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Yoga for People in Prison

Introduction

Cessnock Correctional Centre has a weekly yoga class for participants of the Phoenix program. Phoenix is an alcohol and other drug (AOD) program for male inmates in the minimum-security section of Cessnock jail. There are a number of education programs including anger-management, sobriety maintenance, parenting, meditation and yoga. A Buddhist monk runs the meditation class each week and I teach the yoga class. 
The prison environment

Prisoners in minimum security have work duties they perform from about 10am until 2pm Monday to Friday. At 4pm there is ‘muster’ where they receive their individual meals that they eat in their cells. Cells are locked from 5pm until 9am. There is quite a large area where prisoners are able to wander. There are some recreational facilities like tennis courts and gym equipment. Most of the walking area is concrete. There is razor wire all around the compound. 

Prison officers monitor the movement of prisoners through ‘A block’ where Phoenix is located and where the inmates have their cells. Much of the daily routine of a prisoner is highly regulated. The routine may change at any time without notice or reason. Prisoners are regularly moved on short-notice to other prisons. 

The prison population

People in the minimum-security section have greater freedom than in the other higher security sections. They are often awaiting parole hearings and so are committed to staying out of trouble, being seen as a model prisoner and generally looking like they are ready for and deserving of parole. 

A study by Carcach and Grant (2000) found that the rate of imprisonment for Australians born in Vietnam, Oceania, New Zealand, Lebanon and Turkey exceeded the rate of those born in Australia. This is reflected somewhat in the attendees in the yoga class. Carcach and Grant also found that the prison population is an aging population. A disproportionate number of prisoners are Indigenous Australians (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 2003, p.18). The literacy and numeracy level of prisoners is significantly lower than that of the general population (See Appendix). 

The needs of students in a yoga class

The nature of the prison environment has a profound influence on the people within it. The lack of control in many aspects of their lives creates mental tension. And although this paper is about the needs of prisoners, the job of the prison officer appears to be one associated with many risks and stresses for reasons not dissimilar to the reasons prisoners experience stress and tension. Mental tension is played out in the body as physical tension that is further compounded by the focus on weight training and most walking surfaces being concrete.  
The health related issues most commonly raised by prisoners who attend yoga class are difficulty sleeping, agitation/anxiety, pain and physical tension. 

The clear structure of the Satyananda yoga class allows students to relax into a routine they know well. There are no surprises about what is coming next. Yoga nidra is an essential element to the class as is short relaxation. Students appreciate the benefits they feel with the asanas but yoga nidra gives them the opportunity to let go. Many who complain of not being able to sleep are able to rest completely in yoga nidra. 

Sankalpa is a powerful tool for people especially those in prison. It is important to explain this concept carefully so as not to compound existing aspects of the person’s character that led to imprisonment in the first place. Many people in prison have difficulty learning and English may not be their first language so a thorough explanation of Sankalpa is very important. Visualisations in Yoga nidra are kept simple and are often scenes from nature. The reason for this is that it connects prisoners to the natural environment as opposed to the very artificial one in which they live, it is reasonably safe for the psyche of the average student and finally, because there is a high turnover of students these visualisations are OK for a newcomer as well as the more experienced student.  

Because the class usually has new students mixed with longer-term students the asana aspect of the class plan needs to be pitched at the ‘general’ level but also needs to be flexible to meet the needs of the students at the time. Many students have injuries. 

Pranayama practices give students invaluable tools to manage stress. Abdominal breathing, full yogic breath, ujjayi and nadi shodana feature in most classes. 

Another aspect of the yoga class within prison is the use of language. Particular attention is paid to descriptions of movements, effects of practices or descriptions of the self or the body that are positive or sacred. For example, in using language like the symbolism of a golden thread along the spine, the lightness of a standing posture or the courage and fearlessness of a warrior, the student is given an opportunity to think differently about himself and perhaps begin to develop other aspects of his character. 
The needs of students after release from prison

Corrective Services have developed the practice of ‘Through care’. This is similar to ‘discharge planning’ within the health system. Prisoners are involved in programs within the prison that they can then continue with once they are released. This provides continuity with the aim of reducing the rate of recidivism by linking the person with the outside community in a way that is positive and supportive.

