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We’d like to introduce 

our readers to the  

excellent pamphlet  

“Stress Management for 

the Professional  

Correction Officer”  

written in 2001 by  

Donald Steele, Ph.D.  

 

Topics include Managing 

Your Thoughts, Basic 

Anger Management 

Techniques, and  

Obtaining Help. 

 

For more information, 

contact Don Steele at 

steelepub@aol.com or 

at 508-339-6760. 
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How Does Gratitude Work? 
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Gratitude involves identifying positive events and benefits in our lives, acknowledging that 

they were caused by an agent—something or someone—outside of ourselves, being thank-

ful for being the recipient of these positive events and benefits, and expressing our thanks to 

whoever it is that helped us, whether we do that in our heart or to them directly.  

Study after study suggest that being grateful, thankful or appreciative has positive effects on 
our well-being.  Why is that?  
 
Here are some ways that being grateful benefits us. 
 
1. One way that gratitude works is based on the fact that we cannot experience two oppo-
site emotions at the same time. As gratitude generates positive emotions in us, such as joy 
and affection, it does not allow stress-inducing and energy-draining negative emotions, such 
as anxiety, envy, or resentment, to intrude and disturb our inner peace. Just that simple re-
duction of stressful negative emotions can boost our well-being. And on top of that we get 
to enjoy the mood-uplifting pleasures of positive emotions. 
 
2. Another way that gratitude works is that its expression builds and strengthens our social 
and/or spiritual support system. It does so by helping us build connections with others and 
establishing what can be called “blessings loops.” Expressions of thanks and appreciation to 
our benefactors bring us into community with them, even if this is a community comprised 
of only two individuals. Of course expressions of gratitude also encourage our benefactors, 
so they in turn get lit up with positive emotions which they may share back with us and/or 
with others. These are examples of “blessings loops.”  

Holiday Sale!  

Desert Waters Book Bundles! 

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Desert-Waters-Correctional-Outreach/105776062787230
file:///C:/Users/spina/Documents/Wellness/GGSC-JTF_White_Paper-Gratitude-FINAL.pdf
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=12209
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=12209
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3. On top of that, gratitude may motivate us to pay these blessings forward, and in this way positives we received be-
come gifts that keep on giving. Not only are we recipients of blessings, we are now benefactors as well. And these be-
haviors boost our self-esteem, generate positive emotions, and keep negative emotions at bay, at least for a time. 
 
4. Gratitude causes us to recognize that others can be kind, that they care about us, and that they have done things to 
help and benefit us. This bring us joy and has a calming effect on us. There is nothing to compare with the assurance of 
being cared for and loved!  
 
5. And when we acknowledge that others can be kind and caring, we can reasonably conclude that help will most likely 
be available to us again in the future should we need it. This too has a calming and encouraging effect, as we realize 
we do not have to do life alone. 
 
6. Gratitude reminds us that we DO need others, and that is easier to collaborate with others, to give AND to take, as 
opposed to operating independently, all on our own. Acknowledging that reality can be very freeing and have a calm-
ing effect, reducing some of our anxieties and fears.  
 
7. Along the same lines, being grateful involves humility, giving credit where credit is due, and acknowledging that we 
are the recipients of positive events and outcomes that we did not bring about on our own. Being humble relieves us 
of self-imposed pressure to be self-sufficient. And letting go of the pressure to “have it all together” can once again 
bring joy and peace in our hearts.  
 
So, among other things, gratitude keeps negative emotions at bay, boosts positive emotions, builds and reinforces so-
cial bonds, and helps keep us humble, reminding us that we are human, and that HUMANS OFTENTIMES NEED HELP. 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 

 
 
 
  

MCO Employee Wellness Advocacy Legislative Reception 

We are thankful that Caterina Spinaris presented on DWCO’s 
study of Michigan Department of Corrections Employee Well-

being at the Wellness Advocacy Legislative Reception hosted by 
the Michigan Corrections Organization (MCO) in Lansing, MI,  

on the 8th of October, 2019. 
 

Lynn Gorski, Director of MDOC’s Wellness Unit, also presented. 
 

