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The Basics

Sizing Up the Situation

The Basics

Sizing Up the Situation

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) List, and briefly describe, the four “sizing up” skills.

• position

• posture

• observe

• listen

2) List at least four things that a staff member might look for if he/she toured the work

area prior to going on a shift:

• changes in routine

• groupings of inmates

• noise levels

• changes in inmates’ physical appearance

The Basics

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 3-4.

2) Observe class and answer questions.

In teaching this segment of the program, an instructor should be aware of the

situations that have occurred at the trainees’ institutions which illustrate breakdowns

in communication between staff and inmates, staff and staff, etc. Use these to add

credibility/ validity to the training program. Among typical questions that one can

expect are:

Isn’t it possible to come across as “phony” if I concentrate on the skills?

It probably is, unless the individual practices the skills until they become natural to

him/her.

What’s wrong with just being myself?

Nothing—so long as you make sure you cover the sizing up skills adequately.

Do you always use the sizing up skills?

You should try to, but common sense should prevail. If it is obvious that what would

normally be a good position makes the individual you are talking to uncomfortable,

shift position.

3) Instruct participants to complete the exercise on pages 4-5.

Class Discussion

1) Have class discuss the exercise on pages 4-5.

2) Why do you think that sizing up the situation is important?

• to know what’s going on

• to be able to spot trouble before it starts

3) If you were to walk the area of your responsibility prior to going on duty, what would

you be looking for?

• changes in routines

• noise level

• grouping of inmates

• physical changes

4) Which of the basic skills do you think would be most helpful for you to get that

information?

• observing

• listening

Positioning

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) List the two major elements of positioning.

• keeping a safe distance

• being able to see and hear groups and individuals

2) List the three major parts of positioning and be able to briefly describe each.

• distancing

• facing the inmate

• looking directly

3) Explain why it is important to be “unpredictable” in positioning oneself.

It is always important to change the order of doing things, especially when

supervising a large area or when you cannot always remain in one position, so that

your behavior cannot be easily predicted.

4) List, and briefly describe, at least two duty stations with the appropriate location for

positioning oneself identified for each duty station.

5) List two situations when direct eye contact with an inmate is appropriate and two

situations when such contact is not appropriate.

Explanation

Positioning means putting yourself in the best possible position to see and hear

individuals and groups. You should distance yourself (i.e., place yourself far enough

away to be safe) while still remaining close enough to see and hear what is going on.

Obviously, there is no absolute rule regarding how far or how close you position

yourself—as an experienced staff member, use your experience, knowledge of the

situation and/or individuals involved, and common sense to pick an appropriate distance.

Class Discussion

1) Ask one participant to take a position to supervise a group of inmates.

2) Lead discussion about the officer’s positioning skills.

Distancing. Should be adequate to allow for both safety and seeing/hearing a particular

situation.

Facing the inmate. Positioned for the most effective line of vision; i.e., so that officer

can observe everything he/she wants and needs to.

Looking directly. In order to really understand what is happening, officer needs to look

directly at a situation. In addition, such direct observation—eye-to-eye with inmates for

example—gives a very positive psychological message: “I am not afraid; I am going to

find out what’s going. on,” etc. Looking directly allows for closer observation; closer

observation provides clues to use in analyzing situations (the inmate’s facial expression,

for example).

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 5-6.

2) Observe class and be available for questions. Questions you can anticipate might

include:

Are there certain cultural traits that affect eye contact?

Yes, it is important to know something about the various groups that you come in

contact with—for example, native Hawaiians and some other cultural groups consider

close eye contact to be very inappropriate behavior.

If an inmate is upset, emotional, has a dull, vacant stare, etc., what do you do about

eye contact?

Use your common sense; if trying to establish eye contact further upsets an

individual, don’t worry about eye contact until the situation has gotten less tense.

Remember, it is not a staring contest—it is an attempt to establish your presence with

the other individual. Establishing that presence may not take a great deal of time.

