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“I’m Not Your Stepping Stone!” 
 

2019 © William Young 

VOLUME 16, ISSUE 10 

(Continued on page 2) 

When I teach, when I get the opportunity to stand in front of a group of new recruits, I al-
ways start the day off with the same question.  I go around the room, I have them stand up 
and introduce themselves, and then I ask them to tell me what attracted them to the won-
derful world of corrections. 
 
The answer (here’s a shocker) that I get from the majority of recruits is the same.  They say 
that they want to get into law enforcement and they feel like corrections is a good way to 
get their foot in the door.  They tell me they’re using corrections as a “stepping stone” into 
law enforcement.  And although I somewhat agree with that statement, I have a problem 
with it.   
 
I agree that corrections should be a prerequisite, a requirement, an introduction into law 
enforcement.  It would benefit aspiring police officer to be submersed in the correctional 
environment, the culture, before hitting the streets.  
 
Because when you have nothing but your ability to relate and communicate, a radio, and a 
set of keys, you learn and you learn quickly.  You learn to build rapport and how to read a 
room.  You learn to be proactive and to think on our feet.  When you’re locked up inside of a 
housing unit, outnumbered and out muscled you learn.  You learn how to carry yourself and 
you learn what you’re made of.   
 
Inside you will meet people that you didn’t even know existed. You meet drunks and delin-
quents, pedophiles with PhD’s, murderers and manic depressives, all sitting around a marred 
stainless-steel table watching Jaws on AMC for the third time this week. 
 
See, working in corrections is very similar to going on a blind date with your best friend’s 
wife’s recently divorced second cousin. You’ve been told that she has two children and a 
great personality.    

http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/CFW-Brochure_2019.pdf
http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Correctional-Family-Wellness_Flyer_2019-20.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Desert-Waters-Correctional-Outreach/105776062787230
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You’ve been told that her ex-husband was an abusive drunk that cheated on her with her younger sister’s best friend.  
So, you sort of know what to expect, right?  
 
Look, you can watch every episode of Lockup Raw and Oz and memorize every line in The Shawshank Redemption, you 
can take whatever college course you want to take, you can listen to whatever professor you want to listen too. You 
can research and you can Google and you can ask around but until you lace up those boots and meet Andy Dufrene up 
close and in person, you have no idea how you’re going to react. 
 
It doesn’t matter what you think you know about Corrections, until you go on that first date, until you are walking the 
top tier by yourself, you have no idea how or if you’ll be able to handle it.  
 
Here’s a question for you.  Can you stand before a man convicted of raping his four-year-old niece and listen while he 
tries to convince you that the whole thing was her idea? Can you protect this man and serve him breakfast and talk 
about football with him? Can you go home and watch your four-year-old child eat dinner and not think about the con-
versation you had earlier? 
  
Can you sit next to and console an 18-year-old kid that just murdered his own father because he (his father) slept with 
his pregnant girlfriend? Can you empathize with him because you know what it’s like to lose a parent? Can you set 
aside your personal prejudices and just listen? 
 
Working inside you will communicate with people that you would never communicate with in the real world.  You will 
have to find a way to motivate a population that does not want to be motivated by you.  You will have to treat them 
with a level of respect and professionalism that is counterintuitive to the way you might actually want to treat them.  
You will have to maintain your poise, and control your fear and your anger.  You will have to keep a straight face when 
you want to laugh, and can you laugh when you feel like crying.    
 
So, in that regard, it should be a “stepping stone” into law enforcement.   But here’s why I don’t like that state-
ment.  The title “correctional officer” is not a just a consolation prize, it’s not just a bridge between where you are and 
where you want to go.  Being a correctional officer is so much more than that.   
 
It's Dangerous, Demanding, and Damaging 
 
It’s dangerous because every day we put on our uniform and our badge and our boots and our duty belts and we 
check out our keys and our restraints and we patrol the most dangerous areas in our respective communities.  The 
difference is, inside, there are no little old ladies that need help crossing the street.  Inside, there are no children wav-
ing at us as we walk by. And inside, there is no discount coffee for us at the gas station.  Inside, every single person that 
we encounter during our shift is someone that society via the justice system has determined unfit to walk and live 
amongst the general population.   
 
We give rescue breaths and apply compression to slow the bleeding.  We deploy chemical agents and restrain com-
bative Inmates.  We stop “It” before it starts and we end “It” before it gets out of control.  Sometimes we don’t even 
know what “It” is.  We grab the extinguisher and we pull, aim, squeeze, and sweep, and we hold up the lifeless body 
while our partner cuts the rope.  
 