Thank you, MCO, for hosting this recep-
tion, and many thanks to all the legislators 
who attended even at the conclusion of a 
long workday, and who expressed grave 
concern about correctional staff well-
being.  

https://www.michigan.gov/documents/corrections/MDOC_Staff_Well-being_Report_660565_7.pdf
https://www.mco-seiu.org/
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My wife doesn’t read. I mean she does, she reads, but not like I do. I read for fun, for entertainment.  She doesn’t. She 
reads because she has to.  She reads because she has a job that requires her to read and sift through very lengthy, very 
dry pieces of legislation and policy.  Quite honestly, I get exhausted just listening to her talk about it. 

So, you can imagine my surprise when I received a text from her the other night telling me that I needed to read a 
short story entitled The Rocket Man by Ray Bradbury.   

Now, I’m familiar with Bradbury and some of his other work but I had not been exposed to this particular piece, so, I 
jumped on to the computer, googled it, and started reading. A couple of pages in to it, I realized why she wanted me to 
read it.   

She wanted me to read it because I’m the Rocket Man. 

The story follows a family that is forced to deal with the absence of the father figure because his unforgiving work 
schedule and his inability to completely detach from his professional life make him unable to fully engage in his per-
sonal life.  Sound familiar? 

It should. 

The story is told from the perspective of a fourteen-year-old kid, Doug.  Doug is the son of the Rocket Man and the sto-
ry begins with him lying in his bed anxiously awaiting the return of his father who has been away at work (in space) for 
three months.  While he’s lying there his mother, Lilly, enters the room and tells Doug that she needs help convincing 
his father to stay home for good this time.  Doug agrees to help, but tells her that he doesn’t think it will matter.  

Suddenly, there’s a loud noise and a flash of light illuminates his bedroom, and Doug knows that it was his father’s 
Rocket flying over their house.  In two hours his father will be home.   

Doug talks about his father’s routine, his commute from work to home.  He tells us that his father chooses to walk 
home instead of taking a faster form of transportation.  I read that and I understood why the Rocket Man would walk 
home.  He needed time to decompress, to transition from his professional life, his Rocket Man persona, to his personal 
life, to his role as a father and as a husband. 

I do the same thing.  On some days my only respite is the seventeen-minute commute from my facility to my front 

porch.  During those seventeen minutes there are no conflicts to resolve and no questions to answer.  I use that time 

to process what just happened and to prepare for whatever is next. 

Much like me, the Rocket Man will only be home for a short period of time before he has to go back to work, back into 

space, and Doug details his time at home.  We see the Rocket Man on his first day off, tending to his garden.  Doug 

watches his father dig in the dirt, clawing at the earth like an animal.  He makes note of the fact that his father’s focus 

is on the ground and that he keeps his back to the sky. 

I could relate. I knew why the Rocket Man worked so intently in the garden that first day back. He was trying to get as 

far away from the sky as he possibly could.  

Rocket Man 
 

2019 © William Young  

(Continued on page 4) 
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I find myself doing the same thing.  When I’m off, I try and bury myself in meaningless hobbies and activities that take 
my mind off of work.  I try to get as far away from my facility as I can.  Sometimes that’s in a kayak, sometimes that’s in 
a movie theatre.  See, if I don’t occupy myself, my mind finds its way back inside. 

His second day home the Rocket Man is rested and full of energy.  He buys tickets for his family to travel to California 
and Mexico for a fun-filled family adventure. 

I’m the same way.  When I’m rested, when I’ve actually been able to sleep, I’m ready to go.  I’m ready to engage in my 
personal life and accept my responsibilities as a husband and as a father, and I’m excited. I want my family close to me, 
and I want to do whatever makes them the happiest. 

During that second day, Doug and his father have a chance to talk while they’re sitting on the beach.  During the con-
versation Doug’s father makes him promise that he’ll never be a Rocket Man.  He tells him that he doesn’t want his son 
to be like him.  He talks about being in space, and how when he is at work all he can think about is home, and when 
he’s at home all he can think about is space. 

