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Abstract

Women in prison are among the most marginalized of populations, and the general perception 
of women who have come into contact with the criminal justice system as either mad or bad is 
fairly persistent.  Therapeutic interventions that are in place for this population are designed with 
rehabilitation and re-integration in mind.  In large part, the rationale for this is that these women 
will one day return to the community, and the goal is to ensure that their behaviour is ‘normalized’ 
so they can return as law-abiding citizens.  This exploration critically examines a leisure interven-
tion known as Stride that is brought into a federal prison for women in Canada.  Using data from 
qualitative interviews, the paper employs the women’s voices to consider whether the leisure and 
recreation they experience through the Stride intervention is functioning to normalize behaviour 
and ultimately make good girls out of women who are deemed bad by society. The authors, em-
ploying critical criminology and creative analytical practice, conclude that leisure and recreation 
opportunities do not seek to change or normalize behaviour of the women.  Instead, the activities 
provide a setting for recreation participation that fosters friendships among incarcerated women 
and women in the community. Implications for practice point to the relevance of informal oppor-
tunities for recreation participation and friendship development, which can provide critical support 
to women in their reintegration efforts once released from prison.
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Incarcerated Women and Leisure: 
Making Good Girls Out of Bad?
There is a fairly extensive body of lit-

erature outside leisure studies on women who 
have committed a crime.  Leisure studies 
scholars have, however, paid less attention to 
this population. Exceptions include Stumbo 
and Little’s (1991) examination of programs to 
bring children into contact with their incarcer-
ated mothers. Their work offered insight into 
the importance of maintaining connection be-
tween mothers and their children through rec-
reation. Robertson (2000) has examined the 
significance of leisure education in supporting 
youth who have come into conflict with the 
law.  More recently, Williams (2006) has ad-
dressed what he calls forensic leisure science, 
or the study of “leisure patterns associated with 
crime and offender rehabilitation” (p. 91).  The 
current paper reflects some of the thinking of-
fered by scholars from other fields, particularly 
critical feminist criminologists, who have ad-
dressed the criminalization of incarcerated 
women (Hannah-Moffat, 2001; Pollack, 2000). 
This information will be considered within 
the context of our primary focus, which is on 
whether leisure may be seen as a factor in nor-
malizing behaviours of women who come into 
contact with the law, particularly in terms of 
making good girls out of bad.

Backdrop
One of the authors of this paper engaged 

in a small pilot study of Circles of Support that 
were developed for women coming out of a Ca-
nadian federal prison for women, Grand Val-
ley Institution (GVI), in Southwestern Ontario 
(Pedlar, 2004).  These circles, called Stride 
Circles, were formed while the women were in 
prison and grew out of a recreational evening, 
Stride Night, held once a week.  Stride Night 
invited women from the community to come 
into the prison and engage in informal recre-
ation and leisure evenings with the incarcerated 
women.  In that setting where all parties were 
interested, natural relationships emerged, and 
the Stride Circles coordinator facilitated the 
formalization of an ongoing Circle that would 
support the woman on her release from prison. 
Much of the rationale for the informal get-to-
gether, during which people spent a leisurely 
evening together in recreation, was so that re-
lationships could form and potentially continue 

after a woman left prison.  Unfortunately, after 
suffering severe funding cut-backs and a loss 
of resources during the period in which the pi-
lot study took place, a moratorium was placed 
on the formation and coordination of Stride 
Circles. Stride Night, however, continued to be 
fully operational during this period. 

 The initial findings of the pilot study of 
the Stride Circles suggested that it would be 
important to understand how both the inmates 
and the volunteers1 felt about Stride Night.  
This paper draws from our exchanges with the 
incarcerated women specifically in relation to 
their view of the organization and running of 
Stride Night.  For the purposes of this paper, we 
are using those data to consider whether the ex-
perience of leisure and recreation brought into 
the prison by a community organization may 
serve as a normalizing influence in behaviours 
of incarcerated women.  It has been posited 
elsewhere that leisure, especially in the context 
of therapeutic recreation practice and research, 
can be used as a social control mechanism (c.f., 
Hutchinson & Samdahl, 2000; Sylvester, 1987; 
Wiersma, 2006). In other words, we are asking 
the question whether Stride Night is making 
good girls out of bad girls through leisure and 
recreation?  To help answer this question, we 
shall bring to this discussion the voices of in-
carcerated women as they spoke with us as part 
of our research inquiry into the Stride Night 
experience for federally sentenced women 
(FSW).  

Utilizing an approach informed by critical 
theory and creative analytical practice (CAP), 
we have constructed the paper as though it 
were a dialogue between the women and the re-
searchers that focused on addressing questions 
concerning the making of good girls out of bad.  
CAP is premised on the notion that lived expe-
riences are complex to understand and difficult 
to represent (Schwandt, 2001). This approach 
enables researchers to present the personal and 
social meanings of experiences rather than 
merely their simplified generalizations (Parry 
& Johnson, 2007). The use of CAP can offer 
critical reflexivity and evoke new questions 
about the self and subject (Richardson, 1999). 
Proponents of CAP believe that qualitative in-
quiry should be undertaken for political, strate-
gic and critical purposes (Denzin, 2000).

