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Abstract

Self-awareness, self-expression, constructive
behavior and communication skills are
fundamental to successful behavioral change for
inmates in correctional institutions. Without
interventions to promote such change, most
treatment programs prove to be unsuccessful.
The arts have gained increased attention as
being effective tools for overcoming obstacles
to, and promoting, learning and self-awareness.
This article will introduce what has been, and
will be, an effective model to bring about healthy
change in those who participate. Much of the
proposed program will rely on the visual and
expressive arts. The first part of this article will
explain why introducing the arts is not only
desirable, but natural given the setting, and
inmates’ propensity for creative expression. The
next part will present the program’s
predecessors and the development of the
Interdisciplinary Weliness Arts Education (IWAE)
program. The article will conclude with a
proposed application of this model in a juvenile
detention facility in rural Florida.

introduction

Self-awareness, self-expression, construc-
tive behavior and communication skills are
fundamental to successful behavioral
change for inmates in correctional institu-
tions. Without interventions to promote
such change, most treatment programs
prove to be unsuccessful. The arts, formal
or informal in context, have been gaining
increased attention as being effective tools
for overcoming obstacles to, and promot-
ing, learning and self-awareness. Creative
and interpretive arts can provide individu-
als with a type of transformational bridge
to personal awareness and development.

This article, drawn from the authors’ ex-
periences of providing the arts and arts
therapies to various incarcerated popula-
tions, will introduce what they feel has been,
and will be, an effective program to bring
about healthy change in those who partici-
pate. Much of the program will rely on the
visual and expressive arts. The first part of
this article will explain why introducing the
arts is not only desirable, but natural given
the setting, and inmates’ propensity for
creative expression. The next part will
present the program’s predecessors and
the development of the Interdisciplinary
Wellness Arts Education (IWAE) program.
The article will conclude with a proposed
application of this program in a juvenile
detention facility in rural Florida.

The History of the Arts In Prison

Creativity and artistic expression are natu-
rally inherent in correctional settings, wit-
nessed through prison craft shops, inmate
painted wall murals, decorative envelopes
that inmates can “buy” from each other to
send letters to loved ones, and intricate tat-
toos designed and displayed with pride.
The ability to create “good art” is a status
builder, and can earn respect and friend-
ship for the artist from his or her peers
(Gussak, 1997; Kornfeld, 1997). Despite
the difficulty for some to envision that
something creative can emerge from such
a soul-deadening environment, history re-
veals that art has systematically emerged
from the walls of the prisons.

Ursprung (1997) recognized that “his-
torically, prison art is probably as old as
the institution of prison itself.” Petronii
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Arbitri Satyricon, in 60 A.D., reflected on
the power of writing poetry when dealing
with “forensic matters” (Petronius, c. /A.D.
60, 1939). Both Plato and Socrates were
inspired philosophically by their respective
incarcerations (Rojcewicz, 1997). In the
first century A.D., enslaved gladiators at
Pompeii awaited their turn in the arena
scratching graffiti into the walls of their im-
prisoning barracks (Kornfeld, 1997). As
Kornfeld later indicated, “itis probably true
to say that, in modern times, the earliest
specimens of Prison Art to have survived
in any numbers date back to the Napole-
onic Wars (1795-1815)” (p. xvi). Those
imprisoned sold their handcrafted products
to their jailers so that they may purchase
food and clothing. Recent archeological
excavation of a prison in Pennsylvania
from 1829 yielded early artifacts of inmate
handicrafts, specifically wooden toys, figu-
rines and gaming pieces (Ursprung, 1997).
Many famous artists and writers completed
great works of art while imprisoned in asy-
lums and early forms of penitentiaries
(Rojcewicz, 1997). Oscar Wilde (1981) and
Villon (1970) wrote and composed poems
about their respective prison experiences.
Such interest in prison made art has in-
spired and interested many scholars
(Prinzhorn, 1926; 1972) and the art of such
notorious prison inmates as Charles
Manson and convicted serial killer John
Wayne Gacy continue to intrigue and
baffle us.

