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I have been asked how I have managed to maintain 
all these years in a male institution with such 
apparent ease. My answer has always been that I 

was old enough when I started out to know who I was 
and nobody was going to shake that. So, it occurred to 
me as I read the comments that maybe there’s a key 
in that. Know who you are, how you want to be 
known, what you want, and how you are going 
to get it. Maybe that’s the start of an “outline or a 
path.”  

We rarely initiate anything in corrections 
without a planned form of action. Why should our 
lives not get the same considered reflection? Whether 
we make the right choices or the wrong choices, we 

Reprinted from the March 2014 issue of the Correc8onal Oasis. 



are responsible for those choices. So, what ARE the 
most important things in your life? Kids? 
Relationships? School? Sports? Music? Work? 
  Choose what they are (and choose all that you 
want). List them in the order of importance to you and 
how much time you plan on devoting to them each 
week. What will be your 
strategies to deal with 
interruptions like a change 
in work schedule, working 
overtime, bringing a rough 
day home with you?  
 With many of us, 
work is NOT anywhere near 
the most important part of our lives, so don’t let it 
overshadow the life you really want to build. 
Corrections is very intense. It can take over your life if 
you are not vigilant. The comradeship you feel at work 
is great, but, that’s part-time life. You want to build a 
whole, full-time life.  
 Do what you can to leave work at work. Put a 
picture of your kids, bike, spouse, whatever is 
important to you, in the car and look at it to visually 
remove your brain from where it has been, so that by 

the time you get home you are ready to make the 
switchover. Find something that works for you.  
 I hear about all the problems corrections 
people deal with at home, and I sometimes wonder if 
that is because we take the work adrenaline home 
with us, and invite the chaotic behavior we are 

sometimes met with. If we 
want to change people’s 
reactions to us, we need to 
change our actions toward 
them. Once you are at home, 
you are not on a response 
team, you are not expected to 
react to violations of 44-12-10 

or whatever else. You’re HOME. That’s the good place. 
Relax and enjoy those around you. It’s OK.  
 Consider, choose and plan what you want. 
Write the plan out, refer to it daily and you will be less 
likely to lose track of what is important to you. Let 
those around you in on what you are trying to do and 
ask for help when you need it.  
 You also have to think about and make 
decisions about relationships at work. At work we have 
married couples and others in relationships. I decided 
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a long time ago that my personal life and work life were separate. It works for me to leave romance at home and 
not bring it to work. I’ve seen too many complications from failed or inappropriate relationships, and, in a prison, 
that puts you in a weakened position as far as both staff and inmates are concerned. The job is hard enough 
without that complication.  
 When you meet an employee who can’t respect this as a decision, stand your ground. They will flit off to 
someone else soon enough. And you can thank God you missed that sorry boat. The women and men who are 
Corrections Professionals will appreciate your steadfastness and reliability.  
 There’s more to the path. Since working in corrections can be so consuming, let’s make sure we control it 
before it controls us.  
      So, ask yourself:  
1. Why did you get into corrections?  
2. Did you get into it as a longtime interest, or did you need a job and benefits to make a living for your family, or 
both?  
3. Where does it fit into your life plans?  
4. Do you plan on advancing in rank or to another section of corrections?  
5. If so, what is your timeline?  
6. How do you plan to accomplish this?  
7. Do you want to advance in seniority just enough so you can pick the shift that is most advantageous for your 
family?  
8. Who do you see as a mentor?  
9. Will they accept you as someone to teach?  
10. What do you need to learn?  
11. Have you decided that you don’t intend to stay in corrections?  
12. What else do you want to do?  
13. How will you accomplish your new goal?  
 Consider, choose, and MAKE A PLAN. Nobody can or should tell you how your life is to be lived. That’s your 
job. If you do it, you will practice loving yourself, you will pay proper attention to the important things in your life, 
and everyone in your life will get a much better YOU.