The questions that frame the following di-
alogue were not asked of the women, but in an-
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swering our evaluative questions on the Stride 
Night activities and experience, the women 
provided information that enables consider-
ation of leisure as an influence in behavioural 
change among incarcerated women. Thus, the 
use of critical theory and CAP enabled us to 
search for the political or ideological agendas 
hidden in our writing (Richardson, 2000).

Mental Illness and Incarceration
Incarcerated women face extraordinary 

stigma which continues upon release from 
prison (Faith, 1993; Maidment, 2006). Tied to 
this stigma is the public perception that women 
who have come into contact with the law to the 
extent that they are serving time in prison, have 
to be either mad or more likely, they are simply 
bad (Faith, 1993; Young, 1994).  It is unwom-
anly to offend (Maidment, 2002, 2006), and 
those who commit an offense do so not simply 
against an individual, but unlawful behaviour 
offends all of society (Foucault, 1975).  Incar-
ceration is part of making retribution to society 
for that offense.  

While heralded as a humane mark of a 
more civil society respecting human rights, the 
deinstitutionalization movement of the late 20th 
Century meant that people with mental health 
challenges had to seek care and treatment in a 
community that seems to have been ill-prepared 
to offer that support (Nelson, Lord, & Ochoc-
ka, 2001; Pedlar, 1991).  Community services 
have been trying to ‘play catch-up’ to the needs 
of those who live with chronic mental health 
difficulties and who are often struggling to par-
ticipate in mainstream society.  It is common 
that people with mental illness are not able to 
access appropriate support and treatment when 
needed, and often there is no facility available 
in their home community. That reality, coupled 
with living in poverty and the debilitating im-
pact of drug and alcohol addictions, means that 
many with mental health issues end up in the 
prison system.  In 2002 it was reported that 
women in prison were often living with mental 
health issues, which ranged from depression, 
schizophrenia, eating disorders, personality 
disorder/anxiety and substance abuse. It was 
further reported that women in prison are more 
likely to have a co-existing psychiatric disor-
der, and experience more stigmatization for 
their abuse of drugs/alcohol than do men (CSC, 
2002).  Indeed, The Correctional Service of 

Canada (CSC) has noted that the mental health 
needs of women offenders have become one of 
their primary concerns as numbers of female 
offenders with mental health problems have 
increased by 67% since 1997, with more than 
one in four women presenting mental health 
problems on admission (Expert Committee 
Review, 2006). Further indications are that the 
number of incarcerated women with mental 
health needs has doubled since 1997, from 13% 
to 26% (CSC, 2006).  This means that in 2006, 
of the 386 women in Canada’s federal prisons, 
100 were diagnosed with a mental health prob-
lem.  

Women’s corrections in Canada have un-
dergone something of a paradigm shift towards 
a women-centred philosophy of treatment and 
rehabilitation over the past 10 years. This shift 
was determined in 1990 essentially as a result 
of the work of the Task Force on Federally Sen-
tenced Women (TFFSW).  Their examination 
of the conditions of incarceration for women 
contained in the report Creating Choices was 
explicit in its condemnation of the incongru-
ence between treatment in the Federal Prison 
for Women (P4W) in Kingston, and the path-
ways to prison for women.  P4W had been de-
signed and operated as though it were to house 
male offenders. The TFFSW noted that women 
tend to commit fewer and less violent crimes 
than men, that they have in many instances suf-
fered physical and sexual abuse and poverty, 
and that many had no opportunity to pursue 
education and training that would better equip 
them to participate in society.  As well, women 
of colour and Aboriginal women faced cultural 
discrimination and racism (Hannah-Moffat, 
2000). 

Grounded in feminist thought, Creat-
ing Choices identified five guiding principles 
which are believed to be critical to the success 
of the reform of Canada’s Correctional Service, 
specifically in relation to the treatment of wom-
en. These five guiding principles are: empow-
erment; meaningful and responsible choices; 
respect and dignity; supportive environment; 
and shared responsibility.  Empowerment is 
described by CSC (1994) as “a process through 
which women gain insight into their situation, 
identify their strengths, and are supported and 
challenged to take positive action to gain con-
trol of their lives” (p. 3).  With appropriate in-
formation, resources, and understanding of the 
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implications of their choices, women can come 
to make meaningful and responsible choices. 
Respect and dignity is seen to accrue from a 
reciprocal relationship and is most obvious 
when a person gains self-respect and is able to 
respond to others similarly.  A supportive envi-
ronment is seen as a prerequisite to accessible 
services, which, in turn, enable the generation 
of meaningful and responsible choices.  Final-
ly, shared responsibility requires that all formal 
and informal services, including government, 
corrections, community, public and private 
organizations, have some part to play in sup-
porting women to participate as contributing 
members of society (CSC, 2006).

