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INTRODUCTION

The goal of this report is to evaluaﬁe the cu:rent.proceés
for collecting information about inmates committed to Mass. Correctional
Institutions. The procedures for collecting data which are followed
ﬁodgy have evcolved over the past few decadés with no major changes. It
was felt that this would be.an esFeéially éppropriate time to assess
this information.Qathering_process inasmuch as the legislature has
passed a law requiring the Department.of_Correctio;_to_establish a
Ireceptionfclassificatioh unit. S8ince & majox fun&tion of this new
unit will be_to collect information on.incoming inmates a systematic
analysis of current procedures secmed to be called for at this time.
'“Byﬁundertéking“this-gtudy~pricr“to~the'canstruction of this new facility
“ik is hoped that the most meaningful system of déta.collection_could
be developed by the time the.dOOrs of the reception»classificatiqn

wnit are opened. -

METHOD .

It was felt that the best way to evaluate these data collect-
ing proceﬁﬁres.was-to go to thoselpeoyié'who are most involved in'this
process and ask them theix opinion of it. BAs a preliminary step, all
the kinds of information now being gathered were summarized according
to four metheds of co;lectionm—the initial interview, correspondence
(i.e. letters of verification},.field:contacts; aﬁd'clinical diagnoses
iand teétsn.?This summary provided a-frame'of reference for the respon-

iznts. An open-ended interview was administered to each'respgndent.
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- The interview schedule was designed in an unstructurgd manner so that
spontangous opinicns could be elicited.

'The sample cbnsisted of nineteen individuals who were vety
Vmuch involved_in the collection‘and use of information. These included
~the directors of treatment and head social workers at the three major
' male institutions as well as severél correctional social workers at
MCI-Concord and MCI-Walpole, the two ;eceiviﬁg institutions. A;sé,

relevant personnel at the central office and at DLM were interviewed.
FINDINGS

4Perhaps‘the~mostﬁgeneral-finding that emerged from the study

Wés the feeling that some kind of change wouid be desirable and, indeed,
_necessafjar The area which the majority of respondents spotlighted as
most in need_éf change involved.the issués of duplication of effort aﬁd
‘the overriding emphasis on the collection of specific details. These
two crucial issues were at the heaft of several oﬁher problems which
- will be hiéhlighted in the course of this analysis.

| I"As an illustration of duplication of effort, an example may
be cited from the interview of one of the correctional social worﬁers.
At the time he was being interxviewed this respondent happened to have -
an.inmate’s folder on his desk; Going through it he found three
'sePa:ate reports.on the inmate,'ea&h of-wﬁich included the same letters
of verificaﬁion which ﬁad been sent to séveral-sourceén One of‘these
was a case histoxry which was done“by;Erobation peréonnel whilaé he was .

awaiting his. superior court trial. The second was a report compiled
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.at MCi»Erid§eQater while he was there for'observ‘ation° The third was
the usuai investication carried out 4t the ingtitution. The overlap_
~and repetition of informaﬁion found in these three reports serves as
cogent exzample of dﬁplicateduni,eq wasted-~effoxrt.

Also in this context, a head social worker pointed out that,
 "Somebody else has usually done most of the work belng done by correc—
tiohal social_workers." ‘Re emphasized the case history of the Board of
Probation as one-soﬁrce of information that is routinely duplicated.by_"
the institutional social workers under the present system.

As for the cuestion of dekails, there was a consensus of
.opinion that there were just too many minute facts being coilected that
were ravely, if ever, used in the ovo;ail programming of an inmate.
-Zome of the areas of.detailed information that were most often criticizec
by respondents were; the accumglation and verification of the exaét cdate:
:and'specific names of all échools sttended and all places of enployment,

. and the collection of names, maiden names, 2ges. residences and other

Ffaets concerning comparatively unimportant relatives-~i.e. those

relatlves who have little or no contact with the 1nmate.