(Prior to training, it is a good idea to identify specific areas in the local institution

where positioning and observing are difficult. Such areas can be addressed in class,

along with techniques for overcoming the positioning problems they present.)

3) Instruct participants to complete the exercise on page 7.

Class Discussion

1) Have class discuss the exercise on page 7.

2) You probably have duty stations other than housing units. Think of some of these

other stations. Describe where you would position yourself to size up the situation.

• recreation area

• back against a wall where you can see as much as possible

List two situations in which you think it would be a good idea to look an inmate directly

in the eye.

• when you want inmate to know that you mean business

• when you want to know what is going on

List two situations in which you think it would not be a good idea to look an inmate

directly in the eye.

Explanation

We can sometimes set up a self-fulfilling prophecy by looking an inmate directly in the

eye. We say to ourselves, “I’ll bet this guy is about to blow up,” and we look into his

eyes, noticing that it seems to produce a lot of hostility. If we keep looking, he does blow

up—and we have proven ourselves right. (Being right—in this case—can also be

painful.)

Watching too much is as phony and unproductive as never looking at the individual; the

key is to balance your eye contact so that you and the other party are both comfortable

with it.

In some cases, another individual will not want any eye contact. Don’t force it—try, from

time to time, to establish such contact. When the individual is comfortable with you, he

will be comfortable with allowing eye contact to take hold. Give some time for a level of

comfort to develop before you get extremely concerned about eye contact.

Posturing

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) Define the term “posturing.”

• holding your body in such a way that shows strength, confidence, interest, and

control

2) List the three components of good posturing.

• standing erect

• eliminating distracting behaviors

• inclining slightly forward

3) List at least three distracting behaviors that he/she has observed other staff exhibit

and three distracting behaviors that he/she personally exhibits upon occasion.

4) Identify why good posturing is important in interpersonal communication.

• If you appear strong and confident through the way you carry yourself, inmates

will be more likely to react to you as if you were strong and confident.

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 7-8.

2) Instruct them to complete the exercise on page 9.

Class Discussion

1) Have class discuss the exercise on page 9.

2) List some distracting behaviors that other staff sometime display.

• leaning against ledge, wall, etc.

• too rigid

• exaggerated shifting

• eye contact

3) What are some distracting behaviors that you sometimes display?

4) Write trainee responses on board and see if others agree that they are distracting. Add

behaviors that you exhibit as well.

Observing

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) List the four primary components of observing.

• looking at behavior, appearance, and environment

• drawing inferences

• deciding normal/abnormal

• deciding trouble/no trouble

2) List the three thing considered during the first part of observing.

• behavior

• appearance

• environment

3) List at least four “clues” that can be used to develop inferences.

• inmate feelings

• inmate relationships

• inmate energy levels

• inmate values

4) Select the appropriate term which describes an inmate or person whose behavior is

clearly spelled out in instructional examples.

5) List the three categories or relationships and feelings.

• positive

• negative

• neutral

6) List at least two examples of negative relationships and two examples of positive

relationships by describing specific behaviors that might be observed.

7) Describe the major characteristics of low, moderate, and high energy levels.

Low: an appearance and actions indicating defeat, slow movements, head hangs

down, every movement seems to require great effort

Moderate: active involvement in most activities

High: participates in all that is required, also makes use of physical equipment and

participates in voluntary activities (High energy inmates require constructive

involvement in positive activities.)

8) List two behaviors exhibited by a high energy level inmate and two behaviors

exhibited by a low energy level inmate.

9) List three things in relation to environment that might reflect inmate values.

10) List the three types of visual cues that are used in making inferences. Visual cues

related to:

• behavior

• appearances

• environment

11) Define how to best insure that inferences are accurate:

• Inferences stand the best chance of being accurate if they are based on detailed

and concrete observations, rather than vague, general ones.