Why Art Is So Prevalent

Creative expression remains ubiquitous
within prison settings (Fox, 1997; Komfeld,
1997), and many inmates naturally spend
their time making art. This is understand-
able, as the act of creating art has been
directly linked to the primitive instinctual
impulses that are rampant but institution-
ally controlled in correctional settings—ag-
gression, sexuality, and escape (Fox, 1997).
When these impulses are expressed, they
are usually done so inappropriately, usually
with dire consequences to the one express-
ing such impulses, or to something or some-
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one else on whom these impulses are fo-
cused. Art and sex are “each primal behav-
iors that have become elaborated in the
essential service of affiliation and bonding”
(Dissanayake, 1992, p. 193), whereas “the
impulses that drive some people to create
are perhaps alike primarily in the fact that
both can be considered expressions and
agents of feelings” (Dissanayake, 1988, p.
140) and can very well be a by-product of
the sublimation of aggressive and libidinal
impulses (Kramer, 1993; Rank, 1932;
Rubin, 1984). The act of creating also al-
lows the inmate to “escape” and retreat, if
only for a few moments or hours, into his or
her created world; it allows a diversion from
bleak surroundings (Gussak, 1997; Gussak
& Cohen-Liebman, 2001; Hall, 1997). Un-
derstandably, these impulses are greatly
feared by the prison establishment if ex-
pressed in their pure form (Fox, 1997); thus,
the redirection of these instincts into the art
is more acceptable to the establishment,
even if the institution is not aware of such
redirection. Using art permits the inmate to
express him or her self in a manner accept-
able to both the inside and outside culture.
Creating art also provides inmates a
form of communication when the ability to
express what it is they are actually feeling
eludes them. For example Mr. J was a 27
year-old man who was in prison after a
parole violation. He was scheduled to be
paroled within a month. He presented him-
self as cheerful and affable. However, he
suffered from the autoimmune disease
lupus. He had many physical problems, in-
cluding swollen finger joints, high blood
pressure and a scarred face; however, he
denied having an iliness. In order to sur-
vive, he had to participate in continual,
ongoing medical care, with which he rarely
complied. As well, admitting that he had a
debilitating physical illness in a prison could
have been somewhat dangerous, given the
propensity for some of the other inmates
to take advantage of the vulnerabilities and
weaknesses of others (Gussak, 1997).
Mr. J participated in an art group, in
which he completed a paper-plate mask.
The front of the mask was completed to




look like Charlie Chaplin, complete with hat,
and a nose and moustache made of black
felt. Despite its intention to be comedic, it
appears to be rather somber. Without
prompting or direction, he then turned the
plate over and added thin pieces of black
and blue tissue paper. He claimed these
were “worms on the brain” which he felt
represented himself; he believed the front
of the mask is what he showed people (he
did not realize the significance of the som-
ber clown), but that the iliness made him
feel that he had a foreign body invading
and burrowing in his brain.

After he completed the mask, he was
able to talk briefly about his iliness; he used
the art piece to help him find the words to
explain how he felt, and to talk about what
he did not understand. He indicated that
despite what the doctors had told him, he
knew little about the disease. He indicated
that he felt better even after completing the
mask; he was more open to talking about
his illness, and was able to discuss his fu-
ture. By the time he was paroled, he was
in compliance with his diet and medical
care; he was more attentive with the doc-
tors about how to take care of himself, and
when he left he had an established plan
for his future.

Studies have clearly revealed the ben-
efits of the arts on a prison population, both
while in prison and upon parole. One such
study, conducted by Larry Brewster of San
Jose State University, found that fewer
disciplinary reports were recorded on in-
mates who participated in the California Arts
in Corrections program; in one institution,
the reduction was as high as 80% (1983).
In another study, the California Department
of Corrections performed their own study
four years later and revealed that recidivism
(unsuccessful parole outcome) decreased
for those who participated (1987).

The authors plan on taking advantage
of the creative tools that are already
inherent within this system. That is, we will
channel and focus the inmates’ creative
expression that is used to sublimate and
communicate into a form that will increase
the participants’ abilities to learn and de-

velop a sense of well being. This project
will be known as the Interdisciplinary
Wellness Arts Education program (IWAE).

Historical Context of the Proposed
Model

The Interdisciplinary Weliness Arts Educa-
tion program (IWAE) profiled in this paper
is based on the foundation and results of
the Florida Department of Correction’s
Multicultural Communication Bridge Pilot
Projects designed by Dr. Evelyn Ploumis-
Devick, who served as an Operations and
Management Consultant for the Depart-
ment of Corrections and a Florida State
University Visiting Assistant Professor.
Support and funding for the initial projects
was received from the Department of Cor-
rections Office of Programs and through
grants from the Florida Division of Cultural
Affairs Arts in Education program. The out-
come of the program was to utilize the arts
as bridging tools for the enhancement of
education, improvement of communication
skills, multicultural understanding and
personal self-development (inclusive of
self-discipline).

