and 

definition of corrections education, instruction might include mathematics, reading, 

spelling, writing, citizenship, skills for living, lessons concerning manners or good 

character, or basic literacy. Johnson (1993) clarified the need for educators to be first 

concerned with attitudes, then skills, then knowledge by reiterating "incarceration seldom 

results from deficits of facts and knowledge; it resuhs from problems associated with 

attitudes, values, and personal development" (p. 12). 

Teachers utilize a variety of instmctional delivery methods such as board work or 

overhead transparencies for guided practice, individualized instruction using workbooks 

or practice sheets, small group collaboration, peer tutoring, or direct instruction for 

individuals, small groups, or the whole group. Instmction is adjusted and based upon the 

needs of the students in the class. Beginning readers practice reading aloud in small 

groups. On some prison education units, teachers use computers to assist students to 

reinforce the skills they are learning in class. Sometimes, it is almost possible to believe 

this classroom is no different from any other—almost possible, but not completely. 

In his corrections education resource manual, Johnson (1993) chronicled the 

characteristics of an inmate student in a Texas prison classroom: 



Offenders have a wide range of educational, vocational, and social skills. The 
majority of offenders, however, demonstrate poor academic skills, a lack of 
vocational skills, and antisocial or nonsocial behavior. They are not prepared to 
survive in the community. The typical offender who works his way to prison 
dropped out of school in the ninth or tenth grade and exhibits academic skills at 
the sixth grade level. In addition, the typical offender has no job skills. With two 
strikes against him, the offender has a difficuh time surviving in society. Most 
importantly, however, the offender oftentimes has no social skills with which to 
survive. Strike three, (p. 5) 

Each student's attendance is carefully monitored and recorded as contact hours on 

the teacher's roster sheet. If a student is absent from the class more than thirty minutes, 

there is a deduction of one contact hour on the attendance sheet. Teachers are responsible 

for maintaining accurate attendance records—a vital function and a grave concern for 

teachers because program funding is based upon the accuracy of these records. So great 

is the concern for attendance records that inaccurate accounting is deemed falsification of 

records and is listed in the prison school district Employee Handbook (1998) as a reason 

for nonrenewal or termination of a professional employee's contract. 

The classroom almost appears to shrink in size when 28 adult males, the 

maximum number of students per class, are confined within the space. When all the 

small student sized desks are filled with adult men, a teacher often finds difficulty 

attempting to maneuver among the bodies, legs, and feet that fill the aisles. Teachers are 

often reminded by security officers to maintain a personal space of three feet and never 

allow an inmate to have personal contact with a teacher including handshakes or an 

accidental bmsh against the teacher in a crowded room. Therefore, many teachers prefer 

to have students approach the teacher's desk and sit in a chair at one end of the teacher's 

desk when the student has a question or needs assistance with class assignments. 



Teachers must be careful to prevent any hint of familiarity with students. Failure to 

maintain appropriate distance can result in disciplinary action against the student, the 

teacher, or both. 

After about fifteen minutes, instmction is intermpted to begin a small-group 

supervised restroom break for the inmates. The security officer comes to the doorway 

and calls away five or fewer inmates for a restroom break. The restroom break is 

conducted for one classroom at a time to prevent trafficking and trading (exchange of 

unauthorized or stolen items) between inmates in different classes. Students go to the 

restroom facility which is equipped with a window in the outside wall, stalls with no 

doors, and very little privacy. Teachers seldom walk down the hallway during the 

restroom break. Students who leave the classroom to go to the restroom at a time other 

than the supervised restroom break are subject to disciplinary action for being out of 

place, meaning the student is not in his assigned classroom and can be relieved of 

liberties and freedoms for this behavior. The teacher can be subject to disciplinary action 

for failing to supervise all students at all times. Instmction usually stops until the break is 

over and students return to their assigned classrooms. 

About thirty minutes later, the officer returns and might call students away for pill 

vsdndow, the administration of prescription medication for those who are ill. Periodically, 

students might be called out for a variety of other medical or administrative purposes, 

such as doctor or dental appointments, eye examinations, required visits to probation or 

parole officers, questioning by border patrol officials, or court appearances for additional 

disciplinary charges filed while the inmate was incarcerated. At specific times, classes 



are also intermpted to count inmates. Occasionally, fights break out or abusive verbal or 

physical confrontations occur that require security officers to remove dismptive students 

in handcuffs and chains. However, most of the time, the classroom instmction continues 

peacefully unintermpted. 

At the end of the three-hour session, all pencils are counted and returned to the 

teacher. Materials and books are returned to the appropriate places, and student work 

folders are filed away. The education security officer dismisses the class for a pat search 

to insure that students have not removed any unauthorized materials from any classroom. 

Teachers are responsible for keeping instmctional materials and pencils itemized and 

secured. Pencils can sometimes be sharpened and used as a weapon by inmates. Blank 

sheets of paper or manila folders are considered contraband items; they wreak havoc on 

plumbing drains. Students have no authorization for these items and might be subject to 

disciplinary action for possessing these items without a commissary purchase receipt. 

Colored pencils are sometimes used to make ink for tattoos, and the ball in the mouse or 

the mechanism of a tape player can be used as parts to build a tattoo machine. Cables 

and connectors from computers, videocassette recorders, or overhead projectors can be 

used as weapons or to restrain a hostage. Teachers must be alert to any shortages that 

could threaten their safety or the safety of others. 

Following the three-hour morning class, teachers have a conference period. The 

arrangement of time varies from one prison facility to another. Sometimes the pause is 

short, and the second class of the day begins quickly, leaving the bulk of instmctional 

preparation time until the end of the day. Sometimes the interval can be as long as an 



hour and a half to include both a 30-minute lunch and an hour for preparation time. 

Regardless of the arrangement of time, teachers busily attend to their personal needs, eat 

a snack or lunch, prepare materials, and get ready for the next session or the next day of 

teaching. By the end of the typical seven-and-a-half hour instmctional day, a teacher 

completes two three-hour teaching sessions, 30 minutes for lunch, and one hour for 

instmctional preparation time (Policy manual. 2000). 

At the end of the second session, the role of the teacher changes. The teacher is 

no longer an educator; the teacher is a security risk. Teachers are encouraged or required 

to lock cabinets, desks, and file cabinets and leave the building and the grounds as 

quickly as possible. Students are never encouraged to linger, seek extra help, or discuss 

questions with the teacher after class. The teacher must be ready to exit the building 

quickly, which requires carefiil organization of tasks at the end of the day. All pencils 

and books must be locked away and personal belongings collected. Identification cards 

and keys must be readily available to expedite passage through the picket and quick entry 

to a locked personal vehicle. Attendance records are submitted, school keys are left at 

the gate or in a locked box, and teachers do not return until the next teaching day begins. 

The day ends abmptly and with finality. 

Statement of the Problem 

There are some limits to our knowledge about teaching traditional subjects in the 

prison setting and preparing incarcerated students for their return to free society. In the 

manner of Lakoff and Johnson (1980), I suggest the metaphor of a pyramid to provide a 



descriptive image of the limitations of what is already known. At the lowest level is 

placed the general information that most individuals have about prisons. The second 

layer chronicles institutional information, designed and developed for use v^thin the 

criminal justice system. The next layer depicts correctional education v̂ athin the criminal 

justice department. Finally, at the pinnacle rests the lived experience of the teacher in the 

prison system. Just as the pyramid goes from wide to narrow, so goes the information 

concerning prisons and teaching in adjudicated settings. As one moves from wide to 

narrow, information decreases at each level. 

If asked to define prison, most individuals would call up a mental picture of what 

prison looks Uke to them. From the perspective of Davis (1999), prisons "represent 

visual evidence of invisible populations, invisible worlds: prisoners, cells, bars, corridors, 

guards, gates, doors, work settings, and external landscapes—exercise yards, gun 

towers—all surrounded by cyclone fences and layer upon layer of razor wire" (p. ix). 

Others might simply describe a prison as cells with bars where people are locked away 

when they break the law. These perceptions do not often come from experiences, for 

how many have actually been inside a prison? Rather, these perceptions are from books, 

movies, or other sources. Conover (2000) related how guards are stereotyped in films of 

prison life, generally as bmtal or corrupt. "Most people in this country do not have direct 

knowledge of the penal system" (Davis, 1999, p. x). Very few have ever actually visited a 

jail or prison facility. Fewer still have ever visited a prison classroom. Most would 

probably be surprised to learn that some prisons actually incorporate schools in an 

affirmative attempt to develop marketable skills with the hope of reducing recidivism. 



As a result, the perceptions about life and education in prisons are in error. So, how do 

we leam about prisons? Short of becoming an inmate or working in a prison setting, how 

could we ever learn what that world is really like? 

Most often the available knowledge about prisons finds its genesis from the 

research departments of state and federal institutions. Kersting (1998) told us that 

research in correctional settings typically encapsulates the specific correctional 

environment for which it was designed and details specified populations within that 

system. This research usually prepares institutions to calculate costs, prepare budgets, 

recognize trends, plan for expansion, or provide information for administrators or 

legislators. The available information is often difficult to locate because most studies 

generate from a specific correctional institution, and the information is used within the 

institution. 

To narrow this picture even further, Reagan and Stoughton (1976) underscored 

the scarcity of available information in their review of the six doctoral dissertations that 

document the small body of empirical studies of correctional education between 1940 and 

1968. Coffey (1994) provided a study of the available literature and research concerning 

correctional education from 1980 to 1992, yet purposefully pointed out that much of the 

literature is descriptive or anecdotal, with no claim to a rigorous research process. Both 

sources point to the limitations of the information and the difficuhy in attaining 

rigorously designed and collected research information due to budget restraints, isolated 

use of the information in a specific prison environment, and educators dedicated to doing 

the job rather than writing about it. 



Little research exists about the experiences of teachers in correctional facilities. 

Edelson (1984) described the scant textual resources for teachers new to corrections in 

this way, "It appears that practitioners are dealing with practical problems in the 

institutions each day, without the benefit of learning from one another" (p. 10). Coffey 

(1994), Kuster (1998), and Drennon (1993) called for correctional educators to be more 

reflective in their work, to study and document programs and practices that are effective, 

and to share findings with other practitioners through publication. 

In summary, these findings begin to illustrate the concept that not all the fences 

surrounding the prison system are made of wire. If we look closely, we might begin to 

see other less obvious, but conceptually no less binding, fences that enclose the prison 

system. Misperceptions, isolation, and limited avenues for sharing information create 

challenges for both practitioners and researchers to overcome. We do not know enough 

about teaching behind the fences. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the lived experiences of a single teacher 

in the prison education system and chronicle the daily routine events of this experience. 

Some might ask why this is a problem worthy of consideration by educators in general. 

To answer this question, I must preface the explanation with some general information 

about the prison education system in Texas. Senate Bill 35 of the 61^ Legislature 

established the prison school district in 1969 (Texas Education Code [TEC]§19.002). The 

original legislation required all inmates who did not possess a high school diploma and 
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scored below the sixth grade literacy level to participate in the education program. 

Therefore, based on the legislative mandate, every student in the prison school system is 

a dropout. This statement is not an attempt to place blame; instead, it provides a logical 

connection between traditional K-12 education and the adjudicated setting. Further, the 

foundation school fund is the source of revenue for both entities (TEC §19.008). 

Therefore, both the state's 1,042 public school districts and the 88 Texas prison schools 

share a common provider for operational funds. 

According to the Texas Legislative Council (1996), projected population patterns 

in the state are expected to increase demands for state services, especially in the areas of 

education and criminal justice. This projection supplies another connection, or perhaps a 

competition, between general education and adjudicated settings for available tax dollars. 

The council predicted, "The number of adult prisoners in Texas State Jails and Prisons is 

projected to increase from 144,814 in 1995 to 242,938 in 2030, an increase of 67.8 % 

with costs for prisons increasing from $2.3 billion in 1990 to more than $3.9 billion in 

2030" (p. 54). As of June 1, 2000, there were 151,925 inmates in prison in Texas 

(Brown, 2000, p. 1 A). To expand projections to a wider perspective, the United States 

Department of Justice (1999) further reported 2.8 % of all United States adult residents, 

5.5 million people, were either on probation, in jail or prison, or on parole at the end of 

1996. 

I believe there are three reasons for educators to be concerned about and increase 

their knowledge about teaching in prison settings. First, depending on the circumstances, 

and unless an inmate is sentenced to the death penalty or life in prison with no possibility 
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for parole, that inmate may be released at some future date. Contrary to the illusion of 

inaccessibility created by the constmction and design of correctional institutions "to 

persuade those on the outside that those who are locked away cannot reach into our 

homes, our neighborhoods, or our society" (Davis, 1999, pp. xv-xvi), most inmates wall, 

in fact, rejoin free society at some point in the future. Whether the inmate is now a better 

person than when he entered the system does not matter when his time is served. 

Second, educators are taxpayers. Educators share the high cost of alternative 

educational settings for offenders. Brovm (2000) reported current costs of $42,000 a year 

for each prisoner in Texas. With trends suggesting enormous increases in the imprisoned 

population and higher costs of confinement in the future, educators and other taxpayers 

most certainly will share increases in taxes should the trends not be curtailed. In the 

words of George Counter (in Jacobson-Hardy, 1999), "It cost $75 million to build the jail 

in Ludlow [Massachusetts]. It costs only $12,000 a year to pay for a Head Start teacher. 

So you can pay me now—or pay me later" (p. 12). 

Finally, simply looking at the numbers of incarcerated adults and the continuing 

constmction of new correctional facilities in densely populated states like Texas 

evidences the need for more educators to enter this fomm. Texas currently has 93 units 

housing inmates and 88 prison school campuses across the state (Fast Facts. 1997). I 

believe all educators would be well advised to join in extending and shaping knowledge 

about effective instmction and learning in prisons. 
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Significance of the Study 

What is it like to enter a prison school district? I remember my first day in 1995. 

It all happened so quickly. Everything changed so suddenly. I went from a respected 

public school teacher with six years of experience in a traditional public school to the 

newest teacher in the prison system. I remember my first day. 

First Day 

I have been hired to teach on a small (500-bed) minimum-security facility. I 
drive ninety miles north from my home to where the wind blows cold for my 
training. For just a short time, I am not a public school teacher any longer, but not 
yet fully employed as a prison educator either. I arrive at 5:00 a. m. I am just a 
little early because I am not certain where to park. I have never visited a prison 
prior to this training, and I am nervous about visiting a maximum-security facility. 
There is no one to ask if I am in the right place. In the distance I see gray 
buildings and fences. Despite the fact it is August, I shiver—my body reacts. I 
feel goose bumps on my arms, but it is fleeting. Logic kicks in and I think— t̂his 
is silly; I can do this. I park the car and walk across the lot. I have the feeling I 
am being watched. 

I go to the building where I have been instmcted to report. The officer on 
duty asks who I am. I answer that I am a new teacher reporting for training and 
give him my name. I am instmcted to wait. He busily makes several phone calls. 
Other people arrive on the unit, show identification cards, hold up their 
belongings for inspection, pass through the gates, and routinely go on their way. I 
stand waiting; there is no place to sit. I read the sign for the first time. It is red 
with white letters. I can see it through the fence: NO HOSTAGES BEYOND 
THIS POINT. No one else seems to notice. 

Finally, the picket officer, the security officer who controls entry, motions 
for me to approach. Another officer arrives to escort me to the administrative 
offices to fill out paperwork and receive my identification card. I hand over my 
driver's license, and I have my car keys in my pocket. I was instmcted not to 
bring anything else with me to the unit. My purse is locked in my car. I feel 
empty, bereft with nothing to hold in my hands. 

As we start across the walkway, three impressions are the most vivid. 
First, I see yellow lines drawn on all the sidewalks. Inmates dressed in white 
separate from employees on the sidewalks. Inmates wait on the edges of the 
sidewalk as we pass through the center. The inmates hold their hands behind 
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them with feet slightly apart. I am reminded of "at ease" from the military films 
on television. Second, I hear profound quiet. There is no buzz of conversation. 
Inmates stand alone, waiting. We hurry by, and I hear movement resume behind 
us. It is like a chessboard with one inmate moving to the next position once a 
vacancy occurs. There is little other sound and no laughter. Finally, I feel 
another chill. It is ridiculous, I know. After all, it is August, and all logic says it 
is too hot to shiver. 

Once I arrive, there is paperwork for the new job—duplicate, triplicate, 
insurance choices, sign here, put an X in the appropriate box, watch the film, 
smile. Here is your identification card; carry it wdth you at all times. Then, I 
meet the representative from the prison school district who will continue my 
training. 

Ms. Birch (a pseudonym), the administrator in charge of my training, 
arrives pulling a luggage cart with a box of materials. Striped stretchy cords 
fasten the box to the cart she pulls behind us as we move to a new location to 
continue my training. When we step out on the sidewalk, I feel little prickles on 
the back of my neck. I feel eyes following as we travel along the sidewalk. Later, 
I will come to realize it is because I am a new face, and the inmates' grapevine is 
at work to spread the word someone new is on the unit. Now I just feel uneasy. 

Ms. Birch speaks quietly of inconsequential things— t̂he weather, the heat, 
the traffic—very careful conversation. All ears are listening—Ms. Birch cautions 
when we are alone. When we start across the yard, inmates stop along the 
sidewalk again to let us pass. One opens a gate, but does not speak. Ms. Birch 
nods to him, a slight movement of the head acknowledging the courtesy. Once 
inside the building, we move in jerks and stops. Forward to the first hallway or 
cross traffic path, Ms. Birch halts and looks before stepping across. Each time 
this procedure is repeated, it stamps indelibly on my mind—never forget where I 
am. I must be vigilant for my own safety. It would only take a second, a blink in 
time, for something to go wrong. The prickles increase on the back of my neck. 

I am alone for the training because all the other new hires received 
training the previous week. Ms. Birch explains this is not at all unusual— 
sometimes the training occurs for groups, other times the training occurs for 
single individuals. The training continues, careful instmction using a checklist to 
make sure everything is covered: 

• Procedures 
• Rules and Policies 
• Guidelines 
• Training Films 
• Sign here. 
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For lunch we visit the ODR (officers' dining room). The food is 
unappealing and unappetizing. After more training, the day is finally over and we 
leave the unit repeating the same careful, watchfial pattern. 

Three differences assail me as I leave. First, my arms are fiiU of papers, 
evidence that I received training. I have copies of policies to pemse later. There 
is no way to absorb everything at once. Second, the hair on the back of my neck 
stands up. I feel something in the air; maybe it is just the heat. No, it really is 
different now than before. I can't identify it, but my body is on alert for danger! 
Logic tells me I am overreacting, but my body insists. Third and finally, I will 
never be the same again. I feel that one day of training to serve as a teacher in the 
prison school system has irretrievably ahered the course of my professional life. 

It is not just that I am again fully employed. It is not just that the prison 
school district will pay the expenses for my trip home, and I have insurance as 
soon as I sign the application. It is not just the identification card in my pocket. It 
is not just the civilian clothes that differentiate me from the inmates in white and 
the security officers in gray. It is not just the yellow stripes on the sidewalk that 
delineate the boundaries both seen and unseen. It is also the knowledge that I will 
soon walk into a classroom of 28 convicted felons to teach basic skills. I will 
stand alone in their midst; there is no security officer in the classroom; the officer 
is out in the hall monitoring a hundred or more inmates. I will enter their territory 
and teach only if they allow it. If all goes well, I will walk out at the end of the 
day and hear the gate clang shut and the locking mechanism trip the same way it 
did when I left the unit today. 

A few days later, as I watch the news, there is a short report of an incident 
at the unit where I took my training. One inmate is dead, stabbed to death by 
another inmate using a homemade knife. Texas Department of Criminal Justice 
officials report that there has been some unrest among the inmates for several 
days, but everything is under control. No further trouble is expected. Another 
valuable lesson for me—always tmst my instincts. The danger I felt was very 
real. It was not imaginary; logic could never explain what I fek. I must never 
again question my senses. I know now my sensory perceptions are a great 
strength. My senses can protect me where logic might fail. This is not 
necessarily the place for logical routine procedures. If all goes well... 

Interpretation 

When I entered the prison gates for the very first time, I was at risk. I had never 

entered a prison during a normal workday, much less a classroom in action. My hiring 
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interviews took place in a hotel meeting room and the regional education office. So, I 

never even received a tour of a facility prior to beginning my training. When I arrived for 

training, I was introduced to a maximum-security unit. The experience was chilling to 

say the least. If I had been less resolute in my decision, this experience alone might have 

caused me to reconsider. Sometimes this is the case for new hires—just an initial visit 

can be daunting. Moreover, I did not know anyone who was already teaching in the 

prison system to call upon for assistance. Despite my prior years of teaching, my 

experiences with difficult students, and my own strength, I was at risk because I knew so 

little about the fomm I was entering. 

This story is not unique; instead, it is closer to commonplace. I have heard other 

new hires share similar stories. Because so little is known about the prison school 

system, perhaps this study will serve to illuminate the day-to-day experiences of the 

prison school teacher. In doing so, it may reduce the risk factor of not knowing the 

context for those who choose to enter these gates for the very first time. Greater 

knowledge creates power; particularly in the prison school setting, power provides 

protection. 

Teacher Isolation 

Another compelling reason to study this environment is to reduce the isolation for 

teachers in the system. In their 1991 study, Fullan and Hargreaves suggested a ceiling 

effect to how much teachers can learn without collaboration. Barringer (1993) placed 

teachers as members of a learning community. For teachers in charge of 28 inmates per 
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class (up to 56 students per day), opportunities to visit other classrooms to observe other 

practitioners or share experiences are exceedingly rare. In order to visit another 

classroom, a substitute teacher or an administrator must replace teachers in their 

classrooms, or the class must be dismissed for the day. It is unlikely that teachers can 

visit other classrooms. 

Substitute teachers constitute a rare breed! Those who choose to substitute might 

serve on several different units and travel many miles to be present in the classroom. 

Depending upon the schedule at a specific unit, school might start as early as 5:00 a. m. 

or continue as late as 6:00 p. m. All of these temporal adjustments and prison students, 

too, for $65 a day! As one might expect, often those who substitute soon begin to seek 

employment elsewhere. When available, substitutes keep busy filling in for teachers with 

illness or personal business needs. It is not likely that a substitute will be available for 

the purpose of teacher visits to another classroom. 

Placing administrators in the classroom to serve in the capacity of substitute 

teacher reduces their availability in the event of trouble. Trouble is a common incident 

given the character of prison students. According to Fast Facts (1997), all students 

dropped out of school, most in the ninth or tenth grade. Many have problems related to 

and compounded by the abuse of substances such as alcohol or illegal dmgs. Each is 

paying the consequences for actions deemed unacceptable to society. For many, success 

at learning to read, write, and calculate or knowing when and how to act appropriately 

according to society's norms for approved conduct are neither the preferred nor the 

accepted choice of actions. Many offenders are antisocial or nonsocial. The majority of 
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students exhibit very limited problem solving abilities and tend to possess low self-

esteem, limited abilities to set goals, and a fear of the traditional classroom. In addition, 

new students move in and others exit based on availability of space, completion of study, 

disciplinary transgressions, and transfer to other prison locations. The population 

changes quickly. In this situation, administrators are understandably reluctant to agree to 

supervise one class of students when their presence might be required elsewhere. 

The prison school district receives funding based on contact hours with students 

according to the Texas Education Code (§19.008). Dismissing a class could mean the 

loss of as many as 84 contact hours (28 students x 3 contact hours). Generally, 

administrators reserve loss of contact hours for situations beyond the control of the 

education department. Loss of contact hours is reserved for unit lockdown (tight security 

procedures to limit all inmate movement) for violence or other threats to security, not for 

teacher opportunities to visit other classrooms. 

Summary 

Coffey (1994), Drennon (1993), Edelson (1984), and Kuster (1998) suggested that 

sharing information through research and writing broadens understanding and promotes 

knowledge that is unlikely to be disseminated in any other way. I believe educators and 

perhaps even correctional facilities administrators or even the general citizenry will care 

about qualitative research in corrections education. Fullan (1993) posited, "Teaching at 

its core is a moral profession. Scratch a good teacher and you will find a moral purpose" 

(p. 12). The mission of corrections education is also a moral purpose. Consistent wdth 
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the mission of the prison school district for providing appropriate educational 

opportunities and reducing recidivism are several additional aims. These aims include 

improving the behavior of inmates during incarceration, reducing the costs of 

confinement, and increasing the success of former inmates in obtaining and maintaining 

employment thereby assisting offenders in becoming productive members of their 

communities (Fast Facts. 1997). Moreover, expanding the knowledge base concerning 

effective teaching in the prison system, deepening the understanding about the workplace 

of corrections educators, and contributing information for those new to the context of the 

prison system and the practice of corrections education is valuable work. 

Research Question 

Faced with the aforementioned characteristics of the prison system, the 

compelling statistics of the Department of Criminal Justice and others, and the sense of 

mystery shrouding the prison classroom, the following research question emerges to 

guide this study: What is the lived experience of a classroom teacher in the prison 

system? According to Schulz (1997), "The mystery of what really happens in the 

classroom, why and how it happens in the classroom, continues to challenge us"(p. 1). In 

this study, I will attempt to understand the meaning of events and interactions of an 

ordinary person in a particular situation, specifically the events and interactions of a 

literacy classroom teacher in a regular prison classroom. 
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Delimitations 

I will attempt to gain entry into the lifeworid of a prison system teacher to 

understand how and what meaning that teacher constmcts around daily life in the 

classroom. Hence the goal is to report the findings of this study from the perspective of a 

teacher in the prison system. What is it really like to enter the gates each day? What 

sense does a teacher make of this foray into often forbidding, threatening, or volatile 

territory? What is it like to belong to another invisible population in a marginalized 

world? What happens to a person— t̂he emotional, spiritual, cognitive, and physical 

essence of a teacher—during this journey? 

In Newjack. Conover (2000) articulated one reason for research in prisons: 

I was here basically, because the Department [of Corrections] had told me I 
couldn't be. The Academy, they said was off-limits to journalists—no 
exceptions, end of conversation. Now why should that be? I wondered. With 
prisons so much in the news, costing so much money, and confining such 
unprecedented numbers of people, it seemed to me that their operations should be 
completely transparent, (p. 17) 

Like Conover, I have entry but of a different, non-journalistic sort. That alone provides a 

unique opportunity. Yin (1994) might call this situation a chance to take advantage of an 

unexpected opportunity, saying "a person must be adaptive and flexible, so that newly 

encountered situations can be seen as opportunities, not threats" (p. 56). This opportunity 

heightens what Strauss and Corbin (1998) called having theoretical sensitivity, the ability 

to have insight into and give meaning to the events and happenings in the data. 

At this time, I am one of the few with the option to work among two marginalized 

groups, the inmate students and their teachers, and allow their stories to unfold. Kindig 

(1997) called storytelling "the heart and soul of our culture. They [stories] give us hope 
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and help us set goals for ourselves" (p. 164). Gersie (in Kindig, 1997) wrote about 

storytelling by calling each person a "story bag that contains the memories, experiences, 

and stories of a lifetime" (p. 166). There is a story that needs to be told about teachers, 

their experiences, and their adventures in correctional education. I have come to the 

realization that research in the prison system, individual classroom, or teacher workroom 

is less likely to occur unless educators inside the prison system take the time to write 

about personal experiences. 

Theoretical Framework 

A research design is selected based on what it can do to help the researcher 

examine the problem, answer the research question, or contribute to the literature. Van 

Manen (1990) insisted, "The method one chooses ought to maintain a certain harmony 

with the deep interest that makes one an educator in the first place" (p. 2). According to 

Glesne (1999), "A research project is an effort to remedy the ignorance that exists about 

something" (p. 24). I hope to engage in what Eisner (1991) called using an enlightened 

eye with the ability to see what counts. 

For this study where the emphasis is placed upon the lifeworld of a single teacher 

in the prison classroom, qualitative methods appear to fit best. Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

defined the qualitative approach as research about a person's life, lived experiences, 

behaviors, emotions, and feelings as well as about organizational functioning, social 

movements, and cultural phenomena. The work is interpretive and "carried out for the 
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purpose of discovering concepts and relationships in raw data and organizing these into a 

theoretical explanatory scheme" (p. 11). 

Phenomenology as a theoretical framework supplies constmcts and guidelines 

that complement and illuminate the suggested focus of this study. Steeped in the 

traditions of sociology attributed to Edmund Husserl and the social science of Alfred 

Schutz, phenomenology emerges as "reflection on the lived experiences and practical 

actions of everyday life with the intent to increase one's thoughtfulness and practical 

resourcefulness" (Van Manen, 1990, p.4). "From a phenomenological point of view, to 

do research is always to question the way we experience the world, to want to know the 

world in which we live as human beings," Van Manen noted (p. 5). 

Bogdan and Biklen (1998) described the phenomenological approach as an 

"attempt to understand the meaning of events and interactions to ordinary people in 

particular situations" (p. 23). In the phenomenological approach, the researcher attempts 

to gain entry into the world of the participant and understand how meaning is constmcted 

about daily life. The goal is to understand the participant's point of view. Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) reminded us that in qualitative research, "It is not the researcher's 

perception or perspective that matters, but rather how the research participant sees events 

or happenings" (p. 47). This phenomenological study of the experiences of a teacher in 

the prison classroom will chronicle the events and experiences that make up the lifeworld 

of a teacher in the prison system classroom. 
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Assumptions 

Implicit in the philosophical underpinnings of phenomenology is a group of 

specific assumptions that guide the framework (Van Manen, 1990). First is the constmct 

of intentionality: the act of purposeful attachment to the world under study to question or 

theorize. The suspension of the current belief system allows the researcher to view the 

data, the context, and the study with new eyes—examination from a variety of vantage 

points to seek out new vision. Second is identification of research as a caring act, a 

ministering of thoughtfulness. Further is specification that phenomenology is a search 

for the unique, a lifeworld defined by parameters and time frames that make the study 

essentially irreplaceable. Phenomenology is also characterized by the assumption of 

always beginning from silence in the lifeworld of the participant and advancing to 

Avriting, which is considered an inseparable aspect of the research process. 

Schutz (1967) summarized and illuminated the philosophical perspective of 

phenomenology as obtaining organized knowledge of the common-sense thinking of 

participants living their daily lives. Phenomenology is the explanation of mutual 

understanding of human beings and identification of experiences by sensory observation 

to explain the behavior of the participant who is observed in a small sector of the social 

world. Phenomenologists attempt to explicate the meaning of the life the participant lives 

in an everyday existence. 
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Limitations 

This is a study of a teacher's experiences in the prison setting. It is by no means 

comprehensive nor is it intended to have widespread transferability. Like Wolcott 

(1994), my preference is "for doing fewer things in depth rather than many things in 

breadth, doing less more thoroughly" (p. 377). 

Because of the nature and definition of a phenomenological study, as the 

researcher I am intimately connected to the phenomenon being studied. I situated this 

study within the setting for which I have entry. This is a limiting factor far greater than 

most studies might exhibit. This study is not about all prison settings; rather, it is about 

one particular situation and setting, and even more narrowly, it is about a single teacher 

in a single classroom in a particular setting. It would be virtually impossible to fransfer 

the findings of this study to another location because each prison unit is unique. Inherent 

differences exist in the prison setting based upon the purposes for incarceration, the 

average length of time served, the security level, the administration of the system, and 

criminal justice administrator attitudes toward education and educators are just a few of 

the factors that limit the transferability of this study to other settings. 

Moreover, due to the shroud of mystery and the fences that surround the prison 

setting, intimate knowledge and rapport are of greater importance to this study than they 

might be in another research context or setting. The time required to achieve this level of 

tmst is limiting—few would be able to access this setting at all, unless they became 

teachers or administrators in the prison system themselves. 
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Summary 

As of July 1, 1999 (Cole, 1999), the prison school district employed 978 

professional educators. According to the 1999-2000 Annual Performance Report, half 

(50%) were male, and half (50%) were female. The annual turnover rate for the 

professional staff was 10.8%, and the average length of service for teachers was six years 

(in an education system that had operated for 31 years). But, what is the real story of 

what it is like to be a teacher in the prison system? What is the experience of a teacher 

behind the fences? What compels a teacher to enter the gates each day and hear the 

heavy iron gate slam shut? Why would anyone willingly enter this hostile environment 

to teach a room filled with convicted felons? These questions are the reason for this 

study—an opportunity to shine a focused light on one prison setting, a corrections 

educator who enters the prison gates, and the chronicle of this single teacher's experience 

in particular. 

Organization of the Study 

This study will utilize a six chapter format. Chapter I is introductory and provides 

an overview for the study as a whole. The reader peeks behind the fences for a 

preliminary look at the prison system context; the inquiry is explained in the statement of 

the problem and the purpose for the study. The research question and theoretical 

framework are described. 

Chapter II is designed to create a knowledgeable audience through the review of 

relevant literature. This chapter provides sources of evidence and authority to scaffold 
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the study. Topic sections include the historical background of corrections education, the 

law in its relationship to teachers who serve in the prison system, current practices in 

adult education, and the practical knowledge landscape of teachers. The review is a 

critique of what information is available from previous study. 

Chapter III is devoted to a detailed description of methodology. Here the reader 

will find extended information concerning the fit of the research design to the purpose of 

the study. This chapter details the research paradigm, provides the rationale, denotes 

sampling size and procedures, and illuminates the data sources and collection methods. 

Chapter FV presents the resuhs of the study; it is the lived experience of a teacher 

in the prison classroom. This chapter will begin wath an introduction to the research 

participant—descriptive details, philosophical underpinnings, and historical information. 

To follow this section, the reader will step through a composite day representing a typical 

day in the life of a teacher when events follow the regular routine and stmcture without 

extensive dismptions. Finally, the participant will share events from life experience— 

from the normal to the unusual— t̂o create a portrait of one teacher's lifeworld. 

Chapter V is the second story of this study. It is the explanation and interpretation 

of the decision-making process that undergirds this narrative. Using the retrospective 

journey of interpretation set forth by Peshkin (2000), the reader is introduced to the 

interpretive dilemmas, interpretative problematics, and ahemative interpretive decisions 

that this researcher encountered throughout this study. It constitutes another vantage 

point for the reader to understand the puzzles inherent in this study and the complicated 
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process by which the narrative inquiry was expressed through this study of a very 

specialized setting. 