From Corrections  
Fatigue to Fulfillment™ 

Online Training &  
Independent Study

C F 2 F

• Science-based explanation of the psychological dynamics behind the 
negativity of the corrections workplace, and its manifold costly 
consequences to corrections agencies, staff, and their families  

• Science-informed strategies to increase staff well-being and to improve the 
organizational climate and culture 

• Based on research in psychological trauma, resilience, and Positive 
Psychology 

• CF2F certification offers corrections personnel the ability to teach the 
valuable CF2F principles to staff at their agency  

• Independent study includes the books “Staying Well” and “More on Staying 
Well” by Caterina Spinaris

7-day (42-hour) Online Training & Independent Study

2021 Instructor Training Dates 
Mon-Thu 22-25 Feb & Mon-Wed 1-3 Mar 
Mon-Thu 19-22 Jul & Mon-Wed 26-28 Jul 

Times 
Times Online: 10am–2pm Mountain Time 
(9am Pacific, 11am Central, noon Eastern) 
Independent Study: 12 hours  
Phone Coaching: Two one-hour individual 
sessions following the online training 

Upon Successful Completion of Certification Requirements 
Instructor Candidates Will Receive: 

• Certificate of Completion for 42 Contact Hours  
• Three-year certification and license as Instructors or Co-instructors to 

offer the 1-day CF2F course to their agency staff  
• Electronic copies of CF2F course materials  
• CF2F updates during their three-year certification

Fee: $1,395.00 per Instructor Candidate.

Register early!  
SPACE IS LIMITED!

DESERTWATERS.COM 719-784-4727

Staff called the course: 

incredibly valuable 
eye-opening  
career-saving 
relationship-saving 
life-saving

INSTRUCTOR TRAINING

2016 IACTP 
Commercial Product 
of the Year Award of 

Excellence

http://DESERTWATERS.COM
https://desertwaters.com/cf2f-instructor-training/
https://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/CF2F_T4T_Online_2021_b.pdf


A publication of Desert Waters Correctional Outreach

CORRECTIONAL
OASIS

The 

This Profession Needs Decompression 
By Lt. Bryan Hughes 

Decompress. This is a topic we do not discuss enough and something we do not do enough. This job wears on you and 
at times we do not even realize how much it is weighing on us. Sometimes we do not realize it until it is brought to 
our attention. The problem with this is it is often brought to our attention by our spouse or significant other, children, 

co-worker or friend.   If other people can tell that we are stressed, it is obviously manifesting physically in some way. A lot of 
times, other people see it before we realize it.  I believe this is because we are used to being under stress. We are always 
hypervigilant and that often prevents us from fully relaxing.  Some of us can never fully relax and that constant stress 
eventually takes its toll. I have known correctional staff to die within days of retirement. I have known two officers that had 
heart attacks and passed away while on vacation. I don’t know or understand the science behind it, but it appears to me that 
we get so used to a certain level of stress and when that stress goes away, this is when the damage caused by the stress 
manifests itself. It almost seems after so many years at a constant stress level that your body does not know how to react with 
no stress. 
 The wife and I recently went to Las Vegas. I could not wait to get out of town. I needed very badly to get away from the 
job and home. The problem is, I cannot just relax. I cannot be calm without anxiety keeping me worked up. That fight or flight 
feeling is always there even though it does not need to be. Large crowds make me feel like something bad is going to happen 
at any moment. And even though it could, the odds are low. When you unknowingly allow yourself to relax, an alarm or bells 
start ringing. Anxiety back to maximum levels even though you realize within seconds it is a slot machine. A security guard is 
standing close by when his radio comes to life. For a split second you are on full alert. Who is calling for help? You tell yourself 
you are on vacation and you talk yourself back down. Never all the way down. 
 You take your wife and family to a comedy show and a fight breaks out in front of you. You find yourself going into 
prison mode and taking one of the fighters to the ground. Security is glad you were there to help and jokingly offers you a 
job. Your two sons, two daughters and their friends are proud of you and pumped up because they got to “see you in action” 
and are surprised the old man still has it.  Everyone is excited, proud, laughing, talking about everything that just 
happened. You smile and try to laugh with them, but you are back in a place mentally you really do not want to be in. Your 
wife gives you a kiss and hug because she understands where you are at mentally. You travelled a couple thousand miles to 
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get a break from this type of behavior. You are stressed, your anxiety is back at max levels and it is very tiring with these stress 
levels going up and down so much. You almost need a vacation from your vacation. Therefore, we cannot relax. We are either 
waiting for something dangerous to happen, or we are reacting to something that is happening.  
 When my sons were younger and in Boy Scouts, we took the group to the monster trucks. I was an Officer at the time 
and my assistant was a Paramedic at the prison hospital. We are walking the group of kids through the arena when a man falls 
on the ground in front of the kids and starts having a seizure. His wife is screaming that this has never happened before. The 
kids are panicking because they have never seen this before. My partner and I go right into work mode and help this man until 

the ambulance arrives. It is times like this that you are glad 
you were there to help, but it is just another moment stolen 
from you that was supposed to be relaxing. A good time 
with family and friends ruined. Another moment where the 
anxiety shoots back up as a reminder that you are somehow 
being punished for trying to have a good time. 
 I could go on and on with situations like these. I am 

