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Mandatory Overtime 

and Partial Chronic Sleep Deprivation—Part 1 

2019 © Caterina Spinaris, PhD 

  

 

At the August 2019 National Symposium on Corrections Worker Health in Boston, MA, I presented on sleep deprivation 

and mandatory overtime. As this is a mission-critical topic, I am expanding on it here in greater detail.  

Last week I heard a corrections employee chuckle and say, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” And yesterday I was told of a case 

of a Correctional Officer who got back to work after her maternity leave and was immediately scheduled for three 

consecutive 16-hour days of mandatory overtime (MOT). How much sleep is she going to be getting, given that she also 

needs to take care of her infant child when she gets home? 
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What is Partial Chronic Sleep Deprivation? 

Many of us do not think much about sleeping less than the 7-8 hours per 24 hour cycle that most of us require to 

function “well enough.” And from my conversations over the years with corrections personnel of all ranks and job 

descriptions, I’ve noted that most are not aware of the safety and health risks and cost associated with insufficient 

sleep. 

  

However, insufficient sleep—or, more formally, chronic partial sleep deprivation—is a case of “what we don’t know (and 

act upon) WILL indeed hurt us, sooner or later.” 

  

The sobering truth is that getting shorted on sleep on a regular basis does in fact contribute to the development of 

physical and psychological health conditions.  

(In fact, experiments with dogs that were well fed but were not allowed to sleep resulted in all of the experimental 

animals’ deaths in 17 days or less of sleep deprivation.) https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9322273 

More specifically, what does that partial chronic sleep deprivation mean?  

 

Partial means that the sleep deprivation is only in part. It’s not complete and total sleep deprivation (as would be in the 

case of torture, for example, during interrogations, when prisoners of war have not been allowed to sleep at all).  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/dreaming-in-the-digital-age/201412/why-sleep-deprivation-is-torture 

  

It is chronic, that is, it has been going on for a long time—for months and even years. It’s not a one-time occurrence or 

an occurrence over a short period of time. 

  

Sleep deprivation refers to not getting the amount and quality of sleep needed to remain healthy and to function well. 

  

So let us examine this issue, its consequences, and possible ways to address it. 

  

The quantity and quality of sleep of corrections custody staff are very much a casualty when shift work and overtime 

enter the picture. 

  

I emphasize quality as well as quantity, because both matter. By sleep quantity I mean sleeping 7-8 hours per 24-hour 

cycle—what most people need in order to feel rested upon awakening. By sleep quality I mean during sleep time being 

able to cycle four to six times through all four stages of sleep—Stages 1 and 2 (light sleep), Stage 3 (deep sleep) and 

Stage R (Rapid Eye Movement sleep). Each of these four stage serves essentials functions. Sleeping less than 7-8 

consecutive hours per 24-hour cycle will not allow for the cycling through all these stages and repeatedly.  

https://www.tuck.com/stages/ 

  

Corrections employees who work overtime on a frequent basis do suffer from partial chronic sleep deprivation. In some 

jurisdictions custody staff work mandatory overtime shifts 2, 3 or even more times weekly, for months and even years 

on end, severely affecting their ability to get more than 3-5 hours of sleep per 24-hour cycle. Moreover, changes to shift 

schedules result in irregular sleep routines, which can affect staff’s ability to fall and/or stay asleep. And it is often 

difficult for night shift workers to adapt to sleeping well during the day. 

“Anyone else working ridiculously long hours. We are show (sic) shorthanded in our state, we are all 

working mandatory 16 hour days. 6 days. I love what I do but man it takes a toll. I’ve been doing this 

for 3 years.” This is a Facebook post that was emailed to DWCO on the 15th of July, 2019. 

 

“Due to MOT I don't get to see my family, as I often have to work 16 hours. My commute home is a 

challenge to stay awake. I have almost fallen asleep behind the wheel. When I get home I try to go to 

sleep right away because I get up 5-6 hours later, sometimes less, because I am too wired to sleep due 

to stress and due to drinking caffeinated beverages throughout the night to stay alert. When I am 
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mandated I am not able to take my nighttime medication, so I fall behind in my schedule in taking my 

daytime meds. My health deteriorates. I am tired and irritable. At work, I am not as alert as I want to 

be, fighting off sleep and fatigue. I can be doing a back to back mandatory or maybe get one day in 

between. If I get a mandatory on my Friday, I spend one day catching up on my sleep. At times I have 

to call in sick to get some rest. This impacts the shift because now other Officers have to be mandated 

to fill my position.” ~ Anonymous* 
  

 

*Anonymous staff quotes in this article were first reported in the March 2009 issue of the Correctional Oasis. 