Chapter VI allows this researcher to interpret the findings and draw conclusions 

concerning the study. I will convey my personal journey through the process of the study 

as well as articulate my impressions of the findings. The reader will also encounter 

suggestions for fiirther research. My hope is that the reader will perceive the study as a 

clear lens to see inside the prison system and create interpretations for themselves. 
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CHAPTER n 

CREATING A KNOWLEDGEABLE AUDIENCE: 

A REVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LFIERATURE 

"A literature review is a systematic, explicit, and reproducible method for 

identifying, evaluating, and interpreting the existing body of recorded work produced by 

researchers, scholars, and practitioners" (Fink, 1998, p.3). The literature review is not 

just a summary of what's out there; rather, it is a critique of what is known and not 

known about the topic of the study. This critique helps the researcher build a conceptual 

framework; it provides assistance in selecting definitions, organizing guidelines, and 

describing or justifying the proposed study. For this study, it is helpful to review 

literature in four specific topic areas: the historical background of corrections education, 

the law as it concerns teachers in the prison system, practices in aduh education, and the 

practical knowledge landscape of teachers. 

History of Corrections Education 

Prisons existed in Europe as early as the n**" century, but were not considered 

necessary in the United States until the late 1780's. American colonists utilized a 

combination of physical punishments, public shaming, and isolation until then. Flogging, 

branding, stocks, banishment, and the death penalty were common forms of punishment 

until Quakers and other reformers decided there must be another way to handle crime. 

The correctional education movement also began in Pennsylvania when the Quakers built 
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the Walnut Street Jail in Philadelphia (Gehring, n.d). The Quakers believed that crimes 

committed by sinners required an environment for self-reflection and time for penitence; 

these perspectives resuhed in institutions called penitentiaries (Mauer, 1999). When 

clergyman William Rogers requested permission to offer Bible reading and instmction at 

the jail, the warden was so fearful of a riot he charged two guards with the task of 

attending the meeting and protecting the clergyman with a loaded cannon (Gehring, 

n.d). "This incident is indicative of the stmggle that has characterized teaching within 

prison walls ever since" (p. 1). 

There were several major periods in correctional education history (Gehring, n.d.; 

Mauer, 1999; Wolford, 1989). The early period of correctional education was sometimes 

called the Sabbath School Period (about 1789-1875). It was widely know as a time of 

moral education and literacy instmction. Two distinct prison management programs 

evolved during this period and influenced later developments in corrections education. 

The Permsylvania style emphasized solitary confinement while the Auburn (New York) 

style emphasized discipline, order, and labor performed in silence. From 1876-1900, 

Zebulon Brockway continued corrections education through the Elmira Reformatory 

Movement. His experiments with innovations in social and academic programs led to 

individual student records and individually prescribed instmction (IPI). From 1901 to 

1929 major work included correctional libraries and Austin MacCormick's national 

correctional education survey. The Golden Age of Correctional Education (1930-1945) 

ushered in correctional special education, the founding of the Correctional Education 

Association, and the Journal of Correctional Education. Ehiring the 1950's until the mid-
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1960's the major theme was proHferation of major social education programs. From 

1965 to the present, highlights included establishment of correctional education school 

districts (like the prison school district in Texas in 1969), special education legislation, 

and increases in Federal influences. Through this expanse of time, we have 200 years of 

history concerning correctional education. 

"Correctional educators operate on the principle that attitudes, ideas, and behavior 

can be corrected—that humans are capable of progressing to higher thresholds of 

awareness" (Gehring, n.d., p. 3). Correctional education is defined as an organized and 

individualized self-help strategy to intermpt nonsocial or antisocial behavior through 

vocational and academic learning activities that foster social attitudes and equip students 

in the criminal justice system to constmct lives as responsible community members 

(Gehring, 1984). "Because educational programs often function as an institution within 

the larger institution of corrections, considerable ambiguity exists regarding the goals of 

correctional education" (Wolford, 1989, p. 358). Six commonly accepted goals include 

providing basic academic and vocational skills, providing an opportunity to change, 

supporting improvement in inmate behavior, supporting the operational needs of the 

institution, reducing recidivism, and providing work assignments for inmates. 

Correctional education programs are administered under a variety of different 

arrangements, from the state department of corrections, to contract services, and a variety 

of other arrangements in between. Wolford (1989) insisted, "The varied administrative 

stmctures and the lack of autonomy of many programs are reflective of the low priority 

assigned by correctional administrations to education in many systems" (p. 359). He 
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concluded that the conflict over the role of education constituted a "source of stress and 

frustration for correctional educators" (p. 359). 

Common to the literature is the metaphor of a pendulum with differing 

philosophies competing for supremacy in the prison system. Correctional education is 

part of this reform movement. "This relationship is not limited to a theoretical 

perspective; it is also expressed in the historic links between prison reform and 

correctional education" (Gehring, n.d., p. 3). For example, most historians would agree 

that rehabilitation gained favor after Worid War n, while today the nationwide 

conservative trend is promoting punishment. Mauer (1999) described today's scene: 

The irony of this shifting of rationales is that the institution itself has hardly 
changed in the process. One day the prison cell is designed to make the inmate a 
better person; the next day its fiinction is to punish the inmate for his or her 
wrongs. This is not to overlook significant differences among prisons—between 
well-mn institutions and violence-laden ones, or between chain gangs and 
treatment programs. But the basic stmcture of the prison—keeping people in 
cages (or in some newer institutions, in locked rooms) surrounded by high walls 
with armed guards—has changed remarkably little over time. (p. 19) 

To further describe the current position of the pendulum, a recently released study 

conducted by the Texas Department of Criminal Justice states, "Texas prison inmates are 

serving more time, are more violent and are less likely to be granted parole." More 

violent offenders make corrections jobs "more dangerous and stressful" (Parole rate, 

2000, p. Al). 

"Despite the fact that most prisons, reformatories, and training schools seem to be 

bleak environments more likely to impede student learning than to encourage it," the 

National Institute for Literacy (n.d.) suggested, "most correctional education programs 

are judged successful according to the traditional measures of learning" (p. 1). As the 
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executive director of the Criminal Justice Policy Council, Fabelo (2000) was more 

specific in his evaluation of information collected about 32,020 inmates. Using the 

measurement of 630 hours as an equivalent to measure one prison school year (210 days 

X 3 hours of instmction), the study found that nonreaders advanced an average of 1.5 

grade levels in 894 hours, the functionally illiterate (scoring below sixth grade level) 

advanced 1.7 grade levels in 755 hours, and GED or college path inmates advanced 1.2 

grade levels in 431 hours. The report further noted barriers to education due to funding 

levels that allow only 18% of the Texas inmate population to be served at one time, 

security taking precedence over education, and limited space availability for education 

programs. Moreover, the study identified specific reasons why the prison population is 

difficult to educate, including an average IQ score of 78 for nonreaders (where a score of 

70 is considered borderline mentally retarded), mental illness, and histories of substance 

abuse. The findings specifically stated that 46% of nonreaders became readers, 40% of 

the functionally illiterate became fiinctionally literate, and 59% of the GED/college path 

inmates earned a GED or attended college classes. In his final summary report to the 

Texas House Select Committee studying Texas prison programs, Fabelo (2000) 

maintained, "Given policy context and operational constraints, the [prison school district] 

performs well in key educational indicators. [It] selects offenders with the greatest need 

for participation—and does a good job" (p. 2). 

To conclude this brief overview of the history of correctional education, I should 

briefly discuss what Gehring (n.d.) called the phenomenon of the confused identity of a 

prison classroom teacher, otherwise known as the difficulty in explaining the exact role 
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of a corrections educator. Teachers originally served under the prison chaplain, which 

explains why corrections education contains elements of moral training. Because most 

inmates will return to free society, corrections education encompasses employability and 

life skills. For the illiterate, corrections education focuses on reading. The role of the 

corrections educator is therefore necessarily multi-faceted. The work is difficult, 

dangerous, and stressful; yet, the needs are great. The corrections educator exists in an 

environment of turmoil and conflict where the pendulum continues to swing back and 

forth between rehabilitation and punishment. Despite the work of numerous clergymen, 

psychologists, novelists, and professionals who have endeavored to understand this 

environment, the primary precepts of prison remain little changed and the turmoil for 

corrections educators remains unresolved. Those who continue to enter the arena to teach 

must use the tools available. Evaluations of the success of educational programs indicate 

progress despite the limitations of the setting. I would also venture to guess that on a 

given day, most corrections educators would welcome assistance from either a Bible or a 

loaded cannon like Clergyman Rogers used at the Walnut Street Jail! 

The Law Concerning Teachers in the Prison System 

Many teachers who enter the gates of the criminal justice system to teach consider 

themselves to be public school teachers. On paper, their duties do not appear to be much 

different from those who daily enter the doors of public schools all across the state. But, 

are they? Is teaching in an adjudicated setting with convicted felons substantively 

different from teaching younger students in public schools? After all in both situations. 

33 



the classrooms are filled with students, some reluctant, others willing, to leam. When 

Glasser (1990) clearly elucidated his view of public school educators, he surmised "From 

the superintendent down, all school managing is difficult, but teaching— t̂he daily face-

to-face managing of many resistant students—is not only the hardest job in the school, it 

is the hardest job there is" (p. 15). In many, if not most respects, teaching convicted 

felons is likely to be at least equally as difficuh. 

Another way that teaching in the prison education system is challenging is 

exemplified by the status often accorded prison educators. For example, in a recent 

Texas Federation of Teachers Update (July 1, 1999), Cole stated that during its 1999 

session, the legislature approved a comprehensive school finance bill that included a 

$3,000 across-the-board pay raise for teachers in the state. But there were some 

problems. 

We discovered that 978 teachers who work in the state prison system were not 
included in the pay raise portion of the legislation! These schools are not covered 
under the section of the Texas Education Code that covers regular school districts, 
so a special provision needed to be inserted into the law to bring these people 
under the pay raise, and the legislative staff people drafting the bill failed to pick 
up on this nuance, (p. 1) 

This statement provided the incentive to discover what other nuances or more dramatic 

differences there might be between the governance and duties of the prison classroom 

teachers and other teachers in public school systems. 

Garber and Sales (1971) suggested the importance of knowing the law with these 

words, "The members of every profession should be cognizant of the jurispmdence 

which characterizes that profession" (preface). A 1949 court decision. Woods v. Reilly. 

included this statement: "Teachers of the public schools being the important element of 

34 



our population that they are, the sooner and more completely they are advised of their 

rights or lack of them, the better" (p. 266). Clearly articulating the problem that is little 

changed since their writing in 1971, Garber and Sales recognized the difficuhy: 

Altogether too frequently teachers—even those with lengthy tenure—have little, 
if any concept of the law as it relates to them and the profession to which they 
belong. This is to be regretted, since a teacher's rights, duties, and obligations 
have their origin in the law. Without an understanding of the law a teacher cannot 
have an adequate understanding of this status; neither can he have a clear 
understanding of the institution— t̂he public school—^with which he is so closely 
associated; nor of the agency— t̂he school district—^which provides him with 
employment. Until teachers become possessed of such understandings, it is 
difficuh to see how teaching can be considered a profession, (preface) 

To this end, I will examine the basic elements of the legal and professional status of 

educators in the prison school district and contrast the findings with legal provisions for 

other public school educators in the state of Texas. 

In 1969, George Beto, then director of the Texas Department of Corrections, was 

seeking a way to fund aduh education in Texas prisons. Using the Foundation School 

Program that provides funding for Texas public schools, Beto conceptualized the prison 

school district and the 61^ Legislature estabUshed the district in Senate Bill 35 (Murray, 

1983). Currently, Chapter 19 of the Texas Education Code is entitled Schools in the 

Texas Department of Criminal Justice. The chapter consists of 11 statutory provisions 

detailing the definition, dominion, and operation of the prison school district. 

According to the Texas Education Code, the prison school district is deemed 

separate and apart from the Texas Department of Criminal Justice. "The district shall be 

governed as provided by this chapter and policies established by the board. Unless 

otherwise specifically provided, a provision of this code applying to school districts does 
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not apply to the district" (TEC§ 19.004). Although the prison school district is defined as 

separate and apart from the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, the same board, the 

Texas Board of Criminal Justice, governs both entities (TEC§19.001). Unlike other 

public schools where governing boards are elected, the members of the Texas Board of 

Criminal Justice (and the prison school governing board) are appointed by the governor 

(TEC§19.001). These provisions of the code, in effect, separate the prison school district 

from all other public schools in Texas. This is viewed in practice as an exemption from 

Texas Education Agency influences and dominion. These provisions also limit the rights 

and protections for teachers in regard to appeals to the Commissioner of Education. The 

prison school district is therefore under the sole direction of the Texas Board of Criminal 

Justice and the policies enacted by the board. Since the board also serves as the 

governing entity of the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, this dual purpose appears 

to contradict the definition of the prison school district as separate and distinct from the 

Texas Department of Criminal Justice. 

"Most of the statutes passed by the Texas legislature that directly affect education 

are grouped together in the Texas Education Code" (Kemerer & Walsh, 1996, p. 2). The 

Texas Education Code outlines similarities for financial resources, governing boards, 

certification, days of service, salary, retirement, state minimum personal leave, worker's 

compensation, and appraisal systems for both prison school district employees and other 

public school employees. Empowered by §19.009 (TEC), the Texas Board of Criminal 

Justice is permitted to establish policies necessary to ensure the effective and efficient 

operation of the prison school district. According to the prison school district Policy 

36 



Manual (PM), the authority for employing personnel is delegated to the superintendent of 

schools (PM§7.01-1) using the credential requirements in Chapter 21 of the Texas 

Education Code and the State Board of Education Teacher Certification Handbook 

(PM§7.01-3). Both the public school educator credentials and the prison school district 

educator credentials are issued in the same manner. It is interesting to note that prison 

school district teachers in possession of an elementary certification (for grades 1 through 

8) are allowed to teach all levels of instmction for primarily aduh male students, while 

those with secondary certification (for grades 6 through 12) are permitted to teach only 

Literacy II or Literacy HI. There is no distinction or alteration in certification required 

due to the fact that prisoners in the criminal justice system are aduhs rather than children. 

There are few significant differences in salary and benefits of other public school 

teachers and prison school district teachers. However, when salaries are calculated for 

prison school district teachers, §19.009 (TEC) allows for base pay reflecting 33 extra 

days of service per year, the number of years of service to the prison school district and 

any previous service in public schools, and the local public school district salary amounts 

for similar positions. Teachers are covered by the Teacher Retirement System of Texas 

to the "same extent a qualified employee of any other district is covered" (TEC§19.009e). 

Prison school district employees have the same state minimum personal leave program 

and workers' compensation benefits as other public school teachers. 

"Prison school district employees shall be appraised in accordance with the mles 

and guidelines established by Chapter 150, Commissioner's Rules Concerning Educator 

Appraisal in compliance with Texas Administrative Code Chapter 19, Subchapter AA, 
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Teacher Appraisal" (PM§7.18-1.2). Appraisals are conducted according to mles 

established for the Professional Development and Appraisal System (PDAS), the same 

instmment used for public school teachers (PM§7.18-1.4). It is interesting to note that 

the PDAS system of teacher appraisal is based in part on objectives that match 

standardized tests (Texas Assessment of Academic Skills) administered in public schools. 

The prison school district does not administer this test. In addition, portions of the 

instmment require evaluation of teachers as they communicate with parents, encourage 

reluctant students, and deter attendance problems. These criteria hardly seem appropriate 

since students are aduhs and in prison. Teachers are unlikely to have contact with the 

parents of inmate students. All students are considered reluctant, and attendance is 

mandatory for all assigned classes in the prison system. Consequently, it appears that the 

appraisal system does not provide appropriate differentiation for prison school district 

teachers and their prison students. 

Given the array of similarities between public school teachers and the prison 

school district teachers, the differences are somewhat unexpected. The most profound 

contrasts are found in the rights, privileges, and protections for teachers. The first 

example is distinct differences in probationary periods for teachers. Prison school district 

teachers must serve a fiill two-year probationary period whether the teacher has extensive 

previous experience or a complete lack of experience. If hired on a date other than 

September 1, partial years of employment will be in addition to the two full probationary 

years (i.e., for a new hire on September 2, the probationary period is three years less one 

day) (PM§7.05-1). In public schools, a probationary contract for new teachers is issued 
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for one year and may be renewed for two additional years except that a probationary 

period for an experienced teacher employed in public education for at least five of the 

preceding eight years may not exceed one year. According to the most current 

performance information (Annual Performance Report. 1999-2000, p. 6), 44% of the 

prison school district professional staff hold a master's degree or higher and have ten or 

more years experience as educators. 

Further differences exist in the procedures for nonrenewal and termination of 

contracts for teachers. In contrast to the statutes that authorize the board of tmstees to 

conduct such actions in public schools (TEC §21.103), prison school district policy 

delegates almost every similar action under the sole authority of the superintendent 

(PM§7.05). This poUcy effectively narrows the decisions from a governing board to a 

single individual. Other public school teachers may appeal to the Commissioner of 

Education in actions of nonrenewal (TEC§21.209). In the event of a termination action, 

other teachers are provided whh opportunities for an impartial hearing officer, appeals to 

the Commissioner of Education, and an appeal in district court (TEC§21.307). Prison 

school district policies differ significantly from the legislation for other school 

employees. The prison school district superintendent determines whether good cause 

exists for termination or nonrenewal, schedules an appeals hearing, conducts the appeals 

hearing, and makes the final determination, which must be considered the final decision 

according to policy (PM§7.05-5). Furthermore, prison school district teachers must 

provide vmtten notice of whom will represent them at a hearing five days in advance of 

the hearing, and presentation of the charges and documentation of proof is not offered 
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until the appeals hearing (PM§7.05-3 and 7.05-4). Prison school district policy in effect 

denies teachers the same procedure for appeals that is afforded teachers with similar 

positions in other public school districts. Current questions in case law indicate that local 

school boards must walk a fine line to maintain impartiality, particularly in regard to pre-

termination discussions. Narrowing the responsibility to one individual, the prison 

school district superintendent, poses procedural difficuhies for impartiality, especially 

given the extent of the involvement of the superintendent in every level of the procedure 

(PM§7.05). 

In summary, when lawmakers passed a bill in 1999 for pay raises for Texas public 

school teachers, they overlooked 978 prison school staff members. Senator Bill RatUff of 

the Senate Finance Committee explained the legislators' intent to "include the teachers 

who teach in public schools in state prison systems" stating, "We'll find a way to pay 

them" (Teachers at prisons, 1999). Subsequently, legislators corrected the $5.8 million 

oversight (978 teachers x $3,000 x 2 years) and provided raises for prison school district 

employees. Clearly this evidenced legislative intent to consider prison school district 

educators as part of the Texas public school system. Moreover, Garber and Sales (1971) 

postulated: 

. . only a small part of the law is to be found in statutory enactments; much of it 
has its origin in court decisions. The courts, in interpreting statutes, in settling 
disputes, and in mling on questions not covered by statute, enunciate legal 
principles which, in absence of statute, become precedents to be followed 
whenever similar questions arise. These principles, then, are the law just as are 
statutory enactments. While statutes tell one what the legislature has said, it is not 
until the courts have interpreted them that one can be certain that he knows the 
meaning of such legislative enactments. Likewise where questions not covered 
by statute are raised, one must resort to the courts to see if and how they have 
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been answered. Where such answers are found they have value as precedent, and, 
when accepted, they actually become the law. (preface) 

Because the legislature so clearly stated the intent to consider the prison school 

district as part of the public school system, one example of case law to consider might be 

Ferguson v. Thomas, a 1970 Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals case. This case provided a 

threshold for due process requirements in an employee termination case. The court 

concluded that, at a minimum, a teacher must be advised of the causes of the termination 

action in enough detail to enable the teacher to show any error that exists, be given names 

of witnesses and documentation against him or her, be given meaningful opportunity to 

be heard in defense against the charges, and be given an opportunity for a hearing before 

a tribunal that possesses academic expertise and impartiality toward the charges. A 

tribunal suggests the presence of a council or group to make this serious decision. In 

other public school districts, the school board or board of tmstees meets this requirement. 

The prison school district poUcy delegates this authority solely to the superintendent. 

The requirement for impartiality is highly problematic given the procedures set forth in 

the Policy Manual. In conclusion, the Policy Manual hardly seems to reflect the 

legislative intent of treating the prison school district educators as though they are 

equivalent to other public school educators. Clearly there is disparity and unfairness due 

to the policies that create different and unequal treatment of teachers in the prison school 

district. According to Kemerer and Walsh (1996), "the Texas Legislature has taken an 

increasing interest in improving an educational system that it regards as deficient" (p. 5). 

Perhaps it is time for the legislature to focus attention on this area of public education to 
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ensure that the intent of the legislature is carried forward and to provide fair and equitable 

treatment for the teaching profession in Texas. 

Practices in Aduh Education 

In the realm of adult education, there are several specific bases of literature that 

serve well to inform this study. It is important to know the historical foundations upon 

which the practice of adult education is based. For any phenomenological study the 

philosophical underpinnings are imperative to substantiate the study. Not only are 

corrections educators charged with the task of educating aduhs, but also they are aduh 

learners themselves. For many of these aduh educators, growth and improvement is a 

given—they strive to become better educators and meet the challenge to avoid burnout or 

mstout. For these reasons the following sections and perspectives concerning aduh 

educational practices inform this study. 

Foundations of Aduh Education 

In 1936, Bryson defined aduh education as "all the activities with an educational 

purpose that are carried on by people engaged in the ordinary business of life" (p. 3). 

Courtney (1989) expanded the definition stating, "Aduh education is an intervention into 

the ordinary business of life—an intervention whose immediate goal is change, in 

knowledge or in competence" (p. 24). Merriam and Brockett (1997) poshed that aduh 

education has evolved to mean "activities intentionally designed for the purpose of 

bringing about learning among those whose age, social roles, or self-perception define 
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them as aduhs" (p. 8). All these definitions undergird the concept of aduh education in 

prison system schools, programs that encourage change and attempt to bring about 

learning to incarcerated aduh students. 

Specific terms refer to the general content areas and educational parameters of 

aduh education in the prison system (Merriam & Brockett, 1997), and particularly to the 

prison school district programs in Texas (Fast Facts. 1997). Aduh basic education refers 

to instmction for students whose basic skills are assessed below the ninth-grade level, 

known as Lheracy II for the prison school district in Texas; aduh Hteracy education 

focuses on those adults whose skills are at fourth-grade level or below, known as Literacy 

I for the prison school district in Texas. Aduh secondary education includes general 

education development (GED preparation or Literacy III for the prison school district in 

Texas). In addition, English as a second language and reading programs are provided for 

those who are not native speakers of English or are emergent aduh readers. 

Practice-related terms are also important to the clarity of description of this 

special population of aduh learners. Andragogy (Knowles, 1980) is the art and practice 

of helping aduhs leam, in contrast to pedagogy which refers to children's learning. 

Rather than speaking of curriculum when speaking of content, adult educators generally 

refer to programs—emphasizing the responsibility of the aduh learner to participate more 

fully in planning, carrying out, and evaluating the learning (Caffarella, 1993). Many 

times, aduh educators are known as facilitators or practitioners, as well as teachers or 

instmctors. 
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Philosophy and Adult Education 

Knowles (1980) challenged us to ponder the varying perspectives which must be 

considered in defining the purpose of aduh education. The mission of aduh education 

includes a process of learning to satisfy the needs of individuals, institutions, and society. 

The responsibility of an adult educator is to help individuals achieve their goals for 

human fulfillment. The needs of the institution include development of competencies of 

constituents, improving effectiveness, and establishing public understanding. For 

society, the emphasis on learning is preparation of aduhs to fiinction adequately to 

contribute to the maintenance and progress of freedom and democracy. 

To fiirther develop the concept of purpose, we should examine Bryson's (1936) 

typology of content-purpose categories for aduh education, for desphe the continued 

study of purpose, Bryson's typology remains little changed in the years since its first 

publication. Bryson's five purposes for adult education included intellectual 

development, occupational or career development, personal growth, compensatory or 

remedial programs, and political or citizenship responsibiHties. These differences in 

perspective are sometimes compatible, sometimes combative, adding fiirther elements of 

confusion and conflict to the lifeworld of corrections educators. As Darkenwald and 

Merriam (1982) discerned: 

Aduhs employed by public and private agencies and organizations are involved in 
educational programs designed to achieve the organization's goals. In the private 
sector, organizational and employee development programs are uhimately aimed 
at realizing greater profit; in the public sector the aim is enhancing service to the 
public, (p. 64) 
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Merriam and Brockett (1997) asked questions, examined assumptions, and 

delineated the principles and philosophies of aduh education. To justify the discussion, 

they conjectured that philosophy governs decision making, affects curriculum and 

instmction, facilitates communication when differences arise, and defines ethical and 

moral positions. Since they believed professionals are aware of their mission, they 

suggested philosophical principles contribute to the vision, the end, and the means of 

adult education. 

The existing school of thought for the philosophy of prison education systems is 

tied closely to behaviorist and humanist perspectives. Behaviorist perspectives are 

important because inmates must change their behaviors to those consistent with the 

norms of society; humanistic perspectives lead to the focus on developing the potential of 

the learner. Historically, leaders in developing the philosophy of corrections education 

included Zebulon Brockway, Thomas Osbom, Austin MacCormick, Malcolm Knowles, 

and Thom Gehring. In his 1991 book, McKenzie went beyond what these leaders 

espoused and suggested, "Insofar as any educational experience contributes to a person's 

interpretive understanding of the world, education is involved in worldview constmction" 

(p. 109). Surely we would hope that those in the practice of corrections education would 

be about the business of worldview (re)constmction for those who will someday return to 

free society. 
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Professional Correctional Educators as Adult Learners 

Burdened whh the task of intervening in the lives of the 60 to 80% of inmates 

who are classified as fiinctionally illiterate (Wolford, 1989) with poshive change-oriented 

programs, corrections educators are professionals in this field of practice. There are three 

important elements that contribute to the professionalization of most aduh education 

fields: academic preparation, professional associations, and literature and information 

sources that serve the field (Merriam & Brockett, 1997). We know there are limits and 

barriers that exist in the field due to the nature of the setting of corrections education. For 

example, most correctional educators possess training in elementary or secondary 

education (Gehring, 1984) and enter corrections education unfamiliar whh both the 

principles of adult education and the operations of the criminal justice system (Wolford, 

1989). Preservice teacher preparation programs are very limited in number and often 

focus on special education due in part to limhed numbers of possible participants and 

isolated, scattered geographic locations of the programs. Wolford (1989) characterized 

graduate programs as maintaining a correctional education emphasis with a specialization 

in aduh education, criminal justice, or sociology, rather than educational practices and 

procedures unique to corrections education. Evidenced by these limitations, we might 

expect to see sophisticated and highly developed programs of in- service training, but, in 

truth, the opposhe is more often the case. Therefore, corrections education might benefit 

from improvements in preservice, graduate, and in service programs throughout the field. 

Another limiting factor to consider in the professional lives of corrections 

educators is professional associations. Darkenwald and Merriam (1982) affirmed the 
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benefits of these networks to individuals for keeping abreast of new developments, 

current issues, and changing practices; for forming affiliations, sharing ideas, gaining 

new perspectives, and learning from others; and for contributing to the Hterattjre and 

providing an advocacy role in the poHtical process. Three organizations represent the 

professional associations most in evidence in the area of corrections education. The 

Correctional Education Association (CEA), an affiliate of the American Correctional 

Association, is the largest and best known professional organization for corrections 

educators. The American Association for Aduh and Continuing Education has a special 

interest division to include adult correctional educators. The chief administrative 

correctional education officers in each state are represented by the Association of State 

and Federal Directors of Correctional Education, but this organization is not for teachers 

or instmctors. These associations provide benefits for corrections educators, but after 

five years of service in the prison school district, I was unaware they existed until I began 

this study. The scope and reach of the organizations is expanding, but the absence of 

awareness is troubling. 

Finally, we examine the Iherature and information resources that inform and serve 

the field of corrections education. The Federal Bureau of Prisons Library in Washington, 

D. C, houses books, governmental documents, organizational publications, journals, and 

newsletters that relate to sociology or criminal justice. The Archives does not loan out 

materials ahhough some photocopies are accessible through the Freedom of Information 

Act; however, the library does participate in the interlibrary loan program. The only 

journal specifically designed for corrections educators is the Journal of Correctional 
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Education, a quarterly publication of the Corrections Education Association. All other 

journals are related to corrections education but primarily emphasize correction and 

supervision, criminal justice, aduh education, corrections heahh care, psychology, or 

sociology. There is no database specifically for corrections education; nevertheless, two 

data bases serve as additional information sources— t̂he ERIC Clearinghouse in Aduh, 

Career, and Vocational Education and the National Institute of Corrections Information 

Center. To reherate the point made earlier in this study, information is often difficult to 

locate because h generates from and is used within a specific correctional institution. It is 

time consuming and difficult work to wade through the information to arrive at the 

kernels of corrections education information that resides inside these databases. To the 

detriment of the corrections education profession, academic training, professional 

associations, and literature and resources for information are limhed in both scope and 

availabiUty. There is much room for study, improvement, and research to correct some 

of these deficiencies and fill some of these voids. 

Growth and Development of Educators 

The next segment of this review is devoted to the teacher who seeks growth and 

improvement. Critical to this study is a model for the study of the life cycle of the career 

teacher and examination of the ethical and moral tensions that arise in practice settings. 

Based on reasoning, behavior, values, and beliefs, both add to the inquuy necessary for 

articulating the personal philosophy of teacher participants. 
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Steflfy, Wolfe, Pasch, and Enz (2000) "propose a direction and continuum of 

phases that describe teacher development" in their Kappa Delta Pi publication (p. 2). 

This advocacy model provided both description and prescription in terms that are 

observable and compelling for illustrating the stance of a teacher in the prison school 

system. Positioning withdrawal as the opposhe to growth, this model depended upon the 

"centralhy of caring—for students, self, ideas, and the profession" (p. 3). The design of 

the model depends on viewing through case study, definhion of the phase, threads of 

continuhy that relate the phases to each other, professional development strategies, 

recommendations for research and practice, and references as the components to express 

the six basic phases—novice, apprentice, professional, expert, distinguished, and 

emeritus—that teachers experience during their careers. "The strength of this model is its 

focus on the process of how one continues to grow and become a more competent career 

teacher along the continuum" (p.5). By definhion. 

The process of reflection and renewal is the central, critical aspect of our model. 
It relates thought and action. It cormects present knowledge and skills to a vision 
for a desired future. From this vision, teachers constmct strategies that enable 
them to effectuate their development. Through this process, growth occurs, (pp. 
10-11) 

In contrast, withdrawal is a form of disengagement by which educators remove 

themselves from the reflection-renewal-growth process. This model specified three 

levels of whhdrawal ranging from initial, to persistent, to deep, and features identification 

in three key areas: physical, emotional, and mental. Furthermore, the model clustered 

other developmental influences that impact the lifeworld of teachers, such as grappling 

with personal issues, school environments, conflict, changing social contexts, support or 
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impediment systems, and community to name a few. Though the authors suggested 

further research was needed, this model appeared to delineate many of the factors I 

needed to examine in this study. The model is comprehensive and transferable to the 

context of this study. 

Areas of program planning, administration, evaluation, the teacher-leamer 

relationship, and research are fraught with questions that concern ethical conduct. Since 

ethics is the branch of philosophy that bounds moral reasoning and moral behavior 

(Merriam & Brockett, 1997), h is important to devote a segment of this review to ethics. 

Merriam and Brockett (1997) promoted examining underlying assumptions, hidden 

agendas, and beliefs that might color responses; reflection upon these characteristics; and 

articulation of personal philosophies to account for these responses. Provided in their 

method are these questions, "What tensions have you feh with colleagues, for example? 

What policies have been difficuh to formulate? When have you needed to make a choice 

between several courses of action? What has been the point beyond which you refuse to 

compromise in a given situation?" (p. 49). This method, with small adaptations for the 

context and setting of the prison environment, will help me to focus on ethical 

considerations that are inherent in this study. 

In summary, under the umbrella of aduh education, there are two very particular 

bases of information important to this proposed study. The first is the philosophies and 

practices in aduh education related to teaching aduhs in adjudicated settings; the second 

is the correctional educator as an aduh learner and teacher who seeks to continue 

professional growth and improvement. Both perspectives are represented in the literature 

50 



and inform the narrow scope of this study as ehher descriptive overview of major 

dimensions of the aduh education field or definhion of issues and tensions in the practice 

of aduh education. 

Drawing from the foundations of aduh education, we find definhions of specific 

terms useful for explaining the philosophies and practices related to teaching aduhs in 

adjudicated settings. A content-purpose typology and the existing thoughts underpinning 

the humanistic and behaviorist emphases serve to clarify concepts of prison education 

philosophy. Together whh the historical review, the reader and the researcher have 

illustrations for a better interpretation of the foundations of corrections education. 

Through the Iherature, we are continually reminded that not only do corrections 

educators work with aduh learners, but also they are lifelong learners and aduhs 

themselves. Of necessity, the review of both the professionalization of corrections 

educators and the opportunities available for their growth and development should inform 

this study. Evaluation and the Iherature reveal serious limits in academic training, 

professional networks, and resources for corrections educators and an accompanying 

poorly designed system of staff and personal development. Combining the life cycle 

continuum model (Steffy et al., 2000) and the Merriam and Brockett (1997) ethical 

reasoning methods provide procedures for seeking understanding of a teacher 

participant's philosophy of education. Through this review, we are provided both 

understanding and tools for evaluation and examination. 
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Practical Knowledge Landscape of Teachers 

Connelly and Clandinin (1999) professed a fascination wdth trying to understand 

teachers as knowing persons. Their work formed the basis I use in the epistemological 

study of the personal and practical nature of education for teachers in the prison system. 

