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he fluorescent lights and industrial grey, white, and

black floor tiles and classroom walls are not

designed to bring warmth or calm. The windows,
shuttered and dirty, push out any sense of time or
weather. There are no clocks on the walls, and no one
wears watches or are allowed cellphones. We sit in a
suspended space with only ourselves, the poems we read,
and the writing we complete and share.

There are 10 women today in addition to myself and
my co-facilitator. We sit in a circle in desks that feel meant
for middle school students, not full-grown adults. We fiddle
with our pens and paper. We write first to a simple prompt
based on that week’s reading from Ross Gay’s Catalog of
Unabashed Gratitude: Write about a time you felt loved.
They use this opportunity to jot down memories about
their children, a beloved dog, their grandparents. After five
minutes, we share what we choose from this writing
prompt and check in with how the day is going—where we
are in the present moment.

As we move on to the first large prompt for the day—
write about a time when a mistake turned out to be good—
we give the participants time for this writing, almost
twelve minutes. Some of the women do not lift their heads
for the entire time and write in small, careful script or block
lettering in the notebooks provided by Write Pittsburgh,
the organization that has brought me to the Allegheny
County Jail as a Community Collaborator. Others look up
at the ceiling or at their classmates and sigh. A few
whisper-giggle to one another before turning back to their
writing. Once we begin sharing, I note how quickly they’ve
come together in only three weeks. This group is unstable
due to how the jail is structured. Friday is the only day the
women have access to GED, basic computer, and creative
writing classes like the one I am co-facilitating. Some
women have work duty; they might get stuck at work and
miss class. Other times commissary arrives at the time of
our class, and they need to make a choice: writing or
commissary; if they don’t grab what they need or want
then, they may not have access for another two weeks.

There are three times as many men as women in this
jail, and the men are afforded more opportunities off their
pods (the units where their cells are located): work duty,
two to three days a week of classes in the education center
where I facilitate the creative writing classes, and other
privileges the women never see. The women are relegated
to their pods for six days a week. The only outdoor space
is a courtyard in the center of the facility that allows just
a small smidgen of sky, but no natural landscape, and
rarely are the women allowed out there. While many folks
on the inside are there for five weeks, others might be
inside for up to seven years while they wait for their trial
dates. The jail is a minimum-, medium-, and maximum-
security facility and the only place these women see each
other outside their pods is in the classroom.

Today, the women are all here and they are feeling a
LOT. I am reminded of PEN America’s Director of Prison
and Justice Writing Caits Meissner’s (2022) statement that
“writing can become a lifeline of connection” (p. xix). I
witness the connection as they read and share. One
woman quietly cries as she remembers her mother, who
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died two years ago. They all whisper words of
encouragement, and she swipes at her eyes as she says,
"I shouldn’t be crying. I'm being too emotional.” Another
woman shares about a favorite day at a lake with her
family and then, as another, younger woman is about to
begin, a booming male voice on the public address system
interrupts: “We are going into a full lockdown. Everyone
must return to their pods and cells immediately. No
exceptions.”

I look around the room and am reminded of the
Wednesday men’s group—they said that there had already
been two full lockdowns that week. Lockdowns happen for
a variety of reasons—sometimes it's as simple as too many
correction officers are out sick and they are short-handed
or as complicated as conflicts on one pod mean all pods
are placed on restrictions. I remember how the men’s
group earlier that week also had been emotionally
charged. The joking was a little too loud. The bravado a
little too forced. It took me a beat to recognize that
Valentine’s Day was coming up and they couldn’t see the
people they loved. They might have short phone calls or
video chats, but it's not the same as getting a hug from
your child or having your mom or grandma give you a
squeeze and a piece of your favorite cake.

While I've never heard the voice over the PA system
before, the women know this drill. On this Friday, we are
forty-five minutes into our one-and-a-half-hour weekly
meeting. Some of the women sit back and sigh, others look
around nervously. I look to my co-facilitator, who jumps
in, “until they tell us you have to leave, let’s keep going.”
I shake my head up and down in agreement. We try to get
back into the rhythm. Five minutes pass. One young
woman laughs, "maybe we can stay here all day!” I look
at my co-facilitator and don’t ask but my face says it all:
“Will we have to stay here too?” One student reads the
unasked question on my face and says, “Don’t worry.
They’ll let you go home.” But then another woman says,
“he’s coming,” and they all look down at the floor.

The tall, burly correctional officer on watch at the front
of the education center knocks on the classroom door
before he enters. With one hand on the doorknob and the
other on the door jamb, he looks up and out at the group.
“I'm sorry,” he begins. All the women look up at him. "I
was told you all could stay. But then the captain called
back and said you all need to go back to the pods. I'm
sorry,” he repeats. The women call out to him “We know
it's not you. Don’t worry. We know it’s not you.”