12) Define how to evaluate/determine whether things are normal or abnormal for a given

inmate at a given time:

• Compare present observations of the inmate with any past ones/or with any

comments which other officers may have made about the inmate. Determine if

current behavior is normal for that particular inmate.

13) Define how to evaluate/determine whether a situation indicates there will be trouble

or not:

• This decision should be based both on observations and the officer’s knowledge

of the correctional environment in general.

Explanation

Not all communication is verbal; in fact, a considerable amount of the information we

react to during the course of a day is nonverbal. For example, when an inmate fails to

carry out a job assignment, that is a fairly strong statement. Why he failed to carry it out

is subject to interpretation and analysis. The purpose of this session is to give trainees

some observation techniques that will help them develop a good base for conducting such

an analysis.

1) We look carefully for non-verbal cues, such as lack of performance, body language, facial

expressions, changes in normal or expected behaviors, etc. (The inmate acted angry

throughout his job assignment.)

2) Based on a collection of information, coupled with our past experience and common sense,

we make an inference as to what the inmate is communicating and what is likely to happen as

a result. (The inmate has normally been a good worker, but he recently got a “Dear John”

letter from his wife.)

3) In considering the information we make an assumption, again based on prior experience, that

a situation is either normal or abnormal and that we can expect either trouble or no trouble in

carrying out our duties. (The inmate’s world is suddenly different; he may feel insecure or

that he has no control over his live. He’s going to need assistance to handle his wife’s

actions.)

Making inferences is not a skill that can be directly taught; what can be taught is the value of

observing—and of basing any inferences that are made on as much factual materials as possible.

This is especially critical in a correctional setting since many inmates are not known for their

honesty in communicating desires, intentions, or information.

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read page 9.

2) Observe class and be available for questions.

3) Instruct them to complete the exercises on pages 10, 11, 12, and 13.

Class Discussion

Have the class discuss the exercises.

1) Exercise 1 (from page 10):

What feeling word would you apply to the following examples?

a) An inmate is sitting on her bed, head hanging down, slowly rocking back and forth.

• Negative feeling words: “depressed,” “blue,” “withdrawn”

b) An inmate is looking at the GED certificate that he just received in the mail. He is

smiling and motioning for other inmates to come and see the certificate.

• Positive feeling words: “proud,” “elated,” “happy.”

2) Exercise 2 (from page 10):

a) List two behaviors and/or appearances that would tell you that two inmates have a

negative relationship.

• Name calling

• Refusing to make eye contact

b) What might result from these behaviors and/or appearances?

c) List two behaviors and/or appearances that would tell you that two inmates have a

positive relationship:

• engage in activities together

• laugh and joke a lot with each other

3) Exercise 3 (from pages 11-12):

a) List two behaviors that show a high energy level:

• participation in activities

• good posture

b) List two behaviors that show a low energy level:

• sleeping

• no activity

c) List two circumstances that might cause inmate energy levels to change:

• visits

• holidays

4) Exercise 4 (from page 12):

a) List three things (in relation to environment) that might reflect inmate values:

• hygiene/personal appearance

• who he interacts with

• what activities he is involved in (recreation, reading, etc.)

5) Exercise 5 (from page 13):

A new, young inmate is sitting alone at a table in the dayroom. Several older, longer-term

inmates sit down and start talking with the new inmate. He looks down, and after a few

minutes, gets up, goes into his cell, and returns with several commissary items. Leaving the commissary on the table, the young inmate goes to his cell and shuts the door.

a) Write down the feelings of the young inmate, his relationship to the group, and his energy

level. Cite reasons for your inferences. (The reasons should be descriptions of the

appearances and behaviors demonstrated.)

Feeling: ________________________________________________________________

(angry, scared, happy, sad)

Reason: ________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________Relationship: ____________________________________________________________

(positive, negative, neutral)

Reason: ________________________________________________________________

Energy level: ____________________________________________________________

(high, moderate, low)

Reason: ________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________
Listening

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) List the four steps in listening.