Tracing the origin of their ideas back to the scholarly work John Dewey began in the 

1930's, Connelly and Clandinin broke new ground for methods to articulate the lifeworld 

of teachers. Using narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), stories of experience 

to express how lives are lived, they sought to understand more clearly how learning and 

teaching takes place, how it leads out from different lives, and how values, attitudes, 

beliefs, institutions, and stmctures are linked to teaching and learning. Their definhion of 

personal practical knowledge was: 

A term designed to capture the ideal of experience in a way that allows us to talk 
about teachers as knowledgeable and knowing persons. Personal practical 
knowledge is in the teacher's past experience, in the teacher's present mind and 
body, and in the future plans and actions. Personal practical knowledge is found 
in the teacher's practice. It is, for any teacher, a particular way of reconstmcting 
the past and the intentions of the fiiture to deal with the exigencies of a present 
situation. (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988, p. 25) 

They used a landscape metaphor to encapsulate the parameters of time, space, and place 

in stories of personal life history and social contexts, narrative concepts for better 

understanding the lives of teachers. In their book (1999), they detailed a professional 

landscape as a "place of story" stating, "The landscape is composed of two fundamentally 

different places, the in-classroom place and the out-of-classroom place" (p. 2). The in-

classroom place is generally a safe place to live stories of practice and create "secret lived 

stories" (p. 3). On the other hand, the out-of-classroom place is called a conduh for 
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flinneling knowledge into the school system and creating the "sacred story" or theory-

driven view of practice (p. 2). Further, teachers sometimes portray themselves as experts 

to fit within the acceptable ranges of the school system, and these stories are deemed 

cover stories (p. 3). Using these descriptors and parameters will assist me to untangle the 

puzzle that makes up the narrative of the participant of this study. Following the precepts 

of Clandinin and Connelly, I hope to find myself more reflective and senshive to the 

different ways a teacher expresses personal practical knowledge. 

Expanding on this hope, I accept the challenge of Ely, Vinz, Downing, and Anzul 

(1997) to create "form and meaning, the agents of representation and evocation, and the 

various devices that guide the reader" (p. 59) to convey the story of a teacher in the 

prison system. They presented a "closer look at the working parts; the forms, the 

rhetorical and Uterary devices, and layouts, which can configure meaning in writing" (p. 

59). They poshed that "a simple act of choosing form is integral to analysis and 

interpretation" (p. 59) and suggested Iherary genres—narrative, drama, metaphor, and 

poetry—and a proflision of forms to actualize the study. They urged researchers to look 

more deeply, use visual representations to "create vicariously lived and realistically 

comprehended stories" (p. 64). 

Anecdotes, vignettes, layered stories, dramatic dialogue, compiled portraits, 

monologue, metaphor, drama, poetry, plans, outlines, and tables represented just a few of 

the forms demonstrated m their book, along with the command to create or select forms 

of representation and seek others in the literature. Ely and her fellow researchers (1997) 

reherated the stance of Clandinin and Connelly exhorting, "Narrative is a method of 
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inquiry and a way of knowing—a discovery and analysis—just as scientism and 

quantrtative research have methods and ways" (p. 64). By example and encouragement, 

both sets of researchers demonstrate the emergent nature of qualhative research and the 

commUment I must make to attempt to portray the narrative in the most appropriate 

format so that the reader can make sense of the story I must tell. 

Drawing upon the expertise of Clandinin and Connelly (1988, 1994, 1995, 1996, 

2000) and Ely et al. (1991, 1997), I have discovered the means to convey the stories of a 

teacher in the prison system. Their work provides a tool kit for examining this context in 

an organized maimer. The parameters of space, time, and place are important to this 

study in the same way as their work with other teachers. Examination of the in-

classroom place and the out-of-classroom place clearly provides a method to untangle the 

puzzle of the evidence. It is not that I go into the setting whh preconceived notions of 

what I will uncover; h is that I have some begirming point to organize the study and 

agents of representation to convey the story. Ehie to the security limhations surrounding 

incarcerated offenders and the ethical constraints to protect confidentiaUty and refrain 

from any hint of explohation of a marginalized population, h is necessary to explore 

alternative forms for presenting this study while retaining the rigor and tmstworthiness of 

the work. Ely and her fellow researchers (1997) challenged, encouraged, and defined 

forms to illuminate and illustrate the lifeworld of a teacher in the prison system while 

preserving the integrity, tradhion, and validity of the study. 
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Chapter Summary 

This Iherature review serves to examine what is known about teaching in the 

prison system. The review provides the foundation upon which the study rests. It 

represents synthesis and evaluation of the resources available to fiher out the pertinent 

information relevant to this proposed study. In general, much of what we know about 

prisons is tied up in tests and statistical devices, so appealing to government agencies, 

policy makers, and polhicians. It is not my intention to negate the importance of 

studying budgets, trends, demographics, or statistics concerning offender profiles; 

however, h is my intention to suggest the enrichment that studying lives and personalhies 

can bring to this Iherature. 

In this phenomenological approach, my effort is to gain entry into the worid of the 

participant and understand how meaning is constmcted about daily life. My goal is to 

understand the participant's point of view and tell the participant's story. Like Clandinin 

and Connelly (2000), I believe we leam about education from thinking about life, and 

about life from thinking about education. For teachers in the trenches of education, 

sharing narratives of experience can lessen the isolation, divide the burden of difficuh 

work, forge connections between theory and practice, and fuel improvement through 

sharing experience and practice. In the literature, we find experts who agree there are 

gaps and deficiencies in many areas of corrections education, not the least of which is the 

voice of the teacher. Calling up the challenge of Ely et al. (1997), I introduce the idea of 

one of the tasks in this study by sharing a quote from Silko and Wright (1986): 

A voice, a face, hands to point and gestures bring them [stories] alive, but if you 
do not know the places which the storyteller calls up in the telling, if you have not 
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waded in the San Jose River below the village, if you have not hidden in the river 
willows and sand with your lover, then even as the teller relates a story, you will 
miss something which people from the Laguna commumty would not have 
missed, (p. 24) 

In other words, one task of this study is to share stories so that the proper 

audience can grasp the references and fill in the landscapes. For the context of this study, 

there is little shared knowledge of what happens in classrooms behind the fences, the 

razor wire, and the locked gates. My task is great— t̂o describe in such a way that I give 

readers the eyes to see what is locked away from them. I must create the proper 

knowledgeable audience while maintaining confidentiaUty and respecting security 

restraints. I must make invisible populations visible and expand the knowledge base of 

those who might venture behind the fences to teach. Perhaps this can be a starting place 

to eHminate fences not made of wire that bound the lives and workplaces of corrections 

educators. 
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CHAPTER in 

METHODOLOGY 

A research design is selected based on what h can do to help the researcher 

examine the problem, answer the research question, or contribute to the Iherature. Van 

Manen (1990) insisted, "The method one chooses ought to maintain a certain harmony 

with the deep interest that makes one an educator m the first place" (p. 2). According to 

Glesne (1999), "A research project is an effort to remedy the ignorance that exists about 

something" (p. 24). To Cresswell (1998), a tradhion of inquiry meant an approach to 

research that has a distinguished history recorded m books, journals, and scholarly works 

and distinct methodologies that characterize the approach. 

Rationale 

For this study where the emphasis is placed on the lifeworld of a teacher in the 

prison classroom, qualitative research methods appear to fit best with the question 

guiding the study. "The [qualitative] researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, 

analyzes words, reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the study in a natural 

setting" (Cresswell, 1998, p. 15). The research design encompasses the worldview or 

philosophical stance taken by the researcher that provides a basic set of beliefs that guide 

action (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The design defines "the nature of the world, the 

individual's place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world" (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994, p. 107). Many researchers (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Cresswell, 1994; 
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Merriam, 1988; Ely et al., 1997) agree on basic assumptions concerning qualhative 

research. These assumptions include emphasis on the process, rather than the outcome or 

a particular product; explication of meaning and understanding to make sense of lives of 

people and then- experiences; the researcher as the primary instmment of data collection 

and analysis, wathout dependence on inventories, questionnaires, or machines; going into 

the natural setting to record and observe (fieldwork); and the inductive nature of the 

process to build description, narratives, and concepts from the mformation collected. 

These tenets of qualhative research allow for the description, exploration, and narration 

of the lifeworld of a teacher in the prison system. In summary, "qualitative research is 

the collection and analysis of extensive narrative data in order to gain insight into a 

situation of interest not possible using other types of research" (Gay, 1996, p. 208). 

Research Question 

According to Schulz (1997), "The mystery of what really happens in the 

classroom, why and how h happens in the classroom, continues to challenge us" (p.l). 

The research question that guided this study is: What is the Uved experience of a prison 

classroom teacher? In this study, I attempted to understand the meaning of events and 

interactions of an ordinary person in a particular situation, specifically the events and 

interactions of a classroom teacher in a regular prison classroom. I attempted to gain 

entry into the lifeworid of a teacher to understand what meaning a teacher constmcts 

around daily life in the classroom and how that meaning is constmcted. The goal is to 

report the findings of this study from the perspective of a teacher in the prison system. 
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What is it really like to enter the gates each day? What sense does a teacher make from 

this foray into often perilous or volatile territory? What is h like to belong to another 

invisible population (a corrections educator) in a marginalized world of the prison 

population? What happens to a person—the emotional, spiritual, cognitive, and physical 

essence of a teacher—during this journey? There is a story that needs to be told about 

teachers, then- experiences, and their adventures in correctional education. This study 

provided one story. 

Theoretical Conceptual Framework 

Basic to this study was the selection of a paradigm upon which the work can rest. 

As researcher, I returned to this base for guidance or focus and drew on the long tradition 

of scholarly work. Cresswell (1994) recommended choosing a single paradigm for a 

study based on assumptions and characteristics. He suggested consideration of the nature 

of realhy, the relationship of the researcher to what is being researched, the role of 

values, the use of language and words, and the overall process of the study. 

Phenomenology as a theoretical framework supplies constmcts and guidelines that 

complement and illuminate the focus of this study. 

Steeped in the ttadhions of sociology attributed to Edmund Husseri and the social 

science of Alfred Schutz, phenomenology emerges as "textual reflection on the lived 

experiences and practical actions of everyday life with the intent to increase one's 

thoughtfulness and practical resourcefulness or tact" (Van Manen, 1990, p. 4). Cresswell 

(1998) expanded on the work of Moustakas (1994) and Natanson (1973): 
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Researchers search for the essential, invariant stmcture (or essence) or the central 
underlying meaning of the experience and emphasize the intentionality of 
consciousness where experiences contain both the outward appearance and 
inward consciousness based on memory, image, and meaning, (p. 52) 

Garfinkel (1977) extended the thinking of Schutz to examine how individuals make 

meanings of everyday lives. Bogdan and Biklen (1998) emphasized the importance of 

seeing the worid from the perspective of those who are seldom listened to—the criminal, 

the vagrant, the immigrant—^giving voice to points of view of people marginalized in 

society. For me, there was a parallel in considering the world of the prison educator 

whose lifeworid exists, in part, inside this marginalized setting. 

Patton (1990) described phenomenology as the stmcture and essences of 

experiences of this phenomenon for these people. Van Manen (1990) noted, "From a 

phenomenological point of view, to do research is always to question the way we 

experience the world, to want to know the world in which we live as human beings" 

(p. 5). Sttauss and Corbin (1998) defined the qualitative approach as research about 

persons' lives, lived experiences, behaviors, emotions, and feelings as well as about 

organizational functioning, social movements, and cultural phenomena. The work is 

interpretive and "carried out for the purpose of discovering concepts and relationships in 

raw data and organizing these into a theoretical explanatory scheme" (p. 11). Bogdan 

and Biklen (1998) describe the phenomenological approach as an "attempt to understand 

the meaning of events and interactions to ordinary people in particular situations" (p. 23). 

In the phenomenological approach, the researcher attempts to gain entry into the world of 

the participant and understand how meaning is constmcted about daily life. The goal is 

to understand the participant's point of view. Strauss and Corbin (1998) said, "It is not 
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the researcher's perception or perspective that matters, but rather how the research 

participant sees events or happenings" (p. 47). 

The writings of Dukes (1984), Giorgi (1994), Polkinghorae (1989), and 

Moustakas (1994) agreed on general guidelines for development of plans especially 

suhed to understanding experiential phenomenon. All suggested the study of 

philosophical perspectives, researcher bracketing of preconceived ideas, description of 

lived experiences, data collection about the phenomenon, data analysis, and 

understanding the essence of the experience by writing. 

To quote Van Manen (1990): 

This project is both new and old. It is new in the sense that modem thinking and 
scholarship is so caught up in the theoretical and technological thought that the 
program of a phenomenological human science may strike an individual as a 
breakthrough and a liberation. It is old in the sense that, over the ages, human 
beings have invented artistic, philosophic, communal, mimetic and poetic 
languages that have sought to (re)unite them with the ground of theu" lived 
experiences, (p. 9) 

Philosophical Precepts of Phenomenology 

The philosophical precepts of phenomenology can be daunting, yet I was 

reassured by the views of Denzin and Lincoln (1998) in The Landscape of Qualitative 

Research. They suggested, "No specific method or practice can be privileged over any 

other, and none can be eliminated out of hand." They further revealed "qualitative 

researchers as those who draw upon and utilize the approaches, techniques, and methods 

of all research practices" (p. 5). To fiirther empower my search for philosophical 

grounding appropriate to this research paradigm, I interject a parallel to Wolcott's (1975) 
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suggestion when he examined the appropriateness of a problem. I would hold that 

research is best served when the researcher feels free to muddle about in what she deems 

interesting and worthy of sustained attention (p. 257). Further armed with the tradhional 

or dictionary definhion of philosophy as a search for wisdom and the context for which 

this study is proposed, my task was to seek out the information available to report 

excellence in practice, give attention to rigorous research methods, and supply sufficient 

details and explanation to inform this study. In the words of Moustakas (1994), "The 

challenge facing the human science researcher is to describe things in themselves, to 

permit what is before one to enter consciousness and be understood in hs meanings and 

essences in the light of intuition and self-reflection" (p. 27). 

Context of the Study 

The setting of this study is a small prison education facility inside the Texas 

Department of Criminal Justice. Prison units are located primarily in relatively isolated 

areas; the flatness of the Texas landscape emphasizes the separateness of the prison from 

society. There are very few trees to impair the ability of sentinels to watch over the area, 

either in towers, in vehicles cu-cling the perimeter, or on horseback. The characteristic of 

watchfiilness is obvious to anyone who might drive near. On the highway as motorists 

approach the prison, there are small black-on-white signs announcing the name of the 

prison unit. In addhion, there are signs that read: DO NOT STOP FOR 

HITCHHIKERS, STATE PRISON AREA. Should anyone arrive on the unit 

unexpectedly, whhout leghimate business, or devoid of proper identification, security 
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officers will promptly escort the unwelcome intmder away from the unit. It is best not to 

arrive too early on the prison facility; waking in a vehicle is not encouraged, and there is 

no reception area to welcome visitors. 

On location, carefiilly manicured patches of grass and beautifiil flowering plants 

catch the eye and slightly soften the starkness of the location. Landscaping provides 

work for offenders and beautifies state property. At the entry is a large stone whh a 

plaque bearing an inscription: DEDICATED TO IMPROVING LIVES. Inside the 

administration building, vishors might be able to see some office space devoted to the 

staff, personnel offices, the mailroom, or other administrative services, or they might only 

see the first security picket. Enclosed in bulletproof glass enmeshed with heavy wire and 

surrounded by heavy steel girders, the space is designed to be virtually impenetrable. 

The security officer carefiilly controls entry and exit, answers the phone, and monitors 

the numerous screens displaying video surveillance of the umt. Through the picket, 

vishors go on to the prison yard. Like a miniature village, the unit is somewhat self-

sufficient. There are areas for laundry, food service, barber services, medical and dental 

care, religious services, education, and maintenance of the unit property and facilities in 

addition to the dormitories or living areas. Space is also dedicated for isolation of unmly 

offenders, otherwise knoAvn as administrative segregation. 

As the door opens to the education building, the first impression is whiteness. 

The walls are painted whhe, the floors are shiny whhe tiles, the ceiling is white acoustic 

squares with recessed lighting. Skylights provide sunlight should the power fail even for 

a few moments. It feels sterile, antiseptic, hospital-like. Visitors might wonder, does the 
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whiteness symbolize an act of purification to strip away the sins of the guihy? The 

whiteness does emphasize the fiinctional, utilharian qualhy of the building. Like other 

schools, there are offices for administrative services, a teacher workroom for preparing 

materials, a library, restrooms, classrooms, and storage areas. Unlike other schools, there 

is a law library for inmate use, the resttooms are open for constant view, and the 

classrooms sometimes do double duty as the chapel for the unit. In their classrooms, 

teachers might add personal touches to the room. Bright colored posters with 

motivational themes, bulletin boards whh colorfiil pictures, or green plants in plastic pots 

sometimes adorn the otherwise stark whhe rooms. Contrary to the prior emphasis on 

materials that can be used for making weapons or items that are considered to be 

contraband, these concessions for teachers to create a more inviting learning environment 

are somewhat startling. This might also be constmed as an inconsistency in 

administrative procedures. It is sometimes difficult to identify whh any degree of 

certainty what hems are permitted, and what hems are prohibhed. 

Why would anyone willingly step into a classroom filled with as many as 28 

convicted felons, usually aduh men, to try to teach? There is no officer present in the 

classroom—the officer is requked to supervise as many as 200 inmates in the building. 

Should there be trouble, teachers are instmcted to try to exh the classroom and call for 

help. Why would anyone willingly choose to engage in this task? How can we find out 

about the lifeworld of these teachers? 
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Data Sources 

Approaches to data sources continue to expand in qualhative research (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1998; Cresswell, 1994, 1998;Ely et al., 1997). "The idea of qualitative research 

is to purposeflilly select informants (or documents or visual material) that will best 

answer the research question" (Cresswell, 1994, p. 148). Miles and Huberman (1994) 

advocated identification of the parameters of data sources, such as setting, actors, events, 

and processes. Cresswell (1998) offered a compendium of data collection approaches 

using four basic types of information (observations, interviews, documents, and audio

visual materials) and suggested that in recent years new forms of data have emerged, 

such as joumaling and email messages. 

The tradition of inquiry also directs the researcher's attention to preferred 

approaches. For a phenomenological study, in-depth interviews (lasting as long as two 

hours) with from one to several hundred participants, referenced in the Iherature 

(Cresswell, 1998; Polkinghome, 1989), constitute the most typical form of data 

collection. Added to the interviews and observations that are central to the study, the 

researcher might include self-reflection and analysis of the information. Polkinghome 

(1989) added gathering information from depiction of experiences outside the setting, 

from the descriptions of novelists, poets, painters, and choreographers, too. However, 

there are no rigid guidelines, and the data sources are based upon the parameters of the 

study; therefore, some approaches and techniques are warranted because of the specifics 

of a particular study. 
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For this study several approaches from Cresswell's (1998) compendium of data 

collection approaches in qualhative research emerged as possible data sources. On the 

advice of Bogdan and Biklen (1992), I will not use the term triangulation to describe data 

collection and analysis. They deemed the term confusing and intimidating. Instead, they 

recommended describing "what you did rather than using the imprecise and abstract term 

triangulation" (p. 104). In order to verify the data and insure that h is well grounded and 

well supported, I used different data collecting techniques—interviewing, observing, 

joumaling, fieldnotes, and official documents. I had prolonged engagement in the field. 

I deferred to the Iherature, where it is available, and attempted to make connections 

between this study and the Iherature that supports the profession of teaching in the prison 

system. For example, gathering fieldnotes from observation, conducting interviews, 

keeping a journal, and analyzing public documents were accessible sources of 

information. I chose these forms of data collection primarily because I believed it was 

possible to achieve these approaches, given the setting of the prison system. 

Participant Selection 

The confinement of the prison system extends beyond the fences and gates that 

are very real stmctures and encompasses other barriers as well. For a researcher, the 

selection of a participant may definhely present some unique challenges. In order to 

explain some of these challenges, I turn to a narrative form known as anecdote. To Ely 

and her fellow researchers (1997), anecdote was "a story but more" (p. 65), while Van 
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Manen (1990) defined it as a "methodological device in human science that makes 

comprehensible some notion that easily eludes us" (p. 116). 

Ms. Jones (a pseudonym) had a bad experience the first year she taught in the 
prison system. One of her students became a stalker. She received numerous 
phone calls from an unidentified source. One day the doorbell rang and her 
former student was standing on the porch. She was so frightened. She still 
trembles when she thinks about the incident. She is so thankful that the law 
provides for prosecution of former inmates who seek to contact or intimidate 
teachers or other employees of the criminal justice system upon thek release from 
prison. Ms. Jones still does not know how her former student found her home 
address or unlisted phone number. 

For any teacher in the prison system, anonymity is associated whh safety. Just as this 

anecdote illustrates, a teacher is at greater risk than the general population due to 

association whh convicted felons. Some female teachers continue to use thek maiden 

names, or many teachers use a shortened version of thek sumame in order to prevent 

inmates from knowing the correct spelling of their names. Many teachers have unlisted 

home numbers. Contrary to what others might think, it is not always a bad idea to drive 

or carpool from other locations to teach on a specific unit; the distance increases the 

security of anonymhy. The concern for anonymity is reasonable, and great care must be 

demonstrated on the correctional educator's part to maintain anonymhy. 

In Newjack. Conover (2000) underscored another problem in participant 

selection: 

Kingsley startled me by admitting that probably 90 percent of the officers he 
knew would tell strangers they met that they worked not in a prison but at 
something else—say carpentry—because the job carried such a stigma. Sure h 
had hs advantages, like the salary, the security, and, whh seniority, the schedule: 
Startmg work at dawn, Kingsley had aftemoons free to work on his land and 
rebuild his log cabin. But mainly, he said, prison work was about waiting. The 
inmates wahed for their sentences to mn out, and the officers wahed for 
retu-ement. To Kingsley, h was a life sentence in eight-hour shifts, (p. 21) 
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Teachers also face the stigma connected with teaching in the prison system: some wait 

for retu-ement; others do not admit to strangers that they work in the prison system. 

"The purposeful selection of participants represents a key decision point in a 

qualitative study. Researchers designing qualhative studies need clear criteria in mind 

and need to provide rationales for thek decisions" (Cresswell, 1998, p. 118). The 

typology of 16 strategies for purposefiil sampling advanced by Miles and Huberman 

(1994) is helpfiil for identifying the type of sampling and purpose. Cresswell (1998) also 

suggested muhiple options or combinations dependent upon the specific situation and 

setting. 

In the narrow range of sampling strategies appropriate for a phenomenological 

study, there were several that were considered. The first choice is a typical case that 

highlights what is normal or average. In addition, the opportunistic sample was in 

keeping with theoretical sensitivity and following new leads or taking advantage of the 

unexpected. "The pragmatic approach is where an individual is met on a chance 

encounter, a subject of interest emerges from a wider study, or an individual volunteers" 

(Cresswell, 1998, p. 111). 

Whom should I choose to include in this study? Many who have experienced this 

phenomenon are unlikely to publish the story of their experience. They are busy doing 

the job. For some h is challenge enough to accept the charge to teach in the prison 

system. Many who are nearing the end of their career would not welcome this task, an 

added burden to go along with a difficuh job. Regardless of the reasons for turning away 

from the opportunity, perhaps some would welcome the chance. Cresswell (1998) 
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recommended finding an individual who is willing to provide information, one who sheds 

light on the phenomenon to be explored. In a phenomenological study, it is a 

requkement that the individual has not only experience whh the phenomenon, but would 

also be able to articulate these experiences. Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996) went beyond 

articulation to suggest that participants work almost as co-researchers, sifting out 

extraneous information and eliminating errors, sharing interest in the phenomenon, and 

explicating the meaning to share in the narrative. 

For this study, the participant must have experienced the lifeworid of the teacher 

in a prison classroom. Specifically, the context of this study is the prison education 

system in Texas which operates schools at various facilhies of the Texas Department of 

Criminal Justice. The teacher must be accessible, willing to provide information, and 

articulate. The teacher must also tmst me and feel confident to share experiences, 

feelings, and emotions. A cover story is insufficient; a secret or sacred story is essential 

to this work (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999). 

For the purposes of this study the participant will be named Ms. Gamer (a 

pseudonym). Ms. Gamer is a teacher whh more than the six-year average length of 

service for teaching in the prison school district and more than 18 years total teaching 

experience. Ms. Gamer was raised in a small town in a southwestem state and attended a 

state-supported university to earn a bachelor's degree and elementary teaching certificate. 

Upon completion of her degree, she married and began her teaching experience in 

elementary education. When she had children, she stopped full-time teaching, but 
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continued to substitute for several years. Later, she continued her teaching experience at 

a Native American school. 

Ms. Gamer began her teaching experience in the prison system at a medium 

security unit. These students sometimes serve a lengthy sentence which can influence 

both behavior and motivation to complete the educational process. Ms. Gamer then 

transferred to this minimum-security unit to continue to teach in the prison school district. 

Ms. Gamer believes teaching in the prison system is where she belongs, calling the prison 

classroom "her niche." For her, it is a rewarding job, teaching aduhs, but at a basic skills 

level. 

This unit employs teachers who work at a single shift, in contrast to other units 

where muhiple shifts of teachers share facilhies and classrooms to teach in the prison 

system. The campus profile (Annual Performance Report, 1998-99) mcluded 47% 

Hispanic students, 15% black students, 37% white students, and 1% others. The average 

functional level of students is at a 6.6 grade level, whh an average IQ of 94. The average 

student age is 31 years. 

Ms. Gamer travels the road to the prison system and passes through the gates in 

the fences to begin each new teaching day. By choice, she continues to teach in this 

hostile environment. She teaches those who are ilUterate to read, those with no manners 

to be polhe, those with no skills to work math problems, and those with no self-esteem to 

put the past behind them and begin anew. The job she does is more than teaching—h is 

more like a ministry of healing. She reaches out to those members of society that are 
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often forgotten, often those who no one else has been able to reach. Those whose lives 

touch hers are better for the encounter. 

Gaining Access and Building Tmst 

"In a phenomenological study, the access issue is limited to finding individuals 

who have experienced the phenomenon and gaining thek written permission to be 

studied" (Cresswell, 1998, p. 117). Ely and associates (1991) introduced the idea of 

gaining access as begirming where the researcher is. Because I currently hold the 

poshion of teacher whh the prison school district, I am akeady inside the setting. The six 

years I have spent with the district assists me with the issues of access, rapport, and tmst. 

Addhionally, this six years means I stayed long enough to get a full description and a 

deep understanding of the setting in contrast to the tendency to sweep in and out like a 

journalist (Glesne, 1999). I have had the rare opportunity to observe in the classroom of 

another teacher, contrary to the common practice of teacher isolation or limhed 

opportunities to vish other classrooms described earlier in this report. I am inside the 

setting and also have the opportunity to participate as a teacher. I have a six-year 

collection of public documents such as memos, dkectives and email messages—my 

personal copies of these documents, and I have the journal I have been writing since I 

began to teach in the prison system. 

Due to security restrictions, h is, unfortunately, not possible to obtain videotape, 

audiotape, or photographic evidence from this settmg. Specifically prohibhed by the 

warden, these forms of data collection violate both teacher and inmate confidentiality and 
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threaten the safety of the teacher participant. So, my interviews whh Ms. Gamer resuhed 

in handwritten notes. My primary concerns whh this data management issue involved the 

protection of the identity and confidentiaUty of the respondent. In order to be certain that 

no inmate student was able to overhear any discussion, all interviews were conducted 

away from the prison faciUty. It was inappropriate to ask this participant to share 

personal details in the setting. For the participant to feel secure enough to share a sacred, 

secret story, the location of the interviews became even more important. Fmally, the 

exchange of information between the researcher and the participant was protected by this 

carefiil attention to anonymhy and the purposefiil exclusion of demographic or 

geographic information in the study that could be used specifically to identify this 

participant. Confidentiality and safety were almost synonymous in this setting for both 

the participant and the researcher to conduct this study. 

Data Collection Methods 

Organization and management of the data is an important concem. Moustakas 

(1994) introduced the notion that "organization of data begins when the primary 

researcher places the ttanscribed interviews before him or her and studies the material 

through the methods and procedures of phenomenal analysis" (p. 118), but I believe the 

process begins sooner and in a more practical way. Each researcher must develop a style 

of management that works well and promotes effective analysis of the data. 

I prefer spiral notebooks for joumaling and fieldnotes. Most of the work in my 

journal is done as soon as I arrive home in the afternoon; h is not appropriate for me to 
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carry the notebooks in the prison setting (the wire on a spkal is not permitted), and I rely 

on immediate reflection and writing to recount this information. It has been necessary for 

me to carefully observe details in order to portray events and observations. These notes 

are handwritten and include the day of the week and the date of the event. Often, I add a 

note at the end of the entry to explain emotions or feelings to bracket my own experience. 

For fieldnotes, I continued this procedure. I am glad I spent the time to journal because h 

has helped me be a more careful observer. Since I canno^always rely on making notes at 

the setting, this skill of observation is critical. 

I also use a rough jotting method that is unusual, but h works well for me. Since I 

have purchased so many of the references I depend on for guidance, I read and write in 

the books. I make notes in the margins, highlight the section in the reference, and use the 

white spaces and blank pages to write rough drafts of my interpretative material, outlines, 

stories, and anecdotes. When I am reading, I am often reminded of a detail that I need to 

revish. Rather than try to keep up with extra pages of notes, I just vmte in the margins 

and white spaces of the book. This works well because I carry a book with me at all 

times when I am in the setting. In the event we experience a lockdown, delays in class, 

or I have time to read during lunch, I am prepared to read and write. In this way, I am 

able to make notes quickly whhout calling attention to the process. In any other settmg, 

this might not be the best method, but h works well for me in the context of the prison 

environment. 

I prefer portable hanging file crates for storage of copies of articles, document 

storage, and hard copies of all typed texts. The files are labeled and coded for easy 
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access and retrieval. I use the word processor to record and store summaries, theoretical 

or analytic memos, short papers related to my topic; then, I store a hard copy in my files, 

also. I am not ready to tmst all this information totally to hard disk: I still like to have a 

hard copy available, but I do like to back the information up in this manner. 

Other practical concerns include back up files, good qualhy tapes and disks, and 

good pens. Post-it flags and notes are also invaluable tools. In addhion, I have 

constmcted a comprehensive reference list that includes all the works related to this 

proposed study. It is very helpfiil to have a paper copy of this reference list available 

because h helps me to avoid duplication. The issue of data storage is closely related to 

the form of data collected. The object is to develop a filing and storage system that 

works well for organizing and retrieving data. 

Data Analysis 

For carefiil analysis of the data, it is necessary to tum to the strategies advanced 

by a variety of authors (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Huberman & Miles, 1994; Wolcott, 

1994). Common practices include a general review of all the information to gain a sense 

of the overall picture, reflective notes and memos, participant review of initial summaries 

for feedback, reduction of the data by metaphor or theme, creating displays of the 

information or coding to sort the text, and comparing and contrasting themes and 

categories to develop analytic frameworks of the mformation. "Undeniably, qualhative 

researchers preserve the unusual and serendiphous, and writers craft each study 

differently, using analytic procedures that evolve m the field" (Cresswell, 1998, p. 142). 
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Specifically, I relied heavily on the modification of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen 

method used frequently in phenomenological studies (Moustakas, 1994). The following 

list provides the steps in the process: 

• Use a phenomenological approach to obtain a fiill description of the 

experience of the phenomenon (both researcher view and participant view). 

• Use the verbatim transcript of interviews to find statements of how individuals 

are experiencing the topic, Ust significant statements (horizonalization of the 

data), relate and cluster the meaning unhs into themes. 

• Write a textural description of what happened, including verbatim examples. 

• The researcher reflects on her ovra description and uses imaginative variation 

or stmctural description seeking all possible meanings and perspectives, 

various frames of reference about the phenomenon, and constmcts a 

description of how the phenomenon was experienced. 

• The researcher constmcts an overall description of the meaning and essence of 

the experience, integrating all descriptions into a universal whole. 

Bracketing Process 

Moustakas (1994) provided insights into the process of bracketing, or epoche that 

he termed refraining from judgment. He defined epoche as the first step in the core 

process of phenomenology. "In the epoche, the everyday understandings, judgments, and 

knowings are set aside, and phenomena are revisited, freshly, naively, in a wide open 
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sense, from the vantage point of a pure or transcendental ego" (p. 33). Several events 

contributed to my abiUty to revish the phenomena of the study. 

First of all, I can hardly revish the phenomena of the study unless I have 

familiarity whh the setting to begin with. Given the special circumstances of the context 

of this study, I believe this small distinction is important. Contrary to Conover's (2000) 

implication that the operations of prisons should be completely transparent, prisons are, 

in fact, prohibhed arenas for most researchers. Just gettmg inside the fence was the 

beginning of the process. In addition, the operation of each unit of the prison system is 

subject to variations in scheduling, security level, and administration. This is an 

important detail, too. A researcher can not fuUy understand the workings of a prison 

facility unless she has first gained familiarity whh the unit. 

Due to a temporary decline in inmate population, I was requested by prison school 

district administrators to transfer to a nearby facility where there was a teacher vacancy. 

This fortuhous (for me) transfer exemplifies the unpredictable nature of the prison school 

district, as well as the role of happenstance, random events, or just plain luck in 

qualhative research. This move to a different unit, while not lessening my familiarity 

with the setting of this study, did provide some distance to allow for the process of 

separation and analysis— t̂o set aside the knowings and revish the data in a more open 

sense. To further bracket my experiences, this transfer also included a change in teaching 

assignment to a pre-release program facilhator. I began my own teaching experience as a 

literacy teacher, but now I am removed from that setting because I teach a mandatory pre

release program. I am no longer inside the setting, yet I have intimate knowledge and 
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experience of the setting by both observation and participation. I do not believe this 

particular story is likely to be told in any other way—h is too difficuh to gain access to 

the setting. It is even more unlikely that another researcher would be able to replicate the 

specific circumstances that allow for both intimate knowing and appropriate separation 

from the setting. These events add to the element Yin (1994) defined as the chance to 

take advantage of an unexpected opportunity. This opportunity heightened what Sttauss 

and Corbin (1998) called having theoretical senshivhy, the abiUty to have insight into and 

give meaning to the events and happenings in the data. 

Finally, one of the purposes for my employment with the prison system was to 

allow me to pursue a doctoral degree with heavy emphasis on research. As part of my 

own journey of personal and professional development, I began writing a journal when I 

started teaching at the prison system. Now I can use my journal to revish the observation 

and participation that is so much a part of this experience. I believe this might be an 

example of the intentionality of my purpose—showing the orientation of the mind to hs 

object, how the research process existed in my mind in an intentional way from the onset 

of my experience teaching inside the prison system (Moustakas, 1994). "Knowledge of 

intentionalhy requkes that we be present to ourselves and to things in the world, that we 

recognize that self and world are inseparable components of meaning" (p. 28). 
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Personal Experiences 

Since there is little chance of entering the prison system for research in any way 

other than as a participant observer, my experiences constitute a portion of the data 

collected at this site. According to Van Manen (1990), 

Participant observation provides the opportunity for acquiring the status of 
'tmsted person.' Through participant observation— t̂hrough being a part of a 
social setting—you leam firsthand how the actions of research participants 
correspond to thek words; see patterns of behavior; experience the unexpected, as 
well as the expected; and develop a quality of tmst with others that motivates 
them to tell you what otherwise they might not. (p. 43) 

Contractually, I am not prohibited from sharing my experiences in the prison school 

district, nor is there any condhion of employment that precludes me from this research. 

