
SLIDE 2 

Over 90% of incarcerated women have experienced abuse in their lives, and the patterns of their 

abusive past relationships tend to repeat themselves in prison because their traumas are never 

appropriately addressed.  Instead of ignoring or punishing female prisoners for their intimate 

relationships, CDCR should acknowledge their existence and develop specific programming to encourage 

positive intimate partnerships, as well as staff training on how to prevent and mitigate violence in these 

relationships.  Unfortunately, many fights in women’s prisons are related in some way to intimate 

relationships.  These relationships are found to be the root cause of the high number of suicides at 

California Institute for women.  We are proposing a multi-pronged PREVENTION approach that can make 

sure that tragedies like what happened to my daughter never happen again.   

SLIDE 3 

While sex between prisoners is illegal in California, it is still prevalent and tolerated.  In fact, prisons still 

hand out condoms!  So why wouldn’t you have programming to foster positive intimate relationships, 

when they are so prevalent?  Research shows that intimate relationships between inmates increase the 

likelihood of physical assault because of the drama and jealousy commonly involved, as well as inmates’ 

complicated histories of dysfunctional and abusive relationships, which they tend to reenact in prison.  

Ignoring this major aspect of the prison experience for women creates a dangerous blind spot.  This is 

especially true since most violence in women’s facilities is between girlfriends or somehow connected to 

intimate partnerships. CDCR cannot ignore these relationships any longer because the dearth of policies 

creates dangerous gaps in understanding and protection.   It will help prisoners and correctional officers 

alike to create gender- and trauma-informed policies and programming to help prisoners and staff deal 

with existing trauma, identify red flags of abuse, and foster healthy relationships. 

SLIDE 4 

There’s also a clear link between intimate partnerships between inmates and the rise of suicides at 

CDCR facilities.  A 2017 audit commissioned by the Joint Legislative Audit Committee in response to the 

worrying trend of mounting suicides and suicide attempts at CDCR women’s prisons found that 

“domestic violence has contributed to the higher suicide rates at women’s prisons.”  One of the key 

recommendations was for the CDCR to “implement it planned same-sex domestic violence curriculum 

by December 2017.”  Was this ever done? Where is this curriculum?  If it does exist, is it only limited to 

female inmates who receive mental health services?  Why shouldn’t something like this be available to 

the entire female inmate population given the prevalence of romantic relationships, which have been 

proven by numerous studies to increase the likelihood of violence?  It’s clear that, if done right, such a 

policy could prevent a lot of deaths.  It’s time to take this seriously and invest resources in helping these 

women break the cycle of abuse, which is all many of them have ever known.   

SLIDE 5 

The best gift CDCR can give its inmates is help processing the trauma that likely caused them to enter 

the prison system to begin with…and to empower them with the building blocks to form healthy, 

violence-free relationships and establish personal boundaries.  This will not only promote their safety 

and security while incarcerated, but also set them up for smoother reintegration and reduced 

recidivism.   



 

SLIDE 6 

Lack of knowledge about reporting practices, reluctance to “snitch,” distrust of the entire investigative 

process, and concerns about retaliation from inmates and staff stop victims of intimate partner violence 

in CDCR facilities from seeking help.  Sometimes, like in the case with Shaylene, there are tons of red 

flags—drinking, verbal and physical threats seen by many, screaming for hours, pleas for help—but in 

other intimate relationships, the abuse is less visible though still dangerous.  The most important thing is 

for victims to know the support systems available to them; be able to report abuse in a safe way to 

eliminate the risk of retaliation and further abuse; and, have quick access to IMMEDIATE solutions when 

separation from the aggressor is necessary.  Once the abuse happens, they should receive crisis 

intervention and counseling that pairs treatment with the investigative process. 

SLIDE 7 

Providing education and healing to inmates is just part of the solution.  A lot depends on changing CDCR 

policies and staff attitudes.  There is a dangerous disconnect between institutional policy, staff practices 

and the everyday reality of these women’s lives and relationships.  Instead of punishing women for 

engaging in romantic relationships, CDCR staff should try to understand their dynamics better so they 

can appropriately protect inmates in their charge.  Prison is hard enough.  Inmates shouldn’t have to live 

under the unmitigated threat of violence from their partners, too. 

SLIDE 8 

In studies of prison violence in women’s facilities, inmates have shared that correctional staff usually fail 

to protect them from relationship-based violence because they just don’t care, downplay the danger as 

just part of prison life, or play favorites with aggressors.  They also threaten prisoners with retaliation or 

“naming names” if they seek help or refuge.  This is unacceptable.  STAFF HAVE A DUTY TO PROTECT 

THESE WOMEN.  If just one staff member had taken Shaylene’s pleas for protection seriously, or just 

taken action in response to the drinking, the violence, the verbal threats, the screaming—any of it—she 

would still be alive today.  There must be consequences for such failure to act.  Staff must learn to watch 

out for signs of abuse and understand they are REQUIRED to intervene to protect women in their care.  

CDCR must DO BETTER to ensure its staff are DOING THEIR JOBS! 

SLIDE 9 

If there’s one thing I know would have saved Shaylene’s life, it’s being granted the bed change that 

night, which she tried so desperately and repeatedly to get.  I still don’t understand how her pleas were 

ignored in the face of such clear evidence of imminent violence.  There needs to be a process in place 

that grants inmates temporary safety or safe haven when there is any indication of a possible threat or 

safety concern.  I understand not every bed change request can be granted, but better protocols can 

absolutely be put in place to (1) provide an area where inmates can relocate to 24/7 in situations of 

emergency and (2) offer much faster opportunities for permanent bed or unit changes.  As with systems 

for reporting abuse, protections against retaliation and follow-up monitoring must be built in.  

 

 



 

SLIDE 10 

There’s growing research on violence in women’s facilities, but not specifically on CDCR.  Given 

Shaylene’s case and the high suicide rate at CDCR facilities, it’s imperative that a full investigation be 

conducted into relationship violence at your prisons.  There must be more transparency about what is 

happening to these women, most of whom are victims of multiple forms of abuse themselves, both 

sexual and physical.    What benefit is there in keeping this all hidden when women are needlessly 

DYING, either by their own hand or someone else’s? 

SLIDE 11 

No additional Notes just read the slide 

To this Day, CDCR has never acknowledged that Shaylene was killed and did not commit suicide 

CDCR must provide families, as well as the general public, with up-to-date information about the cause 

and manner of death or injury to inmates in their custody 

Release the findings of the investigation into Shaylene’s murder so that the process of trauma-informed 

prevention can begin 

SLIDE 12 

So, to recap, I want to quickly summarize what I’ve proposed today.  Here are my policy 

recommendations: 

 READ OFF THE SLIDE; EACH ONE WILL POP UP EACH TIME YOU HIT ENTER/ARROW 

 

SLIDE 13 

Thank you for your time.  I look forward to continuing the conversation. 

 

 