  

“You are not mentally prepared to work for at least 16 hours. I like to know ahead of time when I am 

working overtime. It is hard to work 16 hours and then get up again the next morning prepared to 

deal with the inmate population. You have to be able to quickly diffuse situations. I have trouble 

sleeping, so I am already not getting the required amount of sleep. MOT makes it worse. I also have 

not brought enough food to have two meals, so I begin feeling sluggish. Imagine the effects after 16 

hours of dealing with various personalities. Tempers flare. Things that would not normally bother you 

are enhanced ten times and incidents get out of control quickly. Inmates also know when you are 

working overtime and they will use it to their advantage. Sometimes they purposely bait you into 

arguments, so that they have a reason to be disruptive.” ~ Anonymous 

  

Effects of Insufficient Sleep 

Our need for sleep is a biological necessity. If we consider Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, sleep is at the bottom 

of the needs pyramid, in the same category as oxygen, water, food and suitable temperature. In other words, sleep is a 

non-negotiable for our existence and functioning. Higher-order needs (such as need for love and esteem) are rendered 

irrelevant (become of secondary importance) if the need for sleep is not being sufficiently met.  

https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 

  

“I once lost three days’ pay because we had so much comp time (hour for hour, no time and a half), 

that we went over the allowed limit. Some staff lost even more than that. Our health suffered, our 

families suffered, our work suffered, but true to the correctional officers’ unspoken code, we ‘handled 

it.’” ~ Anonymous 

  

“Frequent MOT results in staff’s ‘I don’t care, I don't have a choice to be here’ attitude. They don't 

enforce rules as they should because they are run down. Due to MOT we LIVE at work. It becomes our 

second home. Departments of Corrections wonder why we have all these “overfamiliarity” cases 

across the country. Not every staff gets involved with inmates because of MOT, but I believe it 

contributes in some cases.” ~ Anonymous 

  

Not getting enough sleep negatively impacts brain function, mental health and physical health. Some examples of 

consequences of insufficient sleep are: 

  

Cognitive impairments: including alertness, attention, concentration, reaction time, reasoning, and problem solving, 

and working memory, possibly resulting in errors, declined productivity and accidents.   
  

Mood disturbances: irritability, poor tolerance of frustration, anxiety, depression 
  

Physical symptoms/disease: increased inflammation (associated with obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, 

irregular heartbeat, stroke, cardiovascular disease, some cancers, elevated mortality risk); low energy; Alzheimer-

like neuron changes.  

  

“MOT makes me feel like I am running at half speed with no hope of getting caught up. It is even 
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worse if I have had something planned or it occurs on a holiday. Loved ones do not always understand 

when you have to call and cancel an arranged function because you have to stay at work. There is 

absolutely no consideration of the officer's circumstances when OT is mandated.  The more it 

happens, the worse it gets. I am not sure you ever mentally recover. It is always worse the next time it 

happens, no matter the time in between. It is one of the reasons I left custody even though I am less 

safe in my current assignment. It is also one of the reasons that officers resign.” 
  

 *Anonymous staff quotes in this article were first reported in the March 2009 issue of the Correctional Oasis. 

  

To be continued in the October 2019 issue of the Correctional Oasis.  

  

 

I Almost Shot Harry Potter 

2019 © William Young 

  

I remember thinking that this is it.  This is how it happens.  Small town, middle America, on a Saturday night at a small 

pizza joint with friends and family and kids all gathered around a projection TV watching the local college football team.  

It was happening. It was happening, but I was ready.  I was ready because I positioned myself perfectly so I could see  

everybody coming and going.  

  

So, in walks this kid.  This seventeen or maybe eighteen-year-old nerdy looking white male with a long black robe on.  He 

came in and he positioned himself against the wall on the same side of the dining room that I was sitting on.  I watched 

as he scanned the room.   