Even so, as a researcher I am ethically bound to maintain the confidentiaUty of those 

individuals (both inmates and prison employees) who are porttayed m my interpretive 

narratives. Getting inside is hard; gaining tmst is even harder in the prison system 

because part of the security training and daily operations compels and encourages 

distmst. Being watchful, even suspicious, is routine procedure in adjudicated settings. 

Feeling like a tourist in a wild print shirt, Conover (2000) described his first vish 

to a prison where conversations stopped when he entered the room. He knew he was 

only seeing the surface—"the locals would show me what they wanted to show me, and 

two hours later I'd be gone and thek real life could resume" (p. 21). Connelly and 

Clandinin (1999) defined this as a cover story in opposhion to the narratives of 

experience that constitute personal practical knowledge. One goal of this study was to 

examine and understand the landscape of the prison system as h relates to the lived 

experience of a teacher. Cover stories carmot provide this level of understanding. The 
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lived stories of a teacher are secret ones. "Furthermore, when these secret lived stories 

are told, they are, for the most part, told to other teachers in other secret places" 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1999, p. 3). 

Van Manen (1990) suggested close observation is necessary to tty to enter the 

lifeworid of a participant whose experiences are related to the study, yet cautions 

researchers to maintain "alertness to situations that allows us to constantly step back and 

reflect on the meaning of those situations" (p. 69). He encouraged the researcher to 

become a collector of anecdotes. 

In gathering anecdotes, one needs to be quhe rigorous and constmct accounts that 
are trimmed of all extraneous, possibly interesting but hrelevant aspects of the 
stories. An anecdote is a certain kind of narrative with a point, and h is this point 
that needs honing, (p. 69) 

Summary 

The theoretical framework for this proposed study is phenomenology. 

Phenomenologists do research to answer questions about the way individuals experience 

the world. Phenomenology is research about lives, experiences, behaviors, and feelings, 

but it is also the story or narrative of human experiences. The process of story enables 

others to experience life situations, emotions, or events that they would not normally 

experience. Using the methods, assumptions, and guidelines of phenomenology can open 

a small window for others to see behind the fences to a place where they are forbidden to 

enter. I have come to the realization that research m the prison system, individual 

classroom, or teacher workroom is unlikely to occur unless educators inside the system 

take the time to write about personal experiences and the experiences of other teachers. 
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Because I serve in the poshion of teacher in the prison system, I have entry mto the 

prison classroom and opportunities to observe colleagues. This opportunity heightens 

what Strauss and Corbin (1998) called having theoretical senshivity, the abiUty to have 

insight into and give meaning to the events and happenings in the data. For all these 

reasons, I have chosen phenomenology as the framework for this study together with all 

the guidelines and constmcts that strengthen and support the work. 

Pilot Sttidy 

By definition, a pilot study is a small-scale study conducted prior to the actual 

study to check to see if the research plan is viable. According to Gay (1996) and 

Cresswell (1994), a pilot is necessary in a well-designed, carefiilly thought-out study. In 

accordance with general considerations of good practice, I conducted a pilot to determine 

whether my plan could work. During each step of the pilot, there was opportunity to 

evaluate, search out deficiencies, reflect on the process, accept comments and 

suggestions, and make appropriate adjustments. 

To serve as a pretest to the actual study, I stepped through the entke study. Using 

the same participant for both studies, every procedure was tested, and all the resuhmg 

data were analyzed according to the research plan. The resuhs of the pilot study were 

submitted, accepted, and presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational 

Research Association in New Orleans, in April, 2000. 

As a starting point, this study emerged through the technique called opportunistic 

surveillance (Hoy & Miskel, 1996). This means there was no problem to investigate, just 
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my inquisitive nature that started this whole research study. My joumey through this 

setting is transhory—a wayfaring stranger at best, in contrast to the community of 

corrections educators that I would consider to be permanent members of this setting. I 

knew why I entered the prison system as a teacher (my goal for doctoral study, my 

research objectives, and my career agenda), but I wanted to understand why some 

teachers deem this setting as thek place, thek calling, or thek destination. My curioshy 

led me to carefiilly examine the lifeworld of a teacher who intends to make the prison 

classroom setting her career—a permanent commitment to the work—and thoughtfiiUy 

pemse the literature in order to describe a participant's life more completely. Using a 

preliminary set of interviews, I examined the lifeworld of a career prison classroom 

teacher, began to chronicle the experiences, conducted the analysis of data, prepared the 

written report of the resuhs, and shared the results at a professional conference. 

Glatthom (1990) provided definhions for the seasons of a career teacher's life and 

definhions for a teacher's world in terms of organizational factors, instmctional support 

factors, and student factors that undergu-ded an initial stmcture for categorizing the 

preliminary interview data. Using the criteria of Wolcott (1975), to guide the reflective 

process, I sifted through the data, conducted the analysis, and composed a written report 

of the pilot study. 

Several resuhs were particularly important as I analyzed this work. First of all, I 

realized the resuhs were incomplete; the superficial examination was insufficient. I 

needed to know much more, to probe much deeper to secure more meaningflil 

information. In this process, I realized I had resuhs that Connelly and Clandinin (1999) 

81 



deemed a cover story. "Cover stories enable teachers whose teacher stories are 

marginalized by whatever the current story of school is to continue to practice and to 

sustain then" teacher stories" (p. 3). Like Conover (2000) after his first vish to a prison, I 

knew I was only seeing the surface and therefore only telling the surface of this 

experience. Connelly and Clandinin (1999) defined this as a cover story in opposition to 

the narratives of experience that constitute personal practical knowledge. Inconsistent 

with the goal to examine and understand the landscape of the prison system as h relates to 

the lived experience of a teacher, a cover story is insufficient to provide a deep level of 

understanding. The primary goal is greater; the goal is to achieve a much deeper 

understanding— t̂he secret lived stories that most often are "told to other teachers in other 

secret places" (Cormelly & Clandinin, 1999, p. 3). I needed to know much more, to 

probe much deeper to secure meaningful information. I had many more questions, but 

few answers. This emergent realization fueled the continuation of this work. 

Secondly, I needed to make accommodations to better suh the participant in this 

study. For example, the obvious discomfort Ms. Gamer feh whh the formal interview 

and transcription process gave way to a much more relaxed, more conversational tone 

and strategy of inquiry. Consistent with concerns for anonymity and confidentialhy, this 

revised process also fits more closely whh the participant's concerns to safeguard some 

degree of control over her participation. She was not comfortable whh the tape recorder 

for interviews, but very comfortable with a more conversational style with notes. As a 

resuh, I did more jottmg and more writing following an interview session. She was very 

willing, moreover, to review the notes of the conversations, rather than to read formal 
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transcriptions. The revised process also allowed for much more interaction and careful 

scmtiny of the emergent data set. Certainly h provided better opportunities for a more 

tmsting relationship between researcher and participant. This is consistent with the 

necessary level of tmst to discover the secret lived story for this narrative. 

Most importantly, however, was the opportunity to fine-tune my methods section. 

I went back to search deeper into the constmcts of phenomenology to tease out more 

specific procedures that fit better with the specific context of this particular study. I 

continued to search until I found precedents that assisted me in creating descriptive forms 

to present the findings while remaining tme to the study. I particularly needed to protect 

the confidentiality of my participant and the setting while combining systematic 

description with aesthetic expression—blending humanistic sensibilhies whh scientific 

rigor (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Creative forms were also necessary to 

provide guidance for the reader to enter the setting. The pilot provided the opportunity to 

find out what needed more work before I was ready to begin the actual study. 

This pilot study served muhiple purposes. It proved the worth of my original 

planning, and h allowed me to make necessary changes before I entered the actual study. 

The pilot provided the opportunity to pretest the study— t̂o find our what needed more 

work before I began the actual study and supply evidence that the study was worth 

continuing. 
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Credibilhy and Tmstworthiness 

I took steps to address my own subjectivhy and objectivhy. Relying on Van 

Manen's (1990) definhions, I endeavored to maintain ethical and professional standards. 

In seeking objectivity, the researcher must be oriented toward and remain tme to the 

object under study. In a sense, the researcher becomes a guardian and a defender of the 

tme nature of the study. She wants to show, describe, and interpret while remaining 

faithflil to the inquiry of the study. In contrast, for subjectivhy the researcher must be 

perceptive, insightfiil, and discerning in order to disclose the study at hs fliU richness and 

in hs greatest depth. Subjectivhy requkes strength in the orientation of the study while 

avoiding becoming arbitrary, self-indulgent, or carried away by unreflected 

preconceptions. To manage both perspectives at the same time requires deep reflection 

and perhaps some skill as a juggler, too. 

In recognition and deference to these ethical and professional standards, there are 

several approaches that are inappropriate and philosophically unsound for this study. For 

example, this study is not designed to ttansfer except in very limhed situations; h is also 

not an attempt to provide causal information or solve problems. Because it is an attempt 

to find meaning, h might allow more thoughtful and tactful actions in certain situations. 

Phenomenology and this study are intended to provide description and interpretation of 

the lived experience; therefore, this study was limited to a very narrow focus: the lived 

experience of a single teacher in the prison system. 

The qualhative researcher is often compared to a bricoleur, or Jack-of-all-trades, 

piecing together practices in the emergent constmction of meaning to the research puzzle 
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(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p.3). The choice of tools or methods is not always set in 

advance due to the emergent qualhy of the work. Some aspects can be outlined in 

advance, while others depend upon the questions, the context, and what the researcher 

can do within the setting. In illustration, consider the researcher in this settmg. Since I 

cannot separate from this phenomenon in total, for I have all too often walked the same 

pathway as my participant, I must specifically identify my relationship and experiences in 

this study. It is not necessary to preclude my experiences, just carefiilly identify them. 

Several ckcumstances promote my ability to maintain subjectivity. I no longer teach 

lheracy classes; instead, I am currently teaching a pre-release class. The differences are 

many, life skills rather than GED preparation, return to free society rather than 

academics. This separateness has also increased my objectivhy by advancing my ability 

to focus on Iherature and rigorous research methods. I actually feh myself changing from 

my primary role as teacher to my primary role as researcher. 

This is not my story to teU; h is the story of my participant. Nevertheless, this 

does not negate my abiUty to describe, reflect, or mterpret. I was very carefiil and 

conscious to keep in focus that mine is just one experience, only one view. I made every 

effort to bracket and examine this experience, define where I'm coming from, look 

through my own eyes, yet search out the perspectives from other eyes. I am committed to 

letting the words of my participant speak and tell the story. 

One who has never taught in this system would have a much harder job than I 

because they have not seen this world. Others have not seen the rows of white uniformed 

inmates lining up for school. They have not heard the silence of 1,000 men deprived of 

85 



the liberty of conversation, nor have they feh the response of danger that I have when all 

is not well. Whhout this sensitivhy, a researcher could not tell this story. 

Review of the literature suggested the need for concem for the participant 

observer stance of the researcher. Cresswell (1998) recommended prolonged 

engagement in which the researcher is immersed in the day-to-day lives of the people or 

through one-on-one interviews whh participants. Glesne (1999) divided the role of the 

researcher into two parts—researcher and leamer. As researcher, my burden is finding 

my own style, raising my awareness and consciousness of self, excellence in customary 

researcher behaviors, and learning the consequences of my verbal and nonverbal actions 

in observing, interviewing, and interpreting. My primary obligation as learner is 

maintaining curioshy and listening rather than coming to the setting as an expert or 

authority. 

With the reinforcement of my journal, I am still able to remember six years later 

how I felt at first, how I watched carefully what other people said and did, trying to leam 

how to be a teacher in the prison system. I also remember the shifts in demands for 

attention to the multiple purposes of participation. I feh explicit awareness of things that 

others take for granted, feeling like both an insider and an outsider at the same time (Ely 

et al., 1991). And sometimes, I feh like the privileged observer, someone who is known, 

tmsted, and given easy access to information about the context. 

Van Manen (1990) summarized the role of the researcher: 

A human science researcher is a scholar: a senshive observer of the subtleties of 
everyday Ufe, and an avid reader of relevant texts m the human science tradhion 
of the humanities, history, philosophy, anthropology, and the social sciences as 
they pertain to his or her domain of interest, (p. 29) 
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In addhion, the task of the researcher is to constmct one possible interpretation of the 

nature of a certain human experience, a tme thoughtful reflection that renders the 

experience as significant. 

This study is not just a quick visit to scratch the surface or constmct a cover story 

about the lifeworld of a teacher. The years of careful, watchful observation contribute to 

this researcher's abiUty to unfold layer upon layer of this story. The multiple data 

sources collected over time contribute to the descriptive qualhy so important for creating 

an informed and knowledgeable audience. The willingness of this participant to engage 

in reviewing my notes insures that misinterpretations, errors, or overstatements are less 

likely to occur. The talent this participant displays for articulation and clarity in 

communicating ideas, thoughts, and experiences is due at least in part to the prolonged 

engagement and mutual tmst and respect gained from shared experiences in difficuh 

circumstances. All together these elements contribute to the basic assumptions implich 

in the philosophical underpinnings of phenomenology— t̂he constmct of intentionality, 

the ministering of thoughtfulness, the search for the unique, and the advancement from 

silence to writing. 

Interpretive senshivity, inventive thoughtfulness, scholarly tact, and talent for 

writing are requked for this researcher to bring the mystery into the presence of readers. 

The task is to unravel the ambiguity of the data and utilize phenomenological constmcts 

to bring the participant's thoughts to narrative. The goal is to constmct text usefial to 

describe, explain, and interpret the lived experience and workplace of a prison classroom 

teacher (Van Manen, 1990). 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

The results of this study are the experiences of a teacher in the prison system 

classroom. In order to articulate her story, h is necessary to view this work from a 

variety of vantage points. There are four sections in this chapter. For the reader who is 

unable to enter the setting, a representation of the culture of the prison classroom settmg 

in corrections education inside the prison system comprises part one. The second section 

is an extensive descriptive portrait of Ms. Gamer (a pseudonym), the participant in this 

study. This section characterized the participant in a variety of ways to attempt to allow 

the reader intimate knowledge of her nature and spirit. Third is a step-by-step walk 

through a composhe day in Ms. Gamer's teaching experience, her cover story (Cormelly 

& Clandinin, 1999). This section defines the dailiness of teaching in the prison system by 

looking at the typical or expected events of a day in the classroom of a prison system. 

Part four is the series of events that carried Ms. Gamer through the landscape of her 

professional practice in the prison education system. From the outside to the inside and 

back again, the joumey takes us through the conduit of Ms. Gamer's experiences—a 

joumey that shaped her professional landscape and her professional identity (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1996). Using a combination of Uterary references and data gathered from the 

setting, this chapter is highlighted by specific incidents, anecdotes, poetry, or vignettes 

that define the world and the identhy of this teacher in the prison system. This chapter 

describes the essence of this teacher's world. 
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The process of this study takes the reader away from the empirical world of prison 

statistics and numbered individuals dressed in white to the portrait of the worid of a 

teacher in the prison classroom, a worid that is in almost every way closed to free society. 

The portrait is designed so that the reader can attempt to hear the voice of the teacher and 

understand the historical and cultural context of the prison system and corrections 

education in the life of this participant. The narrative illustrates the long-mnning moral 

and poUtical dilemma of punishment versus rehabilitation in the quest to make sense of 

the lifeworid experience of Ms. Gamer in the prison classroom. The study also highlights 

the areas of conflict and ambiguity that permeate the lifeworld of a prison classroom 

educator. Thus, we prepare to enter the tumultuous workplace and understand the 

turmoil that constitutes the lifeworld of a professional corrections educator. 

The Culture of the Prison System 

Corrections education is unique in numerous ways, not the least of which is the 

organizational stmcture of the system. A single prison classroom comprises just one 

entity in the complex educational program in a prison facility. The education department 

is considered a separate program by some standards with hs own set of administrators 

and procedures (see the explanation of separateness in Texas Education Code §19.004). 

Yet desphe this separate stmcture, the education department is still a part of the whole 

corrections system and is also subject to the dominion of the warden and all prison 

administrators and procedures. Zinn (1997) described some of the key factors that 

support teacher leadership in the educational context as the culture supporting teacher 
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empowerment, support from the principal in words and actions, collegiaUty among 

teachers, and a network of critical friends. 

In this section, I will attempt to illuminate the culttare that surrounds the lifeworid 

of a prison classroom teacher. I retumed to the literature to establish the basic premises 

of the culture using definitions and explanations that assist the reader to better understand 

the variety of perspectives and the ever-changing environment that exists in the prison 

culture for this teacher. Woven into the descriptions are the experiences and observations 

that my extended observations afforded me. It is also important to reflect on the interplay 

between this individual teacher's philosophy and position in contrast to the complexity 

and ambiguity of the culture, to examine the muhiple areas where conflict is the norm 

rather than the unusual occurrence, and to recognize the particular difficuhies that arise 

from the teaching poshion hself in cortections education. To this end, this section also 

includes careful examination of the confrol norms that underlie the culture, the 

importance of time in this setting, the relationship with the principal, and the place of the 

ladder of authority in this setting. 

Organizational Culture 

To introduce this section, I reference a statement from Ms. Gamer that I recorded 

in my joumal during the first week that I entered this setting. Ms. Gamer was careful to 

wam me to be very cautious from the outset of my experience in corrections education. 

This statement was recorded during the time that the staff was preparing the workplace, 

before we actually had students in the classroom. 
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GAJWER: This system is very poUtical. You have to leam to watch your back. 
There is always someone trying to catch you doing something wrong. We don't 
get any credh for professionalism. No one seems to remember that we have 
ethical standards to go by as educators. They just treat us like we are inmates, 
too. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, 1995) 

Hoy and Miskel (1996) defined an organizational culture as the shared 

orientations that give the organization hs distinctive identhy and organizational character. 

From then- collection of organizational typologies, we can identify numerous 

characteristics that can assist us to better define this setting. 

Fu-st of all, we must recognize the nature of the authoritarian stmcttire of the 

prison system in general. 

An authoritarian stmcture emphasizes bureaucratic authority at the expense of 
professional consideration. Authority is based on position and hierarchy. 
Disciplined compliance to the rules, regulations, and dkectives is the basic 
principle of operation. Power is concentrated and flows from top to bottom. 
Rules and procedures are impersonally applied. The superior always has the last 
say. Furthermore, promotions to administrative positions typically go to those 
who have been loyal to the organization and to thek superiors. (Hoy & Miskel, 
1996, p. 61) 

The characteristics of an authoritarian stmcture are perhaps logical given the punishment-

centered bureaucracy that the stmcture represents. 

GARNER: The principal told me I had to write the disciplinary case. I did not 
see what happened. I did not want to be insubordmate, so I did what I was told. I 
was not a witness to what happened, and I had to say so in the case. The officer 
was the one who saw what happened. I don't know why the principal insisted that 
I had to write the case. The investigating officer asked me why I Avrote the case 
the way I did. I had to tell him I was not a witness to the event. He said, I don't 
know why you wrote this case; the officer should have written it. The officer is 
the one who saw what happened. I said that I just try to do what I am told to do. 
(B. A. Can, personal communication) 

Allen and Bosta (1981) suggested a metaphor for separating those who inhabh the 

prison from those who do not: 
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Human life can be likened to the Dead Sea and hs surrounding bodies of water; 
people who live rich, fulfilling lives give to their environment and thek existence, 
they do not just take from h. Unless the cycle of give-and-take is completed 
within a human being, the resuh will be an arrested individual development. 
Growth within this person will still occur, but a portion of the mind becomes 
blocked and does not mature. Takers do know how to give, but thek giving is 
always done with an uherior motive— t̂hey only give for what they can get. 
People who develop a life style of giving, but who are unable to receive, are very 
often found in mental institutions: people who take, but cannot or will not give, 
frequently live outside the law and are often found m prisons. Men or women in 
confinement who are trapped at the taking level of life usually contmue the style 
by preying on institutional employees, (p. vii) 

From then- point of view in corrections this metaphor explains the need for an 

authoritarian stmcture. 

Furthermore, the corrections perspective includes emphasis on the specific prison 

applications of the processes and procedures involved in manipulation—a system of 

deception "that is little known by anyone outside of law enforcement, and little 

understood by employees in the criminal justice system, even though they are the 

intended victims" (Allen & Bosta, 1981, p. ix). This perspective suggests that employees 

(including teachers) must be protected from their inabilhy to recognize such criminal 

behavior. This perspective further suggests that only corrections supervisors are capable 

of seeing the whole pattern of continued criminal behavior. By way of example, consider 

this statement which alludes to the omniscient quality attributed to the warden: 

'The warden, in his wisdom, senses h's time not to lift the lockdown. He would 
not publicly say whether h's racially or gang motivated because he doesn't want 
to inflame whatever situation he has by putting h m newspapers where inmates 
can read h,' Castleberry said. 'It serves no purpose when you're dealing with 
security, to publicly show the innards of your security system.' (Kane, 2000, May 
24) 
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In many instances, teachers are precluded from even the slightest suggestion that 

any information should be shared or their professional status recognized. 

GARNER: When I was called to the warden's office for my suspension, did he 
investigate? No, he just went on the word of the education administrators. He 
didn't know the facts. He didn't really investigate. He did call intemal affairs, 
and they did not find anything against me. Did h make any difference? No, the 
only thing that mattered was what the education administrators said. (B. A. Carr, 
personal communication, 2000) 

For a second example, consider this verse describing a commonplace event in the 

lifeworid of a prison teacher (an excerpt from this researcher's joumal after an unusually 

difficuh day whh student inmates): 

Caught in Security 

Caught in the sally port, waking for the clearance to leave 
All those in gray suddenly stop talking when my presence they perceive. 
Do I suddenly wear white—^Have I exchanged my name for a number— 
Do I wear guihy stamped on my forehead? 
No, I am just a teacher, headed home for tonight. 

Allen and Bosta (1981) also warned us (from thek perspective in corrections) to 

consider the conflict between the kept and the keeper: 

Prisons are totalkarian communities; they are places where people are held 
against their will and forced to live wkh thek controllers. Freedom of speech, 
choice, and movement are accomplished under threat of death— t̂ry to escape and 
tower guards will shoot; they are communities where one is told when to retke, 
when to arise, what to wear, what to eat, what attitude to assume, and what is 
acceptable behavior, (p. 9) 

The primary duty for corrections is always to keep felons confined to protect society. 

In stark contrast, a professional stmcture is what educators are most familiar with 

and understandably determined to maintain when they enter the arena of corrections 

education. 
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A professional stmcture is one in which substantial decision-making is delegated 
to the professional staff. Members of the staff are viewed as professionals who 
have the expertise and competence to make important organizational decisions. 
Rules and procedures serve as guides rather than as strict formats to be applied 
uniformly. Special cases are likely to be the mle rather than the exception. 
Teachers have much power in the organizational decision-making process. In 
brief, decisions are made by those who have the knowledge and expertise to make 
them. (Hoy & Miskel, 1996, p. 62) 

Allen and Bosta (1981) challenged us to consider their criteria for a professional 

correctional employee. Specialized terminology, a body of knowledge and skills for 

performance of standard practices, training, research and study, a continuous flow of 

professional Iherature, a high degree of personal responsibiUty joined with freedom of 

action, and allegiance to a code of ethics are the primary precepts presented in their 

description of a professional corrections employee. Certainly teachers might be 

considered members of the body of professional correctional employees, yet the 

corrections perspective and authoritarian stmcture clearly call into question any teacher's 

ability to recognize criminal behavior. 

At the same time, teachers are expected to maintain order and educate as many as 

28 convicted felons in a classroom whhout the assistance or any intervention from 

security officers or administrators. Further, teachers are not allowed to have access to the 

criminal or medical history of any offender regardless of the fact that some ckcumstances 

might warrant modifications in teaching strategies and instmctional techniques. 

The bottom Une in this situation is very simple: A teacher walks all alone into a 

classroom filled with as many as 28 convicted felons. The only information a teacher 

possesses is the student's name, test scores, and any information she is able to attain from 

the student. Both corrections administrators and education administrators have serious 
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doubts conceming a teacher's abilky to successfully maintain order or recognize criminal 

behavior in these students, much less actually preciphate learning and achievement. 

They also question a teacher's abilky to avoid wrong-doing: 

GARNER: When push came to shove, I made a decision. I resolved my situation 
informally as we are so often reminded to do. When I made the decision, I was 
accused of wrong-doing. I just didn't resolve the situation in the way they wanted 
me to. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, 2000) 

There are such obvious differences between the authoritarian stmcture of the 

prison system and the professional stmcture of experienced educators there is little 

wonder that there are conflicting ideas, practices, and procedures between these differing 

perspectives. This contrast increases the level of turmoil or hostilky that surrounds the 

workplace of corrections educators. 

Hoy and Miskel (1996) described another anomaly that frequently exists in any 

education system: 

A basic assumption of bureaucracies is that every subordinate has less technical 
expertise than his or her superior. This assumption certainly does not apply in 
schools, nor does h apply in other professional organizations. On the conttary, 
professionals often have more competence and technical expertise than the 
administrators who occupy a higher level in the organization. Consequently, to 
find strain and tension in schools between teachers and administrators should not 
be surprising. (Hoy & Miskel, 1996, p. 60) 

This assumption also holds tme in the prison education system. Because the prison 

education system actively seeks teachers wkh advanced degrees and lengthy successfiil 

experience, and often gives preference to prospective employees with free-world 

administrative experience, this assertion holds tme in the correctional education arena. 

This fector again points to the contrast between the professional characteristics of an 

individual and the bureaucratic characteristics of the organization. It also highlights the 
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potential for "conflict between authority based on technical competence and expertise 

and that based on holding an office in a hierarchy and to the potential incompatibilhy 

between professionalization and bureaucratization" (Hoy & Miskel, 1996, pp. 60-61). 

To add to this already complex, muhifaceted situation, we must add the addhional 

dimension of a poUtical organization. 

The poUtical organization has to do with power, not stmcture. Polkics is usually 
overlaid on all conventional organizations, but at tunes it becomes so powerful 
that k creates ks own configuration. In effect, k captures the organization and 
becomes its dominating process. In such situations, power is exercised in 
illegitimate ways. (Hoy & Miskel, 1996, pp. 73-74) 

Hoy and Miskel (1996) further suggested that when power is so pervasive, power evokes 

actions detrimental to the organization by producing disorder—specifically in schools, 

because it hinders learning and teaching. Much time, energy, and activity are diverted to 

such machinations as game playing, negotiation, or coalhion formation rather than to the 

tasks of education. 

GARNER: Why is h that we have one teacher on this unit who leaves every 
Friday afternoon at 3:00 P. M? I would like to leave early sometimes, too. I 
don't think k is right that she gets to do that when all the rest of us have to work 
until the usual time. We all have things that we would like to do with our 
families. This teacher never has to use personal tune, ekher. The principal just 
covers for the time, and we are told not to question the decision. I would like to 
take some time off and not be docked for h, too. Wouldn't every other teacher? 
(B. A. Carr, personal communication, 1995) 

Whh all the differing perspectives and key players in this stmcture, we can 

surmise from the evidence presented that the stmcture might deteriorate into what Hoy 

and Miskel (1996) described as a chaotic stmcture. In the chaotic stmcture, confusion 

and conflict typify day-to-day operations. Inconsistency, contradiction, and 

ineffectiveness are likely to pervade the stmcture. This definhion perhaps is a closer fit 
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than any other when describing the lifeworld and workplace of the professional 

corrections educator. 

This kaleidoscopic description of the culture of the prison system explains, in 

part, the stmggle that exists for educators who must try to teach within this system. 

According to Hoy and Miskel (1996): 

Professionals attempt to control work decisions. They have been taught to 
internalize a code of ethics that guides their activhies, and this code of behavior is 
supported by colleagues. Professionals are basically responsible to their 
profession, and at times they may be censured by thek coUeagues. (p. 79) 

But in the prison education system, the sense of powerlessness among teachers is greater 

than in most professional stmctures for educators. "Power and authority rest almost 

exclusively in a tightly coupled organizational stmcture; administtators engage in 

unilateral decision-making and teachers are expected to comply with thek dkectives 

without question" (Hoy & Miskel, 1996, p. 63). 

Allen and Bosta (1981) underscored the premise that in this setting employee 

moderation is valued above all else—above talent, above strength, and above ability: 

Correctional employees, in order to be professional, cannot be extremists because 
this eventually fosters dissatisfaction, disillusionment, bittemess, and malcontent. 
Moderation produces satisfaction, creativity, deske to achieve, and mellowness, 
(p. 143) 

Wkhin this system, school effectiveness is not likely to be exemplary. It follows, based 

on the Iherature and the research observations, that school effectiveness would also be 

moderate. 

GARNER: Mr. G. follows orders, has poor resuhs, and has no interest in trying 
to help these guys. But, he continues onward. Too many teachers are mediocre. 
The whole system is a chaotic mess. Way too many do just enough to get by. I 
heard Ms. P. say, 'If they [the inmates] didn't get thek education in the free 
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worid, why should I care if they get it now?' The good teachers don't have a 
chance when they are surrounded by this kind of stuff. (B. A. Carr, personal 
communication, 2000) 

Educators might even be discouraged from seeking excellence because it is inconsistent 

with the prevailing stmcture of moderation in the prison system. Inconsistent with 

current educational goals of school improvement, excellence, and accountability, this 

certainly represents a differing approach to education than most teachers are familiar wkh 

in their previous practices and procedures. To most educators, moderation translates to 

mediocrity as a better descriptor for the expectation for success, provided the specific 

corrections administrative stmcture of a particular unit is to some degree supportive of 

education. 

Control Norms 

The nature of teaching as we understand h is often based on Iherature, current 

research, work with other teachers, and reflections on a teacher's ovm experiences 

(Lieberman & Miller, 1984, p. 1). Hoy and Miskel (1996) suggested that "most schools 

begin almost immediately to mold neophytes into roles devised to maintain stability, to 

encourage subordination, and to promote loyalty to the organization" (p. 85). They 

further defined the vehicle for this action as norms— t̂he unwritten and informal 

expectations that occur just below the surface of the teacher's experience. Lieberman and 

Miller (1984) envisioned the control norms of a setting as a necessary part of teaching to 

satisfy the need for certainty in an ambiguous and uncertain world. Given the higher 

levels of vagueness, ambiguity, and conflicting goals created in the political or chaotic 
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stmcttire of the corrections education system, it is small wonder that these control norms 

appear to grow exponentially in proportion to the extremes of the power stmggles that 

ensue throughout the system: 

GARNER: This system is so hard to understand. What is wrong for one educator 
is acceptable for another. Some can do things, and others can't. One principal 
can bring on ammunition and knives in a desk, and he doesn't even get a 
reprimand. The corrections officers who failed to find the conttaband were 
suspended for two weeks and put on probation for a year. They very nearly lost 
their jobs. The same principal wrote a memo to his staff the next week stating 
that they must be carefiil to follow all TDCJ procedures. Is that crazy, or what? 
Not to mention what the situation does for the relations between corrections and 
education. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, 2000) 

Equipped whh theoretical understandings conceming teaching, but lacking the 

practical knowledge that they need for survival in this difficuh, complex system, teachers 

new to the practice of corrections education are ill-prepared to face the issues of their 

own survival in this system. According to Allen and Bosta (1981), "inmates try to coerce 

new employees before staff-encouraged professionalism is established or before the 

procedures, mles, and convict communications code are known by the staff member" (p. 

199). Their research also showed that the chances of victimization are greatly reduced 

after the first year of employment and again after the thkd year. 

Certainly, few educators are cognizant of the two primary control norms for 

survival in the corrections education system when they begin their employment. These 

control norms are: be practical and be private (Lieberman & Miller, 1984). For some 

corrections employees, h is unfortunate that they leam these norms too late. 

To be practical is the opposite of theoretical. The concept is firmly lodged in the 

experiences and practices of teachers at work in thek classrooms. 
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GARNER: You have to take care of business. When there is paperwork to do, 
you have to get the guys busy, and you have to stop and do the paperwork. There 
is not enough time during planning period to be sure that you get k all done. You 
need to keep all the records up-to-date. Never wait to work on it later. Later may 
not come. The guys come and go so quickly that you have to do the paperwork 
now—not later. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, 1995) 

The idea of practicalhy encompasses problems such as discipline and control, attendance 

procedures, maintaining order, and achievement. Lieberman and Miller (1984) provided 

the foUowing definhion: 

To be practical, in this sense, is to accept the school as it is and to adapt. Striving 
to change the system is idealistic; striving to make do is practical. Concem for 
each student's well-being and optimal leaming is idealistic; acceptance of 
limitations of student potential and teacher influence is practical, (p. 8) 

Those who hold tightly to the practical as a control norm value adjustment, adaptation, 

and accommodation. These educators carefiilly control themselves, develop their own 

work standards, do thek "thing," and go home! 

The second control norm is: be private. It is of much greater importance in the 

prison education system than the first control norm, but the two fit so tightly together k is 

difficuh to separate them^t time 

GARNER: For my protection as well as the protection of the inmates, when 
something serious is going down, I shut my door and tell them the tmth. I am up 
front and honest with them, whether security likes it or not. I shut the door and 
tell them exactly what is going on. They appreciate my honesty. I would do h 
again if the situation called for h. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, 1996) 

As Lieberman and Miller (1984) asserted,-"It is practical to be private" (p. 8). To be 

private means "not sharing experiences about teaching, about classes, about students, 

about perceptions" (p. 8). By following the privacy mle, teachers forfek the opportunity 

to display their successes, but they gain the security of not having their failures publicly 
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displayed. When a teacher chooses to be private, the conscious choice becomes going on 

alone. 

GARNER: There is good reason to be private in the prison classroom. The less 
others know about you and your classroom, the better it is. It is important to 
survival in the prison education system. This system can be vicious and 
vindictive if a teacher does not stay quiet. (B. A. Carr, personal communications, 
1995) 

Whh little meaningful supervision and few standards for making any self-determination, 

loneliness and isolation are by-products of this norm. The price is high, but the 

alternatives of exposure and censure are far more costly to the teacher. 