This part hit me the hardest because when I’m at work, when I’m inside, all I can think about is my family and my kids 
and my friends and my couch and how much I want to get home to them.  But when I do, when I’m home, I have a 
hard time engaging because I cannot get the sights and the sounds and the smells of my facility out of my mind.  It’s 
not that I’d rather be at work; it’s just that mentally I never left. 

I’m the Rocket Man. 

The following day, the last day before Doug’s father has to go back to work, back into space, he starts to withdraw 
from his family.  On that last day, Doug’s father is distant and disconnected, spending his final hours on earth staring at 
the stars. 

He is ready to go. 

I feel the same way on my Sunday nights, my last day before I head back in.  My stomach turns and tightens, and my 
head throbs.  I start to disengage from my personal life, from my role as a husband and a father, and I begin my transi-
tion, my transformation from father to Officer, from front porch to top tier. 

After his father leaves for work Doug has a conversation with his mother, and he asks her why she treats him so poorly 

when he’s home.  She tells Doug that she has had to learn to live without her husband, and now she just pretends that 

he is dead.  She tells Doug that when his father is home, she pretends that he is not real. She pretends he is just a 

memory. 

As I read this, I started to cry.  It wasn’t an ugly, nose-running-hyperventilating-can’t-catch-my-breath sort of cry, but I 
can assure you there were real tears. 

And I wasn’t crying because I could relate to the Rocket Man (although I could).  I was crying because my wife read this 
short story and it made sense to her.  I was crying because she could relate to the story, because she is Lilly. 

Now, I don’t think my wife pretends that I am dead, but we’ve had some difficult conversations about my absence, and 
about how she has learned to live without me because I’m always in space. 

Because I’m the Rocket Man. 

The next day I crawled out of bed after yet another mandatory double shift and I stumbled down the stairs and into 
the dining room where my son was just finishing up his meal.  I asked him about the story and if it made him think 
about anything or anyone in particular.  He hesitated for a moment before saying that it reminded him of me. 

He’s Doug. 

(Continued on page 5) 
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I sat down at the table and he asked me about the conversation Doug had with his father about space.  He asked me if 
that’s how I felt.  He wanted to know why I thought about work so much.  He wondered if I’d rather be there instead of 
home with him.    

Thankfully my wife was able to respond to my son’s question because I was at a loss for words (hard to believe, I 
know).  She explained to him that it’s not that I don’t want to be home, it’s just that sometimes I can’t get the bad 
things I hear and see at work off of my mind. 

For me, there is a concrete correlation between me and the Rocket Man.  I need that transition period between work 
and home, I ride the same emotional rollercoaster that he rides during his three-day weekend, and I understand what 
it feels like to know that your family has learned to function without you there. 

Now, I’m not going to tell you how the story ends, because I want you to read it for yourself.  I want you to read it and 

see if it makes sense to you, if it fits.  And if it does, it may be time to formulate a plan, to look at your priorities, to 

have some of those tough conversations.  Because if you don’t, that space, that distance between you and your loved 

ones will become too tremendous to traverse. 

 

Blue H.E.L.P. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Desert Waters contributed to Blue H.E.L.P.’s banner which raises awareness about first responder sui-
cide.   
 
The mission of Blue H.E.L.P. is to reduce mental health stigma through education, advocate for benefits 
for those suffering from post-traumatic stress, acknowledge the service and sacrifice of law enforcement 
officers we lost to suicide, assist officers in their search for healing, and bring awareness to suicide and 
mental health issues.   
 
Watch Blue H.E.L.P.’s video HERE.  

https://bluehelp.org/
https://youtu.be/NX9WkCA_SVU
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For those of you who are reading this and who read the first part of my journey, I want to say it will get better, but it is 
not easy. 
 