The Reintegration Imperative
As part of the shift in correctional treat-

ment of women in federal prisons in Canada, 
programming and interventions are described 
in terms of rehabilitation and reintegration of 
“female offenders” once they have served their 
sentence. Indeed, the reintegration of offenders, 
men and women, is a primary focus of virtually 
all policy statements issued by CSC. Similarly, 
the National Parole Board is concerned with 
working with the community at large and the 
criminal justice system to prevent crime and to 
assist those who break the law to become law-
abiding citizens (National Parole Board, 2007) 

Following the shift to women centered 
programming as articulated within Creating 
Choices, programs and interventions within 
federal corrections for women sought to en-
gage community organizations in the work of 
rehabilitation and reintegration. Many policy 
statements and directives reflect this consid-
eration, as well as stress the importance of 
working with agencies that have expertise in 
women’s corrections (Department of Justice 
Canada, 1992).

Despite the efforts to move toward a gen-
tler rehabilitative system of incarceration for 
women in Canada, it is difficult to be sure that 
the very act of imprisonment does not, in fact, 
have severe mental health repercussions (Fou-
cault, 1975) for people who may be vulnerable 
and in need of special services.  Women in 
prison have engaged in self-harm and commit-
ted suicide in alarming circumstances (Arbour, 
1996; Expert Committee Review, 2006).  A re-
cent disturbing example of this is the case in 
late 2007 of a young woman who was incar-

cerated for a relatively minor offense when she 
was 15 years of age, and ended up in segrega-
tion where she killed herself at 19 years of age 
(Dalton, 2007).  Meanwhile, the portrayal in 
media representations of women who end up in 
this system as being bad persists, and, in turn, 
this is highly influential in its impact on public 
belief systems (Pedlar, Arai & Yuen, 2007).  

With the widespread perception that fe-
male offenders are bad and/or mad when they 
arrive in prison, one may infer that in order to 
live as integrated, law-abiding citizens, the ex-
pectation is that they first need to become good 
and behave in accord with the dominant social 
norms. Young (1994) described the therapeu-
tic interventions used with pregnant addicts as 
an attempt, albeit possibly unwittingly, to nor-
malize the woman using a treatment approach 
that “may often work to adjust her to dominant 
social norms of being a ‘good’ woman and a 
‘good’ worker” (p. 45).  Others have suggest-
ed that this is very much the sort of thinking 
that underlies the treatment and rehabilitation 
structures that are sanctioned to address the be-
haviour of incarcerated women (Hannah-Mof-
fat, 2000; Kendall & Pollack, 2003). We shall 
examine this proposition further in the context 
of “making good girls out of bad” through the 
Stride Night initiative within Grand Valley In-
stitution (GVI).  

Stride Night is brought into the prison 
through a community organization, Communi-
ty Justice Initiatives (CJI). CJI operates within 
a “restorative model of justice that responds 
to the basic human needs of the victim, the 
offender, and the community at large” (Com-
munity Justice Initiatives, 2004, p. 7). The goal 
of Stride Night is to use recreation and leisure, 
“to provide a positive environment within the 
context of different activities through which 
the women of Grand Valley Institution will get 
to know the staff and volunteers of Stride” (p. 
9). The evening also provides a venue for the 
women to meet and talk informally about con-
cerns related to release and reintegration. As 
described by the organization, “Stride’s hope 
is that, with support and assistance, FSW will 
find reintegration into their home communities 
a positive and empowering experience” (Com-
munity Justice Initiatives, 2004, p. 8).  Stride 
was developed by a recreation professional 
who served as the coordinator of the program 
for almost a decade.  She has extensive expe-
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rience in the areas of therapeutic recreation 
and community development.  Although the 
women in prison may suggest an activity for 
the evening, and their suggestion will be acted 
upon, most often they prefer not to be engaged 
in planning or programming, preferring in-
stead the spontaneity of the evening.  Hence, 
the Stride staff ensures that a range of recre-
ation activities are available, from a variety 
of crafts, to scrap-booking, physical activities 
such as volleyball, and music and poetry read-
ing at coffee houses.  The evenings encourage 
recreation participation and the fostering of in-
teraction between the women in the prison and 
those from the community.  No guards are pres-
ent and the atmosphere is relaxed and casual.  
People come and go through the course of the 
evening, which runs from 7 – 9 p.m. In this set-
ting, people are relaxed, participating in leisure 
activities, and it is often in the context of find-
ing common interests and enjoyment that natu-
ral relationships develop between the women 
in prison and those from the community. 

Methodology
A critical theory framework based in 

Foucault’s (1975) work on incarceration has 
guided the development of this discourse.  For 
Foucault, power, as embodied in prison, pro-
vided society with the means of disciplining 
and punishing offenders through employing, 
among other things, hierarchical observation, 
normalizing judgment, training and correction 
(Foucault, 1975).  As Denzin (2004) notes, “a 
good critical, emancipatory text is one that 
is multivocal, collaborative, naturalistically 
grounded in the worlds of lived experience, 
and organized by a critical, interpretive theory” 
(p. 462).  Foucault’s analysis and discussion of 
imprisonment is helpful in the reflexive pro-
cess of research. Such a process is called for 
to consider the experiences of those within the 
total institution that is prison, in relation to the 
women’s perceptions of Stride Night, and the 
question of whether we may be making good 
girls out of bad.