It’s incredibly demanding because the majority of us are force-fed mandatory overtime whether we want to eat it or 
not.  It is not unusual for a correctional officer to work three or four sixteen hour shifts a week while only sleeping 
three or four hours a night (or day).  Would the community demand this of their police officers?  Would they ask them 
to perform, to make life and death decisions after only having three hours of sleep?  Would they feel safe if they knew 
that the officer responding to their call for help has already been awake for thirty hours? 

(Continued on page 3) 
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The answer is “No.”   
 
Yet, thousands of correctional officers are forced to perform their duties without proper rest or respite. 
 
It’s damaging to both our mental and physical health.  The correctional environment is harsh and loud and unforgiv-
ing and full of negative influences.  The things that we see and say and have to do stick to us, darken our worldview, 
and sabotage us spiritually.  We are exposed to unmentionable evil and an insane amount of stress on a daily basis.   
 
Look, I’m not one to quote statistics and cite references, but a study of the consequences of job stress in corrections 
(NCJRS) reports that the average life expectancy of a correctional officer is 59 years, compared to the national average 
of 75.  The report also finds that illnesses such as hypertension, heart attacks, and ulcers were more prevalent amongst 
correctional others when compared to police officers.  Alcoholism and divorce rates are also higher for correctional 
officers than the general public.  
 
Back in 1997, Professors Steven Stack and Olga Tsoudis of Wayne State University found that the risk of suicide is 39% 
higher for correctional officer than in all other professions combined1, and a more recent study conducted by the New 
Jersey Police Suicide Task Force (2006) found that corrections officer had a suicide rate that was double that of police 
officers. Some things have not changed. 
 
Our Job Performance has a Direct Impact on Society 
 
The other reason I very much dislike the “stepping stone” mindset is that I think that people (and that includes us 
sometimes) don’t understand or fully recognize that our ability to perform our job has a direct impact on society. 
 
We spend copious amounts of time with our population, talking to them, counseling them, and mentoring them.  We 
plant seeds in our population.  We plant seeds and hope that they grow into something good and productive.  At times 
this can become discouraging as we see people come and go, but we must not be afraid to plant seeds in a garden that 
we may never see grow. 
 
We have the opportunity and the potential to change a person’s life for the better.  The way we interact with our pop-
ulation, the way that we behave and speak and act towards them has a direct impact on how they behave and speak 
and act when they get released back in to society.   
 
Corrections is Not a “Stepping Stone” 
 
This profession is so much more than a “stepping stone,” and it’s time that correctional officers get the same amount 
of respect that is afforded to police officer and sheriff’s deputies.  Like them, correctional officers are public servants 
that perform a dangerous and thankless job, selflessly serving their respective communities with professionalism, dig-
nity, and honor. 
 

1Stack, S.J, & Tsoudis, O. Suicide risk among correctional officers: A logistic regression analysis. Archives of Suicide Research, 1997, 
3, 183-186. 

 

DWCO’s Upcoming Colorado Instructor Trainings 
 From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment™ (CF2F) 2020: 09-13 Mar; 05-09 Oct 

 True Grit™ (TG) 2020: 23-27 Mar; 14-18 Sep  

 Correctional Family Wellness™ (CFW) 2019: 04-07 Nov; 2020: Apr 13-16 

https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/Publications/abstract.aspx?ID=85591
http://www.state.nj.us/lps/library/NJPoliceSuicideTaskForceReport-January-30-2009-Final(r2.3.09).pdf
http://www.state.nj.us/lps/library/NJPoliceSuicideTaskForceReport-January-30-2009-Final(r2.3.09).pdf
http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2019_CF2F_T4T_Brochure_2018.Dec_.15.pdf
http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TG_T4T_Flyer_2019-20.pdf
http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Correctional-Family-Wellness_Flyer_2019-20.pdf


 

This is Part 2 of the mission-critical article on partial chronic sleep deprivation due to working mandatory overtime, 
continued from the September 2091 issue of the Correctional Oasis.  

Not getting enough sleep negatively harms brain function, mental health and physical health. 
 
Some examples of impairment due to insufficient sleep are: 
 

Cognitive impairments: including alertness, attention, concentration, reaction time, reasoning, and problem solving, 
and working memory, possibly resulting in errors, declined productivity and accidents.   