With so many people engaged in so common a mission in so compact a space and 
time, h is perhaps the greatest kony—and the greatest tragedy of teaching— t̂hat 
so much is carried on in self-imposed and professionally sanctioned isolation. 
(Lieberman & Miller, 1984, p. 11) 

It is not possible to teach in the prison system whhout violating the mles. There 

are too many sets of mles to follow, and they change often without explanation, often 

without notification. For example, the mles regarding employees bringing food items on 

the unit vary by policy, warden dkective, or officer whim. One day an employee can 

bring food wrapped in aluminum foil, but not a box with chicken nuggets and French 

files. On another day, an employee might be able to bring in a box of doughnuts, but not 

a pizza. There is no way to know what is allowed and what will be denied from one day 

to the next. 

According to the policy manuals for corrections education and the corrections 

system, not knowing the mle is no excuse for not following the mle. In addhion, teachers 

have a code of ethics for the profession and personal standards, moral values, and 

personal beliefs that guide thek practice. Whh so many contradictory and quickly 
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changing practices and procedures, you can be sure that violations occur even if the 

offense is inadvertent. 

If a teacher is to survive in such a setting, you can be sure these lessons have been 

learned: 

They leam their place in the school organization, to keep quiet when private 
principles are violated by public practices, and to be poUtic about what they say 
and to whom they say h. (Lieberman & Miller, 1984, p. 8) 

There is no safe place to ak uncertainties or get feedback to reduce the anxiety about 

being a good teacher. Once inside the classroom, a teacher knows all control is tenuous, 

dependent upon understood, underiying negotiations that are only hinted at, but 

nevertheless take place, between offenders and an individual teacher. Keeping the 

classroom in order is often the only visible indication that one is a good teacher. Whhout 

control, all is lost; most often in this setting, there is no way to recover from this loss. 

Time Organization and Stmcture 

In this particular setting, k is especially important to possess a highly developed 

set of organizational skills for creating and maintaining a stmctured routme. Since there 

are no bells or signals to indicate the end of a session, h is imperative for a teacher to 

carefiilly attend to time. It is necessary to end a session well ahead of the actual final 

moments because pencils must be counted, books and materials must be retumed to thek 

appropriate places, and other materials must be accounted for. If a teacher is using 

equipment like computers, an overhead projector, or a tape player, special care must be 

exercised in safeguarding this equipment. Since some students are especially adept at 
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removing items stealthily from the classroom and security officers are not always 

consistently attentive in searching for these hems, h is necessary for a teacher to be 

watchfiil. This contrasts markedly with the common practice of teaching from bell to bell 

in other public school situations: 

GARNER: When new teachers come on the unit, I will try to help them at first. 
The system is so different. They need advice about how to manage the time and 
organization of the work. I might even remind them about paperwork or give 
them tips that help them in the transkion. But if they don't seem interested or 
even gratefiil for the help, honey, they can swim on thek own. I will help anyone 
that is willing to listen, but if they don't need my help, I don't interfere. (B. A. 
Carr, personal communications, 1995) 

In addhion, because of the need to limk the material taken on and off the unit and 

the need to submit for examination anything carried onto the unh, a teacher is wise to 

create a classroom routine that allows for grading and other paperwork to be completed in 

the classroom during instmction time. Individual test scores and the resuhing 

individualized plan of instmction requke a teacher to conduct individual conferences 

with students. This situation also requkes that the other 27 students in the classroom be 

engaged in meaningfiil assignments while the teacher is conducting the conference(s) and 

reviewing progress. Typically this process is conducted at six-week intervals with the 

exception of new student conferences. New student conferences can be expected almost 

daily, dependent upon the student tumover rate. 

Teachers often utilize prepared answer keys, group discussion, or board 

demonstrations to assess student progress. These strategies allow a teacher to carefully 

monitor student progress. These ahematives are better suited to the prison setting, yet 

requke a teacher to be attuned to the facilkative elements of adult education as well as 
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appropriate instmctional strategies to make h possible to report on student progress 

without burdensome amounts of grading time. 

Finally, a teacher is requked to tune in to time in one other very important way. 

A teacher has few options about preparation time. Unlike other public school settings, a 

teacher cannot go to the school at her leisure to prepare materials. 

GARNER: Don't take anything home whh you. It is one of the perks of this job. 
We are expected to work our teaching day and that is h. At the end of the day, 
our time is our own. It is one of the benefits of this job. (B. A. Carr, personal 
communication, 1995) 

Once the corrections education instmctional day is ended, a teacher is viewed as a 

security risk and is encouraged or requked to exit the facility quickly. There is no option 

to stay late and finish grading papers or preparing materials. 

Ms. Gamer is the most adept at these organizational and time management skills 

of aU the teachers I know. She arrives promptly, but not early. She utilizes her 

preparation time efficiently. She seldom suffers loss of materials due to students with 

sticky fingers or stealthy habhs. She maintains student records judiciously. She grades 

student work every day and provides immediate feedback and encouragement. She also 

exits the unit whhout delay at the end of the day and seldom carries materials that must 

be searched away from the unk. 

Relationship wkh the Principal 

The relationship a teacher has with the principal is important to a teacher's work 

Ufe in cortections education. The principal has the power to make duty assignments, to 

control the assignment of the most difficuh prison students, to praise or criticize 
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classroom practices, and to remove or fail to remove students who cause disciplinary 

problems or dismptions. The principal is also the chief interpreter of policy. What is 

acttially implemented in terms of policy is subject to translation and reformation by the 

principal. 

Furthermore, the principal has whhin his power the ability to set ki motion the 

process by which a teacher is walked off Xht unit—asked to leave, hand in identification, 

and begin the process for termination by order of the warden. This process does not need 

the usual documentation or due process if the principal can convince the warden that the 

teacher poses a security risk. The warden has the final word, and there is no recourse for 

the teacher. To quote Lieberman and Miller (1984): 

Principals are the chief moral authority in a school. It is thek notion of justice 
that prevails. Principals can maintain neutrality and let things progress as they 
always have; even that is a moral statement. Or they may take an active stance, 
threatening the assumptions of staff members and moving a school in more 
progressive or more regressive dkections. Principals condone or condemn certain 
behaviors and attitudes; they model moral precepts as they go about the job. (p. 
76) 

Glatthom (1990) argued that "educational leaders should use such knowledge in a mature 

and senshive way" (p. 133). This is a powerfiil position, and a teacher is well advised to 

avoid getting on the bad side of a principal; such a poshion makes life unbearable 

(Lieberman & Miller, 1984). From the perspective of Ms. Gamer, this untenable poshion 

made her experience in the prison classroom very difficult. 

GARNER: It is very hard to tmst a principal I can't distinguish from the inmates. 
The principal has a very similar criminal history to that of the students in my 
class. I am told on one hand to tmst the principal's decisions without question 
when k is obvious to me that the principal is little different than the inmates in my 
class. On the other hand, I am told I have to keep the inmates at a distance and be 
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wary of them. I also think I need to keep the principal at a distance and be wary! 
(B. A. Carr, personal communication, 2000) 

Glatthom (1990) suggested that even though teachers are aduhs, all too often 

those providing teachers with supervisory services forget that fact and expect teachers to 

leam and act as children. "A principal who makes teaching pleasant is one who tmsts the 

staff to perform classroom duties whh competence" and who "supports teachers' 

decisions and safeguards against personal attacks" on teachers (Lieberman & Miller, 

1984, p. 12). To the conttary, being disliked by the principal can almost insure a teacher 

will be assigned the greatest number of difficuh students, the maximum number of 

students per class session, and the worst classroom space available. According to 

Lieberman and Miller (1984), "strong feelings accompany intense and varied 

interactions" between teachers and principals (p. 13). These feelings range from conflict 

and frustration to joy and satisfaction. 

Whhin the formal stmcture of the school in the prison system, a teacher has little 

authority in making decisions that affect her environment. These decisions are made 

almost entkely by the principal or higher admmistration. This fosters a pervasive feeling 

of vulnerabiUty for teachers in the prison system. There is no safe place to ak 

uncertainties or get feedback about being a good teacher. Along wkh the absence of a 

clear standard to measure professional competence, there is also a lack of peer support 

and interaction which makes h difficuh to develop a clear sense of the qualhy of a 

teacher's work. 

The principal sets the tone for the prison education program (Lashway, 1998). 

From such key factors as the manner of setting expectations, personal demeanor, or 
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respect for teachers, the environment can be warm, tense, open, or filled whh fear. The 

amount of personal investment in the organization and the meaning and significance of a 

teacher's work is tied tightly to the tone of the education program. A teacher's morale 

and sense of professionalism consequently stems from the principal's treatment of facuhy 

members (Lieberman & Miller, 1984): 

By understanding mles, we come to accept the limits of rational plans, the 
inevitabilky of resistance, the power of collective sanctions, and the inviolabilky 
of individuals and their classrooms. By understanding feelings, we appreciate 
ambiguky, vulnerability, and defensiveness as camouflages for commitment, 
concern, and hope; and we come to value patience and realism as guideposts for 
our own actions, (p. 15) 

"Low staff morale resuhs from professional lives that have little meaning; from 

fiiisttation and the inabilhy to change what is happening; from muddled goals and 

demands that stretch resources—^both human and material— t̂o the breaking point," 

asserted Wentworth (1990). 

The need for control again places a teacher in a conttadictory poshion. On one 

hand, the teacher wants to spend her time teaching, while on the other hand the system 

requkes the teacher in many ways to safeguard the security of the school. 

GARNER: I don't mind an officer coming in my room to help with discipline 
and encourage appropriate behavior, but who should decide what the students 
should be doing? Corrections officers know very little about curriculum and less 
about motivation. I should be able to decide when my students are on task and 
what level of activity a lesson requkes. Sometimes the lesson is more about 
learning to conttol anger or dealing with difficuh situations than k is about 
academics. Sometimes, the leaming is just loud because the sttidents get excited 
when they leam a new concept. Leaming is not always neat and quiet in tidy 
rows of silent students. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, 1999) 
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Because teaching is such a personalized and isolated activhy, the solutions to problems 

are often private solutions. Nevertheless, the relationship wkh the principal is of 

paramount importance in a teacher's worklife. 

Ladder of Authority 

In addhion to the formal chain of command and the informal poskioning among 

teachers, there is another stmcture of influences that intmdes on the lives of teachers in 

any complex organization. Poshions that are not quhe administrative, not quhe teaching 

in nature, reside within the formal and informal power stmctures of the organizational 

culture. In correctional facilhies, k is not unusual for the principal to delegate authority to 

the secretary in his absence. "Much to the chagrin of teachers, people in these positions 

often have authority that supersedes that of the faculty" (Lieberman & Miller, 1984, p. 

39). 

To illustrate this complex stmcture, consider the following pastiche, a story in 

multiple voices that represents a composite of this researcher's observations in the prison 

classroom and the workplace of corrections educators: 

BRASS (wearing gray): I commend you for the work you do. I don't know how 
you function. You are caught between a rock and a hard place. On one side, you 
are surrounded by the inmates. They are criminals, and they all play games. 
They are just waking to pounce on you and take you down. They lie, they steal, 
they hurt and maim. You have to teach them, but watch out for their games. On 
the other side you have security Our job is to maintain order and discipline. We 
want to punish and control. This vile group of felons must be broken and forced 
to comply. And into this you waUc wkh your mission to rehabilkate. You have to 
try to teach them. I know you must establish rapport—but keep a safe distance of 
three feet. Never let them walk behind you. Don't walk between them in the hall. 
You never know when one will go off on you for nothing at all. 
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ADMINISTRATOR: Teachers can't be tmsted to know whom they may deal 
wkh in the classroom. They don't need to know who is a rapist, child molester, 
murderer, or thief It should make no difference in the way a teacher chooses to 
teach. It is not necessary to provide this information because we train you so 
well. Here is the only thing necessary to remember: Treat them all the same— 
like they are in the last stages of AIDS. Then you will be okay. 

PRINCIPAL: My job hinges on accountability. I want the scores to be high and 
perfect attendance. We have to work harder to get these men to leam. We need to 
do better, faster, more. We want to be recognized or exemplary. Oh, by the way, 
we will be putting more students m your classes to keep those numbers up. 
Funding is based on numbers and we have to do our part. Also be watchful—the 
offenders are more violent these days, thek crimes are more severe. Watch out 
for gang activity; h is on the increase, too. By the way, you are doing a good job. 
Have a nice day! 

SECRETARY: I have the new pencils, but I am going to keep them locked up. 
Before I give you new ones, make sure you use the old ones completely up. We 
just can't keep ordering pencils like this. Theycost $15 agross. If you don't do a 
better job of using these pencils, I am going to order the cheap ones whh loose 
lead and erasers that fall off. Now take care of these pencils and make them last. 
Remember to conserve the toilet paper, too. The unk is out of money, and we 
have to make this do. We can't order more until September, and this is only June. 

CORRECTIONS OFFICER (dressed in gray): I am so mad. I hate that education 
department. I'll get even with them yet. That crazy principal they have wanted to 
bring on his own desk. I stored k in the supply room until we could deliver k to 
his office. I didn't think to search it— ŵho would expect what the lieutenant 
found. The desk contained letter openers and rounds of ammunition. What is 
wrong with that guy? Now here I am on suspension and probation for a year. 
And what happened to the principal? From what I hear, he didn't even get a write 
up in his file. What is fair about that? Just you wait—my tum will come. It's not 
that hard to get someone, and I have friends you know. 

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: I needed the job out here. I wanted to know what h 
is like. How do you teach in a system, where men are locked up? I never 
expected to have one of the inmates stalking me when I came inside. What was I 
supposed to do? I just hurried to the office, and told him to go away. I am so 
glad he has been transferred. I don't need a job that bad. 

MAMA: I am so thankful for the help you gave my boy. It's been such a long 
time since I had reason to be proud. He's used dmgs, done wrong things, and mn 
whh the wrong crowd. I just can't hold back my tears. This day has made me so 
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proud. Today can make a difference. Thanks once again. I don't believe he 
could have done this whhout the help he received. 

HISTORY: In 1998, TDCJ celebrated the Sesquicentennial—the state 
remembered the 150 years of dedicated service by prison system employees. At 
the same time, they remembered the hostages (all teachers) who died in the 
Carrasco prison riot m 1974. Thek names went on a plaque. I wonder if thek 
families feel that honor replaces the loved ones who gave thek lives? 

To paraphrase Lieberman and Miller (1984), corrections educators must deal whh 

the larger school organization, bow to the authority of the secretary, comply wkh the 

mles and regulations of the authority stmcture, and recognize the power of the varied 

personnel whhin the system. Teachers must follow all policies and procedures in a way 

that allows them to maintain the integrity of the classroom, to fiilfiU the often conflicting 

requkements of the entke organization, and to steer clear of the clashing agendas of the 

power stmcture of prison poUtical stmcture. Such is the realhy of life within this 

bureaucracy called the corrections education system. 

Descriptive Portrait 

In creating the porttait of Ms. Gamer, the intent was to capture the qualkies of her 

character and history to create an image of this participant. The process requked probing 

deeply to porfray an image—peeling away layer after layer to uncover the essence of Ms. 

Gamer. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) suggested. 

Portraiture is a method of qualitative research that blurs the boundaries of 
aesthetics and empiricism in an effort to capture the complexity, dynamics, and 
subtlety of human experience and organization life. Porttaitists seek to record and 
interpret the perspectives and experiences of the people they are studying, 
documenting their voices and thek visions— t̂heir authority, knowledge, and 
wisdom, (xv) 

110 



This interpretation is filtered through thoughtful reflection, careful connection to 

pertinent references in the Iherature, vigilance in capttiring the image, and watchfulness 

in tracing the connections between the individual personalhy of the participant and the 

cultural precepts of the organization. The interpretation is justified in large part because 

readers cannot see this setting except through the eyes of this researcher. This portrait 

representation is "a text that comes as close as possible to painting whh words" 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 4). The development of the portrait and the 

shaping of narrative attempts to blend Uterary principles, artistic creativity, and scientific 

rigor to illustrate this setting and create a portrait in qualitative research style to provide 

the reader with the eyes to see behind the fences. 

Creating a portrait of a teacher, Ms. Gamer, in the aduh corrections system of 

Texas, is an artistic experience as well as a written experience. Based on thek definhion 

in The Art and Science of Porfraiture. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) represent 

gesture drawings as brief narratives for capturing the essence of a participant. Just as 

artistic portraitists illuminate spaces, shadows, and time, textual portraitists write 

sketches for the same purposes. Portraitists can portray philosophical or theoretical 

concepts, keen descriptors that delineate specific characteristics; define repethive 

refrains, resonance or dissonance; and introduce complex details that evoke the impact of 

color and the intricacy of texture (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). From the 

portraitist's pen also flows the intention to carefully compose a portrait of meaning— 

capturing from the outsider's purview an insider's understanding (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 
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Davis, 1997) replete with the elements cmcial to the narrative of Ms. Gamer's lifeworid. 

As Prejean stated ki the preface to Chevigny's book (1999), 

When I read anything I'm always hoping the writer will take me into realms of 
experience I wouldn't otherwise have, experiences that push the edges of human 
life and our ways of doing things, put me up against myself and make me ask: 
What would I do in this situation, who would I become? Adventure stories are 
like that. Prison writings are like that. 

In other words, the intentionalhy of purpose includes this researcher's range of vision 

utilized to capture this particular participant's understanding of the setting. Moreover, 

"in applying the methodology [of portraiture], a researcher is consciously and carefiilly 

composing a portrait whose representational meaning comes with intention" (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 24). 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis fiirther expounded that the techniques and 

strategies of portraiture included an intentional search for what is "good and heahhy" but 

"laced with imperfections" (p. 9). This stance is in contrast to the traditional or 

customary effort to document deficiencies. This intentional search for goodness wiU, of 

course, present a different reality than would a customary or traditional mission to seek 

out failure or deficiency. This methodological approach wiU shape the researcher stance 

and strategies for this portion of the study. 

Style and Human Dimensions 

Teaching is a matter of personal style because h requires a teacher to 

simultaneously attend to an entke group while at the same time treating each student as 

an individual (Lieberman & Miller, 1984). Teachmg also requkes the skills to convey 
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the cognhive mission while at the same time the affective purpose of teaching requkes a 

teacher to motivate, befiiend, interest, and engage sttidents to leam. The way the teacher 

melds these skills together creates a personal style. 

This style, forged in the dailiness of work developed from trial and error, becomes 
one's professional identity and, as such, may be milkantly protected and 
defended, (p.2) 

Included in this section are understandings about the nature of teaching in the prison 

system. For example, as a teacher stands at the door waiting to begin, what will today 

hold? What will the end resuh provide? The following prayer gives insight for this 

beginning: 

Prison Teacher's Prayer 

O God, hear my prayer, help me to do no harm today. 

Help me to touch these students in your special way. 

Please guide my steps and my ways through this day. 

Please, O God, let me retum safely to my family. 

These blessings I ask, just for today. Amen. 

Drawing upon the work of Lieberman and Miller (1984), we can further explore 

the affective world of the teacher. Using thek examples, I can tie the realkies of day-to

day living in the prison classroom environment to specific characteristics of Ms. Gamer, 

my participant. Through a combination of quotation and vivid description, I wall attempt 

to convey the challenges, the fiiistrations, and the joys a teacher might experience in this 

setting. 
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Using the techniques and distinguishing categories of Kottler and Zehn (2000) 

and Rosener (1990), we can pemse the specific attributes that contribute to Ms. Gamer's 

identhy as an educator and the human dimensions we must begin to understand to come 

to know about Ms. Gamer as an individual. From this procedure, I attempt to determine 

some of the lines and shadows that define the character of this participant. 

Rosener (1990) identified the feminine style of leadership that characterizes Ms. 

Gamer as one that relies on personal power, individual charisma, consistent excellence in 

work records, and a highly developed network of personal contacts. Maxwell (1999) 

defined charisma as the abiUty to draw people to you. Ms. Gamer has charisma, the 

capachy to inspke others. Charisma personifies these qualkies: enjoying life, expecting 

the best from people, appreciating and encouraging others, giving hope to others, and 

sharing oneself and one's life joumey. She is individualistic and cherishes individuality 

in others. She possesses a high level of tolerance for ambiguity. Her personalhy shines 

through the content she presents. Whether she is explaining a long division problem or 

reading a story about a shipwreck, her voice is enthusiastic and contagious. She loves 

what she does and is able to communicate her passion. 

GARNER: I have found my niche. I am elementary certified. If I teach in the 
free worid, I teach little children, and that is how you gear your whole world, 
from thinking to writing. By teaching in the prison, I am able to have aduh 
conversation which is important, yet I can teach on a lower level. I can converse 
with them as aduhs and teach on thek level. It is the best of both worlds. It is my 
niche. (Carr, 2000) 

Further, Ms. Gamer does not display what Maxwell (1999) termed roadblocks to 

charisma. She does not display pride, insecurity, moodiness, perfectionism, or cynicism. 

Ms. Gamer does, however, display compassion and her altmistic spirit. She gets a 
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special thrill from helping others—"making a difference in a sttident's life" (B. A. Carr, 

personal communication, 1999). From the beginning of the teaching experience, if 

students decide a teacher has something to offer, and the sttidents decide they want to 

leam, this short verse might explain what the teacher is likely to hear: 

Want or Need 

I want to do good, I need to do good, 

I want to try, I need to try, 

I want to be better, I need to be better, 

I don't want my Mama to cry, I don't need my Mama to cry! 

She has respect and concern for others, not because she has to, but because h is her nature 

to act on the qualhy of othermindedness, thinking of others and their concerns before 

herself (Maxwell, 1999). She believes k is her ethical responsibiUty and consistently 

models "a quiet but forcefiil resistance to disrespect" (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2000, p. 12). 

CARR: What makes a good learning environment? 

GARNER: Where the teacher and the students respect each other. There can be 
laughter and yet serious leaming taking place. The students feel good about 
themselves and coming to school. There is a time for games and a time for 
instmction. A nice balance of life and school. In the prison, you have to treat 
them like a human being. (Carr, 2000) 

Lawrence-Lightfoot (2000) called respect "the single most powerful ingredient in 

nourishing relationships and creating a just society" (p. 13). Respect is a necessary 

component to the teaching environment, according to Davis (1998, December) in her 

shared conversations wkh several students in her Arizona prison classroom: 
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During a discussion, my students share thek beliefs about education. Mr. R., a 
talented teaching assistant, feels that leaming should be enjoyable and that 
teachers need to inspke thek students. The consensus is that h does count when 
teachers are compassionate and respectful of students. According to Mr. G., 'If a 
teacher isn't respected, they have nothing coming.' I realize that this attitude 
typifies the inmate mentalky of holding others accountable—and I allow that 
viewpoint to prevail for the greater good. (p. 74) 

Yet the mutual respect that is the norm for Ms. Gamer and her students can be easily 

misunderstood. Whh the help of my researcher's joumal, I was able to recall a specific 

example of a situation that highlights a student's action that a corrections officer did not 

understand in the same way that I interpreted the event. This vignette offers an example 

of the differing perspectives and understandings that are evident in this special classroom 

setting. 

Officer Scolding 

The officer scolded me (researcher-as-teacher) for allowing a student to stand and 

look out the window. The officer said that the student needed to be sitting down and 

doing his work. But, today was his last day in class. We received the wonderful news; 

he passed his GED, and today would be his last in school. This poem portrays the voices 

of the student and the teacher: 
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Teacher's Sunrise 

Looking out the window. 
Small events gain meaning. 
Slowly the blackness of night 
Fades from our sight. 

Even the window is a reminder, 
Whh mesh wire infused between the panes. 
Of where I meet this day. 
Of where I teach . . and pray. 

As black gives way to purple. 
Royal, bold, majestic. 
Shadowed by the night, 
A student shares my light. 

As dawn approaches whh new radiance. 
Gorgeous hues of new pink Ught, 
We share the beauty of the silent moment. 
His eyes soften—perhaps repent. 

Then softly his whisper to his teacher. 
What about the next thkty-three years 
Now that I am leaving school. 
What is left for me to do? 

Ms. Gamer does not bully students, rather she gains the allegiance of her students 

by her strength of knowledge and understanding, not by threatening to overpower them. 

Administrators or security officers often seem to seek evidence of ilUck or romantic 

involvement, not recognizing mutual respect. In reality, students are merely 

demonstrating appropriate or newly leamed social skills. One example is the retelling of 

the ckcumstances surrounding a student-generated Christmas card that included a thank 

you note: 
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Christmas Card Story 

It is almost the end of my first session and I am counting the pencils and 
collecting materials so that inmates can leave for the day. The door flies open and 
the secretary comes in and says, "You need to go to the office right away. I will 
stay with your class." 

I immediately know that something is terribly wrong because the secretary 
never stays wkh a class unless there is a major problem. It is totally out of 
character for her to do so. My first thought is the same as anyone else who works 
in the prison system for any length of time—I call h the Oh Shit, what-have-I-
done-now reaction! You must understand this is the first response even for 
someone who very seldom resorts to profanity or vulgar speech of any kind. 

When I got to the office, the principal said, "Please come into the office 
and close the door." The counselor is akeady seated in the office, so I know h is 
worse than I thought because the principal feels the need for a wdtness even 
though h is against policy to reprimand a staff member in the presence of another 
employee. 

The principal asks if I have any recollection of former student, Mr. R. I 
answer tmthflilly that the name sounds familiar, but I don't recall anything in 
particular about the student. I am in the habk of dropping student names out of 
my memory once they leave my classroom. The principal holds out a red 
envelope and says, "You have received this correspondence from a former 
inmate. What do you know about it? Were you expecting this letter?" 

I reply that I know nothing about the envelope and, of course, k is against 
regulations for me to correspond with a former inmate/student. I asked the 
principal to open the envelope and check the contents. After he reads the 
contents, he handed k back to me and I read the contents aloud. It was a 
Christmas card from former inmate, Mr. R. He stated that he was continuing to 
read and write in his joumal. He had a job— t̂he first one he applied for. He just 
wanted to wish me a Merry Christmas and thank me for helping him to tum his 
life around and for the help he received in my class. 

The principal then handed the card to the counselor who said, "Well, this 
is harmless. You have to believe that, after all, the card is addressed here to the 
unit, ff h was meant to be secret communication, he wouldn't have sent k here." 
Both the principal and the counselor seem somehow disappointed that they were 
unable to "catch" me in a significant ttansgression. Why do they always expect 
the very worst of a teacher before they even check the facts? 
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The principal said, "I will take this to show the warden. You have been 
the talk of the unh. This has been passed around all over the unit. The warden 
will be interested to know that this is all this amounts to. Just make sure that you 
do not ever encourage any inmate to contact you. The warden and I will decide 
whether to contact the inmate's parole officer. He may be revoked for this 
incident; however, it does look harmless." 

The principal instmcted me to write a memo stating that I am aware of the 
regulations that forbid correspondence wkh any inmate, and that I did not ask the 
inmate to correspond with me. The principal asked me if I wanted a copy of the 
card for my records, and I declined. I said that I had no use for a copy. At no time 
should any teacher suggest or encourage any correspondence. Any attempt at 
contact between a former inmate and any corrections employee is forbidden and 
must be reported to an immediate supervisor and the warden immediately. 

Later, I reflect on this whole situation. How sad h is when there is 
evidence that this inmate is attempting to demonstrate socially acceptable 
behavior—writing a thank you note to someone who has helped him—and the end 
result may very likely be his return to prison. I know that he should not have 
written to me, but what harm could there be in his attempt to say thank you! How 
fak is this? (B. A. Carr, personal communications, January 6, 2000) 

Ms. Gamer strives to be fair and just; she teaches her mles, she doesn't just 

dictate them. For some, the prison is fences, bars, and cells. But for many corrections 

educators, the prison is individuals desperately in need of intervention and compassion: 

Compassion 

Every man in this room belongs to someone. 
He is some child's father, he is some gkl's husband. 
He is some mother's son. 

Lest we forget, pick up a weighty stone. 
And draw k back to throw, every man who waks in this room 
Though left far behind, belongs to someone. 
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Before you sk in judgment, or find fauh too fierce or hard. 
Remember to be careful, for fear you see the day 
When the man we see before us belongs, indeed, to you! 

Ms. Gamer's expectations are limhed to two mles for appropriate behavior in her 

classroom: (1) Students must behave as gentlemen, and (2) Students must try to do the 

assignments. Sometimes k is even necessary to instmct students about such things as 

appropriate language, proper etiquette in refraining from belching or expelling gas, the 

impropriety of picking the nose, or the proper way to address a teacher. Fewer mles, but 

consistency in enforcing the mles lessens the resistance students display when they are 

asked to abide by the mles and doubles as an educational opportunity to improve 

behaviors in social situations. 

For Ms. Gamer, a sense of humor is paramount to her successfiil teaching. If 

leaming is not enjoyable, students are bored and uninterested. Caphalizing on humor 

serves her well. Ms. Gamer is creative, witty, and fun-loving: 

CARR: What do you call a good day? 

GARNER: When my students feel good about themselves, we had flin, and we 
are leaming. Humor is a big part of it—when we can laugh. (Carr, 2000) 

But, more than once, I have heard security officers express thek concerns that students in 

Ms. Gamer's class just have too much flin—as though there was somehow wrongdoing in 

a class where students could actually enjoy leaming! 

Ms. Gamer is intuitive. She demonsttates what Connelly defined as "intukive 

bodily understanding, a resonance with the confounding and ambiguous context" of her 

worid (1999, Fall). She possesses a quality that embraces street smarts and more. She 
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has a keen sensitivity, a watchfiilness, a depth of perception and knowing that is 

irreplaceable in corrections education. Some might designate this qualhy simply as 

expertise in her content or subject matter, but h goes much fiirther. Ms. Gamer is able to 

detect a general uneasiness in offender behavior. She will note ekher unusual silence or 

deteriorating attitudes from her students. She is watchful over equipment and fiimittire 

for property destmction that sometimes doubles as gang messages to other offenders. 

She is also quick to notice threatening behavior such as verbal abuse or physical threats 

between offenders. She reports any attempts by students to segregate by race or conduct 

gang-related activities. She also shares any wamings about imminent danger she receives 

from students with her colleagues. She listens not only for words, but also for feelings, 

meanings, and undercurrents (Maxwell, 1999). She knows when to stop mstmction and 

take advantage of teachable moments that have little to nothing to do with academic 

leaming, but much to do with living in society. She takes advantage of serendiphy. 

CARR: You were talking about the way that everybody works together—is this 
something you teach them? 

GARNER: I think they leam h under me. A lot of them come in there with fixed 
ideas just like I used to have. Really fixed ideas. But once they—it doesn't take 
them but about two or three weeks and then they begin to chill out. Fkst of all, 
they are in an environment that is hostile to start with, and they will be withdrawn 
and they don't know who to tmst. Which I can't blame them. They are real 
closed up, but h takes them about two or three weeks, and they begin to realize 
the type of personality I have, how I feel about things, and that I am not gokig to 
jump right in the big middle of their case if they sneeze in the wrong dkection. 
Then they begin to open up and they begin to see that I am not going to have a 
cardiac arrest if they are helping each other. You know we joke about h 
sometimes because I catch them. And if I catch them cheating, I am just going to 
say: What are you doing? Are you on the intemet over there? Then I have to give 
them my little testimony about when I was in high school. I had a real good 
friend that gave her paper to everybody else but me, and I was her best fiiend. I 
was her best friend. And she said to me: Because you are my friend, I want you 
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to leam. And I say: If you are tmly these guys' friends, you are going to want 
them to leam, and you are not going to just hand it to them. You are going to 
encourage them to leam. And boy, I mean, it doesn't take long. They help each 
other and everything is just fine. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, April 2, 
1999) 

She also kitukively knows when something is amiss in her classroom, when h is 

time to shut her door and attempt to calm her students. She has keen sensitivhy about the 

collective student or classroom temperament and the accompanying diplomacy necessary 

to diffiise a volatile situation. For example, consider the following description of a unit 

shakedown (a search of all the possessions of each offender and all places and spaces on 

the facilhy): 

ShakedowTis are part of prison. Random pat searches are expected, and each 
officer is supposed to search so many cells during his or her shift. Unit 
shakedowns are different. Pare down your possessions to the most cherished 
things you own—pictures, a few books, some cosmetics and non-perishable food 
items—and throw them on your bed. Tie them in your sheets and carry that 
bundle a quarter mile to the shakedown area. Take your clothes off, open your 
mouth so someone can see you're hiding nothing there. Tum around and show 
the soles of your feet, then bend over and let them check there, too. Stand there 
while someone with life and death power over you goes through and looks at 
everything, taking what they want and destroying what they want. That's a TDCJ 
shakedown. (Renaud, 2000, p. 4) 

Consider also that once the shakedown is complete and normal activity resumes, those 

offenders who just participated in the shakedown process might be on thek way to school 

for the day. Certainly the attitude, demeanor, and behavior of a teacher is important ki 

restoring peace after such an event occurs, but Ms. Gamer always remembers to close her 

classroom door for such discussions. She believes k would be unwise to do otherwise. 

Ms. Gamer has patience with few limhs. She explains again and again to students 

whh limhed capachies or Umhed willingness to leam. She searches for ahemative ways 
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to explain when students fail to grasp a concept. She works with adults who are 

emerging into lheracy and celebrates when they succeed. For students who display 

leaming disabiUties or reluctance to leam, she does not give up easily and celebrates 

success. For instance, I looked up one day from the lesson I was teaching to find Ms. 

Gamer standing at my door with one of her students in tow: 

GARNER: We are here to celebrate. My student just got his test scores back and 
we are so pleased. When he started out he could not read. His new test scores 
show he is now reading on a fifth grade level. All of this in just a few months. (B. 
A. Carr, personal communication, 1999) 

My class broke into a hearty round of applause and one-by-one, my students came by to 

shake hands and congratulate Ms. Gamer's successful student. Where there is no 

celebration, Ms. Gamer can create one! 

Ms. Gamer is secure, satisfied, and highly committed to her profession. Her 

commhment includes setting goals and paying the price to reach her goals. From 

Maxwell's perspective (1999), she is not a dropout who quks when the going gets tough, 

not a holdout who is fearfiil of her abiUty to reach her goal, nor a cop-out who has no 

goal—rather, she is an all-out seeker of her goals. She is open to change, yet questions 

authority particularly if she deems h ineffective, incompetent, or in error as part of her 

general attitude toward her profession. Her primary professional concems are creative 

ways to teach, her own well-being, and renewing experiences to broaden her skills. She 

is flexible and highly skilled as an educator—exacting progress and achievement from 

her students whom many would find uneducable. In fact, her progress with students is 

consistently at a level of excellence that far exceeds the yearly goal of the district for 
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status for exemplary progress (or the most current information available in Fabelo's 

study, 2000). She has pride in her work and knows the job is well done. 