Data Collection and Analysis
On average, 35 women attend Stride Night 

each week. One or more of the authors attended 
Stride weekly over a period of 2 years. Here, 
we participated in the recreation activities as 
well as interacted with the women, through es-
tablishing rapport and understanding that our 

purpose for being there was to gain a fuller 
picture of the value of Stride Night to the in-
mates. We invited 17 of those who had attended 
weekly to speak with us individually. These 17 
formed a purposive sample (Patton, 2002) in-
asmuch as they were very familiar with Stride 
Night and could provide detailed responses to 
our questions based on their extensive experi-
ences. These 17 women agreed to speak with 
us in conversations lasting from 40 to 90 min-
utes about their experiences with Stride Night 
activities, with each other, and with community 
volunteers during those evenings of recreation.  
In accordance with CSC research ethics ap-
proval, we were not permitted to collect de-
mographic or other information pertaining to 
these women’s backgrounds or criminal histo-
ries.  However, it was apparent that the 17 came 
from diverse backgrounds, with approximately 
half representing women of colour, and overall 
ranging in age from early 20s to late 40s. We 
ceased interviewing at 17 participants at which 
point we had reached saturation, and as we 
employed constant comparison (Patton, 2002) 
over the course of the interviews, we were able 
to identify consistent themes occurring dur-
ing the conversations.  We are presenting ex-
cerpts from the conversations which we have 
analyzed from a more critical than apolitically 
descriptive perspective.  We have woven these 
excerpts together as a tapestry to illustrate the 
exchanges we had with the women in the con-
text of considering the question, “Making good 
girls out of bad?”  The women were not asked 
this question directly, but we use their words 
to answer critical questions created specifically 
for this analysis.  Accordingly, we have treat-
ed the conversations as social texts and have 
merged critical ethnography and textual data 
(Denzin, 2004) to examine the meaning of the 
experience of Stride for incarcerated women, 
while answering the question of moving from 
bad to good through recreation participation.  
We have used commentaries from 15 women 
whose comments spoke most directly to the 
question of interest in this analysis.  Pseud-
onyms have been used to protect the women’s 
anonymity.

Findings

Responding to the Question: Making 
Good Girls Out of Bad?

Embedded within the women’s comments 
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are many constructs that reflect the Creat-
ing Choices guiding principles noted earlier. 
In fact, these principles mirror the five major 
themes that are embedded in the women’s re-
sponses, namely:  empowerment, meaningful 
and responsible choices, respect and dignity, 
supportive environment, and shared responsi-
bility.  For instance, with respect to the prin-
ciple of providing for meaningful and respon-
sible choices, being able to choose to come to 
Stride Night was an important aspect of the 
experiences of these women. The fact that they 
were not required to attend meant that they 
were able to exercise an option and take away 
something of value from the choice they had 
made, as is reflected in the following statement 
from Anne.

Anne: You know, on the outside I 
would never have done arts and 
crafts. I would never have done any-
thing like that. And it’s really nice 
to get hold of, you know, a pen or 
paint brush and do all the crafts that 
we do, that I just love. You know it 
brings out a different side of you . . 
.  you’re there just because of your 
own will.
Similarly, involvement in Stride provided 

an opportunity to experience respect and dig-
nity.

Elizabeth: I always look forward to 
this day. Women all do because one, 
it gives us something to do, it’s pro-
ductive, and not only that, when you 
see your work done, you have dignity 
and pride . . .  And there’s not many 
events to do here, so we all look 
forward to [Stride] coming in, very 
much so. 
Others talked about the experience of the 

supportive environment that was present at 
Stride Night. Sylvie’s comments demonstrate 
this observation.

Sylvie:[The volunteers] coming here 
on their own on time when they could 
be out there with their families . . . 
they still come in here and give their 
companionship and they’re friendly, 
they’re caring hearts to the women. 
And that makes a lot of difference. 
Evidence of the empowerment principle 

came from many women. It was in the Stride 

experience that they began to know a different 
self from the person who had been sentenced 
to serve time.

Jenny: [I]f you go around in the 
Stride room and look at everybody’s 
stuff, everything is different but ev-
erything has got a beauty to it of some 
sort . . .  when you are placed in plac-
es like this and you feel that you’re 
not worth much, which is about how 
we come when we get here, we’re so 
broken. That day, when you complete 
something, a project of some sort, so 
simple as a picture that you can take 
home and hang on your wall, it starts 
to build some self-esteem. 
The notion of shared responsibility was 

also part of the guiding principles of Creating 
Choices and again it emerged as part of the 
women’s experience with Stride and the vol-
unteers from the community who came into the 
prison.