• suspend judgment

• pick out key words

• identify intensity

• reflect on mood

2) Verbally, or in writing, explain how the other basic skills support good listening

techniques.

• A good position will help an individual hear better; proper posturing gives

appropriate signals to the inmate and will encourage him to speak; observing his

behavior while speaking may give some cues as to the validity of what he’s

saying.

3) List at least ten words or phrases that would be key words in a correctional

environment.

• snitch • hostage • thug • kill

• get out of here • gang • depressed • shank

• coke • you’ll pay • escape • grass

4) List the three degrees of intensity and the three degrees of mood.

• intensity: high, moderate, low

• mood: positive, negative, neutral

5) List three things that may be used to determine intensity.

• volume

• emotion

• voice pitch

Listening

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 15-16.

2) Observe and be available for questions.

Possible questions:

• I frequently have seen (or heard of) mental health staff who never say anything

when talking to somebody except “uh huh,” or something similar. Is that a good

approach?

• It is a good idea to allow the person talking enough freedom and time to say what

he wants (and needs) to say. At some point, there is absolutely nothing wrong

with asking questions, trying to get additional information, etc. Don’t jump right

in, however, and begin making suggestions or remarks that might be considered

“turn offs” like “That will never work,” “That’s a stupid way to feel,” etc.

• Reinforce the idea that to listen correctly, you have to concentrate on what’s being

said. In some cases—especially if a problem is really complex—you may have to

ask the inmate to come back at a time when you can give him the concentration he

deserves. If, for example, you are supervising a particularly sensitive area, you

may not be able to immediately focus all of your attention on a particular inmate.

Let common sense and your own experience be your guide.

3) Instruct participants to complete the exercise on page 16.

Class Discussion

Discuss the exercise with the class.

• List some words or phrases that signal danger or trouble in your own particular

environment.

Summary of the Basics

Learning Objectives

There are no specific objectives for this session. As a part of your review, however, make

sure you have covered all of the objectives spelled out for sessions 1 through 6. In order

to measure your progress and effectiveness up to this point in the program, you may want

to pull some questions directly from the objectives and ask the class to respond to them.

Individual Exercise

1) Have participants read page 17 in the Participant Manual.

2) Answer any questions.

3) Tell participants that they’re now going to go beyond the basics to the add-ons.

These skills add on to what they already know. Just sizing up is not sufficient. They must

also talk to and with inmates.

The Add-Ons

Communicating with Inmates

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) Identify the two add-on skills and define their primary use in interpersonal

communication.

• Responding to inmates

• Asking questions

2) List at least two qualities/skills displayed by staff members who are good

communicators.

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 18-19 in the Participant Manual.

2) Tell participants to complete the exercise on page 19.

Class Discussion

1) Have class discuss the exercise.

2) We have all met officers who are better at communicating with inmates than other

officers. What qualities or skills did these good communicators have that made them

effective? List two.

• Good listener

• Genuine concern

• Not over-reacting

• Posture

• Asks questions

• Relaxed

Responding to Inmates

Identifying Content

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) Define the term “identifying content.”

• Identifying content is the skill of seeing and hearing what is really happening and

the ability to mirror that understanding back to the inmate.

2) List the two steps in identifying content.

• Think about the content

• Reflect back

3) List two ways in which an employee might verbally respond to content.

• “You’re saying…”

• “You look (or it looks)…”

4) List at least two situations in which an officer might respond to content in order to get

more information.

Responding to Inmates: Identifying Content

Individual Exercise

1) Have participants read pages 20-22 of the Participant Manual.

2) Have participants complete the exercise on page 21.

Class Discussion

1) Have class discuss the exercise.

2) List two examples of situations in which you might respond to content in order to get

more information.

Responding to Inmates

Identifying Feeling

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) List the two steps in identifying feeling.

• Think about the feeling

• Reflect back

2) Define “identifying feeling.”

