WRITING INSIDE —

What do you say to the guy
who sidles into writing class
and says, 'Sorry I’m late. T just
got out of my violent offenders
group?'

'No problem. Grab a seat. And a
coffee. Care for a donut with
that?'

I thought I knew what to
expect when I agreed to teach at
Corrections Canada’s Matsqui
Institution in British Columbia. I
knew about prisons; I'd seen The
Shawshank Redemption. High
fences and razor
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He talks with a particular
affection and dedication about
teaching Matsqui students, and I
wanted to see what I was
missing.

What do you do when you
have a class of male prison
students alone for the first
time?

Try to hide shaking knees and
trembling hands. Get them
writing as soon as possible.

My students were a motley
bunch in green shirts and

The men tipped back

bluejeans, some

wire? Big guys with tattoos, a
with tattoos and | their chairs, snapped few with scars,
attitudes? Locks | oym  and  skittered | all with hefty
and bars at every | |uicocracks across the | sentences.
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I did find these
things, and more,
but I could not
have anticipated
the hassle at the
main gate while

T want you to keep
writing  for
minutes,” [ told them.
'‘And I want you to write
about feeding a baby.'

medium -
mazximum
facility; inmates
include lifers,
some inmates on
their way into

three

guards tried to
track down a pass for the twelve
dozen donuts we’d brought for
coffee break. Nor could T have
predicted that once they’d
unearthed the pass, they’d hardly
glance at our ID before waving
us through.

On my first time ‘inside’, I
was one of six instructors
presenting workshops at a one-
day writers” conference. I went at
the suggestion of a writing
teacher who’s been teacher and
mentor to hundreds of writers.

the system,
others on the way out, and all
kinds in between.)

As with any first class, 1 first
distributed and explained Natalie
Goldberg’s Writing Practice
rules. I didn’t bother telling these
guys that all new writers need to
break through barriers of self-
doubt to put their ideas on paper.

The men tipped back their
chairs, snapped gum and
skittered wisecracks across the
room.

T want you to keep writing for
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