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Short Sentence Recidivists, 
Groups and After-Care 

P. H. SHAPLAND 

I HAVE FELT for some time that the 
institution in which a short sen
tence man serves his sentence 
should play a more direct part in 
his after-care, This is largely due 
to the exper:ience I have had with 
various groups of short sentence 
men in Birmingham Prison. Often 
a man and his offences may be 

. discussed in the security of prison 
when crime may be a thing of the 
past and it is easy to say "Never 
again." On release in an insecure 
world his problems catch up with 
him again and apart from the busy 
probation officer he is on his own 
at the time when he most need" 
help and support. If a man goes 
voluntarily to see a probation 
officer it may well be their first 
meeting so that each knows little 
about the other. if the ex-prisoner 
is looking for money and is 
disappointed he will not be seen 
again. It is with the institutional 
staff that he is most likely to have 
made relationships so that it seems 
a waste of potential help when he 
steps out of the gate and communi
cation I:;eases until he returns. 

This article describes an attempt 
with the probation services to 
meet with a group of short sentence 

recidivists in a local prison dur~g 
their sentences and to continue t ,e 
group outside prison on their 
release. This idea was discussed 
with the Principal Prob~tion 
Officer of Birmingham who kindly 
offered the probation and after.caf~ 
offices for a meeting place shOU, 
any of the men turn up on their 
release. It was agreed that one ~J 
more probation officers sh~u 
join the groups in and out of pClSOn 

as and when their commitments 
allow them to do so. 

There are several reasons for 
using a group to do this, Amon~ 
the most important is the fact that 

d' 's s a large proportion of reci lVI, It 
have difficulty in getting along w~tlt 
other people. whether it is Wit 
their fellows or with those in some 
position of authority, Often tbe~ 
have very Httle idea of the effect 0 
their own personalities on others. 
so that meeting in a group provides 
an opportunity for examining th~e 
kinds of feeling as they occur, n 
occasion it is possible for a gr~UP 
to give a man some understanding 
of himself which may help him td 
begin to change his behaviour an e 
it is likely that a prisoner will t~ r 
more notice of what anot e 
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l~,lsoner has to say about him in 
IS respect than if it comes from a 

~:rnbe~ of, the staff. Secondly. if 
wensubJect IS after-care then it may 
tim ?e a more profitable use of 
f e In seeing nine men together 
n~r 90 minutes than in talking with 
~?e men individually for ten 
solflutes. Thirdly. it was hoped that 
en me community feeling could be 
to ge?dered in the group sufficient 

gIVe some members a wish to 
Continue meeting on discharge. 
s I began by seeing all ordinaries 
entenced to six months imprison
~,ent,who were going out to live in 
C J,rrnmgham, There were two 
s~lteria of selection: (i) that a man 
cOUld show some degree of can. 
:,r~ about his record; (ii) a 
i Ilhngness to talk about himself 
o~ a group, Approximately one-half 
re ~hose seen satisfied these 
e' qUlrements, The first group of 
o~g~ men began meeting at the end 
sta ebruary and a second group 
19Jted in the middle of March. 
no S, The group met on one after
of ton a week for two hours. More 
w en than not a probation officer 

as able to join the groups. 
ex ~t. the start the project was 
to P amed again to each group 

gether with the fact that 
atte d 10 n ance was voluntary and as 
cr

ng 
as a man remained on a 

a~up he would not be transferred. 
in cause of the amount of work 
to Volved in keeping the groups up 
thestre?gt~. as in a voluntary group 
to r~ l~ Ine~itably some turnover 
Ille gm Wllh. the groups were 
to ~ged from the beginning of May 

orm One group of nine men; 

this continued until the last man 
was discharged in July. 

All the members of the group 
had served at least four previous 
prison sentences; four were ex
borstal and three had been in 
psychiatric hospitals. Nevertheless. 
some useful discussion was had 
concerning their delinquencies but 
most valuable was the opportunity 
to get to know a probation officer 
to whom they could turn on 
release. and to begin to iron out in 
conjunction with the welfare 
department some of the difficulties. 
real or imaginary. which faced 
them on discharge. As an insight 
giving instrument the group was a 
failure. There was an almost 
continuous "flight" from the group 
situation to the world outside 
(which happened more often than 
with other groups I have been 
with in prison): this appeared to 
stem from at least four connected 
sets of factors. In the first place 
two men had particular problems 
waiting for them outside and this 
was where their attention was 
constantly focussed. Secondly. 
there was some doubt as to how 
freely they could talk in my 
presence; for example. the seed of 
misgiving was sown early on when 
there had been some discussion of 
rackets operating in one part of 
the prison. this was followed a 
couple of days later by a special 
search of some of the men who 
had taken part in the discussion 
and it was felt this was not a coinci
dence. Thirdly. there was the lack 
of confidence in each other; import
ant here was the fact that a number 
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of the group were worried by their 
own states of mind-there was at 
one time a good deal of talk about 
madness. "nutters" and psychiatric 
treatments outside prison - but 
the fear of appearing foolish and 
losing face inhibited much airing 
of these feelings on a personal level 
within the group. Fourthly. there 
was the widespread desire among 
recidivists to blame other people 
for the cause of their failure and 
the after-care services are at time:; 
a sitting target for this kind of 
projection. 