Thls crmtlcal combination of duplicated effort and the
collection of a mass of details has s éxlous 1mp11cat19ns for role of
'the COKILCthHaL soc1al worker. Firat of all, he tends to get SO
bogg ed down in pap erwork +hat %é has little time for genulne social

work. For exampele, the initial interview becomes a fact gatg&rlng

exercise rather than an opportunity te orient the inmate to the
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“institution, ﬁo deal with his an#ieties.ofubeing sent. to ?rison,-and,_mm
in general, to establish thé kina of rapport essential to meanihgful
social work. | |

This necéssary prepccu@aﬁion with paperwork tends to preclude.
the poésibiiity of the social worker meeting with tﬁe inmate at regulaxr
iﬁtervais after the initial interview. Aisb, the worker has no time to
make field contacts or work with the family of the inmate. |

It should be stresseé £hét the‘ébcial worﬁéts ﬁhéﬁéélves are
generally guite dissatisfied with their clerical chores which must be
done at_the expensg_of what théy consider meaningful social wo%k,__One
respondent who hés been a correcticnal officer for fourteen years priox

 to_becoming a sccial worker regﬂﬁxﬁ that he had done more social work
as an officer théﬁ he is able to do now. This same man statéd that he
envied the chaplain because he was in.a positién wheré he.coﬁ;ﬁ avoid
clerical work and engage in counselling. One social worker indicated
that he felt that the major reason for the high rate of turnover of
correctional social workers at the institution whére he worked was the
fact that there was ieally no tiﬁe to do what they were.hired tO Ao

social work.

Another prcoblematic issue related to the combination of
“duplication and detail is the chronic condition of “fat folders". One

~ head social worker felt that the foldexs include "z lot of valueless

information® and he emphasized that in his opinion, "we have gone bevond

the boundS‘éf what is good, pertinent material”. In commenting on the




inclusion in the folders of a large amount of what he felt was insig-

- .

nificant materiai--often in duplicate or tripiliecate copies--one soc1al

workgr remarked that "every litter bit hurts®.

One result of the “"fat folder" phenomencn is that it becomes
difficult te find a.sPecific it of information amidst the mass of'paper,
.ihis tends to be a particulax problem with the folders at the central
office. At the institutiohs, there has been developed some plan foxr
organizing the disjointed array of facts. However, the interviews of
the preszent study indicate tha£ the ways of organizing the material
differ from institution to institution. Thus, when én inmate is trans-
ferred, the social worker must spend a great deal of time re-ordering

the infor matlon in the foidex according to the plan of his institution.

i‘l.‘

ror example, a scocial worker at Concord reported_that it took him about
one and a half days to re-arrange the folders that come from Walpole.
In general, it was the social workers at Concord who were most critical

on this point.

Recommendations of Rééﬁondents.' Many respohdents offere&.
recommendations for coping with the problems created by the duplication
of ﬁifo;L and the emphasis on details, One bf th%%:recommendaticns wés'
+hét there should be a more 1ntolllgenc use of information that has
already been'collected-by_other agencies., Special stress was placed
on'ﬁhe use of the Erobation ﬁéport of the currenﬁ_offense since this
.ééﬁtﬁins mucl of the factual datn that.are. cllected (again} in the

initial interview. Related to this recommendation was the feeling




that there should-be more channels df communication betweeh'Corrécticn
and Probatior so that, in general, there might be a more coordinated

~ffort in the area of azta collaction. Some respondents also indicated
+hat this seme kind of coordination between Correction and Parole wou¢d
also be cuite useful in the information gatheriﬁg enterprise.

Ancther idea that was proposed by some respondents was to
substitute a self-administered questionnaire for the initial intexview
as it now exists. This would allbw the social worker to focus on
‘orienting the imnmate to Ehe prison ahd oﬁ dealing with what the'ipmah
felt were salienﬁ issues in the initial interview. .Also, the social
worker could clear up any ambiguities in the information derived from
the questiénnaire and follow up on any striking information. This
'éuggestion represents é step in the direction of genuine social wgrk
for the correctional social workers.

