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The State of Iowa is redesigning the way it handles convicted offenders in an effort to keep more of them from relapsing into criminal behavior.

“The emphasis we've been charged with has been to go outside the box,” said Dan Fell, director of the Eighth Judicial District Department of Correctional Services. “Don't use the things we've done that we have hard data saying didn't work.”

For years the correctional system has been using a one size fits all method of dealing with people who break the law, but, according to Fell, proven research shows that rehabilitation does not occur solely by locking people up. More customized services are necessary.

Given the choices of spending tax dollars to build more and bigger prisons to warehouse more offenders, or using the money to provide more community-based treatment programs, Iowa's correctional system is moving toward the latter.

Evidence-based practices, which show that offenders are less likely to re-offend when they are given the “right services at the right time and in the right way,” are the new watch words in the Iowa correctional system, Fell said.

The philosophy throws away the cookie-cutter approach. Instead, a “level of service inventory” is used to assess the offender's risk to re-offend and identify specific needs that would give them a better chance for rehabilitation.
	 


“Every offender gets assessed for their needs instead of everyone goes through the drug and alcohol program,” Fell said. “Finally we're listening to the data - treating them like individuals.”

The Level of Service Inventory is administered by probation officers described by Fell as the program's first gate keepers. The Eighth Judicial District's focus is on probation staff training to help assure that the tone and type of treatment fits the offender and the offender's situation.

Probation officers assess offenders for these crime influencing factors:

Attitude-orientation, such as antisocial, manipulative, impulse control problems, etc.

Emotional-personal, which could be a risk-taking, irresponsible or impulsive personality style, etc.

Companions, who may include antisocial or socially responsible friends.

Alcohol and drugs.

Family-marital situation, the close relationships that either support crime or promote social behavior.

In addition to using the results from the assessment, services are matched to the offenders' learning capabilities, level of motivation and their stage of change. For example, teaching relapse prevention techniques to someone who does not want to quit drinking is futile, Fell said.

High-risk offenders, typically meth and violent offenders, are separated from lower risk offenders in treatment groups and classes. To mix them is to possibly adversely influence the lower risk offenders' chances of rehabilitation.

“We don't want to put them into treatment because they will sabotage the others,” Fell said. “High-risk offenders see their probation officers closely and the High Risk Unit goes out to see them. If they test positive, they've re-offended. We scrutinize them closely.”

Typically the middle-risk offenders are provided with treatment services and oversight is provided by probation officers. Low-risk offenders get a hands-off approach, Fell said.

Lee County probation-parole officers include: Dustin Briscoe and Gary Grimsted in Keokuk, and Ann Auge and Linda Lawson in Fort Madison. The officers collaborate closely with the community and with what the community provides for treatment and services, including Alcohol and Drug Dependency Services (ADDS), Workforce Development, Alcoholics Anonymous, other drug and alcohol support groups, and other services and agencies in Keokuk.

“There's no such thing as lock'em up and throw away the key any more,” Fell said. “They can be out on the streets in less than a year, so let's get beyond warehousing. They're coming back to the community so we want to get the best one coming back, someone who says, ‘I did my time. Now I can get a job.'”

Fell used the work Habitat for Humanity has been doing with prisoners as a best case example of community working with the correctional system.

Supervised crews of prisoners from the prison farm work with Habitat project managers and community volunteers to build quality, affordable housing for local families who need a helping hand. Several of the prisoners have been offered construction jobs by local contractors.

“They get self-worth, they are trusted with a skill and they are making a positive impact with the community,” Fell said. “The negatives are replaced with positives. If offenders get a chance to do something positive in the community, they are good residents and employees. You always have an offender who screws up. There's no way around that, but a large portion are truly trying to make their lives better. You meet very few who want to be unhappy.”

Fell was appointed director of the Eighth Judicial District Department of Correctional Services in July 2006. He previously was in charge of the district's High Risk Unit.

The Eighth Judicial District is comprised of Lee, Louisa, Van Buren, Wapello, Des Moines, Henry, Appanoose, Davis, Jefferson, Keokuk, Mahaska, Monroe, Poweshiek and Washington counties.
 