At the after-care offices the first 
man turned up on an evening in 
July. the day of his release. and he 
was drunk. Over the next seven 
weeks this man and three others 
made sporadic appearances. The 
high spot was one evening when 
all four were present together. one 
man bringing a workmate of his 
with no previous prison experience. 
This was the only occasion when 
we functioned as a group in trying 
to help a member. He was out of a 
job with no immediate prospects 
and what could he do? After some 
discussion of possible courses of 
action another member said he 
might be able to get him a job 
at his own place of work. After 
further discussion it was agreed 
that he would take him down the 
road after the group and show him 
the factory; then see the foreman 
first thing in the morning. If there 
was a suitable vacancy then the 
foreman would take him on. This 
all took place as arranged; the 
foreman agreed to take him and 
the man returned to the probation 

offices in the morning with a note 
from the employer with a view to 
getting working clothes from the 
N.A.B. But something happene~d 
he did not take the job. and dl 
not appear again. The most 
valuable part of this episode 
eventually was to the man who had 
suggested the idea and done !he 

work. He came along the followiOg 
week complaining bitterly of !he 

other man's behaviour and feehng 
naturally well and truly let dO~f' 
In this situation it was posslb e 
to put back to him that these were 
exactly the sort of feelings often 
experienced by those trying t.o 
help delinquents; and to relate .thlS 
to one of his anxieties in pr~so~ 
which was how did one cllm t 
over the fence from the delinquend 
to the non-delinquent side an 
begin to be accepted by "them". 

Dy the end of August. however. 
this group had disintegrated and 
by the end of the year only this ond 
man out of four had not returne 

to prison. t 
The major impression I am ~cf 

with from these groups in relatL?~ 
to after-care is the massive denla

y on the part of the inmates for a? h 
help other than material - "wltd 
a job and digs I'll be O.K."-an 
the consequent amount of blame 
heaped upon officialdom when 
things go wrong; whereas. as h~S 
been frequently pointed out. it is.l~ 
the realm of human relationshIP 
that the most help is often requiredr 
Secondly. the potential value 0, 
seeing men outside prison appear~ 
to be demonstrated both in terJ1l e 
of relating prison experienC 
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?irectIy to rehabilitation and also 

P
in .terms of getting feedback about 

fIS.on experiences in a safer 
envIronment; the details of 
~acketeering. for instance as an 
Inhibiting influence on th~ group 
~~IY b~came readily available out-
I e pnson. In this kind of way it 
~~n be seen that for some recidi-

18ts rehabilitation can be a 
co t' n muous learning process 
stret h' ' c 109 sometimes over a 
~umber of sentences but involving 

e same people. 
" <?ne of the implications of this 
t'coJcct seems to be that much 
~rthodox voluntary after-care work 
Or a short sentence recidivist is as 

irrelevant to his problems as are 
the few months he spends in prison. 
Neither is meaningfully related to 
the other and both must be 
equally frustrating to the services 
involved. These remarks are of 
course based on a small number 
of recidivists in a local prison 
where conditions are minimal for 
any attempt at positive training. 
The paradox remains that for a 
number of its inmates the local 
prison is ideally situated to maxi
mize the integration of training and 
after-care. prison and probation 
services. Conditions inside make 
it difficult as yet to capitalize on the 
geographical advantage. 

-------,-----------~~-----------------
NEW AMERICAN BOOKS 

kn~~teen distin~uished authorities under the editorship of two internationally 
Uni n Social sClentists have produced Problems of Youth, described as " ... a 
treai~e crhoss-disciplinary approach, by specialists at the very frontiers of research, 
ing \V~~I~ ,~ vital problems of youth during the crucial adolescent years in a chang-

leJ~is b~ok describes and analyses, from many fruitful points of view, the prob. 
~nd nOflouth that arc currently the objecu of remedial action on both community 
COnte a lonal levels. It explores the many causes of adolescent happiness and dis
Chan ryt, behaviour and misbehaviour, aspirations and aversions, in the rapidly 
ntue~Jn{!. patterns of contemporary class, institutional and cultural settings. It gives 
IIdolcs usefUl information to those professionally concerned with delinquency and 
r\!SUlts~ent problems-and it gives small comfort to those who hope for quick 

n.e~~"Death Penalty in America, an Anthology edited by Hugo Adam Bedau, 
Prcsent!Jllege, sets out to be a standald reference for current debate and discussion. 
tog~th mg I!- wide variety of legal, social, moral and religious views on the problem 
Writin er With the latest research. well-organised in one volume. including the 
l'horsfs. ors su~h distinguished authorities as John Bartlow Martin. Sidney Hook, 

SCldem • ellin, Jacques Barzun, J. Edgar Hoover, and many others. 
to the fm has the issue of capital punishment been argued with adequate references 
Rcntly acts involved. To make a sensible decision or to debate the matter intelli. 
I>r eVe' you need answers to questions, such as: Is capital punishment necessary. 
tics, a ndushcful today'f Does it effectively deter criminal action? What are the statis. 

\Vh n ?w are they to be interpreted? 
Pieturat cnmes today are punishable by death? Does racial prejudice enter the 
~\ving~?wHow does the public view the death penalty, and how does public opinion 
ticians rat is the thmking ofJ·udges. lawyers, prison wardens, ministers. polio 

l'h" \Vn.ters? or the men on .. eath row"? 
e Aldme Co. of Chicago are the publishers. 
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