.Relateé to tdié suggestion, one respondent at the éentral
office felt that a traininé progran for social workers~-along the iines
of that fox c&zrec*ionél ofﬁicergmmshouid be established. The point
_waé_that if the social workers did become Ffreer to do more.of what is_
‘considered real social_work, then it would seem to be a good_idea to
properliy train theﬁ for it.

Another area touched on by maﬁy respondentsswas the issue of
Ve;ificatiom.- Several felt that the blanket verification of all infor-

mation that could be chacked is not nocessary. Some contended that a

' more selective system of ver ification would suifice., Technicues of

1

random and spoct verification were suggested as possibilities.
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The notién-of instituting a éréater dagree of uniformity
among recoxd keeping procedures'at all institutions was emphasized by
nany social workers--especially those at Concord. This wﬁuld eliminate
the aforementioned arduous task of éutting_a record into the paxticﬁlar

order of a given institution when an inmate is transferred. Accordingly,

- it would tend to cut down considerably on the clerical chores of the

social WOrkers, .Further,.it would alleviate the undercurﬁent.pf
antagonism among 1nét1uutlons that results. from +this issue.
Another area discussed by many responaents was that of
summaries, There were two distinct po;nts of view w;th respect to
summaries among those interviewedc Some felt that a greatev effort

should be made to “incorporate summazies into the records. The primary

reason fd£m§£¢lﬁding'96ﬁmaries was the coﬁtentionwthatwﬁhesewtenﬁfto
be the only th;qgs in the folder that are read as a matter of course.
On the other hand, other respondeﬁts could not justify including
summaries in the folders. Their point wus that if the recqrds were
in proper Qfder and certain details could bhe eliminated, then the

existence of summaries becomes superfluous. T+ seems to the researchers

. that this difference of oplnlon deserves further dlscu551on=

. Other recommendahlons from respondents 1rcluded the insistenc

| _by_some that more clerical help is needed to cope w1th all the papexr-

work. At Norfolk the suggestion was mada that other 1nst1tuu10ns

might profit by -adopting its two-folder system for the storing of

_informatioﬁgr One folder includes all the source data, while the other




consists of the institution‘s running record of an inmate's behavior.
Fihally, one of the DIM workers sucggested that all the specific
educational information that is now being collected might well be
replaced by an achievement test that would give a good indication of

an inmate's current capabilities.

Conclusion

In the course of this report numerous issues have been raised
and discussed. In conclusion, the #eséarchers would like to raisé one
more issue which is felt to be much more basic than all.of thoée already
discussed. ~This-issue-involve5 the guestion of the superfluous nature
of the entire enterprise of data collection--at least in terms of the
general programning of ihmates, In the analysis of the interviews there
was éome indicaticn.that the needs of the institution ﬁgnd to preempt |
any_&ecision that might be made concerning an inmate based on the
_informaticn that is so assiduously collected about him. One gets the
im?xession that this vast reservolir of data +ends to lie fallow in thg
files and that there is a real guestion as to.hOW'much it is actually
K .qsed.for the classification or cverall-pianning for an inmaﬁea

Some concrete examples to support this impresSion should be,
presenteé from the interviews Whlch represent the data for this report.
One ;llustraflon comes from the lnteerew of a correctlonal spcial
worker at Walpole,. In discussing the classification.of inmates he
'sta ed than “everythlng depends on how far behlna we are in number

p;ates"e hnother example that points to the supemf*uonsnesg of the




"dé{a collection process in the context of the general ﬁrogramming of
inmatés cones Lrom 5ne of the head social werkers. He said that_“a man
s ofter on the strest befare_the evaluation of ali the information 1is
completed”. Finally, one of the DI workers said that in his.experience:
wproublemakers get the best jobs to keep pedce in tﬁe institution”.

| In many ways this issue of superfluousness is the most

critical issue with respect to the whole mattex of data collection.

The findings of this exploratory study indicate that this area merits
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ssion in subsecuent meetings and the attention of future research.