Michelle: Because they don’t have 
too much activities and stuff here 
for women. And [Stride volunteers] 
come here and try and help us out 
when we’re having . . .  a hard time.
Whether it be a craft night or volleyball 

or a coffee house evening, Stride Night offers 
women (inmates and volunteers) an oppor-
tunity to have an enjoyable evening together. 
Stride was considered importantly distinct 
and separate from the mandatory activities the 
women in prison generally engage in while 
serving time. The presence of non-Correctional 
staff and volunteers was an essential aspect of 
their participation, most especially in terms of a 
diminution of the experience of being “bad”.  

Megan:[Stride] is basically I be-
lieve the only program that we do 
crafts and work with the community, 
people from the community . . .  so 
people from the community come in 
for church and stuff like that but it’s 
not actually hands-on doing stuff . . 
. I think it’s great getting to commu-
nicate with people, people that are 
still on the outside. It’s just more of 
a feeling of belonging. Like if ladies 
can come in from the outside and 
work with us, then we’re not that bad 
people, you know.
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This sort of response may prompt one to 
ask whether the presence of women from the 
community (i.e., non-offenders) in the prison, 
socializing and making crafts, for instance, 
side by side with incarcerated offenders, is es-
sentially a means of producing “role models” 
of good, law abiding citizens?  Is this what the 
National Parole Board intends in its edict that 
all agencies of the criminal justice system and 
the community at large share responsibilities 
and opportunities to prevent crime and to assist 
those who break the law to become law-abid-
ing citizens?  

Susan:  I think we need a little kick 
every once in a while to say, “Hey, 
look at us. You can be us.”
Sandi’s comment speaks further to this, 

by suggesting that there are actually more simi-
larities than differences between the women 
from the community and those ‘inside’.

Sandi: There’s a lot of us in here that 
lived totally normal lives just like 
most of you out there. And people 
fear us but . . . I guess you have to 
witness it or really be a part of it to 
understand that [we’re] not all that 
bad you know.
 Clearly, many women felt that the pres-

ence of volunteers helped dispel the belief that 
they were either mad or bad. Does this sug-
gest leisure indeed fosters a positive identity 
for these women?  Many spoke of enhanced 
self-esteem that emanated from simply being at 
Stride Night and connecting with women from 
the community:

Janet: It makes me feel good because 
I know for myself, I used to have a 
drug problem and while using drugs, 
the only creative thing that I know is 
actually getting more drugs, right?  
. . . So coming out to Stride . . . I enjoy 
it a lot because back in 2000 I had 
good contact with one of the ladies 
that used to volunteer. And since then 
she’s still continued, she still writes 
to me. She’s not a part of Stride any-
more but I mean, at the same time I 
developed a friendship as well.

A Means to an End?
As CSC policy statements suggest, reinte-

gration is a key driving force for all programs 

at GVI, including the bringing in of community 
activities. What, we wondered, do the women 
think the purpose of Stride Night is? We asked 
that question: 

Researcher: Why do you think Stride 
Night is offered? Do you know what 
its purpose is?

Megan:  I think it’s to get us involved 
with the community. It helps us get 
back and helps us get along with the 
actual ladies from the community 
and shows us that people are still 
caring and that we can make it back 
on track. That’s what I feel it’s for.  
And I think it will be, once I go home, 
I think it will be very neat if we, I 
mean if we do stuff with the nursing 
home [residents] it would be really 
neat to do the crafts with them rather 
than just play bingo and stuff.
But, is the presence of volunteers from 

the community and the work of Stride also a 
reflection of the power and patriarchy that Fou-
cault and critical feminist criminologists such 
as Kendall and Pollack (2003) and Faith (1993) 
have suggested characterize imprisonment? 

Trudy: That is a tendency. . . I mean 
sometimes what’s happening just 
lends itself because of where we are 
and the constrictions and the con-
straints that I feel and I’m sure other 
women are feeling as well, that when 
you have somebody that’s sort of ob-
jective there is, you know, that ability 
to vent as well. And so there’s a dif-
ference there between . . . me initi-
ating, “Hey, you know, this is what 
I’m going through and this is what 
I’m feeling,” and having someone 
there to listen versus the feeling of 
kind of being questioned or some-
times I feel like we’re in a zoo. And 
it’s like people come in just to have a 
look around and see, “Wow, I’m in a 
women’s federal prison.” And I kind 
of have that feeling like I’m just, I’m 
being watched or. . .  observed. 
Indeed, if we follow a Foucauldain analy-

sis of incarceration, it could be argued that the 
very notion of providing leisure choices and 
encouraging empowerment is paradoxical in 
the face of an incarcerated population.
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Sylvie: We’re going back. This is 
not based on Creating Choices. This 
is based on mass punishment. You 
know, I hate to say that but it’s the 
truth, right? I’m very political and 
that’s what I see. And I told these 
people. I said, “You know what? 
No way. This is a prison.” This is, 
no matter how you cut it, there’s 
still a fence there. I’m still dictated 
as to when to go home, stay in my 
house. I’m still watched on cameras 
all over. You know, so there’s really 
no privacy. Like for instance, I told a 
guard this morning. I said, “Listen, 
why are you out here watching the 
women. . . How are we supposed to 
make change if you’re always, your 
eyes are always on us? How are we 
supposed to make mistakes if your 
eyes are always on us?” . . . Some-
body makes bad choices in life. It’s 
just bad choices. It’s not because 
they’re bad, they just made wrong 
choices, that’s all.
Critical feminist researchers have also 

questioned whether prisons can maintain the 
feminist principles of Creating Choices.  For 
instance, in her work on federal prisons for 
women, Hannah-Moffat (2001) suggests “An-
other common false assumption is that wom-
en in prison often identify with middle-class 
reformers and are willing participants even 
though they are being involuntarily confined in 
prison” (p. 191). Maybe Trudy’s remarks echo 
these sentiments:

Trudy:  One night [the Stride facili-
tator said] if you were ever to go to 
a workshop - I think she was talking 
about in the community - And I mean 
I was laughing my ass off under my 
breath because I thought, you try to 
get these women to go into a craft 
workshop in the community. I mean, 
are you kidding? Get real. They have 
no idea what you’re even talking 
about right now. You might as well 
be speaking Greek. It’s just so far 
out of their realm. . . I mean so many 
people, a lot of this stuff, it’s not 
understood. They’re not used to be-
ing treated nice. They wonder when 
you’re coming in here and treating 

us like fellow human beings, what do 
you really want? What are you do-
ing here? 
Is it the case that the role of leisure here 

is complicit in the patriarchy of imprisonment 
in that the women learn a way of being – be-
ing good rather than bad?  Is Stride party to the 
social control that some claim characterizes 
prisons? These are very challenging questions 
when one thinks about the fact that Stride Night 
is rooted in the restorative justice philosophy 
of CJI. In addition to what long term impact 
Stride Night just might have on the women, it is 
important to consider what life would be like in 
GVI without it.  Conversations with the wom-
en suggest to us that Stride Night provides one 
venue where women can actually exert the self, 
even if for a brief moment. And in considering 
the experience of Stride Night for the women, 
it is worth asking what would life in GVI be 
like without it. 

Sylvie: . . . it’s a fun time just to get 
away from here. Even though we’re 
still in Grand Valley, it’s still away 
from here. It occupies our time do-
ing all these crafts and stuff. Yeah it’s 
very beneficial. I mean I get a lot out 
of it anyways. 

Anne: So, when Tuesday night comes 
it’s like an outing. You know, it’s, it’s 
a reality check that you are still sane 
and that, you know, there are real 
people out in the community and, 
you know, that you are still human 
. . . When we’re all together, [inmates 
and volunteers] it’s sort of like a lot 
of women together. 

Michelle: Well Stride, when you hear 
that Stride is coming in on Tuesday 
night, most people want to laze 
around after work and stay home 
and be lazy and don’t want to do 
nothing. Some people just want to 
take medication and not deal with 
the real world, what’s coming. I used 
to be like that. I used to take Trizone 
and when I started coming to Stride, 
I started getting more upbeat. I knew 
that every Tuesday there’s something 
to do.

Kim: Right. I’m artistic. I love de-
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sign. Graphic design, fashion de-
sign, any kind of design. Um, so for 
me when I came here and I couldn’t 
express that the way I want to it 
was very restrictive. So being able 
to come to Stride and being able to 
make something, just make anything. 
It was great for me . . .  if you thought 
you forgot, you know how many of us 
thought we forgot how to draw, and 
then you come to Stride, hey, I can 
do this. So it’s a booster as well for 
your ego too.

Maria: It’s a sense of accomplish-
ment, a sense that I did this, I can 
do something, or a sense of wow, I 
learned something new today, isn’t 
that great. So for me it’s like having 
that token, it’s like winning a prize 
every time, coming to Stride. Every 
person’s a winner, so that’s what it 
feels like to me.

Elizabeth: Yeah, and your self-es-
teem goes higher because you look 
at your accomplishments. And each 
time you like come, you guys [Stride] 
have different things so your artwork 
gets better and you get more creative. 
So you get your self-esteem and your 
pride up.

Jenny: You know, from day one when 
I came in not knowing a soul and 
not knowing how to meet people or 
wanting to meet people, by going 
into the same room [where Stride 
Night meets] time after time and 
seeing the same familiar faces, you 
begin to build some trust with them 
. . .  for me you got socialization out 
of it. You got your self-esteem started 
to grow, even for myself . . .  we start-
ed to grow self-esteem and when you 
can pick someone else’s self-esteem 
up, it really helps as well, right?
Reviewing this tapestry created with the 

words of the women concerning their experi-
ences at Stride Night allows us to offer some 
propositions relative to the question: “Incarcer-
ated women and leisure: making good girls out 
of bad?”  These propositions relate to reintegra-
tion, friendship, and recreation participation as 

a core value, and are included in our reflections 
that follow. 