I have found that my journey through this process has its ups and downs.  After a short lived stint of happiness and 
enjoying life again, I found myself slipping back into depression.  Sure, there are times in everyone’s life that we all get 
depressed, but my depression has been on a whole different level.  The sad, alone and horrible feelings that I had be-
fore came back, and they have been extremely hard to get rid of.  The daunting task of waking up to my alarm, putting 
my uniform on and heading to work has been exhausting.  I could feel it sucking the life out of me as I’d get closer to 
another day surrounded by inmates, negativity and ugliness.  I found myself leaving for work an hour earlier than nor-
mal, only to park my car in a secluded pullout and cry.  I’d sit and drink my coffee in the silence, dreading the day that’s 
to come and cry.  When I arrived to work I acted like everything was okay and went through the motions, plugging 
away and being fake to my Officers, because I didn’t want them to think their Sergeant was weak and falling apart.  I 
have a job to do, and it is what I signed up for. 
 
When it’d be time to get off of work, I’d leave exhausted, barely able to drive home without falling asleep. And when 
I’d get home, I’d just want to go somewhere quiet and be left alone.  I hated this part because my family needs me.  
My kids need their dad, and my wife needs her husband, but I didn’t know where he was.  I’d lost him and I missed him 
terribly.  I missed that guy that looked forward to coming home and being with his loved ones.  I missed the once fun-
ny and happy person who had once again disappeared from my life.  I’m sure my family missed him also.  I missed the 
guy who looked forward to things and found joy in simple things like the sunrise, the sunset, the smell of fresh cut 
grass, the sound of birds chirping, the sound of my kids laughing, seeing their beautiful smiling faces and looking into 
my wife’s beautiful eyes.  Those things were still there, but it was a struggle to enjoy them. 
 
I addressed these feelings and issues with my therapist, and we both agreed it was time to visit the medication part 
again.  I agreed that there was something missing, and I know that there is a very logical medical explanation as to why 
a person needs to take medication for depression, but I just needed to be ready for it.  I wasn’t ready to take it before, 
and I was managing without it.  

It has been explained to me that I need to rewire my brain and my way of thinking.  It sounds easy, but it’s not.  You 
see I’ve been in this funk for so many years, that it’s all I know.  Like I explained in my first article, I’m comfortable with 
it and of course miserable, but comfortable.  It sounds strange, but all these years of negativity, trauma and the height-
ened awareness have hurt my brain, and now it’s not functioning in a healthy way.   

Through this journey I’ve been searching for answers and constantly looking for that ah ha! moment that clarifies why I 
feel this way, only to realize it’s my brain not communicating to itself properly.  I am lacking the “nourishment” it 
needs to function at a healthy level.  This is where the medication comes in.  So I started taking a Selective Serotonin 
Reuptake Inhibitor (SSRI), Citalopram, which changes the levels of serotonin in my brain, and a Norepinephrine-
Dopamine Reuptake Inhibitor (NDRI), Bupropion, which increases the levels of the mood-boosting chemicals Norepi-
nephrine and Dopamine in the brain.  With these medications I can honestly say that I am slowly climbing back out of 
that horrible pit.  I have more energy, I laugh again, and, most important, I feel like I have a purpose on this earth.  I’m 
finding once again enjoyment in things, enjoyment that I had lost. 

The 21 Years of My Life I Wish I Could Change—Part 2 
 

By Mike 

(Continued on page 7) 

http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Corr_Oasis_06.2019.pdf
http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Corr_Oasis_06.2019.pdf


 

I was really against the medication aspect, but maybe it helps my brain and my thinking to get back on track.  I hope that 
one day, with trying to rewire the way I’ve been thinking for years and taking the medication, that I will be able to func-
tion without the medication. Only time will tell. And if not, so be it, I will continue to take the medication if that’s what I 
have to do, because that guy that had taken over my life recently needed help.   
 
I truly feel better now than I did a year ago, before therapy, acupuncture, supplements and the PTSD retreat, and all 
that was positive, but there was something missing—the medication.  I will continue to do these things with the medica-
tion, and I will to climb out of this dark pit that I’d fallen into.  
 