Satyananda Yoga as ‘Through care’

Satyananda Yoga has a lot to offer prisoners within prison but also post-release. There is a clear structure to the class. Students can expect the same structure in whatever class they attend whether in prison or in the community. The systematic progression of students supports students to work at their own pace and to honour their body and their capabilities whatever they are. The student in prison is encouraged to take responsibility for this aspect of their lives and this continues in to the community post-release. The network of Satyananda teachers is such that the newly released prisoner is able to readily access classes. The Satyananda network also means that the yoga teacher in prison can provide the student with information about the nearest available class prior to release from prison.  

For the prisoner for whom AOD is an issue yoga helps them to develop skills to manage stress. This is relevant within prison but is particularly relevant outside of prison where ex-prisoners often find the community hostile and unsupportive. This lack of support in turn leads people towards other options for survival that have worked in the past like drug taking and crime. Yoga practices like yoga nidra and the pranayama practices provide skills that compliment the cognitive/psychological focus of sobriety maintenance programs. 

Teaching challenges

Creating a yogic environment within the prison is particularly challenging. The space provided at Cessnock prison is carpeted and air-conditioned. It has ample natural light and good artificial light if required. It will accommodate a maximum of 8 people. It is located on the 2nd floor directly above the weight training area. The weight training area is an open area and training is usually accompanied to music at great volume. Outside the room is a main thoroughfare and the loudspeaker can be intrusive as the students are always listening to hear if they are being called. Observances like shoes off in the ‘yoga room’ and ‘no chatting’ helps to create a yogic atmosphere as does a candle and incense. After 18 months I have just introduced ‘Hari Om Tat Sat” in classes where the majority of students are experienced.

Many students are poorly educated and may not have English as their first language. Words like ‘inhalation’, ‘exhalation’, ‘symmetry’ and even ‘navel’ may require substitution or explanation.

Because the class operates essentially as a casual class it can be difficult to progress the longer-term students. This is most noticeable in pranayama and less so in asana practices where a range of options can be given. 
Conclusion

The needs of the yoga student in prison are to develop a range of practices that can be used to deal with prison life but that also equips them to deal with life back in the community. The Satyananda yoga class provides a structure that is familiar for people leaving prison when all other familiar structures may not be available or accessible. It is a process that encourages the person to take responsibility for their body and their behaviour and gives them the skills do so.   
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Appendix

Below are details from a letter (undated) from Hon Terry Roberts MILC, Minister for Correctional Services in response to Ms Pieta Laut, Executive Director, Public Health Association of Australia Inc re: Resolutions passed at a conference of the Public Health Association of Australia Inc on health and incarceration. www.phaa.net.au/Advocacy_Issues/incarterryroberts.htm
AN INSTITUTE
‘… “Towards Corrections 2020” revealed that South Australia's prison population profile is in line with studies which have found that:

44% were classified as long term unemployed at the time of the commissioning of their offence.
60% are below functional levels in literacy and numeracy. 60% have not completed year 10. 10% are illiterate and innumerate. 39% of the women and 21 % of the male prisoners have previously attempted suicide.
80% are smokers.
75% of the women have been sexually or physically abused. 81 % of women prisoners exhibit symptoms of PTSD.
75% have drug and alcohol related problems.
50% of the men consume alcohol at a dangerous level (WHO) 32% were imprisoned for a drug-related offence.
25% have ADHD
5-10% are Intellectually Disabled 16% are obese.
* 60% of the women are Hep C positive.
* the rates of schizophrenia, depression and anti-social personality disorder in the prison population are 5, 10 and 20 times the community rate.
* women prisoners also record abnormal PAP smear results well above the community rate.’F
