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University of 
Alberta Prison 
Project
- Conducted in-depth interviews with 

587 incarcerated men and women 
inside four provincial prisons and two 
federal (one male and one female) 
prisons in Western Canada from 2016-
2020.

- Roughly 40% of our participants were 
Indigenous.

- 25% attended residential schools 
or had family members who did.

- 34% percent lived on reserves.
- 34% percent experienced the 

foster system. 

Typical “open concept” prison unit (houses roughly 80 prisoners)



Indigenous 
peoples in 
Canadian 
prisons

• Indigenous adults account for 30% of 
prison admissions, despite representing 
only 5% of the population. 
• Incarceration rates for Indigenous people 

increased by 43% over the last decade, 
• Indigenous account for 50% of female 

prison admissions, and 4% of the 
population.

These disparities 
are higher in the 
prairie provinces 
where we 
conducted our 
research.



Reserves

Reserves



Residential schools



Sixties Scoop





What’s the problem with 
critiques of Indigenizing 
prisons?

• Opposition to cultural programming is 
usually based on abolitionist theory, 
rather than empirical evidence, such as 
including the opinions of incarcerated 
Indigenous peoples or communities.

• Empirical work on the topic suggests 
that Indigenous peoples and 
communities overwhelmingly support 
Indigenized programming, including the 
Indigenous-led Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and the National Inquiry 
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls (MMIWG). 

• Incarcerated indigenous peoples fought 
for cultural programming (Adema
2014, 2018).



What is “Indigenized 
programming?”

• Prison classroom programming teaching 
Indigenous cultures and history.

• Staff facilitating and encouraging 
spirituality.

• Involving Indigenous Elders and 
communities in rehabilitation.

• Creation of special Indigenized prisons 
called “healing lodges”. 



Findings (positive impressions)

Participants explained that Indigenized programming:

1) Taught many incarcerated Indigenous peoples their history 
and culture for the first time;

2) Helped incarcerated Indigenous peoples feel empowered 
and prideful about their culture and heritage;

3) Helped incarcerated Indigenous peoples cope with 
traumas, including residential school and foster care 
experiences;

4) Can create a support network between Elders and fellow 
prisoners (rather than being coercive and top-down); and

5) Is necessary to basic religious accommodation in prison.

Sweat lodge held on the grounds of the Springhill Institution



Typical interview room

1) Taught history and culture for the 
first time

Irene



Typical interview room

1) Taught history and culture for the 
first time

Samantha



Typical interview room

2) Helped participants feel empowered 
and prideful about their culture and 
heritage

Nathan



Typical interview room

3) Helped participants cope with 
traumas, including residential school 
and foster system experiences

Chester



Typical interview room

4) Creates support networks between 
Elders and fellow prisoners (rather 
than being coercive and top-down)

Clayton



Typical interview room

4) Creates support networks between 
Elders and fellow prisoners (rather 
than being coercive and top-down)

Jamie
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Findings (criticisms) 

Participants criticized the following aspects of 
Indigenized programming:

1) Security restrictions
 Access to Indigenized programming is greatly

inconsistent for medium and high security 
prisoners. 

2) Staff prejudice/racism can prevent access.

Sweat lodge held on the grounds of the Springhill Institution



Typical interview room

1) Access to Indigenized programming 
is greatly inconsistent for medium and 
high security prisoners.

Chester



Typical interview room

2) Staff prejudice/racism can prevent 
access.

Rory
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Sweat lodge held on the grounds of the Springhill Institution



Finding: prison as refuge (Bucerius, Haggerty, & Dunford 2020)

Many of the most vulnerable people in prison 
(who are often Indigenous), fear leaving prison 
because they have zero outside support.

They explained how prison is a “refuge” from 
their life on the outside, which can be more 
dangerous than imprisonment, as they return to:

◦ Abusive households
◦ Homelessness and the cold
◦ No access to medicine/medical attention
◦ No mental health support
◦ No support for drug-use 



Reintegration study  (over 7 years)

• Why do some people see prison as a refuge and how can we address this?

• Does cultural programming extend into the community?

• How do released people find support?

• How can social services improve and increase collaboration?

• Are social services culturally-informed?

• How can we give power to Indigenous communities and organizations for 
supporting re-entry?

Other gaps in knowledge

• Context of the Canadian prairies:
• Reserves and remote communities
• Geography and weather
• Drug poisoning crisis and gangs



Thank you!

jtetraul@ualberta.ca @ECtetrault, @theUAPP, @CCR_UofA
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