• Identifying feeling is the ability to capture in words the specific feeling

experience being presented by an inmate.

3) List five basic feeling words.

• Happy

• Angry

• Confused

• Sad

• Scared

4) List the three levels of intensity for feeling, and give an example of each.

• high intensity—boiling mad (anger)

• medium intensity—frustrated (confusion)

• low intensity—up-tight (scared)

5) List two situations where it would be useful to defuse negative feelings by making an

appropriate response.

Responding to Inmates: Identifying Feeling

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 22-23 in Participant Manual.

2) Tell participants to complete exercises on page 23.

Class Discussion

1) Have class discuss the exercise on page 23.

2) List two situations where it would be important and useful to defuse negative feelings:

• Threat of physical harm

• Really depressed person

3) Have the class discuss the exercise on page 24.

• Take each of the five basic feeling words (happy, angry, confused, sad and

scared), and write a high, medium and low intensity word for each.

Responding to Inmates

Identifying Meaning

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) Define the term “identifying meaning.”

• Identifying meaning requires you to paraphrase the content of an inmate’s

statement in such a way as to provide a meaningful reason for the inmate’s

feeling.

2) List the two steps in identifying meaning

• Think about meaning

• Reflect back

3) Give at least two examples of effective responses that clearly demonstrate meaning.

4) Define when it is appropriate to refer the inmate to a mental health worker or other

specialist

• When a communication interchange goes deeper than you feel you can manage.

Responding to Inmates: Identifying Meaning

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 24-26.

2) Tell participants to complete the exercise on page 25.

Class Discussion

Have class discuss the exercise.

For example, an inmate has told the officer about gambling in the housing unit. Now, the inmate suspects that the officer has told other inmates how he found out about the gambling. The inmate confronts the officer, his eyes narrowed and his hands trembling.

“You jerk! You promised the other inmates wouldn’t find out who told you! Now they know about me. You really screwed me over!”

Asking Questions

Learning Objectives

At the end of this session, each participant will be able to:

1) List the three techniques used in asking questions.

• Using the 5 W’s and H method

• Thinking about what was said or not said

• Responding to the answer

2) Identify the components of the 5W’s and H method.

• Asking who, what, why, where, when, and how

3) Identify how you use questions effectively to open up conversation with an inmate

rather than shutting off communication.

• You use questions in addition to the basic skills and responding techniques

covered in interpersonal communications training.

4) Define “thinking about what was said or not said”

• Being able to make sense out of the inmate’s answers/responses, and also

recognizing the answers that you are still not getting. Thinking carefully about

what the inmate has said in answering your question.

5) List four questions you can ask yourself when thinking about what was said or not

said.

• How does he look?

• What’s he saying?

• What did he say?

• What didn’t he say?

Asking Questions

Individual Exercise

1) Tell participants to read pages 27-28 in the Participant Manual.

2) Have participants complete the exercises on pages 28-29.

Class Discussion

1) Have class discuss the exercise.

2) For each of the following situations, first make a response and then ask an appropriate

question.

a) You have found an inmate with lots of extra commissary in his cell. You know

he can’t have enough money on his books to purchase all that stuff. When you

inquire about the commissary, the inmate says the following:

“Come on, man, can’t a guy buy some things without being harassed? I used my

money to buy these things. I’ve been saving this stuff for a while. You just

haven’t looked before.”

• Respond: “You feel….because…”

• Question (5W’s and H):

b) “I know I’m stuck on the stuff. I know it’s killing me.”

• Respond: “You feel….because…”

• Question (5W’s and H):

c) “School is really moving. I read my first novel the other day. Really good stuff.

I never knew reading could be exciting.”

• Respond: “You feel….because…”

• Question (5W’s and H):

Summary of the Add-Ons

Learning Objectives

There are no specific objectives for this session. This is a review. Have participants read the “Summary of the Add-Ons” on page 30 in the Participant Manual. Ask questions to ascertain that they understand and can use the skills.
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