I wanted to write this article (Part 2) to share with others that read my first post that it’s not all magical.  I’m not magi-
cally healed.  Healing is a work in progress.  Like I said in the first post, sometimes it’s two steps forward and one step 
back, although at times it may be three steps back.  I have to keep pushing forward, cry when I feel like crying, and keep 
seeking the help that I waited so long to reach out for.  Maybe if I sought the help I needed earlier in my career, it 
wouldn’t have been so hard to correct the problem.   
 
Once again, if you are struggling you are not weak, weird or broken.  You are human and you are not alone.  Reach out 
and get help when you feel it is time.  There are many great people out there that are willing to help you.  Don’t be em-
barrassed or ashamed about it.  Reach out and GET YOUR LIFE BACK!   
 
For a lot of us stuck in this funk just talking to someone and being open helps.  You have to be ready for this , and you 
have to get past the stubborn “I’m fine” thoughts.  Therapy has helped me a great deal, and it was the best decision that 
I have ever made.  I have an amazing therapist that has a wonderful outlook on life, is very humorous and bright. She is 
someone that I look forward to talking to.  A lot of it is just conversation. Just talking about the past or everyday dilem-
mas actually has an amazing effect, especially when you’ve been shut down for so long.  It feels good to get it out. 
 
Through this journey I have discovered that my depression and treatment are no big secrets any more.  I find myself 
sharing openly about the fact that I have been in a really bad spot for a long time and once again I’m climbing out of it.  
I’m not ashamed of it and maybe my testimony will help someone, maybe just one, but one person is better than none.   
 
Sincerely, 
Mike         

Big Holiday Specials! Desert Waters’ Books Bundles  
 

 Bundle 1: “Staying Well: Strategies for Corrections Staff,” 3rd Ed., and “When Home Becomes a Housing Unit” 

  

$10.99, shipping included (regular price $13.48 plus shipping)  

 Bundle 2: “Staying Well: Strategies for Corrections Staff,” 3rd Ed., “More on Staying Well: More Strategies for 

Corrections Staff,” and “When Home Becomes a Housing Unit” $14.99, shipping included (regular price $19.97 

plus shipping)  

 Bundle 3: “Staying Well: Strategies for Corrections Staff,” 3rd Ed., “More on Staying Well: More Strategies for 

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

Becomes a Housing Unit” $24.95, shipping included (regular price $30.95 plus shipping)   
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http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=12209
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Are You Prepared for Retirement? 
 

By Anonymous Corrections Professional 

It seems like we work our whole lives for Retirement.  
   
How often do you hear correctional staff throughout their career complain about work and then say, “I CAN'T WAIT TO RETIRE!”  
 
All these big plans are made about retirement. Fishing and drinking beer every day, or doing nothing and relaxing.  
 
Well, if you work in Corrections, retirement might be completely different than you expected.  
 
Just think .... You spend 8+ hours 5+ days a week always on guard, looking over your shoulder, and in a fight or flight 
mode.  When you are out in public, you sit facing the door and can't help but be suspicious of some people there, or you glare at 
the man looking at your family. 
 
Think about the time you invest in getting yourself ready to go to work.  For Corrections staff, we are entering a battlefield of 
uncertainty.  People in other careers think of it as just another day.  
 
No matter how you see your day, the day after you retire ... what do you think it will be like?  
 
You no longer serve the purpose of protecting yourself, your brothers and sisters, or the community.  You no longer have to pre-
pare yourself to go inside the Perimeter. In fact, you will most likely never be inside again.  How will that feel?   
 
Are you still in a fight or flight state?  Can you relax and be okay with nothing important to do? Have you prepared for what this 
day will be like?  Have you taken care of your health or will you be another statistic of corrections staff dying within a few years 
after retiring? Have you thought about this?  
 
For some, boredom sets in. Your spouse leaves you “Honey Do” lists, but you don't feel like doing them, and actually resent 
them for expecting you to do things.  It is quiet in the house and you are uncomfortable with the silence. Silence at work usually 
meant something was brewing.  
 
Are you sitting around daily doing nothing or drinking beer, knowing you just don't feel right? You think to yourself, “This is not 
how it was supposed to be.”  Does your PTSD or Corrections Fatigue follow you?  
 
Have you become controlling because you miss the structure?  
 