Reflections
With respect to the earlier noted societal 

view that women in conflict with the law are 
mad and/or bad, we remain unconvinced that 
this perception is either accurate or helpful.  
Further, Maidment (2006) and others have ar-
gued that rehabilitation interventions are struc-
tured by gendered perceptions that seek to nor-
malize women labeled deviant so that they may 
overcome their challenges and deficiencies.  
Not infrequently, people with challenges, in-
cluding mental health, addictions, and physical 
and developmental challenges, are segmented 
into systems of treatment and education that 
aim to teach them to define themselves by what 
is wrong with them, rather than what is right. 
They learn to relate to others around their chal-
lenges, not their strengths. Similarly, for wom-
en in prison the focus of the system tends to be 
on what they have done wrong, and what they 
need to do to change. 

The experiences of the women who spoke 
with us suggest that Stride Night may not 
change behaviour by instilling some ideologi-
cal norm around what it means to be good and 
what they need to change.  This likely has never 
been its intent. But also, in and of itself, Stride 
Night may not bring change in the life circum-
stances of women in the long term, which was 
more likely its intent, particularly in relation to 
reintegration efforts.  Such changes are very 
complex and possibly beyond the potential of 
any one program.  Long term changes, whether 
in behaviour or in societal conditions that influ-
ence reintegration, may have much more to do 
with structural and systemic changes than can 
be effected through incarcerated women meet-
ing once a week for an evening of socializing 
and recreating with women from the communi-
ty.  What might indeed have been more relevant 
to supporting the women in bringing about real 
change was the Stride Circles program where-
in women volunteers at Stride Night formed 
support circles for women and followed them 
on their journey back to community on their 
release. But as indicated earlier, the Stride 
Circles program had been on shaky financial 
footing and had to be suspended, at least tem-
porarily, due to funding constraints. Such a loss 
of a really effective mechanism for assisting 
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in the considerable challenges women face in 
the transition from prison to community more 
vividly illustrates the persistence of structural 
conditions that function to challenge the reinte-
gration imperative. In turn, the ability of CSC 
to meet its commitment to “provide a range of 
programs designed to address the needs of of-
fenders and contribute to their successful rein-
tegration into the community” (Corrections and 
Conditional Release Act, 1992, p. 23) becomes 
more tenuous.  

Reintegration and Relationships
The evidence presented to us in our earlier 

pilot study of Stride Circles and in the consider-
ations of Stride Night confirms the importance 
of relationships in helping people attain some 
sense of normalcy about their lives following 
release from the artificial world of prison.  For 
the women who had come together to form a 
circle with the FSW, it was obviously impor-
tant that the relationship had grown into some-
thing well beyond merely volunteering within 
a recreation context.  In each of the pilot study 
circles, the issue of friendship was significant 
to members. As well, an important aspect of 
Stride Night that is conducive for friendship 
development is its casual and unstructured na-
ture. When the women and volunteers are able 
to determine their level of interaction, they are 
more likely to connect with others in a natural 
way. 

It is not necessarily predictable or inevi-
table that friendship would evolve out of the 
Circle structure because friendship is generally 
associated with serendipitous connections, not 
intentional relationships with a very specific in-
tent (i.e., to assist the woman in her transition 
from prison back to the community); however, 
it is the natural connections that are formed at 
Stride Night and subsequent friendships that 
often evolve into the development of a Circle. 

Friendship and Empowerment
Once secured, Circles operated relatively 

autonomously, and the friendships that had 
formed between these women were strong and 
able to withstand adversity, discrimination, and 
oppression of a sort that most do not have to 
face, supporting the proposition that these re-
lationships were sites for resistance. This was 
certainly congruent with what we know about 
the role of friendship as a potential site for 

power and resistance in women’s lives (Green, 
1998).  Indeed, the reciprocity and equality 
in relationship that characterized these asso-
ciations was similar to the conditions that exist 
when empowerment is mutually reinforcing.  
This has been identified in support circles that 
exist around persons with disabilities (Pedlar, 
Haworth, Hutchison, Taylor & Dunn, 1999).  
Where empowerment exists among members, 
there emerges a condition described as em-
powerment-in-community.  In other words, 
empowerment and community hold together 
and are mutually enhancing and mutually sup-
portive.  For the members of the Stride Circles, 
it became a defining characteristic that they 
gained strength, and, in turn, power, from each 
other.  As well, the value that they placed on 
one another and the experiences they shared 
provided a coherence and collective memory 
among the group, which is one of the defin-
ing characteristics of a community.  As sug-
gested by Hannah-Moffat (2001), the notion 
of empowerment within a prison, which by its 
very nature, ensures people have no freedom 
or choice is paradoxical.  Despite this paradox, 
there is groundwork that can be done while 
in prison, such as occurred in the formation 
of Stride Circles, to enable empowerment-in-
community beyond the prison experience.

As a final reflection on the role of friend-
ship in the lives of the women who have been 
part of this study, consider that Green (1998) 
and others have brought to our attention the rel-
evance of women’s friendship as a possible site 
of power and resistance.  The conversations 
with these women illuminated this potential.  
In their friendships they found a place to trust, 
and the determination to redefine self-identi-
ties that had been reduced to the marginalized 
stereotype of “the female offender.” Embed-
ded within this stereotype is the notion of be-
ing bad, particularly if the woman is a mother. 
Friendship offered a space to resist and redefine 
what has been deemed socially unacceptable 
for a woman, especially if that woman is both 
a mother and an offender.  In this space, the 
women who were part of Stride Night and then 
formed a Circle experienced empowerment-
in-community and began, in the friendship 
process, reconstructing their identity (Pedlar, 
2004).

