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Overview 
Prison Dialogues is a compilation of true stories told by inmates of Pennsylvania’s 
Graterford Prison. Despite their individual crime histories, the prisoners regret their 
actions that ultimately led to serving life sentences in a maximum security prison. The 
inmates hope that young people who view this video will change their ways, think about 
the consequences of their actions, and not make the same costly life altering mistakes. 
 
Objectives 
• To urge young people to consider the consequences before they act 
• To dispel the myths that serving time in prison is a status symbol or a rite of passage 
• To demonstrate the brutality of prison life 
• To emphasize the finality of a life sentence in prison 
 
Program Synopsis 
This video provides an in-depth view of various aspects of prison life. Inmates discuss a 
wide range of issues, including what cell blocks are like, the lack of privacy, emotions 
they experience, and the transition from being a person with an identity to becoming just 
a number. Most of the prisoners committed crimes throughout their adolescence, and 
were sentenced to Graterford by the age of 18. Although some of the men now regret 
their past actions, their fates are sealed. In Pennsylvania, there is no opportunity for 
parole on a life sentence. One prisoner recalled that when he first arrived, an officer 
asked him where his body should be sent after death. He said, “That’s when it hit 
me…you’re in here for life…and I had to tell my mom and dad – your son is gonna die in 
the penitentiary.” 
 
“I was 16 years old and that’s when my life ended,” another inmate comments. The 
men’s lives are no longer their own, and they are forced to live by the regimented daily 
schedule of the correctional facility. At 6:00 AM, they must be dressed and standing at 
their cell door to be counted before they are permitted to eat breakfast. At 7:00 AM, they 
are released for work. Some inmates have jobs in the factory where they have a role in 



the production of their brown jumpsuits. After working in the factory for several years, 
one man says that he receives the “top pay” of 42 cents an hour. He earns an average of 
$40 - $50 a month. 
 
Viewers can also see the inside of Graterford, including one prisoner’s 6 x 9 foot cell 
block. The prisoner demonstrates how small it is by extending his arms and touching both 
walls. From one end to the other, the inside of the prison is a drab combination of 
concrete and steel bars. 
 
One man states, “To adjust to the penitentiary is the hardest thing in the world…I haven’t 
been able to adjust to it in 25 years.” The prison consists of many young people who 
made serious mistakes in life and realized that it is too late to change their fate. Another 
inmate states, “Respect is not something you get from being in the penitentiary…What’s 
respectful about throwing your life down the toilet? What kind of badge of honor is that? 
There’s nothing honorable about being here.” 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
• One inmate refers to himself as an “institutional baby.” What does he mean by this? 
 
• Do you think that the crimes the inmates have committed were worth the consequences? 
Give reasons for your answer. 
 
• How many of the inmates feel that if given a second chance, they would have 
committed their crimes anyway? 
 
• How do you think relationships with your family, friends, girlfriend or boyfriend, 
spouse, and children might be affected if you went to prison? 
 
• What would you say to a friend who tells you that he/she wouldn’t mind going to 
prison? 
 
• What messages are the prisoners attempting to convey to young people? 
 
 
Activities 
 
• Pretend you are serving hard time in prison. Make seven journal entries to describe 
what a typical week is like for you. What are your daily activities? Do you receive any 
visitors or make any phone calls? How do you feel from one day to the next? 
 
• Choose a partner and create a list of questions that an interviewer could ask a teen 
serving a life sentence in prison. For instance, how old was the teen when he/she was 
sentenced? How was the new prisoner treated by the inmates? What did the inmate have 
planned for his/her future, which now will not be possible? Decide who will be the 



interviewer and who will play the role of the inmate. Perform the interview in front of the 
class. 
 
• Young people sometimes imagine what it would be like to spend time in prison. Pretend 
you are an inmate at Graterford. Make a list of the pros and cons of being there. 
 
• Go home tonight and pretend that your house is a penitentiary and your room is your 
prison cell. Close the door to your room and remain alone for one hour. Do not watch 
television, listen to the radio, eat a snack, or talk on the phone. When the hour has passed, 
write about how you felt during that time. 
 
 
Did you know… 
 
• In 1999, law enforcement agencies made an estimated 2.5 million arrests of persons 
under the age of 18. 
 
• The overall juvenile arrest rate was 7% higher in 1999 than in 1980. 
 
• Violent crimes by juveniles typically peak at the end of the school day between 3:00 
PM and 4:00 PM. 
 
• Juvenile offenders were known to be involved in about 1,400 murders in the United 
States in 1997. 
 
• In 1997, 61% of young people admitted to state prison under age 18 had been convicted 
of a violent offense. 
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