You miss the camaraderie with your buddies at work.  At work there was always someone to talk too, and they just under-
stood.   
 
Your spouse and the kids or grandkids get home, and you start isolating yourself. You start a fight with your spouse, or yell at the 
grandkids because they are playing and being loud. You are unhappy and you feel like you are going crazy, but you don't know 
why....  
 
Just like when you were working, you don't share with your family, because you don't think they will understand, so they can't 
figure out what is going on with you. You are strong, proud, taught to not have or talk about feelings.  What will you do? 
   
The days are so long now, you miss the structure…. 
 
Are you prepared for retirement?  
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The OODA Loop  
 

By CO Ron Mason 

The OODA loop… When I was first taught this not that long ago, it was so foreign to me, yet so familiar. 
 
 A violent event occurs before your eyes on the yard. It takes a second for your mind to process what you just were 

witness to. Your OODA loop begins. 
 
   Observe: I just saw this happen, holy crap, time to get to work. 
 
   Orient: Take a breath and realize what is occurring before you.   Time to make a decision of what your next action 
will be. 
 
   Decide: Decide what your next action will be, and think of what the safest way is to proceed to accomplish your 
goal in this incident. 
 
    Act: Take all that your brain has processed, commit to your plan of action and execute it.  
 
   This all looks so good on paper and is a great representation of how we respond to a critical incident in our line of 
work.  
 
    If we follow our OODA loop and rely on our training, we will reach a desired goal in how to resolve a situation before 
us. Sometimes not. The best laid plans for warfare look great on paper, but when the enemy shoots back, all the rules 
go out. 
 
   The incident concludes. The dust settles, and you begin your report. You remember it as you believe you have seen it. 
You commit it to paper as best as you can. Man, the adrenaline was pumping! Did I use my left hand or was it my right? 
Prior to the escort, did I do a thorough search? So many questions in my mind as I 
look back on the incident. Could I have approached it in a different way? Could I have 
prevented my partners from getting drawn in? 
 
   I arrive at home. I attempt to decompress. A nagging thought encroaches on my 
mind. What did I miss? Could I have read body language better? Could I have de-
escalated a situation that at first just looked like a tense discussion? Why does my 
mind keep racing through all these thoughts? What if I had just done….? What if I 
was just a little more proactive…..? 
 
   My mind is tired, and all I am left is with questions that I must keep to myself. To 
express my self-doubt to another will only show the weakness within me. 
 
   I work in a hard world. Only the strong shall survive.  
 

I will survive this world until I am allowed to leave. 
 © 2019 T.C. Brown  
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Working Behind the Wall: 
Mental Health of Correctional-Based Staff—Part 2 

 
By Bonnie Sultan 

Continued from the October 2019 issue of the Correctional Oasis. Reprinted with permission from psychalive.org. 

Creating a balance between the role of a correctional officer and the role of an average citizen is highly difficult. In a cor-
rectional setting, officers set the tone, schedule, and movement of other men and women. They say where people can 
go in facilities, when they can go, and for how long. But on the other side of the wall, you are just one more person in 
line with no authority over anyone and no control of the environment. 

There is a significant amount of power in this work. As a Security Captain, especially, Captain Dwyer was responsible for 
the jail activity, the officers, the safety of the building, everything. There is also fear in this work. Fear is a natural part of 
the correctional system. It has always been my belief that law enforcement and first responders are super human. Our 
instinct when faced with danger is to run from it. Yet, these individuals run toward it. They run in with trained minds 
and lose their fears, while running. At least, that is what it looks like to an outside observer. But when asked about this 
occurrence and how he began work in a notorious jail, Captain Dwyer becomes very honest, reflective, and even more 
admirable.  “I always knew I could do this. But on day one, there were big buildings, inmates yelling out the windows. I 
thought ‘what am I getting myself into?’  I had a child, one just born. I thought about the pay, the medical coverage, and 
stability. I would make the best of it. Some others (officers in training) quit within the first couple of weeks of the acade-
my. In my mind I thought, ‘Can I do this? I am going to do this. I am going to war.’” When asked what he remembers 
about his first few moments in jail, Captain Dwyer shook his head and immediately answered, “so much noise, paper 
being thrown down. There was an officer who yelled at us to stand under the tier (ceiling covering the walkway) in order 
to save us from inmates throwing garbage that could knock us out. He left a good impression on me. I was impressed by 
that guy. Now I walk down the walkway just like he did. I don’t know his name, but I remember him. I was scared that 
day.” 

