Incarcerated Lives Matter
Mindfulness at Lincoln Hills and Copper Lake
by Roshi Susan Andersen

Participating in Eight-week Mindfulness Class at Lincoln Hills/Copper Lake Juvenile Correctional
Facilities: Heather, Jo, Kathleen, Roshi, Max

Note that in order to honor confidentiality and protect the stories of the Lincoln
Hills/Copper Lake youth, specific details and names are not provided in this article.
This summer, five of us led weekly mindfulness classes at Lincoln Hills School and
Copper Lake School in Irma, WI. These schools are operated by the Wisconsin
Department of Corrections, Division of Juvenile Corrections. About 138 boys and 17
girls ranging in age from 10-25, most commonly in the 15-18 year old range, live at
Lincoln Hills/Copper Lake. While not being given specific information that would violate
the privacy of the young adults we worked with, we could see that
they have backgrounds with mental health issues and trauma common to incarcerated
youth in general. Most are from cities in other parts of Wisconsin or elsewhere, making
it difficult for family to visit on a regular basis. Many are youth of color. The youth in our
classes were either taking high school classes toward getting their GED or had
graduated and were awaiting their release from the facility, either to home or to an adult
facility.

We approached the opportunity to work with these young people, knowing that we
really knew very little of their lives and inner experience. We were there first and
foremost to be present and just to listen. We would introduce the tools of mindfulness,
both the formal meditation practices and the social emotional learning, but it was the
human connection and the communication of kindness, acceptance, safety and respect
that mattered most in the end.
We were all there because we cared. All of us were aware that the facility has a history
of significant problems, that it is slated to close in a few years and that most criminal
justice experts agree that these youth would be better served by a more communitybased approach. Our reason to be there, though, was to do whatever we could to
support the young people in front of us -- whatever their circumstances -- who chose to
participate in the mindfulness classes. We hoped they would share their mindfulness
successes and insights with their peers, who might then be encouraged to try future
classes led by the psychology staff and volunteers. We held the shared vision with the
Psychological Services Unit (PSU) psychologists, who graciously welcomed and
assisted us, that mindfulness could play a meaningful role in shifting the culture at
Lincoln Hills, through teaching the youth, their teachers and eventually the youth
counselors (correctional staff) We found the psychologists deeply dedicated, despite
ongoing challenges, to supporting these young people in developing the skills and
insight needed for successful lives.
Feeling a heart connection with the youth was not difficult. They are remarkable, fragile
and yet resilient. They are so young and they have been through so much. There is no
easy fix for all of the trauma they have experienced. They have often become
mistrustful of others and especially mistrustful of themselves, their lives now defined by
the harm they caused. Even so, as they got to know us, the youth began to talk with
increasing candor about their challenges. Often it was a comment from one of us about
our own struggles with being our best selves that prompted the youth to share their
struggle with the same issues. How could we expect them to be vulnerable with a
bunch of strangers unless we were appropriately authentic ourselves? We were, after
all, modeling that, too.

The themes of forgiveness, letting go, respect and trust came up often, as did selfacceptance. Youth shared how hard it was to be authentic and true to themselves in
the prison environment where keeping a low profile, even trying to be “invisible,” is a
survival tactic. As the weeks went on, some youth reported that the mindfulness
classes were helping them to recognize and become who they wanted to be rather than
who their peers expected them to be. They also recognized that after release from

incarceration, it would be crucial to seek out people who would support them in that
rather than try to draw them back into the attitudes and behaviors that had gotten them
incarcerated in the first place.
Many youth found it very hard to accept the goodness within themselves. It was
heartbreaking that some could not think of – or were uncomfortable sharing – any
positive qualities about themselves when asked. As the class progressed, we saw a
visible change in some youth – coming out of their shells a bit and expressing more
trust and positive feelings about themselves. This was heartening. Underneath their
troubled, sometimes belligerent and resistant exteriors, we saw tenderness, courage,
resilience, and creativity and hoped they would come to see this beauty inside
themselves as well. Isn't that, after all, the hope I have for myself, the hope we all have
for ourselves and each other?
Still, it was clearly hard for these young people to form more positive narratives about
themselves given the preponderance of negative messages from others and
themselves. Mindfulness, we hoped, would help them learn over time, that they don't
always have to believe their feeling and they can learn to notice the thoughts and
feelings that arise with less judgment. The challenges facing these young people
seem enormous: to heal from the trauma they have experienced, to forgive themselves
for the harm they caused and to find a path forward from their own inner wise core of
being, no matter how buried it has become in layers of self-loathing, fear, and
resistance. Not to mention that they are trying to accomplish this in the chaotic and
uncertain environment of prison -- an especially difficult environment for those
undergoing the normal challenges of self discovery, hormones and confusion that befall
all adolescents.
The youth proudly shared with us instances of using self regulation strategies
successfully. When confronted with hostility from a peer, they said, it was
sometimes possible to walk away and choose to let it go rather than fight verbally or
physically. When tempted to engage in disrespectful or other inappropriate behavior
with peers and staff, some found themselves able to use mindful practices to make a
better choice. Mindfulness, when practiced over time, can help us access a crucial
moment of awareness between an impulse and the action that follows, allowing us to
respond skillfully rather than react without consideration of consequences.

