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CHANGING LIVES
BY ANDREW RENICK

D

uring my internship with the Utah
Department of Corrections at the Draper
prison, I provided mental health services to
men serving their sentences in maximum
security confinement. Frankly, it was both
deeply challenging and, as is the case
when things are difficult, deeply rewarding.
I remember sitting across from an individual
whose feet were shackled and whose arms
were cuffed behind his back and chained
to the wall. His body was covered in gang
tattoos glorifying the acts of violence and
the murders he had committed. His mental
health had deteriorated to the point that he
was both suicidal and psychotic. Early in my
internship, these events felt almost larger
than life, but I soon learned that these types
of interactions were not an exception in the
prison system and that, sadly, many inmates
find themselves in this situation.
Many of the inmates come from families
that have been involved in criminal activity for
generations. Gang affiliations, poverty, abuse,
and mental illness are all common life histories

ONE INTERNSHIP AT A TIME

for prisoners. For many, drug use has become
a way for them to escape the trauma of their
daily lives. This does not excuse the behavior, but it does make their experiences deeply
human and worthy of love. I felt honored and
privileged each time an inmate invited me into
his world and shared his worries and fears
as well as his hopes and aspirations. Rarely
did I see anything at the prison that might be
labelled as “real evil.” Instead I saw heartache,
abuse, anger, trauma, shame, guilt, abandonment, and fear.
When I first came out of the classroom
armed with two semesters of theoretical
learning, it was easy for me to doubt that I
would be able to be an effective therapist,
especially in the sometimes-hostile environment of a prison. However, this internship
gave me valuable experience and the confidence that I am cut out for this type of work.
Learning theory is much more valuable when
it is filtered and understood through real-life
problems where solutions will make a tangible
improvement in the lives of those in need.

Andrew Renick is from Essex, Ontario and
is receiving a master of social work degree
(MSW). His internship was supported by
the Marjorie Pay Hinckley Endowed Chair
in Social Work and the Social Sciences.
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