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For most of the offenders, mindfulness practice is something 

new.  The volunteers have seen many benefits in their students – 

a greater sense of peace and calm; learning more skillful ways to 

communicate; becoming more compassionate towards 

themselves; becoming more mindful in daily interactions, and 

gaining a greater sense of empowerment.   

 

Many use it to revive or strengthen an already-existing spiritual 

practice.  It has been very gratifying for the volunteers to witness 

these changes and growth. 

 

Additionally, according to Julie, mindfulness practice can be a 

key component in the larger goal of rehabilitation as opposed  

to punishment.  

 

“For me, it's important because the punishment model has  

been used for years, and look at the recidivism. Most  

offenders have been victims of some type of abuse  

themselves, and have acted out their anger and hurt, not 

knowing any other way to handle it. They need to be healed  

and given good life skills if they are to become productive 

members of society.” 
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Judy Ostendorff, Mimi Jennings, Julie Plumer

1
 and Susan Wilkins 

teach Mindfulness Meditation to women offenders at the 

Shakopee Correctional Facility.  Each one teaches one Saturday 

morning a month for two hours.  

 

 Each volunteer comes to the class with her own unique 

perspective and uses a slightly different approach.  But in general, 

they use readings (which are vetted in advance by facility 

administration), guided sitting meditation, walking meditation, 

handouts for later reference, and mindful movement such as  

body scans, yoga, relaxation, and qigong.   

 

Almost all classes include a lovingkindness meditation.  The 

classes also include discussion about mindfulness principles and 

how they can be applied in daily life.   

 

Within a correctional facility, that might mean choosing not to 

participate in a confrontation the offender otherwise may have 

easily slipped into, not buying into others’ negativity or dealing 

more skillfully with difficult issues with roommates. 

                            Learning Compassion   

Mindfulness in a correctional facility may seem out of place but in 

ways it is a good fit.   

 

As the volunteers noted, being in a correctional facility has 

similarities to living in a monastery – there is an enforced 

schedule, a simple lifestyle, no drugs or alcohol.  It can be a good 

time and setting in which to make positive change. 

  

 

1 
The interview for this profile took place in August of 2013.  Julie Plumer did volunteer in this role for three years but is now involved in 

different service activities. 
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The Shakopee facility is not accepting new volunteers at this time. For information about volunteer opportunities at other correctional facilities, refer 
to the Department of Corrections website: www.doc.state.mn.us/pages/index.php/employment-opportunities/volunteer-opportunities 
 

All of the volunteers have been part of the Common 

Ground community for many years and are knowledgeable 

about mindfulness practice.   

 

However, learning to be comfortable teaching in this 

setting takes time.  New volunteers “ride along” with an 

established teacher until they’re ready to fly solo.   

 

Different Paths and Motivations 

The volunteers came to this service project for different 

reasons initially.   

 

After hearing that there was a need for additional 

instructors, Susan started volunteering with the program 

feeling that she could be of service and that she would 

learn a lot about being present for others.   

 

Mimi was recruited after her retirement as a French 

teacher.  She felt an obligation to make a contribution (it 

has since become a core piece of her own practice) 

although returning to an authority figure role gave her 

pause.   

 

Julie was intrigued when the service opportunity was 

announced at Common Ground, and decided to give it a try 

since she always wants to be learning and giving.   

 

Judy saw it as a way to make connections and deepen her 

own practice. 

 

 

It is clear that the volunteers get as much out of the 

teaching as the students do:   

 Getting to know the students, who they describe as wise 

and intelligent women who have faced real life struggles; 

 Learning to be more present, to be more sensitive, to live 

and practice with a more open heart, to learn about 

oneself (as they all noted, this volunteer work provides a 

“good mirror”); 

 Gaining greater understanding of people’s situations and 

how we are all similar – teachers and students, people on 

the “inside” and the “outside”; 

 Making human connections; and 

 Sharing good feelings within the group. 

 

The volunteers also share and learn from one another, and 

enrich each other’s practices.  For example, Judy 

commented that Susan has influenced her in striving to be 

more open-hearted in her classes. Judy’s inherent strengths 

lie in her organization and her directness, albeit of the 

gentle and clear variety (according to Susan). 

 

All the volunteers believe that one reason the class works is 

because it is supported by the administration.  Shakopee 

devotes a great deal of resources to its volunteer program, 

providing ongoing training and support.  They also 

commented that the facility itself is well-run and provides a 

variety of activities and supportive services for the 

residents. 

 

Still . . . all the volunteers feel the same sense of poignancy 

when leaving the correctional facility after class.  While the 

mindfulness meditation class brings each teacher and 

students together in a meaningful way, after the two hours 

are up, the volunteers depart and the students remain. 

 

 

 

http://www.doc.state.mn.us/pages/index.php/employment-opportunities/volunteer-opportunities