 
Mood disturbances: irritability, poor tolerance of frustration, anxiety, depression 
 
Physical symptoms/disease: increased inflammation (associated with obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, irregu-

lar heartbeat, stroke, cardiovascular disease, some cancers, elevated mortality risk); low energy; Alzheimer-like 
neuron changes.  

 
“MOT makes me feel like I am running at half speed with no hope of getting caught up. It is even worse if I have had 
something planned or it occurs on a holiday. Loved ones do not always understand when you have to call and cancel 
an arranged function because you have to stay at work. There is absolutely no consideration of the officer's circum-
stances when OT is mandated.  The more it happens, the worse it gets. I am not sure you ever mentally recover. It is 
always worse the next time it happens, no matter the time in between. It is one of the reasons I left custody even 
though I am less safe in my current assignment. It is also one of the reasons that officers resign.” Anonymous1 

 

According to the CDC, sleep deprivation results affects our functioning in ways that are very similar to being under the 
influence of alcohol. The effects on driving of being awake for 18 hours are equivalent to a blood alcohol content of 
0.05%. And the effects on driving of being awake for 24 hours are equivalent to a blood alcohol content of 0.10%. 
(Drivers with blood alcohol levels of 0.08% or higher are considered legally impaired in the U.S.—driving under the influ-
ence.) 
 
No administrator would allow employees to work while under the influence of alcohol. Yet, across the nation, correction-
al employees, and in particular custody staff, are functioning “under the influence,” not due to alcohol intoxication, but 
due to PCSD because of working MOT on a frequent and long-term basis. 
 
These concerns are highlighted by the findings of a recent very large study.2 Data on 110,496 college students, including 
8462 varsity athletes, were gathered from the 2011–2014 waves of the National College Health Assessment, and the sta-
tistical analyses controlled for age, sex, race/ethnicity, survey year, insomnia and depressed mood. Insufficient sleep was 
measured by the number of nights that students reported that they did not feel rested upon awakening. Mental health 
symptoms were measured by the number of symptoms reported during the prior month.  
 
Results showed that insufficient sleep was strongly associated with mental health symptoms. Additionally, a dose-
response relationship was found between insufficient sleep and reported mental health symptoms. That is, with each 
additional night of insufficient sleep, reported mental health symptoms increased.  

Page 4 
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https://www.cdc.gov/sleep/about_sleep/drowsy_driving.html
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Specifically, the results showed that with each additional night of insufficient sleep, risk for depressed mood was in-
creased by 21%; risk for hopelessness and anger was increased by 24%; risk for anxiety and desire to self-harm was 
increased by 25%; risk for functional problems was increased by 28%; and risk for thoughts of suicide was increased by 
28%. These are highly disturbing and eye-opening findings, as they show that our brain’s health is critically dependent 
on getting sufficient sleep. 
 
If insufficient sleep has such a detrimental and cumulative impact on young, healthy adults, how much more might the 
mental health of perhaps not so healthy middle-aged corrections staff be affected by insufficient sleep? 
 
As I stated in my article entitled “Insufficient Sleep and Mental Health Symptoms” in the August 2019 issue of the Cor-
rectional Oasis, in some jurisdictions custody staff work mandatory overtime shifts 2, 3 or even 5 times weekly, for 
months and even years on end, resulting in them not getting more than 3-5 hours of sleep per day. Moreover, changes 
to shift schedules result in irregular sleep routines, which can affect staff’s ability to fall and/or stay asleep.  
 
Other questions that arise are, what role might insufficient sleep play in corrections officers’ elevated rates of depres-

sion, anxiety and suicide? And what role might insufficient sleep play in a corrections officer’s outbursts of anger, hos-

tile interactions with offenders or other staff, excessive use of force, not performing their tasks as per policy, or having 

accidents on and off the job? 

Only weeks ago a tragic motor vehicle accident occurred that was possibly associated with PCSD due to MOT.  And a 
high-profile inmate suicide was also linked to staff working MOT, which possibly led to policy lapses. 
 
These examples of negative outcomes do not even take into consideration what happens to COs’ personal lives due to 
them being at work so much and missing out on family life. If the family unit falls apart due to their chronic absence 
(because they are working or sleeping when home), COs lose their most important support system, which renders 
them highly vulnerable to substance abuse and increases to other psychological disorders, and also to suicide.  
 