The pilot program’s structure for art
content, as well as the personal change
transfer, was developed by adapting
components of the Discipline-Based Art
Education (DBAE) model. DBAE is an
approach to learning in art that centers
instruction on works of art and draws
content from four art disciplines: history,
criticism, aesthetics, and production
(Dobbs, 1998). The pilot model also identi-
fied and incorporated the outcome skills and
competencies considered fundamental for
success in work, school, and community as
presented in the U.S. Department of Labor’s
SCANS (Secretary’s Commission on
Achieving Necessary Skills) 1991 Report
(U.S. Dept. of Labor, 1991). The replicable
design and documentation of the pilot pro-
grams were intended to serve as a model
for expansion to other institutions. This
would also be the groundwork for develop-
ing prevention programs for at-risk youth in
both school and community settings. The
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agencies involved included: The Depart-
ment of State, Division of Cultural Affairs,
the Department of Juvenile Justice, the De-
partment of Corrections, and Florida State
University.

The successful implementation of the
pilot projects relied heavily on the commit-
ment of the Central Office programs staff
of the Department of Corrections and the
project director, as well as the Corrections
administrators and staff at the pilot institu-
tions. The design also relied on the col-
laboration and cooperation of artists from
multiple disciplines from universities, pri-
marily Florida State University and Florida
International University, and community-
based artists. It should be noted that a staff
development program was considered criti-
cal to the project success. The consultant-
based training jointly introduced the par-
ticipants to the role of the arts in prison
settings and informed corrections staff and
participating artists about the design, ex-
pected outcomes and method of the pend-
ing pilot project initiatives.

The result, the Multicultural Communi-
cations Bridge Pilot Program, was based
on the premise that the arts and humani-
ties offered a personal and collective bridge
to the participants’ history and cultural heri-
tage, as well as hope for the future. Well-
designed outcome-based arts programs
provide individuals with personal explora-
tion. Through the exploration and produc-
tion of the arts, (i.e., visual arts, poetry,
dance, music, and acting) the individual
found new meaning and purpose of self, a
better understanding and acceptance of
others, and more self-confidence in abili-
ties to achieve in areas previously experi-
enced as failure. In essence, the program
was designed to purposefully utilize the arts
in prison settings to achieve desired self-
betterment and educational outcomes.

The replicable program design and staff
training initiatives of the Multicultural Com-
munication Bridge Programs facilitated ad-
aptation at other correctional institutions,
for both male and female populations. This
program concept served as a catalyst for
the initiation of Florida’s multi-agency Pre-
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vention Through Arts Education Task
Force, which involved Florida State Uni-
versity, Department of Juvenile Justice and
Department of Corrections, and Division of
Cultural Affairs (Ploumis-Devick, 1994;
Ploumis-Devick & Neal, 1996). Most sig-
nificantly, it stimulated positive awareness
of the role of corrections in public safety
and has facilitated mutually beneficial
partnerships with state universities, col-
leges, local cultural arts agencies,
community-based artists and other state
agencies.

The program’s framework was designed
to involve the participants in the history,
production, and analysis of art forms. This,
in turn, emphasized the understanding and
appreciation of human expression. It was
also the aim that participants would be able
to more effectively cope with life in the
prison setting and better transition to their
families and communities upon release.
Some specific case studies documented
by Leslie Neal, Professor of Dance at
Florida International University, reflected
such positive results (Neal, 19986). Profes-
sor Neal implemented the initial dance/
movement component (Dancing Inside
Oul of the Multicultural Communication
Bridge project in 1994 at Broward Correc-
tional Institution, a women’s facility located
in South Florida. Her work has now ex-
panded successfully to all major female
correctional institutions. This program in-
troduced the arts, including the visual arts,
poetry and dance and choreography, to
various prison settings throughout Fiorida,
including a men’s maximum-security insti-
tution. Stressing that it was an arts educa-
tion/communication program, and ot en-
tertainment, the program trained artist fa-
cilitators to use the model and work directly
with the inmates. At the end of the aris
classes, participants were recognized and
received “certificates.”

These inmates, the participants, were
self-selected and volunteered to take part
in the project programs. Demographically,
the participants ranged in ages from 18
years to 45 years old. The ethnic diversity
included White, Hispanic, African-Ameri-



can, Bahamian, and Jamaican. Most of
these participants had a history of both
physical and mental abuse since early
childhood, and maintained abusive rela-
tionships as adults. The majority of the
participants used and abused drugs
and alcohol, and did not complete high
school, with an average seventh-grade
education. Many were parents, and sev-
eral were grandparents. They were in
prison for a variety of different reasons,
including drug possession, forgery, bur-
glary, and murder. Several had relatively
little time left to serve on their sentence;
others were in for life. In order to take part
in the programs, participants were required
to remain free of disciplinary action reports
in the institution.