  

The game was terrible.  The local team was defeated long before the second half had even started so the majority of the 

patrons had already boxed up their leftovers and went home.  Only about thirty of us remained.  I watched as he 

surveyed his potential targets.  I could hear my children playing in the arcade behind me.  I could hear a conversation 

from across the room about the game and about how much better we’ll be next year.  Time began to slow down and I 

began to formulate a plan to kill this kid before he killed any of us. 

  

He reached into his robe and I’m getting ready to react.  He pulls out a cellphone.  As he’s texting or tweeting or 

snapchatting, I decide to stand up and reposition myself so I can get behind him and prepare to ambush.  Thanks to him 

having his face buried in his phone, I go unnoticed.  I get up slowly from my table and I walk towards the arcade which 

was about 15 feet behind him and to his left.  He put his phone back in his robe and I’m imagining what else is under 

that stupid thing.  I ponder motive and means and I wonder when it would be okay for me to draw on this kid.  Should I 

let him get his weapon out?  Should I risk letting him get a shot off before I shoot?  What am I going to do?  When am I 

going to pull out my gun and what am I going to do when I do pull out my gun? 

  

The kid, this Harry Potter look-alike makes a quick movement to his left.  He starts walking back towards the front door 

of the restaurant and all I can think about is the security footage of the of the mall shooting that we had back in 2007 

where the kid had entered the mall to look around, to scope it out, before leaving and returning with an AK-47.  I 

followed him to the door and I decided that if he went to his car, if he opened his trunk, I was going to shoot him.   

So, he goes outside and I am about ten feet behind him and if he notices that I am following him he doesn’t show it. He 

doesn’t change his behavior and that makes sense because he is focused on his mission, he is resolute, he is dedicated.  

He walks to a vehicle (I assumed it was his) and he stands behind it and he begins fiddling with his robe and as he is 

fiddling another vehicle pulls up beside him and parks.  The door to the vehicle opens and another white teenage nerdy-

looking robe-wearing school shooter type gets out and walks to meet his accomplice.  He walks over and the first kid 

pops the trunk of his car and I have a split second to make a life and death decision. 

  

I waited. 
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The first kid grabbed something out of his trunk but I couldn’t see what it was.  They closed the trunk and they headed 

back into the restaurant.  They walked right past me with their robes and their unknown object from the trunk towards 

whatever they were planning to do.  But I was behind them now, I had the advantage.  If they tried to do what I thought 

they were planning to do, I would be ready.  
  

They made their way across the dining room to a table on the far side, opposite the table that I had been sitting at, and 

they sat down.  They sat down and they pulled out their phones and I watched.  I watched as another group of robe-

wearing teenagers came in the door and sat down with them.  And I watched as they ordered a pizza and ate. 

  

My body was shaking like I was wet and standing in the cold.  My head and my heart were pounding.  They weren’t here 

to murder anybody, they were here to eat pizza, same as me. 

  

I collected myself and I sat down, and the people at my table didn’t even know that I had left.  They were so engrossed 

in their conversation, so comfortable in their surroundings, so normal.  I sat down and I was breathing heavy like I had 

been running and my buddy asked me what was going on.  He asked why I was so out of breath and I told him about the 

kid and the robe, and I asked if he had seen him come in, and he said that he hadn’t. 

He didn’t know what I was talking about.  He hadn’t seen him. In fact, other than me, nobody had seen him. 

  

Of course they hadn’t seen him come in.  They were normal people doing normal things on a Saturday night and there I 

was at the table with them, but not really with them because my institutionalized mind cannot detach.  Even when I 

realize that there isn’t going to be a mass shooting on this particular day in this particular restaurant and that my kids 

are safe and that I am safe I still can’t calm down because I almost pulled out my weapon.  I almost murdered that kid. 

  

One of the things that is so hard about our profession is that we have a difficult time turning that hyper-vigilant 

Correctional Officer side of our brain.  We have a tough time relaxing because we are always looking for the crimes in 

progress because to us, the world is one big felony waiting to happen. 

  

So, we never relax and our hearts and our heads and our adrenaline are always pounding and pumping.  And we’re 

usually wrong but we tell ourselves, we swear that we’ve stopped what could’ve happened.  We see the potential 

danger in everything.  Not what probably might happen but what potentially could happen if we don’t intervene. 