CARR: How do you account for the success level that you have had over the 
years in the prison system? 

GARNER: They give me the respect that I would like to have because they want 
to, not because they are forced into it. So my success rate comes because they 
don't want to do anything that is going to make them look bad in my eyes. They 
do not want that. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, April 2, 1999) 

Ms. Gamer is one who Kottler and Zehm (2000) would designate a memorable 

teacher with "certain eccentricities, unique qualkies, and personal idiosyncrasies that are 

perceived as endearing" (p. 18). When a student is leaving the facilhy, her class breaks 

into "Happy Trails" to send them on thek way. If a student has a birthday, he can expect 

to hear the birthday song, and he will have to sk on a balloon until k pops! She has 

personal style that is a blend of her cognhive and affective mission. She teaches, 

motivates, and negotiates with students so that peace and harmony are encouraged, 

leaming is enhanced, and lives are touched. Very few of these attributes have to do with 

the content materials or the teaching methods she employs, but much to do with the 

human dimensions of being a teacher in the prison classroom. Lieberman and Miller 

(1984) labeled a particular set of phenomena as social system understandings that reflect 

the connection between an individual teacher experience and the social context of 

schools. Careful examination of the qualkies and characteristics of Ms. Gamer provides 

a strategy to describe this participant in meaningful way. 

Ms. Gamer would be judged by most standards as a successful teacher. Her 

personal evaluations reflect her notable abilkies in teaching while her students maintain a 
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high rate of success. Using the prison school district norm of 75% of students showing 

growth to denote exemplary status, Ms. Gamer's sttidents typically surpass the norm. 

They also surpass the district goal of .5 years growth from one testing period to the next. 

Students enjoy coming to class and make impressive progress under her tutelage. Ms. 

Gamer seldom has to write a disciplinary case. Students improve, move to another level, 

or achieve a GED and exit her class. 

Seasons and Stages 

Lasker and Moore (1979) made distinctions between the phases of the life cycle 

and the stages of adult development and maturity. They defined phases as naturally 

occurring cycles of life, while stages were specific levels of aduh development. They 

likened phases to seasons of the year and stages to mngs on a ladder. 

Based on Glatthom's Aduh Development Phases (1990) and Lasker and Moore's 

definhions, I can portray the season of Ms. Gamer's Ufe. She is prepared to make new 

choices. She is aware of her own physical limitations and has confronted her own 

mortality at this time in her life. She has found renewed energy through the challenges of 

teaching in the prison environment at the turning point of her career rather than deciding 

to just coast along until retirement, and she deals appropriately with any stress emanating 

from unresolved concems. Whh her highly developed sense of analytic self-reflection, 

she sometimes reexamines her earlier choices as part of her reflection on education and 

can clearly articulate her complex philosophy of education. Ms. Gamer tends to conform 

to extemal mles that make sense to her, and she is concemed about communications 

125 



within her work group. She has conscious concems for social acceptance from those 

whose opinions she values. She has the capacity to exact major changes in her life 

stmcture when necessary and has developed intricate pattems of significant conceptual 

complexhies related to teaching and the organizational envkonment. By these criteria, 

Ms. Gamer demonstrates a high level of maturity with the accompanying lifeskills 

resuhing from her experiences. 

Drawing from the work of Kohlberg (1984), I can attempt to characterize Ms. 

Gamer according to her stage of moral development. Ms. Gamer is honest and possesses 

a deep understanding of her own moral development. Her sense of ethical and 

professional values is also highly developed. Ethics and values guide her life—she lives 

the ideals she teaches. She values family, the law, religious principles, and patriotism, 

but, more importantly, she expects a sense of faimess to percolate through her Ufe 

experiences. 

GARNER: It's not right. We [teachers] are not inmates, and I am tked of being 
treated like inmates. You know, if you want to get down to it, I think the irunates 
have more rights than we do. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, April 2, 
1999) 

Her behaviors are most often consistent with stage five or stage six from Kohlberg's 

continuum of definitions conceming moral development. She defines right actions in 

terms of general individual rights and standards agreed upon by society, and she attempts 

to balance her individual opinions whh those held by society in general. She determines 

what is right by examining her conscience in accordance whh self-chosen ethical 

principles and highly developed religious principles. Unlike many aduhs, Ms. Gamer has 

moved beyond stage three or four where aduhs typically conform to a stereotypical image 
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of good behavior. Therefore, she is not just concemed about conforming to some 

authority figure, following fixed mles, or maintaining the norms of social order, rather 

she is cognizant of issues of fakness and equhy in her relationships and her workplace. 

Ms. Gamer's poshion places her in conflict with the organization of the prison 

system in general and corrections education in particular. In many instances, Ms. Gamer 

is examining her own belief system and revishing the Texas Educators' Code of Ethics 

(Texas Administrative Code, Chapter 247). Ms. Gamer is very serious about her 

professional responsibility. According to TAC§247.2a, "The Texas educator should 

strive to create an atmosphere that will nurture to fulfillment the potential of each 

student." She also adheres to the charge contained in TAC§247.2b that requkes 

educators to "maintain the dignity of the profession by respecting and obeying the law, 

demonstrating personal integrity, and exemplifying honesty." 

GARNER: I am aghast. I had no idea that someone in the education profession 
could slip through the cracks in this way. It is a total disgrace that a person who 
so clearly ignores standards for professional behavior can hold a position of 
leadership. The whole profession should be up-in-arms. (B. A. Carr, personal 
conununication, 1995) 

Clearly Ms. Gamer's stage of moral development is at odds with the prison 

system, many corrections education administrators, and her inmate students. The prison 

system emphasizes the physical consequences of punishment and deference to authority 

for inmates that can often spill over into the rehabilitation orientation of a corrections 

educator. The inmate students are incarcerated for their failure to meet society's 

expectations for appropriate behavior and obedience to the law. Even further, Ms. Gamer 
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feels that she faces the greater indignity of an administrator who does not meet the 

expectations and standards of the Texas Educator Code of Ethics (TAC§247.2). 

Leadership and Philosophy 

What is the actual role of a teacher in the prison classroom? A teacher is requked 

to educate, counsel, encourage, motivate, and mediate. Each teacher must also find her 

own answer to this question: Am I primarily a teacher who is concemed whh the mastery 

of academic content, or am I primarily a social worker concemed wkh the pastoral care 

of my students? Or am I both at the same time? At the forefront of this decision is the 

idea that most or all of these inmates will one day retum to free society. They will walk 

the streets of our communities, and they will resume their regular activities. The role of 

the teacher is to intervene and bring about positive change. 

The role of a teacher in the prison classroom is complex and muhidimensional. 

The work encompasses many of the quaUties Katzemneyer and Moller (1996) deemed 

leadership qualkies for those who wish to remain close to teaching. These scholars went 

beyond the traditional definhion of leadership most often illustrated ki the Iherature as 

the administrator poshion and included teachers as part of the leadership team in 

education. Thek definition included teacher leadership that placed a teacher as a leader 

inside or outside the classroom, influencing others toward improved educational practice, 

and contributing to a community of leamers. Further, Maxwell (1999), pronounced that 

"competence requkes responsible people who show up every day, keep improving, 

follow through with excellence, accomplish more than is expected, and inspire others" (p. 
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35). Certainly, these qualhies summarize what Ms. Gamer embodies by her daily plan of 

action in her classroom. 

In Katzenmeyer and Moller's (1996) view, teacher leaders facilhated student 

leaming, effected change beyond their classroom, and affected decisions related to daily 

practice. They inspired others to improve their practice, motivated colleagues to 

experiment or share experiences, and paid attention to thek own development. 

According to thek guidelines for assessing the readiness for teacher leadership (pp. 8-11) 

and the observations I described previously, vktually all Ms. Gamer's attitudes, values, 

and beliefs parallel those related to a teacher leadership orientation. 

In addition, since this phenomenological study is based, at least in part, on 

philosophical constmcts, h makes sense to consider the philosophical belief system that 

contributes to who Ms. Gamer is as an educator. 

A philosophy of education represents a comprehensive and interrelated set of 
values and beliefs as applied to education—including beliefs about the purpose 
and nature of human life, the role of the individual in society, purposes or goals of 
education, role(s) of teachers and students, important subject matter, and effective 
teaching approaches. (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 1996, p. 134) 

Katzenmeyer and Moller (1996) recommended the Zinn Philosophy of Education 

Inventory (pp. 103-137) to specifically assist a teacher leader to articulate a personal 

philosophy of education. According to this criteria, Ms. Gamer's view shares two 

philosophies that strongly reflect her orientation to education. Ms. Gamer holds a 

progressive, humanistic perspective in her views of educational philosophy. Ms. Gamer 

believes her work as a teacher is meaningful. Her belief system accepts and supports the 

notion of other teachers' influences upon her work, her thinking and planning, and her 
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conduct with students. She also believes that teachers should make decisions as to the 

best methods of achieving educational goals set forth by policies. Ms. Gamer sees her 

role as a facilitator of both student work and coUegial endeavors. She values cooperation 

above competkion in these endeavors. She sees herself as a contributor to the overall 

success of the corrections education program and as a mentor to those new to the practice 

of corrections education. 

Consistent whh the focus of a progressive educational philosophy (Katzenmeyer 

& Moller, 1996), Ms. Gamer is concemed with educating people to live responsibly and 

to resolve their problems in accordance whh the mles of a democratic society. Ms. 

Gamer tends to emphasize real-life experiences, cooperative leaming experiences, and 

active inquky in student learning. She often emphasizes preparation to live in the world 

outside of the prison system. 

Tme to the humanistic philosophy (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 1996), Ms. Gamer 

emphasizes the values of individualism and self-reliance. She is concemed wkh the 

personal growth and development of each student as an individual. Her tendency is to 

fully include each student regardless of physical or developmental challenges. She holds 

the basic assumption that human nature is good— b̂ut that many of her students have 

made serious mistakes in judgment. 

GARIvTER: As an educator, I am most successful in situations that are 
unstmctured and flexible enough to follow students' interests. I try to focus on 
practical skills and knowledge that students can put to use in real life. I want my 
students to explore different ways of leaming. I try to create an envkonment that 
facilkates self-discovery. (B. A. Carr, personal communication, November 1999) 
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To conclude this portrait of Ms. Gamer, I must remind the reader the intent is not 

to hold up a mkror to see the image of a teacher in the prison system; instead, the intent is 

to capture the qualhies of character and history to aeate a holistic image of this 

participant. Like Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997), 

I wanted the written pieces to convey the authority, wisdom, and perspective of 
the [subject], but I wanted [the reader] to feel—as I had felt—that the porttait did 
not look like [her], but somehow managed to reveal [her] essence, (p. 4) 

Because others cannot see this place except through my eyes, readers must "be 

introduced to a perspective that they had not considered before" in order to "capture the 

texture and nuance of the human experience" by "the selection of some aspect of—or 

angle on—reality that would transform our vision of the whole" (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Davis, 1997, p. 5). Beyond the scope of a single portrait, I seek to provide the reader 

with a depth of knowledge with which to make decisions conceming their interpretation 

of this work. 

The Cover Story: A Composhe Day of Teaching 

Lieberman and Miller (1984) called teaching an art. Teachers must therefore be 

engaged in the artistry and craftmanship of teaching: 

When viewed as a craft, teaching makes sense as a messy and highly personal 
enterprise, for k concems kself wkh the making and remaking of an object until k 
satisfies the standards of ks creators, (pp. 4-5) 

Connally and Clandinin (1999) fiirther espoused that "to enter a professional landscape is 

to enter a place of story" (p. 2). This section is devoted to the cover story, a safe story 

that Ms. Gamer can tell to anyone. It is a safe story that complies with the control norms 
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to be practical and to be private. It is the story that a teacher can share whh a vishor, and 

when the visitor leaves regular activities will resume. As a result, this section is a story 

in the form of dialogue between the participant and the researcher. 

Before the story begins, however, h is important for the reader to remember that 

those who would engage in corrections education must, of necesshy, be at the top of thek 

game. They must be able to spot trouble before k starts, neutralize problem situations, 

provide consistent conttol and an ongoing sense of fairness, and spend the majority of 

their time teaching. All these requkements in the organizational culture where thek 

talents and abilkies are little respected or appreciated, especially if these skills go beyond 

the scope of moderation. 

A teacher is charged with the task of engaging the most reluctant students to 

leam. These men had not previously had the best experiences in school. They confess to 

dropping out, skipping school, or doing dmgs or abusing alcohol. So they remember 

studying through the haze of being high or being removed to the hallway or principal's 

office for disciplinary action. Many have experienced youth detention facilkies, boot 

camp, or previous forms of incarceration. Why then would they suddenly become 

studious and devoted to the notion of completing thek education? 

To further complicate this setting, those who confess to substance abuse, when 

questioned about thek age when beginning alcohol or dmg abuse might display social 

development similar to the age when they began the use or abuse of substances. In other 

words, they display arrested social development consistent with the age when they began 

the abuse. The resuh is often adolescent behavior emanating from an aduh body. 
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Into this complicated professional landscape, a corrections educator enters a place 

of story: 

When teachers move out of their classroom onto the out-of-classroom place on 
the landscape, they often live and tell cover stories, stories in which they portray 
themselves as experts, certain characters whose teacher stories fit whhin the 
acceptable range of the story of school being lived in the school. Cover stories 
enable teachers whose teacher stories are marginalized by whatever the current 
story of school is to continue to practice and to sustain their teacher stories. 
(Clandinin & Connally, 1996, p. 25) 

The foUowing dialogue is the story Ms. Gamer tells of teaching in the prison education 

system. 

CARR: Tell me about your day as a teacher. 

GARNER: When the guys come in, I greet them at the door. This is called 
engaging my students. When they come in, I hand each one his folder and begin 
to explore the possibility for leaming. I try to draw them into the class through 
conversation. I check roll at the same time. I try to question or share something 
with them. I try to catch their attention or get students to enter what we are 
leaming. My students get a pencil out of the pencil box and go sh dovm. I have 
them well trained. Some get started on board work. They do not linger in the 
hallway. They come in, get thek work folders, and begin working. They only 
linger in the hallway when they do not want to be in class. I have never had 
problems with that during all my years of teaching. 

CARR: Then what happens? 

GARNER: Then I start instmction. I explain about the language, the spelling, and 
the math. I answer questions. I go over everything. It is instmction, 
demonstration, and examples—so they know exactly what to do. Another thing— 
if I do have a worksheet, I go over k. I do not spend the entire period lecturing. 
That is part of my teaching philosophy. They do not want to hear me go on and 
on—k's like preaching too long at church. I am a firm believer in hands on 
leaming. It is the only way these students know how to leam. I can give two or 
three examples and then give individualized attention to those who need k 
because everyone else is busy. 

CARR: Then what happens next? 

133 



GARNER: I start my reading groups. Some of these students don't read much at 
all when we start. I work with each reading group. When we finish, I monitor 
and assess their work. I help those who need h. I grade every paper myself, 
every day. My students only make 100 on thek papers. That's part of my 
philosophy, too. For the first time, these students are good students. All my 
students are good students. 

CARR: Oh, then you monitor and assess every day? 

GARNER: In prison, they may or may not ask for help Sometimes they are too 
timid to ask. They are placed in classes based on test scores, even though h is not 
a ttiie assessment of ability. When they test, they may have a bad attitude and do 
badly on the test when they are really very bright and should be placed at a higher 
level than the test shows. Testing is not a tme assessment. In my class, when 
they finish their work, I grade h. I never put an X, that is a negative mark. 
Instead, I ckcle the answer in pencil or point h out and give h back for them to 
correct until they make 100. No one makes less than 100. This is poshive 
reinforcement for those who never excelled at anything. 

GARNER: Reading is part of every day. For older inmates, h takes a longer time 
for them to get on ttack. Some of my students have a language barrier. They 
need tutoring—sometimes we literally dissect word by word, and I explain the 
usage. My students leam to write letters home. If they leave my class, I hope my 
students will pick up where they left off and go on to get a GED. To this point, 
these students have so much failure; they have very low self-esteem. They are 
dowTi on the world—everybody and everything. In about four to six weeks, they 
begin to realize they are not the scum of the earth. In this class, they are human, 
they have feelings, but they have made mistakes. The question is: What are they 
going to do about h now? 

CARR: Does this take the whole three hours of class? 

GARNER: When they finish, they sometimes work on the computer, or they have 
what they call "free time." They practice writing letters, sttidy for tests, or write 
essays. Sometimes they talk or work together, but they need these social skills, 
too. As long as they behave, I have no problem wath k. They read books; we 
have lots of books on the shelves. After all the work is corrected and folders and 
pencils are tumed in, sometimes they even talk to me. They sometimes just ask 
how a woman feels about something or just ask for help to work through a 
personal problem. 

CARR: Is this a problem? 
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GARNER: Sometimes. Because TDCJ security is looking for some kind of 
involvement. But a teacher does not think that way. Rather, we just try to make 
them a better citizen. A teacher becomes like a counselor or takes the place of 
any woman's point of view. The teacher may be the only one an inmate can ask. 
I see k as part of education. 

CARR: What happens next? 

GARNER: I get boardwork ready for the next class. I am not big on worksheets. 
I use the board more. I prepare for the next day. In between classes, we have a 
break and preparation time. It is just like lunch and conference period for public 
school teachers. 

CARR: What is your definhion of a teacher in the prison system? 

GARNER: I would like to think a teacher is a role model. 

CARR: When you plan what you're going to do in the classroom, what do you 
think about when you are doing that? 

GARNER: My students. The first thing that comes in my mind is my students. 
My first thought is—Okay, how far can I push them whhout losing the majority 
of them? What am I going to do with my really weaker ones that are really 
stmggUng? These are the first thoughts that come. That is in my lesson plans 
every day when I wrke them out. 

CARR: How do you account for the success level that you have had over the 
years in the prison system? 

GARNER: My success level comes from the type of personalhy I have. They 
give me the respect I like to have because they want to, not because they have to. 
So my success rate comes because my students do not want to do anything that is 
going to make them look bad in my eyes. They do not want that. Everybody is 
different, but the way I am works out real well for me in my teaching situation. It 
is not for everybody, but it works for me. 

CARR: Why do they like your class? 

GARNER: It is a place where they can feel good about themselves. They have 
respect for me. They want to come here. They look forward to leaming; h is the 
highlight of thek day. The feel at ease here. (B. A. Carr, personal 
communications, April, 1999 and November, 2000) 
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In this cover story there is an interconnectedness between Ms. Gamer's 

knowledge, the context, the curriculum, and her personal identhy. School is like an oasis, 

an island, where misery can be suspended for three hours at a time. Into the pool of 

human suffering, isolation, and loneliness, there is some measure of respect for humanky. 

There is still hope and opportunhy. This is the place where an inmate can experience 

small moments where he is not guihy, not criminal, not convicted. He is just himself, a 

student with a mind seeking to leam. For Ms. Gamer, the setting is where she works, 

where she practices her teaching style and mode of expression. It is the place where her 

philosophy becomes realhy in her techniques and strategies, her purpose, and her goals in 

education. This is the place where Ms. Gamer chooses to mtervene in the lives of those 

most others have akeady given up on to make one last effort to create a change. This is 

the prison system for a corrections educator, the place where the fences surround those in 

need of these ministrations. For a corrections educator, the prison system is not fences 

and razor wire. The prison system is people—criminal, suffering, and ignorant of the 

skills to survive in society. 

This story is a surface telling. The narrative encompasses the work Ms. Gamer is 

engaged in. There is little focus on the particulars of her teaching assignment. It is a 

brief surface description of her work—the usual, the commonplace, the safe story that 

Ms. Gamer could tell anywhere. This is a cover story that complies with the norms to be 

practical and be private. Because I have lived so close to this classroom as a researcher 

and a teacher, because I am so immersed in the details and moments of each day, I know 
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that just beneath the surface there is tension, turmoil, conflict, uncertainty, and another 

story that must be told. 

The Sacred, Secret Story 

Emest Hemingway once commented, "I always try to write on the principle of the 

iceberg. There is seven-eighths of it underwater for every part that shows" (Prentice Hall 

Literature, 1989, p. 727). This sacred, secret story represents the iceberg that remains 

hidden underwater. Connally and Clandinin (1999) characterized thek views on teacher 

knowledge in terms of narrative life histories or storied life composhions. They further 

contend that "these narrative of experience are both personal—reflecting a person's life 

history—and social— r̂eflecting the milieu, the contexts in which teachers live" (p. 2). In 

thek research of 1996, Clandinin and Connelly found that "lived stories are essentially 

secret ones. Furthermore, when these secret lived stories are told, they are, for the most 

part, told to other teachers in other secret places" (p. 25). 

Pearson (1980) presented arguments that teachers are inclined to see research as 

something done to them rather than by them or for them. Often researchers invade a 

teacher's classes, remodel the normal elements of mstmction, and leave "never to be 

heard from again until their distant papers or texts are published some years hence" (p. 

41). As a result, research has little meaning unless h proves out in real-worid classroom 

situations. In addhion, researchers are often suspect, and teachers are prone to mumble 

about ivory towers. 
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Because of my own dual role in this setting, researcher and teacher, I was able to 

overcome the heshation of this participant to share the secret story of her lifeworid 

experiences. The extended engagement at this site and the consistent tmst-building 

necessary to overcome the reticence of this participant was finally compounded by Ms. 

Gamer's need for a hearing. The resuhs are presented in the following soliloquy as Ms. 

Gamer tells her secret story. 

I think the thing that bothers me the most about this whole sorry ordeal is that no 
one cares—not the prison school administration, not my teacher organization, not 
the Select Committee, not my legislators, not TEA, no one. I thought that this 
was a democracy where you could depend on the right way coming through in the 
end, but k is not. I am different now because of what happened to me as a teacher 
in the prison education system. 

I guess this all started when I went to work on the fû st unit. You know how h is 
when you start a new job. All your friends tell you what they know about the 
place, the people, and the principal. Well, they wamed be about this principal. 
They knew the story of what happened at the last pubUc school where the 
principal worked. They told me about the drinking escapades and the extra
marital affaks that cost the principal that poskion and any future in the public 
schools. I thought k was just gossip, and I took the job anyway. 

Everything went fine at first. No one ever said that I wasn't a good teacher. I am 
a good teacher. I work well whh the men. I have always gotten along whh co
workers. I take care of my business, and I seldom have any problems whh any of 
my students. My students made progress, and I taught and did a good job. But as 
time passed, I began to observe things I couldn't ignore. I knew the principal was 
carrying on wkh an officer. They even had a child together even though they 
were each married to someone else. I knew, but everybody on the unk knew. 
Other teachers, the inmates, security—everybody knew. I guess, I just couldn't 
hide the fact that I could not approve of that kind of behavior. 

There are always teachers in any system who will try to discredk another teacher 
to make points with the principal. It is usually a teacher who is no good at 
teaching or yearning for an administrative position. In the prison, the inmates call 
someone like that a "snitch." I started to notice that my sttiff was tampered wkh. 
You know, things were moved out of place. Books were not where I left them 
when I locked up, that sort of thing. I also noticed I was being watched. 
Everything I did or said was reported to the principal. I knew then that I was 

138 



being set up. I just knew too much, and I guess the principal thought I would tell 
what I knew. I wasn't happy about workkig for a principal like this, but I hadn't 
made up my mind what to do yet. Then, k started. 

I was called to the office and reprimanded for being too familiar with an inmate. 
It seems that someone saw me walking across the yard to the education building 
when one of the inmates called out to ask me a question. I stopped to talk to the 
inmate about his test, and someone tumed k in. I was called on the carpet, 
chewed out, and written up for being too familiar wkh an inmate. The principal 
never asked or even offered to listen to my explanation. I was considered guilty, 
and I had done nothing wrong. I had seen other teachers talk to inmates on the 
yard and nothing happened to them. Why was I being singled out? The answer 
was simple. I knew too much about the principal, and the principal knew I knew. 
The principal needed to discredk me or, better yet, get rid of me before anyone 
else had the opportunity to hear what I had to say. 

Working in the prison system requires you to be watchfiil and careful. I just 
didn't expect to have to watch out for kiept insecure colleagues or a power hungry 
principal. I guess h just came down to survival. The principal had no place else 
to go, and I refused to be intimidated by someone of such poor character. 

For a while, it was a stand-off. Then one of my students wrote a poem and left k 
on my desk. Another teacher found the poem and tumed h in to the principal. 
This was just what the principal was wahing for. The principal called me to the 
office where the counselor was also waiting. The principal started with a tkade 
about my misbehavior. I was appalled. The very idea of calling me to be 
reprimanded in front of a wkness. I had done nothing wrong. I got up and 
waUced out. I told them I had nothing to say until I talked to a lawyer or teacher 
representative. The principal told be to come back and sk down so that the 
principal could finish belittling me in front of the counselor—and anyone else 
who was able to hear the shouting. I refiised and left the unit. 

I immediately called my teacher representative. I told her what was happening. 
She could not believe that my principal acted in such a demeaning, unprofessional 
manner. We immediately filed a grievance, the proper procedure outlined in the 
policy manual for someone who feels that they have been unjustly accused. The 
prison school administrators set up a hearing, and they told me I won. The 
principal was not reprimanded in my presence or terminated, but k was not too 
long before the principal was transferred to another unit. 

When the new principal came on board, I could tell that the new principal had 
some reservations about dealing with me. Somehow even though the 
administrators upheld my arguments, there was still an element of blame and guih 
directed toward me. I also noticed differences in the way my colleagues treated 
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me. Sometimes when we were talking, they would hold thek hands up in front 
and back away from me when the principal walked into the room. Some of the 
teachers did not want to be seen taUcing to me. It came back to me through the 
grapevine that I had been branded as a ttoublemaker. It was so unfair because all 
I did was try to defend myself, try to abide by my professional ethics, and follow 
the proper procedures in the system. 

As time went on, my working relationships did not improve very much. I always 
knew that I was constantly under surveillance from the same teacher who acted as 
a "snitch" earlier. I knew that if I made the tiniest error, I would be history in this 
system. It is very difficuh to work under these condkions. I had to guard every 
word, consider every action, and be watchful at all times. 

It's fiinny. Most people think that teachers have the most to fear from the 
inmates. For a professional teacher who has high standards, there is more to fear 
from the principal, incompetent teachers, or administrators than there is from an 
inmate. I never discussed my personal situation whh the inmates, but they knew 
all about k. I can only guess that the goings-on in education must have been the 
talk of the unh. Of course, the inmates knew all about the affak between the 
principal and the security officer. I heard them discussing h and telling jokes, 
laughing about how much the baby resembled the officer. To the inmates k was 
an example of poor management. Many times I heard comments such as—We 
behave better than the officers do, or I wonder how they get by with that? 

It made my job and the jobs of the other teachers much harder because of the lack 
of integrity and the flawed character of this principal. How could anyone expect 
these men to have respect for someone who could not live as a role model even 
while on duty? All too often, an inmate or an employee walked in on a 
compromising situation or opened a closet unexpectedly. It was no secret. I still 
do not know why the warden did not take action to separate these two who 
undermined the integrity of the whole organization and placed every other 
employee at greater risk. 

I finally decided to request a transfer to another unit. There were several reasons 
for my decision. I was tired of trying to improve the relationships with my 
colleagues. After all, I was not guilty of any wrong-doing. I was tked of the 
hassle. It just wears you down to have to be on guard at every tum. I also wanted 
to go to the new location for personal reasons—family, children, that sort of thing. 
Little did I know what I was letting myself in for. Once I was committed to the 
move, there was really no way to tum back. I really thought I was getting a new 
start. 

About the time I completed the move, h was convenient for me to do a little 
detective work. I decided I needed to know for myself if all I heard about my 

140 



former principal was really tme. Public legal documents, newspapers, and 
colleagues who were there confirmed the whole ugly scenario. There were so 
many in the public schools who knew about these kicidents, this principal was 
never going to work with young people again. I couldn't believe h! Why would 
the prison system hire someone of such poor character to lead a prison school? 

When I reached the new location, I met my new principal. Lo and behold! I 
recognized the name! This principal was involved whh my former principal in 
their public school scandal. The only difference, I later leamed, was that my new 
principal actually had a criminal record. This principal was convicted, given 
probation, later had the probation revoked, and served jail time for failure to meet 
the condkions of probation. Furthermore, since this incident, and I don't know 
what else, this principal's spouse suffered a mental collapse and committed 
suicide. What a nightmare! How could the prison system actually hire someone 
wkh this character and reputation? How could I tell the difference between an 
inmate and a principal whose offenses were very similar? How would I ever be 
able to deal whh this situation? 

From the very beginning at the new location, I knew I would have to be so 
careful. I finally made up my mind that I was not gokig to allow an unscmpulous 
principal to force me out of my job. I liked my work. I was good at k, too. My 
students deserved to have a good teacher, and I enjoyed the actual teaching in the 
prison system. The work is worthwhile, and I believe I am doing what God wants 
me to do. I am not a quitter. 

From the start, I knew that my new principal had an on-going relationship of 
some kind whh my former principal. I could tell because my new principal 
assigned me to the classroom dkectly across the hall from the office, but allowed 
other teachers to choose thek rooms. I knew the principal just wanted to keep an 
eye on me. It was clear that the principal knew something about me before we 
ever met. 

In the beginning, I was allowed to do my job and go home. I made alliances with 
some of my colleagues. And we were together most of the time. It is harder to 
pick out someone who is part of a group. I know that this tight collegiaUty helped 
me to sustain my teaching job for a long time. 

Tme to the flawed nature of the character of this principal, h was not too long 
before the principal was engaging in another affair with a teacher who was 
married to someone else at the time. They ate lunch together behind the closed 
door of the principal's office every day. The principal covered the teacher's class 
to allow the teacher to leave early every Friday without taking any leave time. 
The teacher flaunted the poshion of power to be the first to have sttidents leave 
from class each day or to arrange any time schedule to suit this teacher's personal 
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needs. The principal and the teacher left the unit together arm-in-arm. Others 
told me that the principal and the teacher shared a room during inservice training 
that required employees to travel to another cky. The principal and the teacher 
made no effort to hide their relationship from inmates, security, administrators, or 
educators. These two were always together. 

When administrators leamed of the improper relationship, the teacher quickly 
received a transfer to another unk. The relationship did not stop; however, I am 
sure k was somewhat inconvenient for both parties to have this transfer to contend 
with. Somehow, the principal must have believed that I was responsible in some 
way for this tum of events because there was an immediate change in the 
principal's attitude and behavior toward me. I believe thek own actions gave 
them up. They really made no effort to hide their relationship, and administrators 
finally caught on to k. 

The next downward spkal happened when our education department received a 
very bad female officer assigned to monitor the education building. Until this 
time, the professional officers could be counted on to assist teachers with difficuh 
students, remove unmly students, monitor student movement, supervise restroom 
breaks, and monhor hallways and classrooms during education. This proper 
behavior and support became a thing of the past when Ms. M. came on the scene. 

Ms. M. called students to class 15-20 minutes early and released students 15-20 
minutes late every day because she was so inept at checking attendance and pat 
searching when students left. Of course, teachers did not like this infiingement on 
their lunch or preparation time. After repeated attempts to get the principal to 
correct the problem, I was left with no ahemative but to seek relief from this 
problem through the appropriate procedures, just as I had done before. The prison 
school policy manual clearly stated that teachers must be provided lunch and 
preparation time. The principal was unhappily forced to abide by the mles. But 
in retaliation, the policy manual was amended to provide principals more latitude 
in setting schedules and the principal extended the teacher's workday. 

In the meantime, Ms. M. was counseling inmates by walking up and down the 
hallways wkh several of them. Teachers saw the kimates straighten the clothing 
of Ms. M., touch her hair, or put an arm around her shoulders on numerous 
occasions. She seemed to enjoy thek attentions and called these inmates out of 
class to spend time with her. The remainder of the time, Ms. M. was nowhere to 
be found. She did not monkor the halls or resttooms. When a fight did break out, 
Ms. M. locked herself in the staff restroom and called for help on her radio. 
Teachers were left alone to deal with the disturbance and break up the fight. No 
one intervened or seemed to think k strange that the officer could not provide any 
information about the fight. The principal told the faculty in a staff meeting that 
the fight was the fauh of teachers. The principal further contended that security 
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was the job of the teacher because the officer, Ms. M., was "too busy" to take care 
of everything. All this time, I though the teacher's job was to educate! 

Whh these two incidents, the principal conveyed contempt for teachers in two 
ways. Fkst of all, the principal did not protect the time teachers need for 
preparation. Secondly, the actions of the principal denigrated corrections 
education to little more than baby-sitting by stating that the teacher's job is 
security. To equate the importance of this work to little more than checking roll 
and maintaining order demeans teachers in corrections education. With the 
principal's words and actions, the morale in the education department sunk to the 
lowest level possible. 

Then, something seemed to just come over the principal. The principal began to 
call facuhy meetings to rant, rave, curse, and berate teachers. Despite the fact that 
our unit was scoring high on tests and maintaining high attendance, the principal 
was never satisfied. The principal wanted higher scores, better attendance, and 
bigger classes. On another occasion, the faculty was told that when the principal 
was away or absent, the secretary was in charge because the faculty members 
were too stupid and lacking in commonsense to take charge of an emergency. On 
numerous occasions, faculty members were subjected to the principal's fits of 
rage with cursing and profanity. Teaching in the prison system is difficuh at the 
very best; under these conditions it became unbearable. 

Some might ask me why I put up with this unbearable situation. I would answer 
that I did nothing wrong. I was guilty of no wrong-doing. Before I entered this 
system, I had never been written up for any reason whatsoever. I had never even 
considered filing a grievance. I am a good teacher. I hoped I could outlast this 
principal. I responded in the only way open to me. I filed grievances and asked 
to be heard by administrators. In this system, if you contact a higher 
administrator in any other way, you are considered insubordinate and you will 
likely be terminated for h. I was trying to do what was right and ethical. After 
all, I am a professional and I would not stoop to the level of incompetence this 
principal displayed. 