The overall results were impressive in
both male and female pilot institutions, in-
cluding an opera written, staged, and per-
formed by men in a maximum-security
penitentiary. The evaluation design in-
cluded direct written and verbal feedback
from the inmate participants, institutional
administrators and program staff. In addi-
tion to behavioral and performance-based
observations, reviews of written and artis-
tic expressions, and video interviews, sur-
vey instruments that included anecdotal
responses were also used. Responses
written on these Participant Evaluations
reinforced the documented positive results.
The words from the inmates themselves'
confirmed the notion that the arts provide
a benefit to those who participated: “
learned [sic] that you can always be taught
new things...” “[l learned] to work together
with others, share myself and learned fo
trust.” They indicated that they enjoyed “the
closeness between all people involved [sic]
with the program—a special bond” and be-
coming “a family, sharing the ups and
downs of our life’s hurts and joys...Being
able to really laugh.”

The Bridge programs provided a means
for learning, relationship development and
socialization skills. They applied tech-
niques for learning discipline and tolerance
for themselves and others. The artistic and
creative expression permitted participants

to see themselves as individuals as well
as positive contributors to a group. The
programs addressed interpersonal commu-
nication and self-discipline and succeeded
in accomplishing these based on the par-
ticipant responses and documented obser-
vations.

In 1997, Ploumis-Devick expanded
the Multicultural Communication Bridge
model in conjunction with Tim Mabhler,
administrator for Wellness Education, in
the Department of Correction’s Office of
Education and Job Training. The resuit, the
Wellness Arts Education (WEA) model was
designed by, and was to be implemented
through, the Office of Correctional Educa-
tion and in specific institutional pilot settings.
Due to changes in the office’s leadership,
funding, and staff, the model described
below was not fully implemented. Thus, the
preliminary model proposed in this articie
for piloting in a residential Florida Juvenile
Justice facility is created from the founda-
tion of the expanded design. It includes and
articulates multiple elements of personal
weliness, which can be achieved through
a multidisciplinary arts and education
strategy.

The Wellness Arts Education (WAE)
model served as the basis, and has
been modified for juvenile justice profes-
sionals to address improving the outcomes
in the following areas: education (particu-
larly reading and writing), health and
personal wellness, and communication and
self-expression skills, including verbal,
nonvetrbal, artistic, interpersonal, cultural
understanding and sensitivity. This altered
program will be identified as the Interdisci-
plinary Wellness Arts Education program
(IWAE).

Expanding the Model: Interdisciplinary
Wellness Arts Education Program
(IWAE)

The Interdisciplinary Wellness Arts Educa-
tion (IWAE) program model, (Figure 1),
presents the initial program framework pro-
posed for the Juvenile Justice residential
pilot initiative. As reflected in the model,
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Figure 1. The interdisciplinary wellness arts education (IWAE) program model.

IWAE relies substantially on the continual
introduction of the arts. The competency-
based model integrates three discipline
frameworks—wellness, expressive arts,
and basic education / life skills competen-
cies—to motivate and provide participants
life-long tools and opportunities to develop
personal responsibility (wellness), a better
sense of self, effective communication, and
basic education skills and knowledge (ba-
sic skills, thinking skills and personal quali-
ties). A program process analysis com-
bined with a qualitative and quantitative
outcome measurement approach will be
developed to assess the effectiveness of
the classes and interventions. As seen in
Figure 1, all three areas—wellness, artis-
tic expression and competencies deemed
by the Secretary’s Commission on Achiev-
ing Necessary Skills (SCANS)—contribute
to Total Wellness.

Wellness refers to the constant and
deliberate effort to stay healthy and achieve
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the highest potential for well-being. It re-
quires a balance between the five ele-
ments:

* Physical—measurable changes in the
body’s system

* Social—relational values/principles
which are exhibited through interactions
with other people

* Emotional—ability to perform natural
functions when nonspecific demands
are placed on one or more of the other
dimensions

* Spiritual—references that inform direc-
tions, values and mores

* Intellectual—ability to apply knowledge
through action in other dimensions

The arts refer to the aesthetic, expressive,
and cultural opportunities. For this dimen-
sion to aid in total wellness there are four
basic activities that will be performed and
evaluated through the use of various artis-
tic media, including:




* Art History—acquiring knowledge about
the contributions artists and artistic ex-
pression make to culture and society

Aesthetics—discovering and under-

standing the varieties of meaning and
values of artistic expression

Criticism—responding to and making
judgments about the properties and
qualities that exist in works produced
through artistic expression

Production and Performance—creating
through artistic expression; learn to ex-
press ideas, emotions, and feelings
through various artistic media.

