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Recreation Programs
Many prisons and jails in the United States provide some kind of recreational
activities, including a range of sports like basketball, football, soccer as well as
pastimes like fresh-air exercise, games, social activities, and television viewing.
Recreational programming is meant to provide inmates with physical, mental,
and emotional outlets to enhance their well-being.

Prison recreation programs offer numerous benefits to inmates and correctional staff alike. Many people
believe that they reduce the likelihood of riots and rule infractions. They also occupy inmates, giving them much
needed mental, physical, and emotional release and reducing the boredom of daily life in prison. Sport can
reduce tension and stress while promoting good health and well-being. It is thought to prevent major diseases
like cancer, cardiovascular diseases, and diabetes. Finally, recreational activities like masonry, carpentry, shop,
and other technical skills may help inmates find employment once they return to the community. Some prisons
provide inmates with a certificate of completion that can be used on the outside for proof of experience in that
area.

HISTORY

Early penitentiaries did not offer leisure activities, since it was believed that prisoners could only be reformed
through constant labor and religious reflection. By the mid-19th century, however, inmates in many institutions
were allowed to assemble after chapel service or to be released into the yard for free time for about one hour of
fresh-air exercise. In 1876, Elmira Reformatory in New York became the first institution to offer a variety of
recreational and leisure programs, including organized sports, social clubs, drama and arts, and many others.
While most inmates elsewhere were limited to using the yard, library, and auditorium, Elmira provided a
blueprint for what could be possible.

It was not until the 1960s that leisure activities became part of mainstream prison life. Even then, the American
Correctional Association took an additional decade to revise its standards to include recreation programs as
part of the therapeutic and rehabilitative ideal. These days, most recreational activity is offered through the
prison's education department.

BENEFITS

For their supporters, prison recreation programs provide constructive ways for inmates to use their spare time
while also endowing them with skills that may help prevent them from reoffending. When inmates are
completely idle, like anyone else, they will become bored. They may also feel frustrated or aggressive, and
become violent toward themselves or others. A number of activities like football, softball, and basketball are
specifically designed to help reduce the stresses of incarceration by providing physical stimulation. Other,
courses, like art, writing, and music, provide more creative outlets.

Recreation promotes mental and emotional stimulation as well as teaching skills through the prison's law
library, painting, arts and crafts, music, or technical activities like masonry, carpentry, horticulture and barbering,
creative writing, and educational classes. Some prisons have music bands that perform for the prisoners or
provide opportunities for incarcerated artists to sell their artwork. They also offer “hobby clubs,” which can
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consist of activities such as yoga, aerobics, cycling, or swimming, or games like checkers and chess to encourage
both physical and mental stimulation. Recreation increases discipline and creativity, increases self-esteem, and
improves positive socialization skills, which all help reduce reoffending.

CONTROVERSY

Some critics argue that prisoners should not be allowed to have access to recreational activities because they are
in prison to be punished. In response to a perception that recreation is “soft” on offenders, the federal system
and some states have either banned weightlifting in prisons or will no longer replace equipment once it falls
apart. Other prison systems do not allow free weights, but still have machines where the weights are not
removable. Several states, such as South Carolina, Arizona, Mississippi, Wisconsin, and Georgia, have “no frills”
prison bills that ban weightlifting. Such legislation also cuts out or limits other activities like cable television,
computers, legal research materials, and many other amenities that inmates use for recreation.

GENDER

Women's correctional facilities usually offer a slightly different range of recreational programs than men's
prisons. Many countries, including Canada, develop women's prison programs differently from those for men.
Aerobics, yoga, cooking contests, sewing, crochet, hair dressing opportunities, theatre, arts, and music are all
common. Women are not as frequently offered weightlifting or carpentry courses. While women's programs and
recreation stress cognitive skills, men's programs tend to be more therapeutic in nature.

CURRENT PRACTICES

It is difficult to generalize about recreation programs in the United States because of the enormous diversity in
state policy. Alaska, for example, has a strong tradition of recreational activities.

Depending on their security level, inmates in Alaska are allowed to have computers, compact disc players,
videocassette recorders, coffeepots, hot plates, and other electrical appliances in the cell. They also receive
instruction in bodybuilding, karate, and judo to prevent violence. In contrast, Louisiana prohibits equipment or
programs like karate, judo, martial arts, free weights, and weight machines.

California has for many years run a vibrant “Artsin-Corrections” program in the state prison system. Currently,
however, due to expenses, this program is in the process of being phased out. Coordinated through the prisons'
education departments, the program has introduced practicing artists, writers, poets, and musicians to the
penal population. Resident artists are based in correctional facilities for varying amounts of time, during which
they run courses, work with inmates to put on plays, or do individual tutoring. New York, Massachusetts, and
Texas all offer some version of an arts program that is based on the California model.

CONCLUSION

Recreation programs have come far from their origins in fresh-air exercise to include a range of activities from
competitive sports, to art, craft, and music, and also yoga and meditation. These days recreation is a vital
aspect in almost all prisons. Advocates for prison recreation argue that recreation is used as a therapeutic
tool, and it may reduce recidivism. The benefits and skills that inmates obtain from exercise, such as time
management, wellness, stress relief, and anger management, will assist them in the community as well.

—Geoffrey Truss

—Wanda T. Hunter
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Whether initiated by the department of corrections as a formal program, or by concerned and dedicated
prisoners who volunteer their time to develop informal activities, sport and leisure programs serve as a release
for prison tensions as well as an incentive for better behavior. Programs allow prisoners to exert pent-up
emotions and energy in nonviolent and productive social interaction, work as a team, or develop and improve
themselves and strive for excellence (what John Irwin has called “gleaning,” or making the most of “doing
time”). This is conducive to maintaining rules and regulations, and reduces behaviors that might make prisoners
dangerous to themselves and others.

Sport and leisure programs sometimes create incentives for participation as well as developing skills. Prisoners
develop pride in winning in sporting events, or in improving themselves in writing, acting, public speaking, or
even winning a game of Bingo. Programs also awaken skills or encourage prisoners to renew their interest in
developing previous skills. This allows for a smoother transition back into society.

Although most correctional systems, such as Illinois, recognize the importance of sport and leisure programs,
they are nonetheless continuously cutting them back because of budget crunches. This robs the prisoners of
incentive programs that aid them through their incarceration as well as ease their transition back to society.

Geoffrey Truss, Dixon Correctional Center, Dixon, Illinois
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