Where Do We Go from Here? 
Research has firmly established that chronic partial sleep deprivation impairs physical and mental health and function-
ing. Yet, across the nation, custody staff often suffer from chronic partial sleep deprivation due to being mandated to 
work overtime on a regular and long-term basis.  
 
In terms of the number of staff affected and the multi-faceted health and functioning impact, partial chronic sleep dep-
rivation due to mandatory overtime work may indeed be the greatest danger to operational safety and security and to 
staff’s well-being.  
  
To maintain the safety and security of correctional institutions, and to promote the well-being of custody staff, correc-
tional agencies MUST make it a priority to look for ways to decrease the use of mandatory overtime. Consuming more 
Red Bull or Monster energy drinks is not the answer. 
  
Increased wages, benefits and resources may be part of the answer. Improved workplace culture may very well also be 
a big part of the answer, as it could stem the hemorrhage of new recruits quitting corrections within the first year.  
  
I personally have had conversations with relatively new staff who told me they were going to resign due to seasoned 
staff being unhelpful or downright rude and hostile toward them. And I have spoken with many seasoned staff who 
almost bragged that they did not talk or associate with new recruits during their first year. What was their reasoning 
for that? The rationale they shared with me was that they had gotten tired of helping train new hires, only to have 
them quit in a few months.  

(Continued on page 6) 

http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Corr_Oasis_08.2019.pdf
https://www.pressherald.com/2019/07/26/driver-in-fatal-gorham-crash-fell-asleep-at-the-wheel/
https://www.cnn.com/2019/08/12/politics/jeffrey-epstein-substitute-guard-overtime/index.html


 

As a result, they decided that they would conserve energy, and not assist new recruits until they were reasonably sure 
that they would stay with the agency and make corrections their career.  
 
And it did not seem to occur to the seasoned staff that confronting new employees with an unfriendly and even un-
civil work environment (created by coworkers—not the offenders) might hasten these new staff’s decision to leave 
that workplace and move on to a setting where they felt more accepted, included, supported, and respected.  
  
In addition, supervisors investing time and energy in new hires could help retain new employees. And with that comes 
the whole package of perceived civility, justice and fairness in staff guidance and training, in evaluation practices, in 
promotion practices, and disciplinary practices. As one of our Master Instructors, John Eggers, PhD, often says, 
“People quit their supervisor, not their job.” 
  
And opportunities for career development, for learning new skills and having opportunities to engage in new activities 
or to provide input and participate in decision-making, help increase job satisfaction—Corrections Fulfillment, and 
hence increase work engagement and commitment to the agency.  
  

In conclusion, some solutions for the reduction of mandatory overtime work may be found in improved staff retention 
through increased pay, benefits, resources, staff development opportunities, and through a positive workplace cul-
ture in terms of coworker relationships, supervisor-supervisee relationships, and certain agency policies.  
  
And now in closing here are the thoughts of a custody employee on working mandatory overtime on a regular basis.  
 
“Correctional Officers are stressed out and stretched as thin as they can go. Officers are burned out and unhealthy and 
suffer because we are not allowed sufficient time to decompress.  We feel like hostages.  We feel like no one is listen-
ing, and that administration does not care, and that there is no end, no relief in sight.   
  
Some will quit.  Some will make grave errors in judgment.  And some will stay and keep fighting.  But all of them, all 
of us, are wearing thin. If I feel like I am drowning, if I feel like I am in a situation that is never going to change, how 
can I get better?  At some point you just have to let go and swallow the water.  
  
It doesn't matter what type of resources you have in place for your staff if they can't go home when they want to.  You 
can tell me to hydrate and meditate and suggest that I eat better and run more, but after working back to back 16 
hour shifts all I want to do is sit on my porch and talk to my family for 15 minutes before I have to sleep for 4 hours 
and go do it all over again. 
  
You don't have to recognize me as a first responder. Just figure out a way that I can go home at the end of my 

shift.  Recognize that I am doing a very dangerous and thankless job on 3-4 hours of sleep. Understand that I have 

been on my feet for 16 hours and I have been awake for 30.  Understand that we only care about one thing, and 

that one thing is going home.”  

 ~ Corporal William Young 

1Anonymous quote first reported in the March 2009 issue of the Correctional Oasis. 
  
2Ramsey, T., Athey, A., Ellis, J., Tubbs, A., Turner, R., Killgore, W. D. S., Warlick, C., Alfonso-Miller, P., and Grandner, M. A. (2019). 