By this time the collegiaUty on this unit was a thing of the past, morale was at an 
all time low, and some teachers had either ttansferred, retired, or quit. Those who 
were new to this situation were ehher on probation or just trying to complete three 
years and retire. I feh Uke I was all alone in trying to stand against these attacks. 
All I could do was file grievances and attempt to get administrators to listen to 
me, usually to no avail. The resuhs were disheartening to say the least—a 
changed policy manual, a longer work day, continued misbehavior by the security 
officer, and ridicule and abuse from the principal. More often than not, the 
supervising administrators did not understand what was going on because they 
have no concept of the work that teachers do in the classroom since many have 
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never taught. Many do not understand the procedures and activities that 
accompany the classroom routines. If they know anything at all, they have 
forgotten how hard this job is under the best of conditions. More than once I was 
told to be thankful I had a job since the system was downsizing. The relationship 
between the principal and me deteriorated from this point forward. The principal 
knew I nehher approved nor appreciated his antics in this display of power. I still 
wanted to believe that justice and right would prevail. But over time, this difficuh 
setting and ridiculous situation take a toll. I was tked and fiiistrated, and I 
eventually made a mistake. 

There was a fight outside my classroom in the hallway. I was accused of failing 
to supervise all my students at all times. What a ridiculous allegation! No single 
individual can possibly supervise 25 or more convicted felons at all times. These 
men are certainly capable of stealthy actions and covert behaviors. I am not the 
only teacher who has had two students slip out of class to have a fight during a 
transhion in instmction. How in the worid can I be totaUy to blame for these 
students' misbehaviors? I was busy teaching all the other students ki the class. 
Several days later, I was called to the warden's office. Waking for me there were 
the assistant superintendent, the principal, an intemal affairs officer, and the 
warden. The meeting was unexpected and intimidating. At this time I was fiirther 
accused of failing to report a note from a student and failing to tum in evidence. 

I made a mistake. I should have refused to speak to them until I had my teacher 
representative or lawyer present. Instead, I beUeved the assistant superintendent 
when he said this was just a fact-finding investigation. I answered thek questions 
and cooperated fiiUy wkh the intemal affairs interrogation; I had nothing to hide. 
I had done nothing wrong. I would not bow down. I would not abandon my 
values, morals, and ethics. I would not be pushed any further. I still believed that 
being right would prevail. 

But, I was wrong—I lost. The warden supported the allegations the principal 
made and said he did not want me to retum to his unk until a complete 
investigation was done. I was suspended wkh pay, pending an investigation. The 
warden said I was a security threat. 

My teacher representative was of no help in this situation. By law, there is very 
littie that a teacher representative can do. Teachers in the prison system do not 
have the same options that public school teachers do. There is little due process. 
There is no one to tum to. There is no independent hearing officer appointed. 
The Commissioner of Education or Texas Education Agency has no authority or 
power to intervene. My teacher representative could offer me no assistance. 

I contacted an attomey. I provided documentation for all the events that 
transpked, not just the short summary I included here. My attomey told me I 
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really had only two options: (1) He could negotiate a settlement or (2) He could 
notify the prison school district that we intended to seek fiirther legal remedies. 
By his explanation, my attomey helped me to understand that the law is written in 
such a way that there are many loopholes for the school district to slip through. 
Prison teachers are not protected in the same way that public school teachers are 
from such unscmpulous dealings. He told me we had a strong case, but there 
were problems to consider. 

The whole process would be lengthy, expensive, and detrimental to my heahh and 
well-being. I probably would be unable to get another job if the prison school 
district terminated my employment. It might take as long as ten years to settle 
this mess in court. I understand why teachers are reluctant to pursue Ikigation 
when they deal with the prison system school district. It is just too bad that 
teachers do not know what they might be facing before they start to work for the 
district. 

After long deliberation and reflection, I decided I just couldn't fight this battle any 
longer. I was planning to retire in just a few years, and my whole future could be 
in jeopardy. My reputation was akeady damaged, but I was not willing to 
sacrifice my retirement, my future, or my family for a cause that I could not be 
relatively sure of winning. Given the ttack record here, I could no longer believe 
that justice would prevail. Desphe the fact that the prison education system 
notified me that termination proceedings would be completed before I had the 
opportunity of a disciplinary hearing, a total breach of due process, I decided this 
was enough. 

The prison school district legal department was actually eager to settle tfiis dispute 
whhout further Ihigation. I received a glowing recommendation signed by this 
principal—my teaching ability was never in question. The principal was ordered 
never to speaJc of this incident again. Any inquiries for employment purposes 
were to be dkected to the personnel department. I agreed not to file for 
unemployment. And that was the end of my service with the prison school 
district. 

Certainly we can now understand Ms. Gamer's original reluctance to share her secret 

story. I believe that she decided to share her story as a dkect resuh of my prolonged 

engagement in the field and the level of ttiist we established over time. It is unlikely that 

this sacred, secret story would emerge in any other way. It is not a narrative that would 
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be revealed to just anyone, nor is it a narrative that is revealed whhout carefiil reflection 

and thought. 

Researcher Observations 

In order for the reader to fiiUy understand Ms. Gamer's shuation, k is necessary to 

further clarify several specific points. I know about these events because I remained 

employed with the system after Ms. Gamer left her poshion and because Ms. Gamer 

shared information wdth me conceming her continuing efforts to bring the ambigukies of 

this system into public light. Therefore, this section is devoted to a brief explanation of 

the grievance process and the efforts Ms. Gamer continued to make to raise her voice 

against practices she deems unfair to teachers. 

For prison educators, the grievance process has three steps: level one is a 

complaint conference with the principal; level two is a meeting wkh the assistant 

superintendent, the deputy superintendent, or a designee; and level three is a meeting 

wkh the superintendent (PM §7.26). "Although the complaint review process is 

concluded at level three, this policy does not prevent an employee from ekher (1) making 

a written appeal to the Board; or (2) speaking durkig the Public Comment section of a 

regular board meeting. The Board is not required to take any action or to respond in any 

way to such informal presentations"(PM§7.26-12). When Ms. Gamer, along whh her 

teacher representative, availed herself of this opportunity, the board response stated that 

the complaint process is concluded at level three. 
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In addhion, an Excerpt from PD-2?. (2000), the administrative guideline manual 

for employees of TDCJ, contended: 

No single document can anticipate or address every situation. Therefore, this 
directive should be used in conjunction whh other current dkectives and 
procedures. In the event no written or verbal insttuctions have been issued 
regarding a particular subject pertakiing to employee responsibilkies or duties, the 
employee is expected to use sound judgment in arriving at a pmdent course of 
action, (p. 1) 

This document also provides steps for employee complaints and levels or ranges of 

disciplinary actions for employees. Employees may appeal to the executive dkector, 

deputy executive dkector, or the appropriate division director. However, these appeals 

are not permitted for prison school teachers who are not considered employees of the 

criminal justice system. In other words, teachers are bound by these mles, but they do 

not have the same right to appeal as criminal justice system employees. 

In response to letters sent to Ms. Gamer's representative in the house and senate, 

she was advised to pursue changes in persormel policies and to continue to work within 

the system for positive changes. When a select committee was formed to investigate the 

workings of the prison education system, Ms. Gamer was invked to appear before the 

committee to voice her concems. She asked them to consider stronger background 

checks for potential employees so that teachers would be assured that administtators did 

not have the same criminal background as inmates, to implement more equitable 

provisions for teacher educators who are placed in untenable positions to be able to make 

appeals to a higher authority, to review the practice of denying prison school teachers 

access to due process similar to what is allowed for teachers in other public schools, and 
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to order revision of the policy manual to reflect the legislative intent to tteat prison 

system teachers in a manner similar to those in other public school positions. At this 

time, h is too early to determine what response this testimony might bring. 

In conclusion the superintendent offered these comments regarding security issues 

for teachers which also places Ms. Gamer in an elite group: 

We are proud of the security officers who work within the [prison education 
system] program. They have to work in an environment different than standard 
security duties and must display different techniques of keeping staff and students 
safe. However, our staff must always be aware of the fact that we are in a prison 
environment. We must be more senshive to the classroom situations and be more 
watchful of possible trouble. Don't let past experience lull you into believing that 
it may not happen today or tomorrow. There are about a half-dozen employees 
who lose their jobs each year in [the prison education system] from 
unacceptable conduct (Association of Texas Professional Educators, 2000, p. 2) 

As I reflect on the story Ms. Gamer shared, I must admk to great admiration for 

the courage she displayed. First of all, her courage began wkh an inward battle—the 

decision to take a stand for what she believed to be right. She waged a stmggle to make 

things right, desphe the great odds against her. "Courage deals whh principle, not 

perception" (Maxwell, 1999, p. 41). Regardless of the outcome, she did not back away 

from the challenges she met in her workplace. She met what she perceived as the flawed 

character and poor qualhies of leadership from her supervisor; she battled to the end. At 

Ms. Gamer's request, I included the following reflection from Maxwell (1999) that she 

believed captured her feelings and summarized the dUemma she faced wkh what she 

viewed as an inept, unethical administrator: 

Leaders cannot rise above the limitations of thek character. Have you ever seen 
highly talented people suddenly fall apart when they achieve a certain level of 
success? The key to that phenomenon is character. Steven Berglas, a 
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psychologist at Harvard Medical School says that people who achieve great 
heights but lack the bedrock character to sustain them through the stress are 
headed for disaster. He believes they are destined for one or more of the four A's 
arrogance, painfiil feelings of aloneness, destmctive adventure-seeking, or 
adultery. Each is a terrible price to pay for weak character, (p. 5) 

This compelling argument forces each of us to consider the unsavory poshion Ms. Gamer 

found herself in. I question how anyone else would have fared through the same sittiation 

while dealing whh the same perceptions of flawed leadership. 

For whatever purposes, teachers who are educators in the prison school system 

chose to teach in the prison system. Reasons vary from more money, better work hours, 

better insurance, a missionary heart, to making a difference. Regardless of the reasons, 

the norm is to follow along, finish the day, and leave k all behind as each of us walks out 

the gate. There are no calls to duty after hours for sponsorship, no football games, no 

field trips, no grading of papers late at night, which equates to freedom to have a life after 

the teaching day. Many teachers have other occupations or avocations that fill the 

remaining hours of the day—small businesses, coaching, saddle making, farming, raising 

cattle, subcontracting, as well as continuing education—just to name a few of the pursuks 

teachers engage in. Others just grow tked of the excessive demands on their time from 

public schools and welcome the resphe for family and personal time. 

My purpose in this study was to chronicle the experiences of a teacher in the 

prison classroom. I was seeking understanding for myself while at the same time 

providing enlightenment for those who might be interested in what goes on behind the 

fences. This story is my fu-st attempt at developing a knowledge base of the lifeworld of 

a teacher in the prison setting. This story is only the beginning. Ms. Gamer's story is 
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obviously different and somewhat unexpected, desphe the fact that she joins the ranks of 

the usual half-dozen per year who are alleged to be guihy of misconduct. She is to be 

admired for her convictions, her values, and her ethics. Earlier in this study, I sought to 

understand the meaning of events and experiences of an ordinary person in a particular 

situation. What I found was an extraordinary person intent on carrying out the 

professional duties and responsibilhies of her vocation wkh humor, quiet dignity, 

professional ethics, and a profound respect for human nature. 
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CHAPTER V 

INTERPRETIVE PROBLEMATICS AND DECISION-MAKING 

Chapter V is the second story of this study. It is the explanation and interpretation 

of the decision-making process that exists as an undercurrent to this narrative. Using the 

rettospective joumey of interpretation demonsttated by Peshkin (2000), the reader is 

introduced to the interpretive dilemmas, interpretive problematics, and alternative 

interpretive decisions that this researcher encountered throughout this study. 

Interpretation in this study is an attempt to make sense of the data. Therefore, this 

chapter constitutes another vantage point for the reader to understand the puzzles inherent 

in this study and the complicated process by which the narrative inquiry was expressed 

throughout this study of a very specialized settmg. It will also serve as another way to 

illuminate my subjectivity and objectivhy stmggles at decision points throughout this 

work. At the very least, this second story wall highlight the points at which ahemative 

decisions could have been made that would have resuhed in a very different work. 

As I began this study, I decided early on that my concem was not to contribute to 

the body of knowledge that makes up the quanthative information used by government 

agencies to stiidy budgets, demographics, offender profiles, or projections for the future. 

State agencies, policy makers, and polhicians have greater access and far more reason to 

seek this information than I do. Instead, my concem was for a voiceless population 

contained inside the prison system— t̂eachers who endeavor to mtervene in the lives of 

inmates to promote poshive change. 
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As I continued to search the literature, I found little available information about 

corrections educators. Many of my fiiends and colleagues are educators, ekher in public 

schools, the prison education system, or the universky system. During the past few years, 

I feh an increasing concem for my fiiends whose heahh and well-being were affected by 

the stresses and demands of the profession. Furthermore, many of my friends and 

colleagues continued to question me about teaching in the prison system. When I fkst 

accepted the teaching poskion wkh the prison system, I could not even go grocery 

shopping without being stopped and asked about my decision or queried about the 

application procedure. The curioshy was intriguing; this factor alone gave me pause to 

consider writing about the lifeworld of a teacher in corrections education. 

When I entered the doctoral program, I again encountered curiosity at every tum. 

Ehiring one preliminary session, as each student was asked to share background 

information and research interests, a colleague called me aside. She said I had a story to 

teU. She said she could hardly wait for me to finish so that she could read k. Little did I 

know how prophetic this chance encounter would become as I began the joumey of 

doctoral study, conducting research, and reflective self-examination. 

Permission and Obligation 

The confinement of the prison system extends far beyond the fences and gates. 

Though these fences and gates are very real stmctiires, other barriers exist that can seem 

just as daunting. The prison system is a very closed system. The authoritarian nature of 

the organizational system seems to support the idea of suppressing information. One of 
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the very first problematics (Peshkin, 2000) I encountered concemed seeking permission 

to conduct my study. Like Conover (2000), I also wondered: 

Whh prisons so much in the news, costing so much money, and confining such 
unprecedented numbers of people, h seemed to me that thek operations should be 
completely transparent, (p. 17) 

Very often, quhe the contrary is tme. 

In the event that my methodology called for muhiple direct interviews whh 

teachers, inmates, or administrators in the setting, I would be obligated to seek 

permission through an intricate, muhi-layered, muhi-level field that involved approval, 

edkorial review, and opportunity for "corrections" at every level. My work would have 

been subjected to scmtiny from the unit principal, the unit warden, the regional assistant 

superintendent, a district research review committee, and the superintendent. Within 

each level of permission resides the possibilhy, or perhaps the probability, of disapproval 

or obligation. As a resuh, one of the first decision points in this research process was to 

retain control of my own work. 

From the experience of other researchers and the mformation grapevine, I leamed 

that I would be requked to submk copies of all notes, audiotapes, ttanscripts, as well as 

finished work for this editorial process. In order to safeguard the identity of my 

participant, retain the integrity of the study, and insure the correctness of the completed 

study, I could not in good conscience surrender to these forms of control over my work. 

Contrary to many research studies, this work was not intended to be for fauh-finding, 

rather h was intended to be a study of the lifeworid of one teacher. The first dilemma I 

encountered was, therefore, how to conduct this study in such a way that organizational 
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approval and the accompanying edhorial constraints were neither necessary nor 

appropriate. I could not accept the fact that I would be unable to conduct a study in this 

setting. I was one of the few with access to the settmg, the inclination to conduct 

research, and some interest in reportkig the findings. As always when confronted with 

such a dilemma, I tumed to the Ikerature base to search for answers. 

At this time and wkh these limitations, k became evident to me that qualkative 

research methods constituted the most appropriate format for this work. I realized that 

for this study of the lifeworld of a teacher in the prison classroom, ownership of the 

experiences fell to the individual teacher. The choice became clear. My choice was to 

conduct a phenomenological study where the access and permission issue "is limked to 

finding individuals who have experienced the phenomenon and gaining thek written 

permission to be studied" (Cresswell, 1998, p. 117). 

I was perfectly willing to conform to the ethical principles of rigorous research. I 

was also willing to follow the appropriate guidelines and procedures set forth in the 

Ikerature base (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Cresswell, 1994, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 

1998; Dukes, 1984; Moustakas, 1994; Natanson, 1973; PoUcinghome, 1989; Wolcott, 

1975, 1994) and the monitoring process of my universky advisory committee. However, 

I was not willing to surrender this work for scmtkiy, edking, and disapproval to a system 

that would most likely close this opportunity when, in fact, the system did not "own" the 

story. I knew that to surrender my control would effectively silence this sttidy. My work 

would not survive six layers of approval because at each level k would be subjected to 
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corrections, delays, and finally erasure. In the process of proof-reading, edkorial review, 

and censureship, the voice of the teacher would cease to exist. 

From the very beginning, I was assailed by the problematic of permission with the 

accompanying obligation that permission entailed. I quickly began to understand why so 

littie information exists conceming the role of the educator in the very controlled 

environment of the prison system. Nevertheless, I was determined to study the 

phenomenon of the prison system educator and equally determined to retain control of 

this work. The solution I found for this problematic was to focus this work based upon 

the Iherature and rich tradition of phenomenology. Phenomenology by definhion is 

"reflection on the lived experiences and practical actions of everyday life with the intent 

to mcrease one's thoughtfulness and practical resourcefulness"(Van Manen, 1990, p. 4). 

Lived experiences and practical actions of everyday life belong to an individual; these 

events are not "owmed" by the institution. As a resuh of this focus on the individual 

experience, the permission issue became simply one of finding the individual participant 

who was willing to share these experiences and gaining her written permission. Conttary 

to the necessity for institutional approval, the necesshy was for individual permission. 

Voices 

Once the first problematic of permission was settled, another problematic quickly 

emerged. Whh the decision to rely on the phenomenological precepts and the individual 

perspective of the participant, I am ethically and institutionally precluded from seeking 

out interviews wkh inmates, other educators, corrections officers, or administrators in the 
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setting. To actively seek these information resources would be a breach of my researcher 

stance and would compromise my credibilhy. Furthermore, I would be requked to obtain 

permission wkh all the obligatory constraints of the institution. Since I have already 

made the decision that I am unwilling to concede this point, I must endeavor to give 

voice to this study in other ways. 

According to Denzin (1997): 

The written text is a continuous field of cinematic experiences: emotional, 
visceral, sensory, visual, and audhory—an Altman film. This field is a constantly 
moving horizon that draws the near and the distant to the reader-as-viewer. It 
enfolds within hself spoken speech and the continuous play of visual images and 
symbols. This moving horizon of meaning contextually anchors, unhinges, 
locates, and relocates ongoing experience. The viewer-as-reader becomes an 
active, participating voyeur—a detective who hears and sees the sounds and 
consequences of the other's voice and action, (p. 41) 

Denzin (1997) defined voice as a complex matter—many things at once. Voice is 

not only sounds through the mouth, utterances that armounce or report, or the qualhy of 

vocalization; voice is also the right to express an opinion, the person or agency by which 

something is expressed, and the qualky of being voiceful or voiceless. Those who have a 

voice are articulate in a variety of ways including: clamorous, eloquent, expressive, 

forthright, frank, free-spoken, noisy, outspoken, plainspoken, shrill, strident, inarticulate, 

or quiet. Those who have no voice are merely silent. What is given voice can also be 

heard. To hear intimates perception, awareness, acknowledgment, attention, discovery, 

paying heed, seeking to understand, judging, or investigating. Hearing also presumes 

listening: 

A reader-as-viewer is one who is ready to hear, see, and listen to the voices, 
images, and sounds of text. In so doing, the reader renders the text intelligible 
and meaningfiil. A written text becomes a montage—a meeting place where 
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'original' voices, thek inscriptions (as transcribed texts), and the writer's 
interpretations come together. (Denzin, 1997, p. 41) 

As a direct result of this decision, this study will stand primarily on the muhiple 

sources of evidence gamered from the perspective of the participant and the observations 

recorded by the researcher. Prolonged engagement in the field, participant observations, 

setting and context observations, joumaling by both the participant and the researcher, 

extensive interviews conducted away from the settmg, and personal communications 

between the participant and the researcher will constitute the data sources needed to 

satisfy the traditional custom of multiple sources of evidence necessary to the 

methodology of phenomenology. The study will not stand on the extra elements of 

evidence that could undergird the findings, such as institutional memos, letters from the 

governing board and legislators, public documents available through the open records act, 

or transcribed testimony before a legislative investigatory committee. Even though I 

have this evidence at hand, I have decided not to introduce the information because to do 

so would again require permissions and obligations that I am unwilling to concede— 

unwilling because I will not allow the voices of this narrative to become merely silent. 

To conclude, I must simply state: This study is a narrative in two voices. The 

voice of the participant represents the owner of the narrative, the one for whom this story 

is only too real. Denzin (1997) told us that "nartatives are stories people tell one another 

as they attempt to make sense of the epiphanies or existential turning-point moments in 

thek lives" (p. 92). The second voice belongs to the researcher. To Ely and her fellow 

researchers (1997), the researcher voice provided guidance as a narrator, descriptive 
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writing from an observer, interpretation from a reflective thinker, and creative forms from 

the pomt of authority conceming the experience. 

I believe recognkion of these two voices provides the answers presented by Smkh 

(1990) which illuminated this problematic: "Whose story is being told here? Who is 

doing the telling? Who has the authority to make thek telling stick?" (p. 92). These 

three questions zero in on the real decision of the problematic of voice in this study. 

Evocation 

The problematic of evocation, the dimension of emotional understanding and 

empathy, presented another thought-provoking element of concem. Would this work 

capture the spkit of the participant in sufficient detail to represent all the facets of her 

joumey? Would the reader feel equipped to interpret the lifeworld of this corrections 

educator ki terms of physical and cognitive challenges, spkitual presence, and 

professional dilemmas? 

According to Featherstone (1989), the telling of stories can be a profound form of 

scholarship moving serious study close to the frontiers of art in the capacity to express 

complex truth and moral context in intelligible ways. Hence, the emphasis in this work 

consistently retums to the elements of story and the action of telling. My aim is to 

capture the richness, complexky, and dimensionality of human experience in this 

particular context and convey the perspective of the participant who is negotiating this 

experience (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). 
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Throughout this work, h is necessary for the reader to have a clear sense of the 

miasma of hostilhy that oozes from the pores of every fiber of this system. Beginning 

wkh the eeriness of the educator's arrival, this work must detail this element so that 

readers must shiver to imagine how h must feel to have those heavy iron gates slam and 

lock. The incarcerated spirit does not belong only to an inmate; k belongs equally to this 

teacher. I must endeavor to relate the sense of suspicion that clouds every professional 

decision that this participant makes and the toll of the unrelenting scmtiny that shadows 

every movement and every moment of her teaching existence. 

It is my hope that readers will find a place inside this particular story and attempt 

to mentally negotiate the minefield existence of this corrections educator. I want readers 

to ask themselves how h must feel to try to avoid the anger of a violent offender or the 

thankfulness of a gratefiil one; the suspicion from corrections officers; the apathy or 

hostility of supervisors; and the veritable quicksand of ever changing, ambiguous 

regulations. I want the reader to share the apprehension for a possible misstep that can 

destroy a lifetime of professional effort, blemish an otherwise spotless reputation, and 

demoralize an exceptional educator to the point of leaving the field of education. 

Through the creative form of evocation, my task is to unravel the complicated 

tapestry of specific events to display the individual threads. This unravelling of the 

tapestry creates the story of the events that led to the climactic conclusion of this 

participant's service with the prison education system. 

I am particularly drawn to the landscape metaphor so prevalent in the works of 

Clandinin and Connelly (1995, 1996), specifically to the suggestion of a conduk where 
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information and people flow into and out from the system. The term conduk is so 

appealing to me because my thoughts instantly move to the concept of the pipe-like 

pathway by which mohen rock, hot gases, and stony fragments are extmded from the 

depths of a volcano. So similar to the emotional turmoil that underscores the existence of 

the lifeworid of a prison educator, the volcano is equally unpredictable. No one has yet 

been able to totally understand ehher. 

The volcano is a mass of mohen lava—boiling, bubbling, and superheated. It can 

be deadly or just simmering. On a good day, the lid stays on; on a bad day, an explosion 

empts through the conduh, the pipeline to the surface. For extended periods, the volcano 

may even appear dormant—peaceful, placid, and easily underestimated. Sometimes, 

there are warning signs like hot gases huffing and puffing, forward and retteating. On 

occasions there are quiet overflows whh a msh of magma that hardens at the surface. Or, 

the end may come when a fierce explosion propels hot mohen lava through fiery 

combustion. The resuh might even blast away part of the stmcture hself 

In comparison, this teacher's landscape has many similar elements. For a time, 

the powerfiil system was like the dormant stage, yet there were wamings. The turmoil 

seethed just beneath the surface. Violence, hostility, apathy, suspicion, and ambiguhy are 

similar in nature to the extmsions of fragments and superheated gases from the volcano 

and perhaps just as fearsome. The explosive conclusion to this participant's experience 

rained self-doubts, financial repercussions, and career destmction on the lifeworld of this 

participant just like the ashes created by an emption. The significance of this comparison 

warrants discussion in this section devoted to the problematic of evocation. 
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Both scientifically and artistically, I realize the limits of the media I have chosen 

for this study. Regardless of what I do, there is no way to capttire the total realhy. This 

is intentionally a sttidy of a single experience, the precarious poshion and accompanying 

perspective of one lone participant. Nevertheless, h is the telling, it is the story, thus h is 

the realhy of the lifeworld of prison education to this participant. 

Creative Forms 

Ely et al. (1997) clearly illuminated the next problematic: 

The key for qualhative research writers is to breathe into our own words the life 
we have experienced. How to communicate this fixes my imagination and 
resolve, (p. 1) 

In this particular study, the selection process for choosing appropriate agents of 

representation underscores the deeper implications of the process. This selection 

provides the manifold services of description to create the eyes to see an invisible, 

marginalized population; protection of the confidentiality and anonymhy of all those who 

are represented by action, word, or deed; provision of color, shadow, or texture to the 

otherwise clinical definition or isolated statements of events; and creation of a 

knowledgeable audience capable and equipped to discem the meaning of the lived 

experience of the prison classroom teacher. Weinberg (1994) further conjectured, "For 

anything to be tmly leamed or comprehended, h must be worked through completely. 

Writing may be the most active way of ensuring that process" (p. 3). 

For the introduction, I chose to provide descriptive, informative narration to guide 

the reader who might never have the opportunhy to vish a prison. The remembrance of 
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my first day is a recoUective account of the details of my own beginning experience. The 

descriptive portrait is used as a device to capttire the essence of the participant, an artistic 

rendering to portray an image that cannot be permitted through physical description or 

demographics due to the necesshy for strict confidentiality protections. Poetry is used 

repeatedly to convey the emotion filled incidents m this setting which cannot be 

presented by more direct methods of expression and to present characters via 

interpretation rather than dkect quotation. Anecdotes and vignettes based on researcher 

observations define and illuminate events from the lifeworld of the teacher. Direct 

quotations are sprinkled among the other Uterary devices when the power of the voice of 

the participant is most appropriate. References from the Ikerature underscore the 

cormection between the current setting and context and those that existed for other 

studies. For many of the pages reporting this work, this muhipUcity of devices is 

appropriate, enlightening, and protective. 

However, for the sections including the cover story and the sacred, secret story, I 

feh h was imperative to the study to allow the words of the participant to be presented 

whhout embellishment, restriction, or explanation. I am determined to allow this 

participant's story to speak for hself It would be nekher appropriate nor necessary to 

offer extraneous information for these elements of the study. 

To summarize, creative elements and Uterary devices are appropriate and useful 

for description, for protecting anonymity, and for creating a knowledgeable audience. 

The actual dialogue taken from the interviews is appropriate for the cover story, and 

soliloquy is the format most appropriate for the sacred, secret story. For each and every 
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section, there was a very carefiil selection process for what to include and what to 

eliminate from the data set. Carefiil reflection and consideration were a part of every 

decision I made conceming inclusion and omission of information and the most 

appropriate format to convey the message effectively. 

Protection of Confidentialhy 

The problematic of confidentialhy became more apparent and more difficuh as 

this study emerged. Consistent whh the conttol norms of the prison system culture, the 

organization is not very forgiving of those who seem to talk outside of the system. Ms. 

Gamer had already experienced some of the consequences of her actions when her 

colleagues practiced avoidance or unwillingness to even be seen speaking wkh her. I 

certainly did not want to make her untenable situation any worse through this study. 

Several concems emerged that served to reherate the problematic of confidentialhy. 

Fkst of all, how could I effectively present the results of this study while 

protecting the identity of the participant? In this report, I very thoughtfully and carefully 

deleted or omitted many identifying geographic or demographic details. Failing to do so 

would have made it far too easy to narrow the location of the unit she of this study and 

from that point to identify any teacher(s) who left the district during the time frame of 

this study. As a resuh, the participant's anonymity could easily be in jeopardy. This is 

an unacceptable consequence of this study. 

Secondly, I decided not to quote from email messages that were generated within 

the prison system. Each has an identification number that can be traced, shows where h 
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originated, and lists those who received copies of the message. This information would 

again prove to be too revealing and would not allow for the protection of sources who are 

still employed with the prison system. It is one thing for someone wkhin my ckcle of 

informants to share this information and quhe another for these informants to face the 

wrath that could be visked upon them for thek failure to follow the conttol norm to be 

private. I do not wish for any informant to suffer the loss of a poshion or other forms of 

retribution that might be forthcoming due to thek contribution to this study. Instead, I 

share some of this information in the creative forms that serve to surround the 

contributors with a blanket of anonymity. 

The bottom line at this point is that the story became more important than the 

benefit of more verification of the information. Protecting my informants, my resources, 

and my participant became a much greater issue than the value of adding another layer to 

the multiple methods of documentation. After all, there is no other source for this 

narrative; moreover, it is highly unlikely that anyone else would be in a poshion to relate 

the details of these specific events. Just as my colleague alluded at the beginning of this 

section, there is a story to tell, and I am the one in a poskion to tell k. As researcher, I 

can share the voices that exist in my own experience through story, narrative devices, or 

creative forms that I generate. These forms of creative expression are beyond sanction, 

beyond censure, and beyond fences. These expressions belong to me and are mine to 

share as I choose. 
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Researcher Stance 

As a phenomenologist conducting this sttidy, my task was to attempt to explicate 

the meaning of the life this participant lived in an everyday existence. Tme to the nattire 

of this methodology, I was intimately connected to the phenomenon being sttidied. I 

intentionally sittiated this sttidy within the setting for which I had entry. I am unable to 

surmise any other strategy that might lead to a similar collection of data or porttait of this 

set of ckcumstances. To my knowledge, no one else has attempted to give voice to the 

teacher who enters the prison gates to pursue her efforts to educate convicted felons. 

Even the professionals in this setting often refer to corrections as a well-kept secret. The 

setting is forbidden to many, a closed system where entry is limited and tmst is not 

routkie. 

Wkhin this setting and context, the researcher-as-kistmment metaphor gains 

considerable significance (Ely et al., 1997). This metaphor speaks to the role of the 

researcher as a powerfiil, central, active force in creating and shaping the study. As 

researcher, I had to face the challenge to claim authority of my own experience. In 

essence, I was forced to face my own self and submit to the reflective process to 

determine the extent of my own abiUties to seek enlightenment. Like every other 

qualkative researcher, I examined my own sense of subjectivity and objectivity. Tliis 

effort constitutes another problematic that is especially significant to the specifics of this 

study. I know that observation can never be totaUy objective. Observation in kself 

incorporates the process that encompasses my decision about what I see and my choice to 

note the experience. No matter how hard I tiy to be fak, self-aware, and introspective 
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about the process, it still is my work as the researcher, and it is part of the data set of this 

sttidy. In seeking objectivity, I must be oriented toward the sttidy while remaining tme to 

tiie object under study. In a sense, I must acttially guard and defend the sttidy. 

Subjectivity requires me to be perceptive, insightfiil, and disceming as I disclose the fiill 

richness and depth of the study. My subjectivity concems due to my continuing 

involvement with this setting also include my personal philosophy, my background, and 

my past experiences. I am ever concemed that these elements might cloud my judgment, 

color my data collection, or cormpt my findings. To manage both at the same time is 

perhaps the greatest challenge to the skills of the researcher-as-instmment. 

These concems led me to another crossroads at which I made a decision that 

clearly affects the final resuhs of this study. Influenced by the previous work of Ely and 

her fellow researchers (1997), I made the choice to view my own objectivity and 

subjectivhy as a tooUdt, as well as baggage. From this point forward, I was uplifted by 

the transforming experiences and the self-reflective joumey that this study provided for 

me. 

I feh more freedom to select from the wide array of tools at my disposal to fine-

tune the instmment represented by the metaphor of researcher-as-instmment. I was able 

to identify clearly the role of my own voice as guide, observer, reflective thinker, and 

creative force in the constmction and analysis of this report. I no longer felt the need to 

be obsessive in my concems about the eclectic nature of this work or my place in the 

Sttidy. Drawing from the Uterattire, I found validation for the role of the researcher as the 

stmchiring force of a research project and freedom to select whatever was called for 
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during the emergent processes of data collection, data analysis, and final constmction of 

the report document. 

Again referencing the influences of Ely et al. (1997), I chose to pursue the 

strengthening power of bias rather than allowing bias to act as a hindrance. These 

researchers contended that bias is simply a different angle on the same field. Bias 

includes the preconceptions, assumptions, passionate inclinations, aversions, and all the 

experiences and the leaming the researcher brings to the scene. Bias also brings to mind 

the image of not getting the lines of the story straight, perhaps even slanting away from 

what really happened. Instead these researchers advocated the notion of considering an 

observant researcher as one who knows that the sknple warp and woof of a story is the 

researcher's mind simplifying an intricate fabric into a story. 

The decision to recognize these constraints as both tools and baggage served to 

energize, facilhate, and shape the data set, the analysis, and the final documentation of 

this study. Nonetheless, I made every effort to identify and separate my voice from the 

voice of the participant, clearly document the logic of my decisions, and consider the 

resuhs from a variety of perspectives. It is my hope that the forthrightness of this process 

will assist the reader to calculate the tmstworthiness of this account. 

In summation, this chapter is designed to provide another layer of interpretation to 

this sttidy. The problematics and decisions that any researcher will encounter are 

magnified in this sttidy by the serious limhations imposed by the restrictive setting of the 

prison system. The self-protective power of this setting precludes almost any attempt to 
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verify this data. As a resuh, I added this chapter to allow the reader entry to the logic and 

self-reflection that determined many of the decisions that shaped this study. 