The women pack up and shuffle out of the classroom.
Some say, “see you next week” or “sorry we have to go.”
One woman stays behind. “Please,” she pleads with me,
tears in her eyes. “Please. I need poetry. I need some
hope. I got bad news today, and I need to read poetry by
people who are in my situation.” I don't ask why. I nod my
head and say, "I can take care of this. I'll bring you some
poetry next week.”

Each time I enter the Allegheny County Jail in
Pittsburgh, PA, I surrender my cellphone, my coat, my
scarf, and an umbrella if it's raining. I cannot carry any
bags unless they are clear plastic. I cannot bring liquids or
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certain kinds of pens. I always go through a body
scanner—a few times my body is also wanded—and a
machine examines what I bring as if I am at the airport
going on a trip. The strictures and structure of the jail are
not relegated solely to those on the inside. I recognize
quickly that I too have rules to follow, and I do not deviate
from what is expected since I want to make sure this class
exists for these participants.

The men and women who come to these classes self-
select into them. They need permission once they choose
the class. Their desire to be with me and my co-facilitator
and the other men and women from across the jail means
that they thought about what this class might do for them.
Sometimes they choose a class like a creative writing
workshop to simply try something new; sometimes it is to
get off the pod for an hour or two; and other times it is to
build up their portfolios for the judge—to show that they
are trying to meet the standards of a judicial system that
doesn’t account for their individual situation or needs.

I learn that I need to give up control and to let things
breathe. I need to listen not just to what is spoken, but to
the quiet gesture made as someone speaks or the way that
a student asks shyly what a word means. I can tell the
courage it takes to admit unknowing in a place where you
always must make contingency plans and always seem like
you already know everything that has happened, will
happen, or is happening. The class has a curriculum
focused on Ross Gay’s poetry, but once the student took
the courageous move to ask me for poems, I knew I
wouldn’t bring poems only for her. Instead, I make packets
of poems each week that are meaningful in different ways.
I got in touch with West Virginia University’s Higher
Education in Prison Initiative and they shared writing by
incarcerated women from Essential Voices: A Covid-19
Anthology and Women of Wisdom: Writings by the
Women’s Book Club. Another week, I bring in poems by
Jimmy Santiago Baca. And in other weeks, I bring poems
by Mary Oliver, Lucille Clifton, Diane DiPrima, and Audre
Lorde, just because I know this student likes Oliver and I
love Clifton, DiPrima, and Lorde. I want to give them
women writers—I want to show them that women can be
emotional, funny, and radical. My co-facilitator, a poet,
brings contemporary poems by Natalie Diaz and Terrance
Hayes into the mix. These students now have access to
poems that are sad, angry, sexy, and humorous. We don't
read every poem together, but the packets I make allow
them to take these writers and their poems back to their
pods and read them when they are alone. They can write
to them or simply read them, repeatedly. They have
poems that speak to their situation as women and as
women on the inside. They write poems that emulate what
they read, and one student, after receiving the Women of
Wisdom excerpts, says, "I think I have a book I want to
write about my experience here” and she fills her notebook
with her ideas.

Patience and listening are my central practices in the
jail. Patience for myself and the errors I make along the
way, but also for the time the participants need to arrive,
not just physically, but also emotionally and mentally.
Sometimes, we wait ten or fifteen minutes until they show
up at the classroom entrance, held up by an incorrect
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count, which means they can’t be released until it is
correct. Other times, they are late mentally or emotionally,
not quite ready to trust us or the process. Other times they
arrive immediately and want to see how much I and my
co-facilitator are able or willing to give. I see this with my
first-year undergraduate students as well. They have a
routine in high school, and they want to see how it will
change once they are in college. In the jail, they want to
know if we will be generous or withholding. If we will follow
the rules or bend where we are able. If we mean what we
say or if we are only doing our own kind of time. We have
a curriculum, but the need is greater than the curriculum
outlines. We expand. We are patient. And the students tell
us time and again how important it is for us to be there—
just to show up and listen to them. To connect with them
as human beings. Showing up counts for a lot, but the way
they feel heard, I had not expected the enormity of that
need. I use not only my pedagogical expertise, but my
empathy as a human being to acknowledge we are in a
difficult situation that requires flexibility even as the rules
suggest the need for rigidity.

Valentine’s Day changed how I approach these
classes. Before I had adhered strictly to what was laid out
in the curriculum guidelines. Afterwards, I bend to the
situation, allowing us all to change and grow as the need
demands.
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