  

We do that because at work, in the facility, that cynical outlook keeps us alive, but at home on a Saturday night in a 

small pizza joint in the middle of the country, that thought process is damaging. 

  

I can hear your responses.  I can see you rolling your eyes.  I can hear you say that you sit with your back against the wall 

in public to be prepared.  I can hear you say that you would’ve done the same thing, that you would’ve shot the kid, and 

I can hear some of you say that if I’m that paranoid I shouldn’t carry a weapon.  I get it, and I appreciate the feedback 

from all of the “Monday morning quarterbacks.” 

See, you all think that you got this thing licked and that this job, those walls, don’t affect you.  But what you need to 

remember is that Corrections Fatigue doesn’t not affect us in an all or nothing manner.  Just because you’re not sitting in 

your garage with a revolver counting reasons that you have to not blow your brains out does not mean that this 

profession does not affect you in a negative manner. 

Because sometimes it’s the little things that add up.  It’s the little cracks, the chips that add up over a long period of time 

that become too much to handle.  Certain behaviors like sitting with your back against the wall in public, staying away 

from large crowds of people, carrying a gun everywhere you go, and mowing your grass with a bulletproof vest on are 

side effects of the job.  Bankers don’t behave that way.  I don’t even know if Cops behave that way.  

I want you to take a look at yourself and how you behave and how you react to situations now versus before you started 

your career as a Correctional Officer. 
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And if you have changed at all, if you have become more cynical, if your outlook on life has changed, if anything has 

changed, then we need to start looking at why. 

  

For those of you out there that don’t see a change, who don’t think that anything has changed, do me a favor. Ask your 

good buddy or your significant other or your kid if they have noticed any changes in you. Do they think you behave 

differently?  Are you more cynical?   

  

Hopefully you still have those people in your life that you can ask.  Hopefully you haven’t completely isolated yourself 

and burned your bridges, and hopefully you haven’t stopped hanging out, and hopefully you haven’t shunned all of your 

supporters.  

  

Do me a favor. 

  

If there is even a tiny bit of anything that I've ever said or wrote that makes sense, if you think there is even the slightest 

possibility that working in a correctional facility has affected you in a negative manner, then please check into this thing 

called Corrections Fatigue (http://desertwaters.com) and the course “From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment.”    Start 

employing some of the concepts that I write about that Caterina Spinaris talks about in that course. 

Start actively combating the symptoms and the side effects so that you can lead a healthy, happy, and productive life.  

You deserve it! 

  

“When Home Becomes a Housing Unit” Is Now Here and Here! 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=10344 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=10363 

  

The book, by William Young, and posters of the cover are published by and available through Desert Waters.  

  

“... With this work, William Young, a veteran correctional officer, provides intimate anecdotes of the personal 

struggles that arise from long hours inside unpredictable inmate housing units or bouts of sheer terror that can 

materialize in a moment’s notice. The unique aspect of this work is that not only does Officer Young open the portal 

to his soul, but he extends an empathetic hand to those who suffer the same or similar fate. He offers 

encouragement and support to the brave men and women, trained to suppress their emotions, who are tasked with 

keeping our community safe. Moreover, he lets it be known that there is no shame in asking for help with an 

emotional burden that is shared by so many working one of the toughest beats in America—jails. I applaud this work 

and look for more to come.” 

  ~ Mark Foxall, Ph.D., CJM, Director of Corrections (ret.) 

 

  

DWCO’s Upcoming Colorado Instructor Trainings 

         
  From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment™ (CF2F) 23-27 September 2019 

 (http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2019_CF2F_T4T_Brochure_2018.Dec_.15.pdf) 

        

  True Grit™ (TG) 14-18 October 2019  

 (http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/TG_T4T_Flyer_2019-20.pdf) 

        

  Correctional Family Wellness™ (CFW)  2019: 04-07 Nov; 2020: Apr 13-16 

(http://desertwaters.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Correctional-Family-Wellness_Flyer_2019-20.pdf) 
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The Walking Dead 

By Ted Tudor 

  

I never worked as a Correctional Officer (CO). So why would I write a story for corrections staff to read?  

  

I volunteer for Desert Waters Correctional Outreach, and have listened to many COs’ heart-stopping stories. Most of my 

working years were spent as a professional truck driver. And now I realize that corrections staff and truck drivers share 

some work-related issues. 