sure most of you can too. This keeps my anxiety high. I can 
tell it often irritates my wife even though she tries to be as supportive as possible. It is kind of an unspoken agreement between 
the wife and I that if we are in an environment that drives the anxiety up all I have to say is, “Hey babe, it’s time to go.” No 
questions asked, we are walking out. This may cause an argument later or at least a discussion, but she immediately knows it is 
time to go. Sometimes it is not fair to her or even justified. We know anxiety is a liar, but it is so hard to shake those feelings 
when they show up. 
 With anxiety comes depression.  It is a vicious circle.  You cannot control your anxiety, so this makes you 
depressed. Depression comes in many forms and sometimes we do not realize it until it is too late. Therefore, it is so important 
to ask for help. Reach out. Talk to someone. Family, a friend, coworkers, a mental health professional, someone. We cannot let 
these things fester and build up. These things will take control of our lives, and way too many times it ends in suicide. We 

We always have each other’s back 

with physical altercations. It is 

time to have each other’s back for 

mental health issues also.”

“
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should not wait until we are curled up in the corner in a fetal position sucking our thumb. It often does not get to that point, but 
that does not mean we do not need help. I believe the second you have thoughts like, “I wonder what it would be like to die,” or 
“Suicide has to be better than this crazy world,” the moment you have any thoughts close to these, you should be reaching 
out. These thoughts do not necessarily mean you are suicidal, but it is a great time to head this off before it becomes more than 
it needs to be.  
 I am tired of burying correctional staff. I am tired of hearing about another suicide. And what I have learned is this is not 
just a state issue or United States issue. The suicide rate for correctional staff is high around the world. This is an issue that needs 
to be addressed on a bigger scale than it currently is, but it starts with us. We must reach out before it is too late, and we must 
let other staff know we care when we notice they are going through something. As correctional staff, we feel alone. Even at work 
we feel like we must have each other’s back because we are all we have. We always have each other’s back with physical 
altercations. It is time to have each other’s back for mental health issues also. We must get rid of the stigma that comes with 
mental health and asking for help. It is okay to not be okay, but it is not okay to let these feelings destroy you.  
 Be safe, be vigilant, and have each other’s back! 

The Supportive Correctional Supervisor  

New Desert Waters Course!  

Online or in person  

More details to be announced soon. 
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COVID-19 Hospital Watch 
By Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC 

A  few weeks ago, we were contacted by a corrections professional who is a trained peer 
supporter at his facility. The caller was concerned about fellow staff's well-being in relation 
to their taking inmates to the hospital who were severely ill because of COVID-19. Our 

caller said that staff have had to sit for 8-9 hours per day for a number of days with inmates who 
were unable to breathe and who were dying ugly, torturous deaths, due to complications related 
to the virus. Apparently, some of the staff had to do that multiple times. (The DOC the person 
called from has had a large number of inmate deaths due to the virus.)  
 The caller said that he could see the strain on staff’s faces, the toll this was taking on them, 
even though when asked about how they are doing, individual employees might respond with 
the classic corrections line, “I’m good.”  
 The caller then asked what he could do as a peer supporter, and what might we suggest 
can be done by the agency to help assist and protect correctional officers psychologically during 
this season. 
 The peer supporter who called us is absolutely right regarding the traumatic stress 
generated by such experiences. No matter what people may say to others, no matter how thick 
they may think their skin is, witnessing anyone’s slow death, filled with suffering, is definitely 
disturbing. During such a hospital watch, staff see and hear and smell things that will probably 
stay with them for a very long time.  
 In addition, the correctional officers are sitting for hours in the same room with someone 
who is highly contagious, and their own PPE may not be what it needs to be for their optimal 
protection and safety. 
 So, YES! Hospital watch staff do need extra help and extra attention during this turbulent 
period.  To begin with, it would be important for supervisors to assign hospital watch duties to 
several individuals, instead of having the same officers repeatedly transport inmates with 
COVID-19 to the hospital. 
 Secondly, it would help for supervisors to acknowledge and validate the stressfulness of 
the officers’ experience, and pair them up with a peer supporter so they can talk about it to the 
degree that they wish.  
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 Thirdly, a recommendation to make an appointment with an EAP provider would not be 
amiss here, for them to receive more social support, instructions regarding healthy coping 
strategies, and to be assessed in case they need additional professional assistance. As the proverb 
says, “A stitch in time saves nine.” 
 Lastly, agencies must ensure that their staff have access to high-quality PPE. 
 We live during a season of widespread emotional turmoil and uncertainty. Correctional 
staff put their lives on the line in multiple ways when they go to work. They do deserve and need 
our sincere support and our gratitude.  