Dose-response relationship between insufficient sleep and mental health symptoms in collegiate student athletes and non-

athletes. SLEEP, 42 (Abstract Supplement): A362.  
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We were partners. We shared a common experience. A shared life. We had the same concerns and worries. In a way 
we were a married couple facing the world in front of us together. We share the same thoughts. Then one retires. 
New priorities are put in place, as they should. 
                

I worry about gang politics and violence. You worry about …. I don’t know that world yet. And it kind of scares me to 
leave the world of violence that we both knew. When you call, what can I say? Tell you about prison, a world you es-
caped? That is no fun. We no longer have the same insane stressors. 
  

I am proud that you made it through and escaped. I am still in this world. 
  

Retirement is like a one-sided divorce. The retiree is freed from a toxic environment, and the partner that is still at 
work only knows the toxic environment. And that is the only life the partner knows at this time, having not yet been 
given the opportunity to see it from the outside. 
 

When we meet again I could talk to you about my life and exchange concerns about surface issues, while my mind is 
replaying prison, and you could talk about family life. Both subjects are important. One is filled mostly with hate and 
anger and the other is filled mostly with love. A collision of two worlds: one of love and one of violence and hate.  
  
Two people walk away that day with two distinctly views of their future world,  two views that can not be easily recon-
ciled. 
 
 

Retirement—The World Changes 
 

By CO Ron Mason 

Desert Waters’ Books  
 

 “Staying Well: Strategies for Corrections Staff,” 3rd Ed., by Caterina Spinaris 

 “More on Staying Well: More Strategies for Corrections Staff,” by Caterina 

Spinaris  

 “Passing It Along: Wisdom from Corrections Staff,” Vol. 1 and Vol. 2 

 “Processing Corrections Work” fillable-form PDF workbook,  

by Caterina Spinaris and Gregory Morton 

 “When Home Becomes a Housing Unit,” by William Young 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5167
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=9826
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5283
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=6397
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5945
desertwaters.com/?page_id=10344
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Beware of Highway 115!  
 

2019 © Susan Jones, PhD 

A few days ago I was sitting at a café near the intersection of Highway 115 and Highway 50 in the Canon City area.  As I 
soaked in the warmth of the sun and enjoyed my beverage, I overheard a group of locals from the area talking about 
the highway and the area prisons.  As such, my interest perked up and I listened more intently.  This intersection of 
highways is near two major prison complexes in the area, and is heavily traveled by corrections employees.   
 
This group of people were talking about heading up 115 toward Denver, but they stopped in for coffee, because it was 
shift change.  The conversation evolved to a discussion of the need to stay off the highway just then because of all of 
the prison workers on their way to and from work.  This was not news to anyone, including me.   
 
As I eavesdropped, I heard one lady talk about how in the past they had to deal with corrections officers speeding 
through the area.  Another recounted how she had been in a vehicle that was at a stoplight and looked over into a van 
of commuting corrections officers who were enjoying a pornography film on the van DVD player on the way to work.  
She relayed her dismay and ended with the fact that this was at 530 a.m. (apparently porn in the morning is worse than 
at other times). 
 
The conversation continued by a person telling of going to open up her business early one morning and finding two cars 
in the parking lot.  Upon her approach, she was able to see that corrections uniforms were strewn across the front seat 
in one car and two naked individuals were “going at it” in the back seat.  She recalls calling the sheriff to ask them to 
come out to her location, but by the time the deputy arrived the two officers had finished their escapade, reclaimed 
their clothing and separate cars, and left the area.   
 
As I sat there, a retired corrections employee, none of this surprised me and none of it was news to me.  These types of 
incidents had occurred, and probably still occur in a variety of locations.  What surprised me was what happened next.  
The discussion moved to an issue of safety—to fatigue!!   
 
They weren’t talking about corrections fatigue; they were talking about lack of sleep fatigue.  This group of people were 
talking about what we all know.  They were concerned about the number of hours corrections people were now work-
ing and the fact that they then were driving through their town in that type of exhausted condition.  They were wor-
ried , so much so, that they felt it safer to avoid the highway at certain peak periods of the day in order to protect 
themselves and their loved ones from catastrophe. 
 
As I sat there for several more minutes, I was hit with grief.  I grieved that corrections professionals all over this country 
are working insane hours, doing insane work, and taking the danger of the job as just another day.  I grieved that many 
people have been hurt in this country as a direct result of officer inattention due to extreme fatigue.  I grieved, person-
ally, knowing of many families that have dissolved along the way because mom or dad, or both, are always at work.  I 
grieved that the turnover rate in this business is higher than it has ever been in my career.  But, as I sat there, I was hor-
rified to hear that corrections employees reporting to and from work were now considered a source of public danger.   
 