  

Three of the work-related issues corrections staff and truck drivers have in common are: long hours, poor working 

conditions, and lack of respect. In this article I will speak of the effects of working long hours. Yes, lack of sleep impacts 

workers and those around them. 

  

When I started as a truck driver I was usually required to put in fifteen-hour days and generally sixty or more hours per 

week. There were a few times that over one hundred hours per week were logged. There were many weeks of well over 

sixty hours per week logged. One company that I worked for guaranteed that we would put in at least sixty hours per 

week. 

  

I understand what it is like to work long hours in stressful conditions around people that do not like you, mingling with 

those that wish you were not there, and people who do hateful things to you. This I understand and have experienced. 

  

I also know what long hours without sleep has done to me and how dangerous it was for me and those around me. 

  

In the 1960’s I drove regularly between central Ohio to the Chicago area and returned to my home base in Ohio. Most of 

the time I would make three round trips per week and sometimes four. 

  

Depending on where I picked up and where I delivered, it would take eight to ten hours of driving time to make it one 

way. This was in addition to the time spent in pickup and delivery. 

  

In order to log this time legally, we would sometimes have to push the pencil faster than what we actually drove. In 

reality I have been without sleep over 24 hours many, many times in my working years as a truck driver. 

  

At that time almost all of the highways were two-lane roads and the roads between Chicago and Ohio went through 

several small towns. Some had traffic lights, some did not. 

  

I have driven through some of those towns more than once and several miles down the road I’d be suddenly wondering, 

“Where am I going and where am I? How did I get here without going through the town of Larwill, Pierceton, Plymouth 

or other towns? Did I run through red traffic lights, stop signs? Did I run anyone off the road?” 

I once woke up in the right traffic lane with the engine running full speed and the truck was out of gear and not moving.  

  

I don’t know what happened during parts of some of those road trips. 

  

I have also hauled in the oil fields of the western US. At that time the legal system did not enforce the laws concerning 

the hours worked in the oil fields. Many weeks the logged hours hovered around one hundred hours. 

  

By the grace of God, I am still alive. During some of those long hours I’ve experienced losing control coming off a pass, 

running over cattle in the road, waking up bouncing across the sage brush and ending up on dirt roads in the middle of 

nowhere, not knowing where I was or where I was supposed to be going.  

  

Once I was so tired, I draped myself across the steering wheel with a lit cigarette between my fingers so that I would 

wake up shortly. I woke up sometime later with the ashes of the cigarette on the floor and water blisters between my 
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fingers. I was so out of it, I slept through the pain of having my skin burn without waking up.  

  

And I have done some really dangerous, stupid road rage stunts that I do not want to think about. 

  

From what I have shared above you would think that I am not a safety-conscious driver. Wrong. In my adult years I have 

tried to be a professional, courteous and safe driver. But when extremely fatigued, I have seen in myself and others that 

the mind and body do not operate properly. Sometimes they hardly operate at all. 

  

Several months ago I saw a person standing on a walking cast in a public place. I walked up to him and asked him how he 

had injured himself. He said he had fallen asleep at the wheel and wrecked. Yes, he is a CO and he was going home after 

working overtime. In the past month I’ve also heard of a situation where a CO was going home after working overtime, 

fell asleep as the wheel and killed someone. How many in the past year have caused injury or death because of sleep 

deprivation? 

  

How many COs have recently pushed the pencil on logs because of sleep deprivation? How many COs have not really 

done the job that they said they did do–because of sleep deprivation. And how many people have been hurt because of 

this? 

  

How many COs have been disciplined or lost their jobs because of sleep deprivation? How many lawsuits have resulted 

because of errors? How much did that cost to the agencies where these COs worked?  

  

Very recently a high profile person detained at a jail died, apparently by suicide. The two COs who were in charge of that 

person reportedly were working overtime. What happened?  

  

How does all this affect COs’ personal lives? From experience I can say that when you work long hours on a regular basis, 

you do not have much of a personal life. Oftentimes I arrived home after 12 to 15 hours on the job, only to find the 

house empty. Everyone had gone to an event, as they did not even know if or when I would be home. In some ways this 

could be a relief, because I was only going to be at the house 3 to 5 hours before having to head back to work. And I 

needed those hours for sleep. 