Jim Hart, Chief Deputy of the Santa Cruz Sheriff’s Office lives 3,000 miles from New York City. Santa Cruz is the polar op-
posite of New York City. But Chief Deputy Hart and Frank Dwyer could have served on the same security detail. In talking 
with Chief Deputy Hart about how he supports the staff of his correctional facilities, the themes of respect, balance, and 
health rise to the surface. 

The Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Office rotates staff from assignment to assignment. Correctional officers rotate shifts 
and facilities but remain in the jail system. In discussing the positive and negative aspects of assignment rotations, Hart 
comments, “The positive aspect is that people don’t get stale. When people get transferred or promoted to other posi-
tions… their work product declines, or they get bored with the assignment. Every three to five years, all of our staff get 
transferred. It doesn’t all happen at once; it’s all staggered. We work on six-month rotations. Generally, people stay a 
minimum of 18 months in their assignment. When people show certain signs of burnout, or they seem to be disinterest-
ed, we will move them to another assignment. …Over the years, this practice has shown solid evidence that it is in the 
best interest of the individual and the agency to move around.” For correctional-based staff, the change in shift or facili-
ty is utilized to combat burnout and fatigue. 

Burnout in corrections is a real and everyday occurrence. The National Institute of Justice reports that officers take sick 
leave in order to compensate for burnout. “As long ago as 1975, California spent $1.86 million in overtime pay to cover 
posts for officers on sick leave” (2000, 25).*  

*Finn, Peter. (2000). “Addressing Correctional Officer Stress: Programs and Strategies.” U.S. Department of Justice. 
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Burnout is something Hart knows too well as an administrator of three local correctional facilities. “Apathy is the biggest 
sign of burnout. [When this happens] officers are not doing the daily tasks they should be doing, and it is leading to mis-
takes and really poor management. There is an abuse of sick time going on.” Officers utilize sick time to take a day off, 
usually when they are not ill but for other personal reasons. Hart explains, “In order to maintain jail security, administra-
tion has to call staff on their day off to work an extra day, or the team has to double up and do multiple tasks to make 
up the lost work of that individual. It adds an extra burden to the team or to another individual. The financial burden is 
also significant.” Hart estimates a half of a million dollars per year is over budget due to this sick time abuse. 

Apathy is a word that comes up quite a bit in the world of corrections. In the general population, apathy in the work-
place can be a document waiting an extra day to be shred or maybe a few unreturned emails. In corrections, apathy 
quickly leads to a loss of security. In corrections, security is everything. Hart explains, “In terms of housing, we do hourly 
welfare checks on everybody that is in this jail. That includes getting into the unit to make sure the person is alive and 
breathing, that they don’t need any medical attention, that they are eating. Their daily needs are taken care of. A person 
who is not engaged will miss those hourly checks or go to the length of indicating they did the welfare check when it 
didn’t happen. Being locked up for 12 hours a day has a lot to do with burnout.” 

Working in a correctional facility can become a struggle for staff. Day-to-day threats of conflict and violence coupled 
with being locked in an institution far from the general population is not looked upon as ‘normal’ or ‘average’ by any 
means. It is common, therefore, for correctional staff to be questioned by family and friends about life inside. Jim Hart 
and Frank Dwyer report having non-law enforcement friends and family inquire about life behind correctional walls. 
They explain that some want to hear a war story of jail and get excited at the idea of jail violence, but both officers state 
there is no pleasure in telling the stories of pain. Further, they express the need for self-care practices and ways to dis-
engage from the hyper-violent realities of the workplace. 