This extra effort, though unusual, seems necessary for the tmstworthiness of this 

study. I made decisions that affected the meaning of this data and the end resuhs of this 

study. This chapter is my effort to explain why and how these decisions shaped the 

study. 
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CHAPTER VI 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter provides the findings and conclusions concerning the scholarly work 

of this study. In addition, this chapter will include the implications of this sttidy that 

might contribute to the discipline of educational leadership. I will provide suggestions as 

to the future research that could continue this work based on the conclusions and 

implications drawm from this study. Finally, I will discuss my personal joumey through 

the process of the study. For this analytic process, I retum to Hemingway's metaphor of 

writing on the principle of the iceberg. 

Preliminary Findings 

For the preliminary findings, I examine the surface of the iceberg. My first 

concern is whether this study does, in fact, provide an answer to the research question: 

What is the lived experience of a classroom teacher in the prison system? The cover 

story that Ms. Gamer shared provides the opportunity for us to understand how and what 

meaning this teacher constmcts around daily life in the classroom viewed from her 

perspective. From this story alone, some of the mystery shrouding the prison classroom 

is dispelled. 

Beyond this kernel of information which could be shared easily whh anyone lies 

the real heart of this participant's tme lived experience. The sacred, secret story conveys 

the emotional, spirittial, cognitive, and physical essence of this teacher. The reader is 
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afforded the opportunity to constmct an understanding of the participant's point of view. 

Contrary to the typical practice of self-protection customary to this system, this 

participant's articulation of experience provides entry and transparency to the operations 

and procedures that one could encounter behind the fences. 

From these sections of the study, h is clear that not all the fences surrounding the 

prison are made of wire. Many other less obvious, but conceptually no less binding, 

fences exist. The reader is provided evidence of misperceptions, isolation, limhed 

avenues for sharing, the precarious legal poskion of teachers, the suspicion and distmst 

that contmually threaten the lifeworid of the teacher, and the difficulty of corrections 

education in general. The remaining sections of the study provide enlightenment for each 

of these specific concems. It is my belief that this study does provide one answer to the 

research question. 

The next concem is to determine whether this study remains fahhful to the 

precepts of the theoretical framework. Consistent wkh the underpirmings of 

phenomenology, this framework provides the scaffolding upon which this study is based. 

Phenomenology should emerge as a textual representation of the lived experience and 

daily practices of the participant whh the intention to increase thoughtfulness, practical 

resourcefulness, or tact. This work is consistent with the standard for textual 

representation of lived experience. The work should represent the voice and perspective 

of the participant. This work does represent the voice of the participant. The work 

should be interpretive. This study includes many elements that constitute creative, 

evocative forms as agents of representation. I believe this study satisfies the 

170 



aforementioned precepts and characteristics of phenomenology because as researcher I 

carefiilly recognized and followed the guidelines set forth by Cresswell (1998), Dukes 

(1984), and Moustakas (1994). 

The study also contributes to the existing Ikerature base because the study began 

in silence and progressed to writing. The writing is carried out for the purpose of 

discovering concepts and relationships in raw data and organizing those concepts into a 

theoretical explanatory schema. I believe the writing also provides evidence of 

fahhfulness to four explick assumptions of phenomenology. The writing includes careful 

delineation of the intentionality of purpose that is a mainstay for this study. The research 

process and articulation of the resuhs are devoted to the concept of research as a caring 

act or ministration of thoughtfulness. The work is essentially irreplaceable because h 

represents the embodiment of the search for the unique in context, in participant 

selection, and in the parameters of the setting. Though the study begins as research from 

silence, the study advances to the waiting which effectively gives voice to a marginalized 

or invisible population. Through this narrative, the reader is provided entry to the 

lifeworid of the participant, access to the heart and soul of the prison educator's culhire, 

and the opportunity to share in the memories and experiences of a corrections educator. 

Such is the intent of a phenomenologist. 

Whether this study maintains the harmony of my deep interests, provides a 

remedy for the dearth of information that exists about the prison education system, or 

creates a knowledgeable audience must be left to the reader to decide. But, I must 

reiterate the limhations surrounding this sttidy. This sttidy is by no means 

171 



comprehensive, nor is k intended to have widespread transferability. It is strictly 

confined to one teacher's experiences in the prison system. 

Because of the nature and context of this study, I am intimately connected to the 

phenomenon being studied. Due to the difficulty of gaining access to this setting, k is 

unlikely that any similar study could replicate this one; therefore, this study is 

unquestionably unique. It would be vktually impossible to transfer the findings of this 

study to another location due to the variabilhy of each prison unit's characteristics. 

To summarize, the reason for this study is to shine a focused light on one prison 

setting and chronicle a single teacher's experience as a corrections educator. Upon 

cursory examination, the study provides one answer to the research question, remains 

faithful to the precepts of the theoretical framework, complies with the four basic 

assumptions of phenomenology, and attends to the supplemental objectives of the study. 

Desphe the limhations in transferability and the expressly intimate connection of this 

researcher to the phenomenon, this study does provide one story of the lifeworid of a 

classroom teacher in the prison system. 

Beneath the Surface of the Iceberg 

Now k is time to delve deeply into the findings and articulate resuhs that are not 

so readily visible nor so easily derived from this sttidy. This section is devoted to this 

researcher's ability to explicate meaning from this nartative using methods similar to 

those of a scientist who is intent upon examining an iceberg. In some instances h is like 

teasing the answers from tiny bhs of ice chips with needle-like precision. At other times 
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h is more like chopping away the superfluous cubes with an ice pick or hacking through 

huge blocks wkh a hefty long-handled ax. In this section I will endeavor to share my 

reasoned conclusions and the resuhs of this sttidy that exist in circumstances much like 

those beneath the surface of an iceberg. 

Legal Reality 

Teachers in the Texas prison education system are not, by and large, cognizant of 

thek rights or lack of them. Many teachers in this system hold to the idea that they have 

the same rights and privileges as other public school teachers. They are mistaken. 

Contrary to this mythical illusion, a prison education system teacher does not have 

entklement to appeals through the Commissioner of Education, the opportunity for an 

impartial hearing officer, nor the right to an appeal in district court like pubUc school 

teachers do. Nekher does a teacher in the Texas prison education system have the option 

to appeal a decision through the same process as corrections officers. Because 

corrections educators are not considered state employees, they are precluded from these 

avenues to seek redress if they feel they have been wronged. Where does this set of 

ckcumstances leave a corrections educator who is at odds with the organization? Should 

a corrections educator be in this predicament, there are very few options to rectify the 

situation. The legal poskion of a corrections educator in these unfortunate ckcumstances 

is precarious. Legal representation is expensive and likely to require years of Ikigation 

with little expectation for success due to the legislative exemptions in the stattites. Due 

process is curtailed. The grievance process in effect offers little access to the 
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superintendent and none to the goveming board. Teacher organizations and legislators are 

unlikely to offer viable remedies to the relatively small group of specialized educators 

because thek concems rest wkh the larger population of public school educators. For the 

most part, corrections educators might not realize the seriousness of this problem until 

such time as they find themselves in this unhappy shuation. Then, k is too late to lobby 

for changes to the statutes and policies that govem the professional lives of corrections 

educators. The resuh of such a disagreement leaves a teacher to face the realhy of a 

shattered career, a tarnished reputation, and possible encroachment of the abilky to 

sustain livelihood. Furthermore, these fiightening circumstances may have little to do 

with ekher guih or irmocence of wrong-doing and much to do with the philosophy, the 

attitudes, or even the whims of prison administrators. This startling revelation describes. 

a particularly compelling, but often hidden, realhy that exists in the lifeworid of 

corrections educators. 

Hartmeister (1995) bespoke the necesshy for public school teachers to be 

cognizant of the legal position: 

As a teacher, you cannot leam to avoid lawsuks or handle your job coolly and 
professionally until you understand the nature and scope of the legal problems 
you may face. (p. 4) 

He fiirther suggested the wisdom of "leaming to minimize risks" and becoming aware of 

how to defend yourself against "the possibilhy of losing your good name or personal 

assets" (p. 4). I posh that within the prison education system where the possibility for 

danger is greater and the legal poskion is much less secure than for public school 
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teachers, the necesshy for wisdom and the understanding to handle a job professionally is 

of larger importance. 

Given the immersion of the lifeworld of the corrections educator in the workings 

of the legal system, I find h somewhat ironic that corrections educators have such a 

tenuous legal position. Since the prison system is charged with carrying through the 

punishment phase of the legal system for inmates, should h necessarily follow that a 

corrections educator is always to be presumed guilty of wrong-doing from any 

accusation? Should not an organization that exists as an extension of law be meticulous 

in providing appropriate legal channels for addressing questions of law, grievances, or 

disputes? 

I find this conclusion of the study to be particularly troublesome in three specific 

ways: 

1 Teachers in the prison system have fewer legal remedies than other public 

school teachers. 

2. Teachers very often do not know or understand the legal poskion until such 

time as they are embroiled in a life-changing battle that they are unlikely to 

win. At such a time, k is too late to seek changes or improvements to the 

organizational procedures and policies. 

3. A teacher who does know and understand the legal poshion of the corrections 

educator and ekher shares the information or seeks changes to the Umked 

available to educators will most likely be labeled a troublemaker. In avenues < 
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this organization, troublemakers are very often assisted through whatever 

means necessary to exit the system. 

These findings come not only from this sttidy of a single participant, but also from six 

years of careful observation. 

In conclusion, I find the legal realhy for teachers m the prison system to be 

fraught with elements of danger to that educator's career and Uvelihood. This realhy 

might quickly become high drama for a corrections educator who even inadvertently 

poses opposhion to the organization. Given the fact that ignorance of the law is no 

excuse or defense for a corrections educator in this position, it is absolutely imperative 

that someone new to the practice of corrections education be apprised of this tenuous 

legal poshion prior to employment. Because h is particularly distastefiil to find this level 

of disparity and unfairness due to the policies and procedures that create different and 

unequal treatment of teachers in the prison school district, I therefore poshion this finding 

as the first conclusion of this study. 

Ethical and Moral Compass Points 

Teachers who are engaged in intervening in the lives of inmates with poshive 

change-oriented programs are charged with a most difficuh task. Desphe the fact that the 

lifeworid of a teacher is most clearly analagous to walking through a minefield of live 

explosives on a daily continuous basis, there is evidence that corrections educators and 

corrections education are successful. Desphe the ambiguky, tiie uncertainty, the hostility. 
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and the danger that exists in this setting, corrections educators persevere and continue the 

business of worid view (re)constmction for those who will someday rehim to free society. 

For those who would question the motives, the ethics, or the behaviors of such 

professional educators, I would advise that time would be better spent in praying for the 

success of these educators. I surmise h would be wise to remember that, almost whhout 

fail, these inmates are likely to retum to free society. Whether they are better equipped to 

be kind, to be taxpayers, or to be good parents mostly depends on the success of 

corrections educators. The other aspects of the prison system are much less likely to 

encourage change or rehabilitation as their focus remains on punishment and security. 

Due to the projections for increases in the numbers of incarcerated felons and the high 

costs for taxpayers to maintain this system, k seems to me that our society must deal 

more effectively with the many moral and ethical concems of this setting. 

It appears to me that a much more sensible and practical approach would be to 

support and applaud the efforts of skilled practkioners who are willing to enter this arena. 

The reduction in recidivism that occurs when inmates become fiinctionally Ikerate is 

justification for supporting this change in approach. Conttary to this notion, teachers face 

the hostilky of the violent inmates or disgmntled security officers, the suspicions of the 

corrections staff; the apathy or ineptittide of some administrators, and the unconcem of 

the legislators much too often. In addhion the systemic preoccupation with moderation 

effectively thwarts most attempts to improve teaching practices or promote excellence in 

this organization. 
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Is k any wonder that the annual rate of tumover for the professional staff in 1999-

2000 (Annual Performance Report) was 10.8%? This equates to 106 educators out of the 

total of 978 educators employed in the district. The average length of service was 

reported to be 6 years in a 31-year-old system. Certainly to Ms. Gamer these 

observations underscore the notion that some teachers reach the moral or ethical limh 

beyond which they will not be pushed. GeneraUy those who exit do not say in parting 

that they regret teaching inmates; they do say that the other characteristics of the system 

became too much to deal with. Sadly, this finding of the study weighs almost as heavily 

on my reflections as does the legal poshion of these educators. 

Contribution to the Lherature 

This study exists, at least in part, because I feh the inclination to share what I have 

learned with a larger audience. Throughout this work, I was continuously bombarded 

witii reminders of the need for sharing these findings in a meaningfiil way. Over and 

over again, I came upon the gaps and deficiencies in the Ikerature, the lack of 

professional undergkding, and most alanningly, the silence of the voice of the educator 

except for accounts of curriculum or instmctional strategies. There is hardly any concem 

for the isolation that is prevalent in this setting; k is much more pmdent to quietly 

stmggle on alone. There is little credence given to the notion that dividing the burden of 

difficuh work could not only fiiel improvement through sharing but also forge 

connections between theory and practice. 
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This work emphasizes some facets of this organization that certainly effect the 

events and circumstances of this narrative. From this study we are forced to 

acknowledge some tmths. The Iherature base is weak There is a poor foundation for the 

profession due to inadequate preservice preparation, poor staff development, and limhed 

professional support. The goals of the organization are vague and conflicting. Changes 

are like quicksand waiting to engulf the unwary rather than fueling improvement. This is 

a disorderly landscape. A teacher stands alone in a circle of 28 where there is little safety 

and the mles change frequently. Tensions and uncertainties are always present. There 

are few rewards for high qualhy performance. Yet teachers still make progress. It is 

amazing to observe how these contradictory elements survive in this chaotic, tumultuous 

organization. The work held my attention and fueled my determination to share these 

results through writing. 

My action is not likely to be looked upon with favor. In fact, I am more likely to 

gain the reputation of a troublemaker myself for openly defying the norms to be practical 

and be private. This organization will nehher welcome nor applaud my attempt to share 

even one story. My work will most likely be considered subversive rather than an effort 

to make the workings of the system more open or transparent to the audience for which 

this study is intended. I accept this conclusion as a reality that I am unlikely to escape. 

The Telling 

The text of this study is specifically designed to attempt to build a complex, 

holistic picture of the reality of the prison education system from the perspective of one 
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teacher. Included in the narrative is the definition of the nature of the lifeworld of the 

prison classroom and this individual's place in k. It also contains a series of vignettes 

constmcted to highlight the range of relationships and experiences of this participant. 

As the researcher, I serve in the role of primary instmment of data collection and 

interpreter for the explication of meaning and understanding. Wkh description, 

exploration, and narrative, I attempt to provide the reader with the meaning of particular 

events and interactions. By way of example, let us view again the lifeworid of the 

teacher. 

For seven and a half hours a day, five days a week, a teacher lives in an exclusive 

and almost totally controlled environment. Each day has a rhythm. The teacher is unable 

to leave the classroom even for a resttoom break unless a security guard or administrator 

takes over conttol of the classroom. The routines and pattems created by the teacher give 

the day form and meaning. There are no bells ringing. Students do not move from class 

to class for instmction. The dailiness or routine includes taking attendance in some 

fashion, continuing from yesterday's instmction, kitroducing today's lesson, maintaining 

control, and winding down. 

There are quiet times and active times. The day has intermptions for count, 

medical call, administrative directives, or student misbehavior. The days pass away; time 

marches on. Teachers deal wkh the predictable pattems of the seasons. October can 

seem endless if there is no holiday—from Labor Day until Thanksgiving can be a very 

long time. In November and December, students often experience the holiday blues; 

after all, the students are away from their families, and their children might even be 
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suffering for the misdeeds of thek fathers. In the spring, some might say the sap rises 

and the students might have a far away look in their eyes, too. In the summertime, 

teachers expect hot, angry outbursts. The heat, the confinement, and the hoe squad all 

contribute to the miasma of hostilky. For some teachers, there are repeated thoughts of 

changing professions in June, during the long hot summer, before the summer break. 

In the prison school, a teacher must leam to accommodate to the rhythms the 

school imposes. The teacher must (re)leam organizational skills, such as locking up 

materials at the end of the day, completing necessary paperwork in the classroom, and 

managing the flow of time. Even the length of instmction time, three hours, requires a 

new rhythm for monitoring attendance, teaching all the needed skills in the time allotted, 

and ending the day in time to count pencils. 

Yet again, entertain the vision of the teacher who stands all alone in the midst of 

as many as 28 convicted felons. Whh little professional preparation, pooriy developed 

staff development, and little apparent regard for her integrity or skiUs, the corrections 

educator endeavors to motivate students for whom education is often a distant or foggy 

memory. The job includes reaching the unreachable, motivating the unmotivated, 

changing the unchangeable, and teaching the unteachable. Considered independently, 

any of these tasks is difficuh. Considered collectively, these tasks are more nearly 

described as impossible. 

Yet desphe all the barriers, the corrections educator is buoyed by the successes 

she achieves. She thrives on seeing the ilUterate leam to read, the unleamed achieve 

success, and the unmannered gain social skills. Teachmg is an art, a craft leamed on the 
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job. There is no other means available. It is a messy, highly personalized proposkion in 

a disorderly landscape. Even fiirther, teaching is rewarding enough for an educator to 

continue desphe all the barriers that exist within her lifeworid. 

Both scientifically and artistically, I realize the limits of the media I have chosen 

to articulate these findings. Regardless of the choices I make, there is no way to capture 

the total realhy of this set of ckcumstances, this perspective, or this context. But I do 

recognize the power of telling the story as an expression of the complex tmths presented 

through this study. 

Final Perceptions from the Participant 

Ms. Gamer loved her job. Teaching convicted felons was her niche. She 

believed in the power of positive change to assist kimates to restmcture thek lives and 

recover their relationships. She believed herself to be engaged in good work, and she feh 

pride in her accomplishments with these exceedingly difficuh students. 

Unquestionably, Ms. Gamer was repeatedly evaluated as an excellent teacher. 

Her skills and abiUties consistently assisted students to achieve at levels beyond the norm 

for this setting. Students enjoyed her class and did not seek ways to avoid setting to work 

each day. She celebrated both success for achievement and success for perseverance wdth 

her students. She was organized and efficient in her management skills. Ms. Gamer was 

watchfiil and intuhive. She recognized not only troublesome individuals but also the 

general temperament of her group of sttidents. She was quick to alert supervisors when 

she recognized cause for alarm. 
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Why then did Ms. Gamer leave her poshion with this system? One allegation 

stated that she did not maintain control of her students. Ms. Gamer perceived that this 

allegation had little merit. While it is tme that one of her students left the classroom 

without a restroom pass as Ms. Gamer was engaged in a transhion from one subject to 

another, k is not tme that this event alone always resuhs in termination proceedings. 

From Ms. Gamer's point of view, other teachers had similar events occur and did not lose 

thek jobs. 

The corrections officer who should have immediately seen this student was away 

from the officer station when the inmate entered the hallway. Supervision is always a 

shared duty between corrections officers and teachers. Certainly this incident was not the 

fu"st or only instance of an inmate slipping out of the classroom to go to the restroom or 

on some other pretext. The disciplinary handbook provides for sanctions for inmates who 

are out of place. 

In all likelihood, the two inmates who engaged in the fight probably planned to 

meet in the hallway while the officer was away from the station. The other teacher who 

had a student who was involved in this encounter did not face disciplinary action, nor did 

the corrections officer who was absent from the duty station. In addition, this event, 

while not a daily occurrence, is not that unusual. Aduh men who are convicted felons 

sometimes stealthily leave the classroom or even engage in fighting! These events do not 

generally resuh in the termination of a teacher. 

A second allegation that Ms. Gamer did not believe she was allowed the 

opportunity to refute was one of an improper relationship wkh an inmate. Ms. Gamer 
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also considered this allegation to be lacking in substance. For teachers who demonstrate 

success with these recalckrant students, there are occasional kistances when students 

express gratitude, or even sometimes mistake gratitude for other emotions. A 

professional educator must be prepared to redkect or educate a student about proper 

behavior. This is also part of the teaching and leaming process. Should a student fail to 

respond or actively persist in making unwanted overtures, this is, of course, cause for 

disciplinary action. For Ms. Gamer, a student who wrote a line from a poem on his work 

paper needed correction. She saw little reason to report the event when the student 

responded appropriately to her reprimand. Most female teachers wkh this system have 

been required, at one time or another, to reprimand or report such behavior. This is not 

generally a cause for termination proceedings. 

Ms. Gamer does not believe her difficuhy was caused by events in the classroom 

landscape. Rather, her problems actually resulted from problems in the conduit— t̂he out-

of-classroom landscape. The following summation is Ms. Gamer's perception of the 

events that caused her separation from corrections education. 

Ms. Gamer was not guilty of misconduct. The allegations made against her were 

not substantiated by convincing evidence because the ckcumstances did not warrant her 

termination. The events that happened to Ms. Gamer could happen to any teacher in the 

prison system given the same circumstances. However, the threat of termination 

proceedings was not necessarily the usual outcome to these ckcumstances. Other 

teachers have had sttidents who slipped out of class, who have a fight ekher inside or 
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outside the classroom, and sttidents who wrote a note on a worksheet that did not result in 

the teacher being fired. 

Ms. Gamer believes that she was labeled as a troublemaker and these 

circumstances allowed the prison authorities a fortuhous opportunity to be rid of her. Ms. 

Gamer believes her guilt lay only in these areas: her disapproval of inappropriate conduct 

of ineffective leaders, her insistence on following the policy manual, her failure to 

request legal counsel during the preliminary investigation, and her use of the appropriate 

procedures to settle disputes with the powers of the organization. 

I believe that Ms. Gamer stood in opposhion to the norms and expectations of the 

organization. Clearly she violated the control norms to be practical and be private. 

When she fek unfairly accused, she sought remedies through the limked avenues 

available. Ms. Gamer also violated the expectation for moderation. She sought 

excellence rather than mediocrity. She expected effective leadership and expressed her 

dismay when administrators were inept and unethical. 

Tme to her moral convictions, she reported her concem that the prison school 

district was a haven for administrators who would not be allowed to practice in public 

schools due to criminal or reprehensible behavior. She feels that her concems and her 

evidence were ignored by the prison education district, the prison corrections officials, 

the Texas Education Agency, her professional organization, and her legislators. Ms. 

Gamer believes she was not guilty of misconduct, rather she was guiky of raising her 

voice against the ineptitude, the unfakness, and the ineffectiveness of the prison 

education organization. 
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Ms. Gamer absolutely defined the ethical boundary beyond which she would not 

be pushed. If there were lines drawn in the sand, no one who knew Ms. Gamer had any 

difficuhy assessing her position. For her stance, Ms. Gamer believes she paid the 

uhimate price. 

From my observations, I have several questions that linger in my mind to add to 

Ms. Gamer's assessment of her own situation: 

1. After completing numerous years of successful service, why would the events 

of one day suddenly constitute Ms. Gamer to be a threat to security? It is 

difficuh for me to believe that Ms. Gamer suddenly lost all semblance of 

professionalism and all skills at management and engaged in an improper 

relationship with a student. 

2. Does this scenario stretch the limhs of credibilhy? Can observers ignore the 

coincidence of Ms. Gamer's stance and a charge of misbehavior? This 

situation has many elements what cause me to question the faimess and 

consistency of this system. 

3. If faced with a similar set of ckcumstances, how would any other professional 

educator respond? I know that in many instances unprofessional, unethical 

behavior is ignored or overiooked. Should this be the norm for the profession 

charged with passing along our culture to the next generation? If so, what 

message does this send? 

These conclusions allude to the complexity of this difficuh workplace. The teacher must 

Ikerally navigate the minefield of hostility, suspicion, and intrigue each day. The 
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constant watchfiilness, the threat of escalating violence, and the assault to physical; 

emotional, cognitive, and spirittial sensibilhies is very real. The work takes a toll on the 

essence of an individual. This job is not for the faint-hearted, the insecure, or the 

inexperienced. It should not be for the unprofessional, the unethical, or the immoral. 

The work requkes a high level of skill, determination, and fortittide. The work is difficult 

but not without rewards. The teacher has no way to know how far her influence may 

reach—from the individual, to their children, to their jobs, to the benefit of society. If 

inmates who are released are better parents, kinder people, or better citizens, you can be 

sure that a corrections educator had a hand in this poshive resuh. 

Implications for Educational Leadership 

Leadership might be defined in dictionary terms as govemance, authority, or 

power to command. In this study, there are various perspectives, implications, and 

responsibilhies that require a focus on educational leadership. This section of the 

conclusions is devoted to examination of these qualities and perspectives. 

One way to consider educational leadership in this study is to examine the holistic 

impact of the study in hs entkety. The concept of leadership places one in the vanguard, 

poshioned at the front, or guiding others on thek way by going in advance. This study 

constitutes new ground in research. Leadership requkes ministration or care over human 

dimensions. Good qualkies of leadership also promote sharing information for change or 

improvement and influencing others to share thek experiences through research and 
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publication. It is my hope that readers will value the contribution this work makes to 

research. 

Another focal point of educational leadership is promoting tiie characteristics of 

leading that are likely to resuh in successful organizational administration. In many ways 

this study serves as the anthhesis of educational leadership. We know that how a leader 

deals with the circumstances of life tells much about the leader's character. You can 

never really separate a leader's character from the leader's actions. Followers do not 

tmst leaders with character flaws and will not contkiue to follow them. From this study, 

there is evidence that Ms. Gamer perceived herself to be forced to contend with the 

characteristics of arrogance, aloneness, adventure-seeking, and adultery. Maxwell's 

(1999) indicators for weakness in character. 

Furthermore, the respect that leadership must have requkes that one's ethics be 

without reproach. Leadership is an expression of courage that compels the leader to do 

the right thing. This study provides a dissonant chord, an illustration of the poorest 

examples of leadership qualkies, and perhaps reinforcement to the maxim that 

incompetence is universal. This study also provides examples of many of the weaknesses 

and flaws that those who aspke to leadership should take great pains to avoid or correct 

in their own lives. In a perfect world, leadership should inspke and encourage. In this 

study we are presented the effects of the opposke perspectives. 

Another consideration from this study is the impact of leadership qualkies for 

those who wish to remain close to teaching. Leadership is most often thought of as the 

administrator's role in an educational organization. However, in this difficuh setting, the 
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teacher is required to take up the mantle of leadership in many instances. Clearly the 

teacher serves as a poshive role model to sttidents by leading sttidents to more 

appropriate behavior or increased academic performance. The responsibiUty of 

leadership is magnified by the increased need evidenced in sttidents for whom a 

corrections educator may represent the last hope for change or recovery. The power of 

the leadership provided through a corrections educator role can not be minimized. The 

reduction of recidivism rates for those inmates who successfully negotiate the corrections 

education classrooms is a powerfiil indicator that the leadership of an individual teacher 

is the force that makes a difference. This facet of educational leadership is especially 

fascinating given the possible impact on society when these inmates retum to homes, 

families, and communities. 

My personal focus on educational leadership changed through this study. While 

conducting the study, I was forced to confront my own beliefs and values and to dissect 

them in the Ught of the findings of this study. I had to find my OAvn courage to do what is 

right. I had to refine my skills and accept the importance of research and writing to 

promote educational leadership concems. 

The implications of educational leadership in this study are muhifaceted and on

going concerns. This section of the findings may be short in length, but not in value. 

The reverberations of these issues in educational leadership are just beginning. Should 

the flaws represented in this study be as prevalent throughout the organization as Ms. 

Gamer fears, the cracks are just beginning to appear. Unaddressed cracks in character 

only get deeper and more destmctive over time. Time will bear out the rest of this story. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

This research study was specifically designed to highlight the lived experience of 

a single classroom teacher in the prison education system. Whhout a doubt, this is not 

the only story that exists. In this system of 978 teachers, there are at least 977 other 

stories that are just waking to be told. This story is from the perspective of a female 

teacher; the perspective of a male teacher might offer very different findings. Other 

perspectives such as those of a secretary, warden, principal, supervisory administrator, or 

the general ckizemy could certainly add to the findings of this study. 

Other methodologies or theoretical frameworks might also provide for fiukflil 

future research. To my knowledge, there is no ethnographic study of the culture of the 

prison classroom nor is there any definkive information of this organization wkhin an 

organization. Comparative studies of other state prison education systems and educators 

are in order. Historical research could also be a way to continue to examine the legal 

position of corrections educators in all the states. 

In actualky, almost any research conducted in adjudicated settings would be 

valuable. There is so little information available, the gaps and deficiencies are so 

profound, that a researcher could find a place to conduct a lifetime of work. This area in 

research is new ground. It is available to anyone who dares to pass through the gates to 

go beyond the fences. 
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Finale 

As the audience quiets after the intermission before the final act of the dramatic 

performance, the house lights blink twice before the theater is darkened for the final 

scene. 

Mimes perform a skk wkhin a circle of light standing on an otherwise blackened 
stage. When a mime moves and 'bumps' into the 'walls' of this light, the 
audience realizes that the mime has fashioned light into a fully enclosing 
container. He moves this way and that in an effort to escape his imagined 
confines. Whh every bewildered move, he knocks against a barrier invisible to 
the audience, but nonetheless impassable. The mime apparently can see through 
his enclosure, but he cannot move beyond hs constraints. (Peshkin, 1997, p. 13) 

When I began this study, the lifeworld of a teacher in the prison classroom was much like 

this dramatic setting. The unseen but nonetheless constraining barriers between the 

teacher and the world outside the ckcle were present to prevent the audience from 

knowing. The final act of this report is to carry the reader through one more layer— t̂he 

epiphanies of this study. The reason is not to put myself in the spotlight, rather k is to 

give the reader entry in one final way. 

As I started this joumey 

like a trail through the forest which becomes more and more faint and finally 
diminishes to a nothing, [I found] tradhional psychological theory too soon mns 
out for the creative, the gifted, the deep woman. (Estes, 1992, p.6) 

Much to my surprise, I found fiiends. Not in the tradkional sense, I did not find someone 

to shop with or share coffee on a cold wintry night. I found fiiends in the work. The 

work of Clandinin, Covey, Ely, Estes, Peshkin, and Van Manen became as familiar to me 

as a warm robe and fiizzy slippers. Stained and marked by constant and repeated wear, 

thek work befiiended me, encircling me when I might otherwise sink into despair, 
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comforting me when I wept in fiaistration, and uplifting me when I was ready to quit. 

Through the joumey, I not only conducted this sttidy, constmcted a dissertation, remained 

connected to my family, held a fiiU-time job, but also found myself—a totally unexpected 

and not altogether unpleasant outcome. 

From Estes (1992), I leamed that I too am a woman who mns wkh the wolves. 

A woman's issues of soul cannot be freated by carving her into a more acceptable 
form as defined by an unconscious culture, nor can she be bent into a more 
intellectually acceptable shape by those who claim to be the soul bearers of 
consciousness, (p. 6) 

I found I possess great endurance and strength. I am deeply intuhive and very 

experienced in adapting to constantly changing ckcumstances. I have endured being 

hounded, harrassed, and undervalued. I have been subject to predation, and I have been 

misunderstood. 

I've not forgotten the song of those dark years, hambre del alma, the song of the 
starved soul. But neither have I forgotten the joyous canto hondo, the deep song, 
the words of which come back to us when we do the work of soulful reclamation, 
(p. 6) 

I have survived and reclaimed my soul. In the process I have found my voice. I am 

cantodora, storyteller, bent upon recovering the natural, instinctive psyche and intent 

upon the ways of discernment. I live at the edge of the worid, live in my body whh pride, 

and rise wkh dignity. I mn with the wolves because I am me. 

From Ely I found the form for my voice. Whh no apology or further explanation, 

I am a qualhative researcher. I must nurture and protect this talent. I didn't even suspect 

I could write before I attempted this study. I have received a delightful and totally 

unexpected gift. I smile when I think of writing. 
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From Peshkin and Clandinin, I received the gifts of rigorous research methods 

and deep reflection. For me, thek work was an apprenticeship. Research can only be 

leamed by doing. Thek work allowed me to trail along until I learned how, to view the 

process (warts and all), and to participate in the ah-hah! moments of the resuks. I found 

my own tmstworthiness as I waUced wkh them in the work. I leamed to believe in my 

own strengths and recognize my own expertise. From Van Manen, I have leamed 

thoughtfulness about the way educators grow, change, and deepen as a resuh of thek 

reflection on Ufeworld experiences. From Covey, I learned I am a principle-centered 

person who continually learns, radiates poshive energy, and believes in other people. 

This study and this story belong to Ms. Gamer, but the joumey of this work 

belongs to me. I met fiiends and I found myself along the way. I do not know what will 

happen at the conclusion of this work. I am not likely to be considered a favorite person 

once this study is revealed. If I am labeled a troublemaker, I will have littie choice in the 

outcome. This year stands as a particularly poignant reminder that my own service with 

this system has reached the mark of the average length of service. I am consciously 

aware that the hourglass that represents my services continues to trickle sand through the 

timepiece. I am fiilly cognizant that I am living, in many ways, on borrowed time. Like 

Ms. Gamer and like every other educator in the corrections education field, I am aware of 

the hazards that surround my service. For each day that I successfully leave the unit, I 

have managed one more time to evade the wolves that lie in wah for me. 
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Wolfjjack 

I look up from my fu-e and what do I see. 
The wolfpack is circling around me. 

First wolf in line is known as crime. 
Circling around me twenty-eight at a time 
He is anger, fear and grief 
Whh red eyes, long yellow teeth. 
He chews off his own leg if caught in a frap. 
Win he chew off mine? 

Second wolf is gray, slinking near with watchfiil eyes. 
Supposed to protect me, but more often l ies-
Sly, slanted eyes. 
Just waiting for a sign 
He can call weakness 
Then he lunges, what a surprise! 

Thkd wolf crawls close 
Disguised as administrative dog. 
He pretends to be fiiendly wkh betrayal in his heart. 
His ears are pointed, poUtical— 
He seeks to maintain his own survival. 
At what cost to his own—he bhes the hand that feeds him. 

Next my weary eyes perceive, the others circling round 
Wkh teeth that shred and yellow eyes that astound. 

Time is the largest, will my efforts fail? 
Will the clock mn out before I prevail? 
Skill is evasive and hard to hold near, 
Like the techniques I use, and hold near and dear. 
Patience sks quietly, in the haze of the smoke. 
Waiting and watching 

Further away and harder to see on the fiinges near the ttees 
The wolves waking are fear, death, and grief, and they all travel wkh me. 

I mn with the wolves, not of thek kind, 
I hold up my head, deceptively strong. 
I am humor, music, ttansformation, and light, 
I mn with the wolves. 
And howl into the long lonely night. 
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