As I drove away, careful to watch for fatigued or distracted drivers, I wondered – just how much more has to go wrong 

in this business until people understand that corrections officers can’t work 80-90 hours in a week forever – without a 

cost, without a catastrophe.  
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Working Behind the Wall: 
Mental Health of Correctional-Based Staff—Part 1 

 
By Bonnie Sultan 

Reprinted with permission from https://www.psychalive.org. 

When we think of incarceration, we think about people sentenced to prison. Perhaps we think of those in jail awaiting 
trial or serving a short sentence. When we think of reentry, the act of person’s returning home from prison, we think 
about sentenced people coming home. When we think about prison – we think of criminals. We rarely think about per-
sons working in the prisons. People who take the drive or bus ride for two decades and check in and out of correctional 
facilities daily. But they are there—and when you think about it—their time on the inside is usually much longer than 
the incarcerated. 

When we think about corrections – we need to think about all of the people behind the wall. Incarcerated individuals 
are a piece of this world, but they are not the entire group. There is a population of correctional officers, health care 
workers, and other professionals that undergo reentry on a daily basis. Those working in corrections live between two 
worlds – prison life and the life over the wall. The question is, how do they balance these lives? How do correctional 
staff live in a secure detention facility for most of the day then pass through the gate and help their kids with their math 
homework? How can one person be two completely different people each day – an officer and a citizen? How can you 
remain healthy day in and day out when crossing the wall? 

Correctional environments take their toll on all who pass through the gates [1]. When you walk into prison, you are im-
mediately hit by the odor of bodies being housed together, the noise of voices trying to be heard, the sound of foot-
steps bouncing off of iron and concrete walls, and the feeling of violence looming all around. You are literally on guard 
at all times. For some, this is where they live. For others, this is where they work. 

The impact of this environment on the overall health of correctional staff has only recently been addressed in our re-
search. New work shows the great needs of this population. Rogers (2001) [2] surveyed correctional staff to learn about 
their stress levels, mental health, and risk behaviors. In terms of their mental health, Rogers found staggering rates of 
depression, feelings of hopelessness, and thoughts of suicide. Twenty-five percent of correctional officers reported feel-
ing a lack of emotional responsiveness, 20 percent reported an inability to find pleasure in anything, and 13 percent re-
port hopelessness and/or worthlessness. It was found that approximately 50 percent of participants reported having no 
energy or being excessively tired; 44 percent reported frequent headaches, with 12 percent having monthly migraines. 
“Almost 20% of the [respondents] reported that they felt blue or depressed at least once to a few times a month.” (67). 
In terms of suicidal thoughts, “3% reported thoughts of ending their lives at least once a month, and an additional 6% 
report such thoughts 1-2 times in the past six months” (67). 

In analyzing the physical health of this group, Rogers (2001) discovered, “approximately 16% reported having trouble 
catching their breath or shortness of breath at least once a month … 30% have experienced a change in their appetites, 
and feeling nervous or fidgety” (67). Study respondents also reported abusing prescriptive drugs to alleviate stress and 
anxiety. 

Research shows that working in a hyper-violent environment has serious repercussions on the minds and bodies of cor-
rectional staff. Shift work also impacts the lives of correctional staff as well as their families [3].  

(Continued on page 10) 

https://www.psychalive.org/working-behind-the-wall-mental-health-of-correctional-based-staff/?fbclid=IwAR2DYzUkyJ0zPxHtEY1JLYwdy1sBvWQ9NmILu1-AQrddF30nCbSVLn4eZoI#_ftn1
https://www.psychalive.org/working-behind-the-wall-mental-health-of-correctional-based-staff/?fbclid=IwAR2DYzUkyJ0zPxHtEY1JLYwdy1sBvWQ9NmILu1-AQrddF30nCbSVLn4eZoI#_ftn2
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Working 12-hour shifts that do not match the 9-5 working hours of the general population results in families not having 
dinner together and parents sleeping while their children get ready for school. It has been shown that shift work dis-
rupts the circadian rhythm, or the internal clock that controls sleep and arousal (Grant, 1995). Those with circadian 
rhythm disturbances report feeling tired, irritable, and nauseous. “The combination of sleep loss, disrupted circadian 
rhythm, and eating and digestive problems tends to result in irritability and depression, which may have a negative im-
pact on family interaction” (Grant, 41). As the research shows, for those working in corrections, family life can become 
difficult to manage, and the general population can come to seem further away. The prison world becomes your world, 
if you let it. Without intentional balance and creating time for self-care, we see that correctional workers become pris-
oners to the system, too. 