For Hart, his self-care, or practices utilized to maintain balance and mental health, is as simple as basketball. As a high 
school basketball coach, Hart finds a balance in mentoring and providing leadership to those on his team. “On the court 
with kids, I feel good and feel regenerated. The team thinks I am doing them a favor by coaching—but they are doing 
me the favor. Just being around them and hearing them talk—it energizes me.” 

Dwyer talks about the need to separate yourself from the correctional life, not only to stay sane, but safe. “I learned you 
could never compromise yourself. Integrity comes to mind here. You have to be better. You can’t stoop to a low level 
just because you are in jail. I have seen people lose their freedom—everything—for bringing contraband to an inmate. 
For $5,000, they lost everything; they lost their freedom. All because they got lost in the system and where they were in 
it.” What kept Dwyer sane in insane places, he attributes to two things, “First you have to have a sense of humor. I can 
laugh at something that may make the average person cry. In this work, you have to be able to laugh. I went to war with 
the guys I worked with every day. I had to share a laugh too. Secondly, there is Cathy. She kept me humble. It’s hard to 
be superman when you have to go home and take the trash out. She gave me balance.” 

There is something superhuman in law enforcement and first response work. When the urge to run away is overtaken 
by the urge to run towards, these people become something more than even they once thought they could be. With this 
ability comes great responsibilities and stresses. We ask a lot of our law enforcement officers. We ask for superhero 
strength and superhuman heart. The balance is a difficult one. It causes much strife in personal and professional 
lives.  How does one take off the cape and, once again, become human? 

In discussing advice for those interested in joining the force, Hart provides powerful pointers. “Know who you are, what 
you stand for. Know your core values and ethics. This job will test everything you stand for. Many will get eaten up; in-
mates will see weakness and take advantage, and staff will see it, too. If you have a challenge with honesty or integrity, 
or you aren’t clear what your values are, inmates will test you and push your boundaries. You have to know who you are 
– inside and outside of this place.” For Dwyer, he talked about new officers remembering why they took the job, and 
what the job is. “You have to remember who you are and where you are. If you don’t, someone may get hurt, maybe 
you. You have to have something outside, something that keeps you going. For me, it was, and has always been, her.” 

Page 11 Working Behind the Wall—Part 2 (continued from page 10) 



 

 

 
            

 
 

 
 
 

       
  

                                                                              
 

Page 12 

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 donations!  

And a special THANKS to  

all article contributors ! 

Individual donors: Anonymous donors, Michael Albino, 
TC & Joellen Brown, Shawn Jensen, Jeff & Connie 
Mueller, Kevin & Robin Rivard, Jeff and Christine Rude, 
Harold & Carol Severson 
 

Business donors: Elizabeth Gamache, LandShark Design, 
LLC 
 

Special thanks also go to: Gene Atherton, Cathy 
Bergquist, Nicole Brocato, T.C. & Joellen Brown, Tyrone 
Brown, John Eggers, Anthony Gangi, Lori Idling, Cary 
Johnson, Susan Jones, Sharon Kenley, Ron Mason, Diane 
Medlock, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Brent Parker, Andy 
Potter, Jeff Rude, Patti Schniedwind, Joanie Shoemaker, 
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 Correctional 
Oasis, please contact us.  

Many Thanks! 

Quote of the Month 

 
“Being joyful isn’t what makes 
you grateful. Being grateful is 
what makes you joyful.”  
 

 ~ Ann Voskamp        

IN MEMORIAM 
CO Veronica Avalos  

EOW 18 Oct 2019 
Avenal State Prison, CDCR 

 
Senior Officer Robert “Bobby” Olsen 

EOW 25 Oct 2019 
Florence Correctional Complex, CO 

 
CO Tara Kelley 

EOW 25 Oct 2019 
Oaks Correctional Facility, MDOC 

 
CO Angelina Winn 
EOW 25 Oct 2019 

Oaks Correctional Facility, MDOC 
 

CO Nathanial Poulopoulos 
EOW 29 Oct 2019 

Nevada Department of Corrections 
 

Detention Officer Gene Lee 
EOW 29 Oct 2019 
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