SCANS competencies refer to educational
components important to achieve neces-
sary daily living skills. These three compe-
tencies include:

* Basic Skills—reading, mathematical
operations, listening and speaking.

* Thinking Skills—creative thinking, deci-
sion-making, problem solving, the visu-
alization of information, knowing how to
learn, and effective reasoning.

* Personal Qualities—the display of re-
sponsibility; self-esteem, sociability, self-
management, integrity, and honesty.

Implementation in a Juvenile Justice
Setting

Based on a recent meeting with a Depart-
ment of Juvenile Justice Program director,
a team was assembled to develop an out-
come-based educational and personal
change strategy to address the needs of
incarcerated Juvenile offenders—this strat-
egy will be the IWAE. The project action
team will structure, implement, and assess
the implementation of the IWAE program
within the juvenile justice setting, and to-
gether, the team will establish a pilot pro-
gram based on this program model. The
team includes: Dr. Mano Khatibi, Director
of the Juvenile facility (Khatibi was a found-
ing member of the Multiagency Prevention
Through Arts Education Task Force identi-
fied earlier in this pubiication); a
multidisciplinary Florida State University
team including Dr. David Gussak, an art

therapist with experience in designing and
implementing arts programs in correctional
settings; Dr. Barbara Palmer, a reading
education/creative writing professor with
experience in addressing needs of at risk
youth; a health educator to address con-
tent and strategies for delivering health and
wellness content; and Dr. Ploumis-Devick,
serving as a project consultant on the team.
The target population is adjudicated
youth who are committed to both the
DeSoto Juvenile Correctional Facility
(DJCF) and the DeSoto Dual Diagnosed
Correctional Facility (DDDCF) within the
DeSoto Juvenile Correctional Complex. The
DJCF is a 130-bed unit residential program
for adolescent male moderate and high-risk
offenders. This unit is designed to address
moderate to high-risk adolescent boys, who
also maintain a broad range of psychiatric
disorders recognized in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders [4
ed.-text revised] (American Psychiatric As-
sociation, 2002). The DDDCF is a 124-bed
unit that focuses on juvenile offenders with
co-occurring psychiatric disorders and sub-
stance (drug and/or alcohol) related disor-
ders. It is intended that within one year, all
254 residents will take part in the IWAE. An
expert of each related field will provide each
component of the program—wellness, ar-
tistic expression and SCAN educational
competencies—to the juvenile detainees,
and will be supervised by the program de-
velopers. It is presumed that completion of
the IWAE program will allow the participants
from the juvenile setting to learn to function
effectively as law-abiding, contributing
members of society. As well, the aim is
also for the participants to learn how to
be self-reliant and take care of their own
health. The program focuses on introspec-
tion and self-examination, improving writ-
ten, oral and non-verbal communication
skills through music, dance and art, and
gaining appreciation for the contributions of
individuals from various cultures, races and
ethnic groups. Outcomes will be closely
monitored through analysis of observation,
surveys, questionnaires and education test
results.
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Conclusion

The previous programs were founded on
the premise that the expressive arts and
culture represent a major aspect of our col-
lective and individual heritage— who we are
and who we can become. The implemen-
tation of the Multicultural Communication
Bridge pilot programs has demonstrated
that the expressive arts provide an effec-
tive experiential means of addressing the
five dimensions of personal weliness that
are identified as physical, social, emotional,
intellectual, and spiritual. As reflected in the
outcome reports and concluding articles,
(eg. Neal, 1996), the pilot programs have
also been significant tools for institutional
safety as seen through an increase in pro-
gram participation and a reduction in inci-
dent rates and disciplinary reports for those
who participated in the program.

The proposed Interdisciplinary Wellness
Arts Education program (IWAE) takes ad-
vantage of the need for creative expres-
sion inherent in correctional settings, while
expanding the components included in the
previous Bridge program. The expressive
arts combined with educational, wellness
and cultural awareness objectives can
serve to motivate the offender to becom-
ing a self-reliant and positive contributor
during incarceration and upon release. Al-
though initially proposed for the DeSoto
Juvenile Correctional Facility in DeSoto
County, Fl., it is our intention to seek and
receive long-term funding for this project
to be replicated in juvenile detention facili-
ties as well as other settings around Florida
and the country.

Note

1. The identity of the participants who are
subsequently quoted is protected to maintain
confidentiality.
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