Frank Dwyer served 28 years on New York City’s Rikers Island. One of the three largest jails in the United States, Rikers 
Island holds persons awaiting trial and those serving a year or less of a sentenced term. Nobody serves 28 years on the 
Island, but Captain Dwyer (Ret) has done just that. In prisons and jails, there are Officers and Security Officers. The best 
way to describe this distinction is that Security Officers are the eyes, ears, and muscle of the facility. When you need 
gang intelligence or immediate riot assistance, you call Security. Capt. Frank Dwyer was the leader of that team for the 
sentenced male population. Security Officers undergo extreme stress, threats, and acts of violence on a daily basis. If 
you ask Captain Dwyer how he managed to stay sane in an insane world, he smiles and answers simply, “Cathy.” 

The Dwyers have been married for 36 years, and Captain Dwyer says that it was the strength and support of his wife 
that kept him alive and sane. “I give her a lot of credit. To be an officer’s wife you have to be strong. I didn’t do this all 
myself.” When asked how he managed to keep his mind focused and alert in jail, he motioned to his heart and said, 
“Every day I would take her with me – here. I wanted to go home to her, to my kids. That is what kept me going.” When 
asked how shift work impacted his mind, health, and home life, Captain Dwyer shared, “When you have a steady tour, 
you have consistency on the job and at home. But work on the wheel (shift work) is always changing. For my wife and 
kids, they had to be quiet during the day to not wake daddy up. It wasn’t fair to them. Daddy was home but couldn’t do 
it. I would do the best I could to make up for that. I would take a shift, so I could work lunch duty at their school. It felt 
like in some way I was contributing. I was just trying to balance.” 

The impact of jail life stayed with Captain Dwyer after his shift. The constant dance between life and death, fear and 
safety, was always present. Talking about when he would return from work to his small, sleeping children, Dwyer pauses 
and reflects on those moments. “The first thing I would do was stare at them. I would walk over to them and wait to feel 
them breathing. To make sure they were okay. I wanted to assure myself they were alright. Make sure I was alright. I 
was coming from hell to heaven. With my grandchildren, I still do it now.” 

Coming from hell to heaven happens every day for our correctional staff. They reenter without the guidance of a thera-
pist and without the support of a nonprofit actively engaging both them and their families. There is no reentry plan for 
officers. No grant opportunity funding programs for their betterment. There is nothing to assist their families to under-
stand what they go through each day. We offer such services to incarcerated persons coming home, but not those who 
guard them. 

Correctional life sticks to your bones, no matter how you try to shake it. Captain Frank Dwyer talks candidly about how 
jail culture can bleed into your daily life. “I didn’t want [my family] to experience where I was, but I still brought it home 
with me. I was loud sometimes, angry, less patient, because of what I saw [in jail]. There was the potential to be the 
same way at home, as I was in there [in jail]. Other officers would talk about beating their wives, go drink at bars, but 
these were unbearable thoughts to me. I didn’t want to end up being that person.” When asked how he managed to not 
‘be that person,’ to maintain a healthy life and family, he smiles and answers simply, “Cathy.” Captain Dwyer credits his 
wife with keeping him grounded and forcing him to realize that the world is not Rikers Island. When remembering being 
angry when his kids would not respond fast enough, or others not doing as they were told, Cathy would respond, 
“Excuse me, you are home. You are not in jail now. We are not going to jump for you.” 
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To be continued in the November issue of the Correctional Oasis. 

 
 

South AfricaCF2F Instructor Training September 2019 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What Instructor Candidates Said about the CF2F Course: 
“The course was life-changing as it allowed me to view what I’ve learned before in a completely different light.” E.W. 
“I really loved this course. It is really empowering & encouraging & very easy to understand. Jeff is a great facilitator 

and knows how to connect with his crowd.” M.L. 
“The course was outstanding. It is very well thought through and a core strength is the opportunity it allows for par-

ticipant involvement. The teach-back portion was extremely meaningful, allowing each of us opportunity for growth as 
we observed and gave feedback.” D.M. 