When you work extremely long hours, you and your family does not have a normal lifestyle. The house where your 

spouse and children live feels like a secondary place to spend time. I actually was more tuned in to what was going on at 

work than what was happening with my family. Wherever I went when off duty, my mind was still partially on duty, and I 

was irritable and hard to get along with. If you don’t believe that this could be happening to you too, just ask those 

around you.  

  

And what about your health? Oh, WOW! Just watch that newly hired CO start to pack on the pounds. And watch the 

mental changes as they happen. I know some of this might be due to other sources of stress on the job, but how much 

of that is due to the stress of not getting enough sleep, especially if the new hires start on the night shift?  

  

Sleep deprivation can be a killer. What can YOU do about it? Who is responsible for it? What needs to be done? 

 

Stress—It Betrays You 

By CO Ron Mason 

  

A night to relax. It was decent day at work. Almost no conflict, and what there was in terms of conflict was handled with 

tact. But you know what is to come. Tomorrow promises to bring a high level of stress. Tomorrow brings back the new 

partner that manages to conflict in every interaction with inmates and staff alike. 

  

An evening to relax and find respite. You step outside to smoke the day’s last cigarette and take a deep breath and 

prepare yourself for the day to come. You are ready to rest your brain for the night. As you take that last drag, your mind 

and body decide to inform you of the stress that you are choosing to ignore. 
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You feel the rumble in your body. You know what is coming. It won’t be pretty. Can you be fast enough? Your mind and 

body are angry that you ignored the signs. “Listen to me! I will tell you when you need to adjust the focus on the picture. 

I will remind you to take care of yourself.” 

  

You stand, but you are too late. Your body lashes out at your failure to listen.  You try to run to the bathroom. There will 

be a mess to clean.  

  

You step from the shower and know you must take time to stop being tough and listen to what your subconscious is 

trying to tell you. It is trying to protect you. You call out sick. You are not weak. You are trying to protect yourself.  

  

The mind and body will find their own way to tell you to look after yourself. You just have to learn to pay attention and 

be better to yourself. 

Editor’s comments:  

This courageously written article is about something that is rarely, if ever, talked about openly in corrections circles.  

  

I still remember the supervisor who a few years ago confidentially told me that everyone on his shift, including himself, 

was suffering from Irritable Bowel Syndrome. As they covered their unit on their own, COs had to deal with finding a 

way to be relieved of their posts on a dime (you can imagine how that could go) in order to be able to hurry to the 

bathroom to relieve themselves. And you can imagine how much stress that could add on a daily basis to an already 

stressful shift!  

  

Yes, our emotions hit our bodies. Emotions feel like they can set our bowels on fire! Thank you, Ron, for having the guts 

(no pun intended :) to discuss and de-shame what might be an uncomfortable and embarrassing subject that some of 

our readers may have faced. C.S. 

 

Desert Waters’ Books 
  

“Staying Well: Strategies for Corrections Staff,” 3rd Ed., by Caterina Spinaris (http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5167) 

“More on Staying Well: More Strategies for Corrections Staff,” by Caterina Spinaris 

(http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=9826) 

“Passing It Along: Wisdom from Corrections Staff,” Vol. 1 (http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5283) and Vol. 2 

(http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=6397) 

“Processing Corrections Work” fillable-form PDF workbook, by Caterina Spinaris and Gregory Morton 

(http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5945) 

“When Home Becomes a Housing Unit,” by William Young (http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=10344) 

  

 

The “F” Word as a Comma? 

2019 © Susan Jones, PhD 

 

The corrections workplace is very different from most other work environments.  The things that we see and deal with 

at work are not normal by anyone’s definition.  Perhaps these abnormal “things” are what lead us to develop abnormal 

coping strategies or habits.  The use of profanity is one such abnormal habit.   

  

This way of talking to and about each other becomes so common that we even defend the derogatory things we call 

each other by referring to them as terms of endearment!  “Only my friends can call me bitch!”    

  

As I rose through the ranks, I had to be more careful about language and complying with our policy that dictated NO use 

of profanity.  I had to really work to make sure that my language was appropriate and to not use any types of profane 

words.  While the habit of using profanity is one of the easiest habits to slip in to, it is a very difficult one to move away 
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from.   