We saw ourselves as planting a seed that would, given time and nourishment, bloom
in the lives of the youth. They did not always like everything in the classes, but they
would remember. If nothing else, they would remember that a group of people
volunteered their time and came to really listen and share a space with them. That
mattered. Perhaps just being there was the most important thing.

Each week, we also provided a class for the teachers and academic staff, a necessity
if a real culture shift were to become possible at the facility. We wanted to support
teachers in establishing their own personal mindfulness practice, as a way of generally
supporting the very difficult work that they do. We also wanted them to be familiar with
and able to support the mindfulness curriculum their students were learning with us.
From the feedback we received, it was evident that many of the teachers appreciated
the class time. We had lively small group discussions and received feedback that
teachers have felt a little less isolated and engage in more supportive conversation with
each other after the experience of the mindfulness class.
Mutual support seems so important given the very challenging role teachers at Copper
Lake and Lincoln Hills Schools experience everyday. A teacher shared with me that it is
difficult to teach students struggling with so many emotional difficulties, self regulation
challenges and trauma. In her heart, she is so aware of their needs in this regard, but at
the same time, she said, her role and the expectation of her is to teach them math. She
has to plow through the math lessons while seeing how much more is going on with the
students. Other teachers spoke of the challenge of keeping their hearts open even
though students often vent their inner emotional turmoil by name-calling and disrespect
toward teachers. Even knowing that the words are more a reflection of inner pain than
an intended assessment of the adult who happens to be in the room, the words can still
hurt. Mindfulness, they said, was helping them not take the words personally and

continue to be compassionate – a powerful practice day in and day out. Despite all
this, we heard from both the psychologists and the teachers that they loved their jobs.
The curriculum for the classes was based primarily on Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction for Teens (MBSR-T), a version of MBSR adapted for teens and young
adults by Gina Biegel, MA, LMFT, a longtime MBSR practitioner, therapist and founder
of Stressed Teens, Inc. Also included were elements of a curriculum from the Mind
Body Awareness Project, an Oakland, CA-based organization specializing in teaching
mindfulness to incarcerated and at-risk youth. Each youth and teacher was given their
own copy of Gina Biegel's Stress Reduction Workbook for Teens, both to use and
keep. Assisting me in teaching this program were Kathleen Rulka, a family therapist
and mindfulness teacher from Wisconsin Prison Mindfulness Initiative (WPMI); Max
Taylor-Hayden, GPZC member with lived experience in the juvenile justice system; Jo
Horton, a retired high school theater and dance teacher and college sociology
professor; and Heather Young, a mindfulness practitioner and member of WPMI. We
quickly discovered that our combined skills, talents and senses of humor were all
essential in this heartfelt, sometimes challenging, always unpredictable and truly
rewarding endeavor.

The members of our team of five came to Lincoln Hills to bring this program for a
variety of reasons. Max, who spent 10 years in and out of correctional facilities in his
younger years, explains, “Prison is where I found meditation and mindfulness. I was
able to fnd peace in a chaotic environment. I’m grateful for the opportunity to teach
youth the practice of mindfulness. My hope is that youth understand they can fnd
peace wherever they are.” Heather saw mindfulness as “the key to unlocking [the
youths'] capacity to cope and progress with life.” Jo ofered yoga breaks during the
classes, the highlight of which was the laughing yoga. It was truly heartening to see the
incarcerated youth shed their cares for just a moment and laugh like ordinary teenagers
at the goofy adults (us, of course).
Kathleen brought her extensive experience teaching mindfulness in adult correctional
facilities, her skills as a therapist and her deep sense of caring. At one point, she
shared a page of advice given by members of the mindfulness group she leads at
Stanley (an adult prison) to the youth at Lincoln Hills/Copper Lake. They were moved
by the straightforward but caring advice the men offered.
At the last class, on September 4, youth and teachers each wrote a letter to themselves
about where they want to be and what they want to remember and incorporate into their
lives as a result of this mindfulness class. Three month later, their letter will be sent to
them, and they can take stock of what 8 weeks in the summer of 2019 meant to them
and how it will inform their journey forward. We wish them joy, peacefulness, love and

freedom in every sense of the word.

The Wisconsin Prison Mindfulness Initiative (WPMI) is a volunteer organization that
is devoted to providing mindfulness training to inmates in Wisconsin prisons. It began in
2011 and since then, has spread to 13 Wisconsin prisons. Besides providing
programming to general population inmates, in some prisons WPMI also provides
mindfulness training to inmates in segregation.
Staff and inmates have widely recognized the benefits of WPMI’s programming. They
regularly report that inmates who practice mindfulness are less impulsive and disruptive
and are typically more open to making the life changes necessary to succeed while
they are incarcerated and after their release.
The lead teacher and volunteers are required to be regular mindfulness practitioners, to
undergo training in WPMI’s prison mindfulness programming and to participate in the
required Department of Correction (DOC) orientation for all volunteers. To learn
more about the Wisconsin Prison Mindfulness Initiative(WPMI), contact David Haskin