“Jeff is very capable in presenting the course. He was considerate toward me, my culture, and treated me with re-
spect. He has a good understanding of the material, and his style of presentation is calm, relaxed, and he included all of 
the participants during his class presentation. You rocked, Sir, Keep it up!!” F.G. 

“This program is a discipleship journey. You see hope and potential in officers that receive little support from commu-
nities or even from the church. I have been serving in correctional centers for 18 years, but I experienced something 
fresh. I feel a new appreciation for my brothers and sisters in uniform, and I feel empowered to assist them in their 
journey. Lives will be saved because of this program.” A.M. 

Even though we’ve had CF2F instructor candidates attend our  
Colorado-based CF2F T4T from N. Ireland, South Africa and Australia 
before, this was the first time that one of DWCO’s Master Instructors 
went overseas to offer this 5-day DWCO Instructor training to 12 in-
structor candidates in Cape Town, South Africa.  

Thank you, CF2F Master Instructor Jeff Rude, for rising to the chal-
lenge (not the least of which was a 36-hour journey one way)!  

And we gratefully report that challenge coins and other donations 
enabled us to raise $3,764.01 towards the expenses of this trip.        

A heart-felt THANK YOU and BLESSINGS to all who contributed and 
helped make this training happen! 

https://www.psychalive.org/working-behind-the-wall-mental-health-of-correctional-based-staff/?fbclid=IwAR2DYzUkyJ0zPxHtEY1JLYwdy1sBvWQ9NmILu1-AQrddF30nCbSVLn4eZoI#_ftnref1
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/183474.pdf
https://www.psychalive.org/working-behind-the-wall-mental-health-of-correctional-based-staff/?fbclid=IwAR2DYzUkyJ0zPxHtEY1JLYwdy1sBvWQ9NmILu1-AQrddF30nCbSVLn4eZoI#_ftnref2
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/188094.pdf
https://www.psychalive.org/working-behind-the-wall-mental-health-of-correctional-based-staff/?fbclid=IwAR2DYzUkyJ0zPxHtEY1JLYwdy1sBvWQ9NmILu1-AQrddF30nCbSVLn4eZoI#_ftnref3
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Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC 
Executive Director 

431 East Main Street, P.O. Box 355 
Florence, CO 81226 

(719) 784-4727 
 

http://desertwaters.com 
 

Your gifts are tax-deductible. 

Thank you for blessing the work  

of Desert Waters with your contributions!  

And a special THANKS to all article  

contributors in this and prior issues! 

Individual donors: Anonymous donors, TC & Joellen 
Brown, Dave & Audrey Cheadle, Jeff & Connie Mueller, 
Kevin & Robin Rivard, Harold & Carol Severson 
 

Business donors: Paul & Karen Austin, Austin Automo-
tive; Elizabeth Gamache, LandShark Design, LLC 
 

Special thanks also go to: Gene Atherton, Cindy Baeta, 
Cathy Bergquist, Nicole Brocato, Bob Bowen, T.C. & Jo-
ellen Brown, Melissa Crocetta, John Eggers, Susan Jones, 
Ron Mason, Andrew & Anna May, Steve & Daria Mayotte, 
Diane Medlock, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Sara Namazi, 
Brent Parker, Andy Potter, Stephanie Rawlings, Jeff Rude, 
Patti Schniedwind, Joanie Shoemaker, Brandy Smith, Eleni 
Spinari, William Young 

To promote the occupational, personal and 

family well-being of the corrections work-

force through the provision of evidence-

informed resources, solution, and support.  

DWCO Disclaimer 
 

    The views and opinions expressed in the Correctional  Oasis are those 
of the authors and do not necessarily represent or reflect the views and 
opinions held by DWCO Board members, staff, and/or volunteers.    
    DWCO is not responsible for accuracy of statements made by authors.  
If you have a complaint about something you have read in the Correction-
al Oasis, please contact us.  

Many Thanks! 

Quote of the Month 
 

Regarding getting help for mental health 
struggles by taking medication or going 
to psychotherapy:  
 
“I’d rather walk tall with a crutch 
than crawl around insisting like a 
proud and bloody fool that I didn’t 
need one.”  
 ~ Ann Voskamp        

IN MEMORIAM 
 

CO E. Bryant  
EOW 12 Sep 2019 

Indiana Dept. of Correction 
 

Sgt. Tracey Smith 
EOW 03 Sep 2019  

Wisconsin Dept. of Corrections 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=2237
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=3674