  

The common use of four-letter words can be found in correctional facilities around the country.  Even when agencies 

have specific policies against the use, the exchange of profanity usually goes on between staff and between staff and 

inmates.   

  

When I was conducting a research study concerning the corrections culture, this topic kept coming up.  Some 

participants would tell me that corrections had ruined them from working anywhere else because they would be fired 

based on how they talked.  These staff expressed a powerlessness to change their language that was a little shocking.  

Then, there were other staff who told me that profanity was not the problem.  In fact, I had one person tell me that 

profanity, specifically the “f” word, doesn’t mean anything – it is just a filler.   

  

As I listened to him, I responded, “Filler, you mean like a comma?” He laughed but confirmed that it was exactly like a 

comma.  He defended the use of the “f” word as being just like any other word that is used when there is a lull in a 

conversation. It is just a filler. 

  

None of this probably surprises any of the corrections people reading this article. In fact, some may be thinking that this 

is so common knowledge, that it isn’t even worth writing about.  What prompted me to write this article was a 

conversation I had with a friend who works in private industry.  She overheard me talking about this issue and the use of 

the “f” word as a comma, and she was dumbfounded.  She talked about what would happen in her workplace if anyone 

started talking like this.  She couldn’t believe that anyone would defend the use of the “f” word in any context.   

  

The conversation with her helped pull me back to reality and to the fact that the corrections work environment is not 

like most other places people work. However, does that mean that corrections professionals should accept this type of 

“filler?”  Can we promote the professionalization of the work that we do, and still defend the use of profanity?  Does 

profanity ever promote respect for the work of a professional?   

  

These are tough questions, because we all really do know the answers but we don’t like the answers.  The fact is that 

profanity must not be a part of our everyday language, either at work or during off-duty times.  We really do know that 

the path ahead to an acceptance of our work as a profession must include enforcing our rules and eliminating the 

workforce culture’s acceptance of this language.  We know it.  Now, we must do it. 

  

Why True Grit After CF2F? 

2019 © Caterina Spinaris, PhD 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=8717 

http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=5996 

  

For about a year now we have been offering our course, “True Grit: Building Resilience in Corrections Professionals™” as 

a 1-day course and also as a 5-day Instructor Training. True Grit is the sequel to Desert Waters’ award-winning course 

“From Corrections Fatigue to Fulfillment™” (CF2F). 

  

The other day I was asked by an administrator whose agency has implemented CF2F in their annual mandatory staff 

training, “What exactly does the True Grit course provide that the CF2F does not?” 

  

Here is my reply to this question. 

  

The CF2F course has three major goals: 

  

1. It aims to increase, in a non-judgmental, compassionate and de-shaming manner, participants’ awareness and 

understanding of the impact of occupational traumatic and other high-stress conditions on staff as individuals, on 

corrections organizations, and on the workforce culture.  
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2. It is designed to empower staff to think of ways that they can personally take action to improve their own well-

being and also the health of their workforce culture. 

  

3. It presents foundational principles of health-promoting behaviors for individuals and for groups (the workforce 

culture). 

  

Regarding the third goal, as the CF2F is only a 1-day course which covers a lot of ground, including group discussion and 

small group work, it presents only the fundamentals of self-care and job satisfaction, and the basic ingredients for a 

healthy workforce culture. 

  

There is simply not enough time in one workday during CF2F to present material in greater detail and depth regarding 

resilience-promoting behaviors or to apply such behaviors during small group work through the use of scenarios. 

  

Again, CF2F’s purpose is first and foremost to increase staff’s awareness of the impact of negative aspects of the job and 

of basic ways to counter these effects. 

  

As the sequel to CF2F, the True Grit course is Part 2 to CF2F’s Part 1. 

  

True Grit can be thought of as being a more advanced, skills-based course regarding resilience-promoting behaviors, 

whereas CF2F is more of an introductory course regarding some of these behaviors. (CF2F, on the other hand, is an 

advanced course regarding presenting the effects of traumatic and other high-stress experiences on individuals and on 

the corrections workforce.) 
  

True Grit explains the nature of resilience, and presents concrete skills-based resilience-promoting practices step by step 

and systematically, regarding four major evidence-based areas of psychosocial skills—self-regulation, strategic coping, 

positive relating, and mastery. 