The Circle volunteers have, in significant 
ways, taken on the work of what might be con-
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sidered the responsibility of formal support sys-
tems within our society.  They have no mandate 
to take on this responsibility; but, ultimately, 
there is a sense of commitment that motivates 
volunteers to not only advocate, but also pro-
vide practical assistance to the women as they 
face the crisis of leaving the institution and 
seek reintegration and acceptance in the com-
munity.  Not unlike the fragile arrangements 
that existed at the time of deinstitutionaliza-
tion, the formal policies that govern the release 
of women from prison appear to fall short in 
fostering the fulfillment of integration in any 
significant way. Without the involvement of the 
circle members in their lives, their support sys-
tems would be particularly weak.  The work of 
the Circle further facilitated the deconstruction 
of the oppressive culture of community and the 
bureaucracy, enabling them to become agents 
in (re)constructing their own lives.  Hence, 
collectively the women became active agents 
and not simply passive beings, constrained 
by structural obstacles, barriers, and forces 
(Green, 1998).   

Recreation Participation as a Core Value
Returning to the question, making good 

girls out of bad, the women’s comments re-
garding their experiences and feelings about 
Stride Night suggest it is unlikely that Stride 
Night could produce compliant women whose 
behaviour conforms to some unwritten rules 
of decorum for women in general.  What can 
be said, though, is that Stride Night uses rec-
reation and leisure as a vehicle to bring some 
sense of fun, joy, humanity and comfort to the 
women.  Although many of the women talked 
about igniting or unearthing their creativity at 
Stride Night, they generally resisted any sug-
gestion that would see the introduction of for-
malized leisure intervention such as leisure 
education during these evening get-togethers 
with women from the community. The spon-
taneous, informal, and casual nature of Stride 
Nights, where human contact occurred through 
natural and common interest in both the activ-
ity and in other participants, meant that people 
came together, enjoyed each other’s company, 
discovered things about themselves and oth-
ers, and possibly experienced another kind of 
reality for a few hours.  The value of recreation 
participation was clearly central to the sense of 
community and well-being that existed among 

the women who lived in GVI and those who 
came in from the community to attend Stride 
Night.  

While Stride Night is not leisure edu-
cation, it is prudent to note that many of the 
women’s comments reflected the importance of 
being able to relax and engage in activities with 
other women, simply for the pleasure and en-
joyment of it.  As well, Stride Night plays a role 
in participants beginning to understand how 
positive leisure activity can be used as a tool for 
reintegration.  The purpose of Stride Night is to 
create a community space for women who have 
come into contact with the criminal justice sys-
tem to come together with volunteers and staff 
of Stride and connect over things participants 
have in common. The women choose whether 
or not to come and how they want to partici-
pate. Through this simple, positive interaction, 
relationships form and understanding develops, 
both on the part of the women and the volun-
teers. These relationships and understandings 
can grow to create more knowledgeable and 
supportive communities for the women to re-
integrate into, and to challenge the dominant 
social construction of incarcerated women as 
mad and/or bad.  Significantly, Stride Night 
provided a setting where women with very di-
verse backgrounds and life histories interacted 
and participated together in a common pursuit.  
They freely chose to engage with one another. 
As indicated earlier, many incarcerated women 
are dealing with mental health problems and 
the very nature of prison can exacerbate the 
challenges that inmates face.  Stride provides 
a space for relaxation and enjoyment, a time 
to experience something positive and provide 
hope for the future.

From a practice perspective it is clear that 
recreation professionals need to be cognizant of 
the importance of recreation participation and 
the part it can play in friendship and commu-
nity building.  In addition, as was the case here, 
a sensitive and astute practitioner recognizes 
the relevance of essentially letting the setting 
dictate whether recreation participation or a 
more formalized intervention is most appropri-
ate.   As well, understanding the broader social 
and political context within which our work is 
based means we are better able to build on the 
strengths of those we serve, in contrast to try-
ing to pre-determine in isolation the form that 
a program should take.  The women in prison 

TRJ-Q1.indd   34 4/9/08   8:41:27 PM



PEDLAR, YUEN, AND FORTUNE 35

are involved in formalized programs on a daily 
basis and if a formalized leisure intervention 
were to happen, it would be in the context of 
their daily programming.  As it happens, during 
the time of this research, therapeutic recreation 
did not form part of the women’s mandatory 
programming. Meanwhile, the recreation par-
ticipation that occurred at Stride Night was 
not experienced as a “change mechanism” 
and while many found the evening essentially 
therapeutic, they would resist any engagement 
in “therapy” through Stride.  Nevertheless, the 
words of the women who were part of this re-
search point to the ways in which practice such 
as Stride can realize the enormous potential of 
leisure and recreation participation to facilitate 
reintegration and bring about long-term change 
in people’s lives.
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