Happy Hanukkah  
&  

Merry Christmas to you all! 
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Summary: Using metaphors in trauma work can provide clients with a much-needed bridge to understanding 
and normalizing their experiences 

Max came into my office and sat down. He was a big guy in his late 30s. When I asked how I could help, he 
responded that he believed he had posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). When I asked what led him to 
this conclusion, he said he had been a sniper in the military and had been abused as a child. (Author’s note: 

The name of this client has been changed, but the content is accurate in accordance with his written and informed consent to share his 
story.) 
 My approach to trauma work has evolved over the years based on what we have come to learn about 
trauma through research, as well as on my own clinical observations. My therapeutic approach is rooted in client-
centeredness, transparency, reverence, compassion and a belief in client strength and resiliency. On the basis of 
these values, essential components of this approach include accessible language/education, collaboration and 
evidence-based practice.  
 When it comes to education and accessible language, the use of metaphors can provide our clients with a 
much-needed bridge to understanding and normalizing their experiences. Active collaboration with our clients 
allows them the opportunity to find their power and use it. Because the experience of trauma often involves a 
feeling of loss of control and having things happen against one’s will, safe and respectful practice requires that 
clients be informed and willing participants in all aspects of the therapeutic process. And, finally, using evidence-
based interventions allows us to provide professional, competent care in helping clients to alleviate their distress, 
process their trauma and reclaim their lives.  
Introduction to the valley of the shadow of death 
 I often use the metaphor of the “valley of the shadow of death” to explain to my clients the experience of 
PTSD and the stages of healing. Some clients recognize this metaphor from the Bible’s well-known 23rd Psalm, 
which begins, “The Lord is my shepherd …” However, its use does not require any spiritual or religious belief on 
the part of the client or the therapist. I chose this metaphor because of its power. 
 As I wrote in my book Surviving the Valley: Trauma and Beyond, trauma occurs in “a dark and desolate place 
that exists in the shadow of some kind of significant ending — a real or symbolic death. In this place, you are apt to 

PTSD and Climbing Out of the Valley 
of the Shadow of Death – Part 1 
By Shirley Porter 
Reprinted with permission from Counseling Today, a publica8on of the American Counseling Associa8on.
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of the Shadow of Death cont. 
feel a profound sense of loneliness, despair and hopelessness. ... There are no obvious pathways out of the Valley. 
The terrain looks treacherous and foreboding. It is difficult to know where to begin.” 
 In the valley of the shadow of death, the sky is often starless. It can be difficult to recall better times or to 
hope for them in one’s future. Experiences that send one into this valley typically involve the experience of 
witnessed, threatened or metaphorical death (e.g., the “death” of trust, innocence, sense of safety, belief in fairness 
or justice). Hope can be elusive. 
 In my practice, this metaphor has proved to be a powerful means of helping clients find the words to 
explain what their experience has felt like. I typically introduce this concept somewhere between the first and 
second phases of trauma work, but I am explaining it to readers here so that the metaphor will make sense from 
the outset. What follows is the phases of trauma work, explained from the perspective of the metaphor of the 
valley of the shadow of death.   
Phase 1: First things first 
 Max had never been assessed for PTSD previously. His symptomology was intense. At times, he could be 
completely dissociated from his body, such as when he walked on a broken leg for a week because he did not feel 
the pain.  
 Emotionally, Max was numb. He hadn’t felt emotions for years. He lived his life in survival mode — making 
him fantastic in a crisis — but Max’s body and mind were always on high alert for threats. He was exhausted, was 
having flashbacks and was starting to experience life-threatening medical issues.  
 We began our work together by assessing and identifying his injuries and normalizing his symptoms. I also 
started to reflect back his strength, resiliency and courage. At the same time, I was clear with him that he deserved, 
and would need, external supports along the way. We worked on connecting him with resources for veterans and 
with medical supports. Max found the metaphor of the valley of the shadow of death to be an apt representation of 
what he had been living. 
***** 
 Once we have determined that our clients are in the valley, we need to identify, assess and begin to 
respond to their injuries. There also may be crises that require our immediate attention and response.   
 Some clients will have landed hard in the valley. They may have physical injuries in addition to the 
psychological ones. Before we even think about moving forward or delving into details of the trauma, we need to 
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PTSD and Climbing Out of the Valley 
of the Shadow of Death cont. 
identify and assess injuries by asking clients which ones are causing them the most distress currently. (I use the 
Traumatic Stress Symptom Screening Checklist, which I developed and included in Treating PTSD: A Compassion-
Focused CBT Approach). At this point, we can discuss whether mobilizing community, medical, family or peer 
supports might be helpful to the client. If the client needs help connecting with these supports, we may need to 
liaise or advocate on the client’s behalf. 
 Reassurance is a component of this phase. Some clients may be carrying the added burdens of guilt or 
shame that can come with the misunderstanding that if they were stronger, they would not have ended up in this 
dark place. Thus, we may need to let them know that traumatic stress reactions are not a result of weakness or 
character flaws; rather, these are normal reactions to what they have been through.   
 Given that despair and hopelessness can be part of the symptomology of individuals who find themselves 
in the valley, checking for suicidal ideation and intent is also essential at the start. If a client is suicidal, it is best we 
are aware of this at the outset so that we can conduct a risk assessment, create a safety plan with the client and 
mobilize appropriate resources.  
 Some clients will not have the strength at this point to hold on to hope. With these clients, I tell them that 
with all they are dealing with, I recognize that their strength might be lacking, but not to worry because I will hold 
on to hope for them. I further reassure them that I fully believe we will be able to get them to a point where they 
can effectively manage their distress and reclaim their lives. (Many of my clients in this situation have responded 
with relief and gratitude).   
 Clients might also be living in unsafe environments that require safety planning or other interventions. This 
can be another piece of assessing and responding to crises in this phase. 