  

To use an analogy, True Grit is like a cookbook with multiple detailed recipes for four types of meals, as opposed to an 

introductory article provided in CF2F about some of these topics. 

  

In addition, True Grit includes putting together two detailed individual action plans, and engaging in four small group 

exercises, one per resilience-promoting topic, for staff to practice problem-solving about in class. 

  

So why is it necessary to offer to staff both courses? 

  

After taking CF2F and applying basic principles for self-care and personal and professional growth, staff typically ask, 

“What’s next? Where do we go from here? How do we keep getting better?” 

  

True Grit answers these questions in several key, evidence-informed ways. 

  

After learning the basics of self-care and of a healthy corrections workforce culture, the logical next step is for 

corrections staff to be presented with more specific and more complex skills.  

  

This is intended to help them learn and practice more advanced resilience-promoting behaviors, and to help them 

continue to develop as individuals and as corrections professionals. Expected outcomes are healthier staff and healthier 

workplace cultures. These would translate into more positive interactions among staff and also with the offenders, and 

also staff’s healthier home lives. 

  

  

Carrying a Burden 

By CO Ron Mason 
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At a breakfast conversation with a partner, I told him that I have PTSD. He was surprised and asked how I was dealing 

with it. Are you going to counseling? Are you getting help? I responded, “No, I am writing.” 

  

Put it in my face. Make me reflect.  

  

I got home and looked back at my writing and read my most important pieces that I have written for Desert Waters. 

Everything from ONE MORE LIGHT in June 2018, my first contribution to Desert Waters to my contribution in February 

2019, WHAT I HAVE SEEN. I got angry. I see the train wreck going on in slow motion. I keep enduring situations that I 

would never ask another to be witness too and yet I charge headlong into and believe I will never be changed. Looking 

back at all those pieces I realize that I am missing the big picture. I am changing. 

  

When you find yourself digging yourself a hole and want to get out of it, stop digging. Look around and see if someone 

might give you a hand. 

  

We believe that we can carry this burden on our shoulders as if the weight is nothing. We do not even realize that we 

are beginning to stoop as we walk.  

  

When a friend sees that the burden is wearing on you and changing you, acknowledge it and see where it goes. It can 

open your mind and shed a little weight. 

  

  

 

Many Thanks! 

Thank you for blessing the work of Desert Waters with your contributions! 

 

And a special THANKS to all article contributors in this and prior issues! 

  

Individual donors: Anonymous donors, TC & Joellen Brown, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Kevin & Robin Rivard, Harold & Carol 

Severson 

  

Business donors: Paul & Karen Austin, Austin Automotive; Elizabeth Gamache, LandShark Design, LLC 

 

Special thanks also go to: Cindy Baeta, Cathy Bergquist, Deb Bradfield, Nicole Brocato, Bob Bowen, T.C. & Joellen Brown, 

Susan Jones, Stacy Lopez, Ron Mason, Diane Medlock, Jeff & Connie Mueller, Sara Namazi, Andy Potter, Stephanie 

Rawlings, Jeff Rude, Patti Schniedwind, Eleni Spinari, William Young 

 

Quote of the Month 

“Humility is not thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less.”    ~ C.S. Lewis 

 

  

IN MEMORIAM 

CO Omar Marvin 

EOW 24 Aug 2019 

Northern State Prison, NJ 

  



13 

 

CO Brian Krumm 

EOW 21 Aug 2019 

Pima County Sheriff’s Office, AZ 

 

Correctional Administrator Debra Johnson   

EOW 07 Aug 2019  

TNDOC 

 

CO Chaz Gray 

EOW 05 Aug 2019 

Penobscot County Jail, ME 

  

 

Support DWCO’s Challenge Coin Fundraiser! (http://desertwaters.com/?page_id=10938) 

ours 
DWCO Disclaimer 

The views and opinions expressed in the Correctional Oasis are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect or 

represent 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 

To promote the occupational, personal and family well-being of the corrections workforce through the provision of 

evidence-informed resources, solutions, and support.  

Caterina Spinaris, PhD, LPC, Executive Director 

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

(719) 784-4727, desertwaters.com 

Your gifts are tax-deductible. 