To be continued in the January 2021 issue of the Correctional Oasis. 

Shirley Porter is a registered psychotherapist and a registered social worker who has been providing trauma 
counseling for more than 25 years. Contact her at SAPorter@fanshawec.ca. 

mailto:SAPorter@fanshawec.ca
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IN MEMORIAM 

Mickey Jay Bowen, Deputy,     DeKalb County Sheriff’s Office, Alabama 

Luis Castrillon, Corrections Officer,     Lake County Sheriff's Office, Ohio 

Randy Gouard, Jail Officer,      Midland County Sheriff’s Office, Texas 

Avery Hillman, Corporal,      Crisp County Sheriff’s Office, Georgia 

Jaems LaRue, Sergeant,      Seminole County Sheriff's Office, Florida 

Johnny Tunches, Deputy,      Harris County Sheriff’s Office, Texas 

Jimel Westney, Correctional Officer,     Department of Correctional Services, Jamaica 

Dwight Willis, Detention Officer,     Greene County Sheriff’s Office, Missouri 

Needing to vent?  

Seeking emotional support?  

Email us at ventline@desertwaters.com. 
HERE’s more information about the Corrections Ventline.

mailto:ventline@desertwaters.com
https://desertwaters.com/?page_id=12684
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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.  

DWCO Mission   
“Advancing the well-being of correctional staff and 

their families, and the health of 
correctional agencies, through data-driven,  

skill-based training.” 

Desert Waters Correctional Outreach, Inc., is a non-
profit corporation which helps correctional agencies 

counter Corrections Fatigue in their staff by cultivating a 
healthier workplace climate and a more engaged 

workforce through targeted skill-based training and 
research. 

Thank you for supporting the work 
of Desert Waters with your contributions.  
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expenses during the Colorado COVID-19 lockdown. 
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Gene Atherton, Laura Bedard, Cathy Bergquist, T.C. & 
Joellen Brown, Sunny Bryant, Tammy Childs, Patrick 
Dail, Jean Cecile Delozier, Mazen ElGhaziri, Kevin 
Fincel, Mike Flowerdew, Gordon Graham, Bryan 
Hughes, Regina Huerter, Lisa Jaegers, Shelley Liddle, 
Steve & Daria Mayotte, John Mendiboure, Elias 
Mokhriby, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Brent Parker, Shirley 
Porter, Randy Robertson, Jeff Rude, Bryan & Julia 
Sanford, Joanie Shoemaker, Eleni Spinari, Michelle 
Staley, Allan Straker, Karen Swanson, Ted Tudor 

MANY THANKS

Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC  
Executive Director 

Desert Waters Correctional Outreach, Inc.  

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

(719) 784-4727  

www.desertwaters.com  
Your donations are tax-deductible.  

CONTACT US 

Quote of the Month  

“Be grateful for your difficulties 
and challenges, for they hold 

blessings. In fact, … difficulties … 
are necessary for health, personal 

growth, individuation and self-
actualization.”  

~ Carl Jung 

https://desertwaters.com/?page_id=3888
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=2237
http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=744

