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For over 10 years, Refined By Fire Ministries through its Reentry Benefiting Families (RBF) 
initiative has provided life skills programming for incarcerated men at Dixon Correctional 
Institute (DCI) which includes Getting Ahead In A Just-Gettin'-By World. With the 
overwhelmingly positive results of using the Bridges Out of Poverty philosophy and Getting 
Ahead program with the adults housed at this facility, RBF embarked on providing another aha! 
Process program—The R Rules, developed and authored by Elizabeth W. Souther, an educator 
who has worked for the Farmington (New Mexico) Municipal Schools since 1989. The R Rules 
was designed for middle and high school students to assist them in using critical thinking to 
develop learning skills and resources. RBF chose to pilot the program at DCI by targeting 
younger offenders incarcerated at the adult male facility. In September 2011, five young 
offenders ranging in age from 18–22, along with three veteran peer facilitators who were 
graduates of Getting Ahead, began The R Rules program. 
 
The main purpose of The R Rules is to help under-resourced young people who feel they are 
trapped in a life of poverty and have no future story. It has been used extensively in middle and 
high schools around the country. RBF staff members have observed this mindset in the majority 
of the offender population, whether young or old. The lack of strong parent/child attachment 
while growing up, dropping out of school at a young age, and the absence of healthy 
relationships with caring adults has set these individuals on a trajectory of bad choices and mired 
them in poverty, drug abuse, and other criminogenic behavior. The R Rules helps participants 
develop a future picture—a mental model of the future they wish to have—and identify and build 
resources to reach that desired future. 
 
The fundamental premise of the program was created to answer a philosophy first offered by 
charter school pioneer Grant East, R – R = R, or Rules minus Relationships equals Rebellion. 
Souther, drawing on her lengthy background as an educator, incorporated the Bridges and 
Getting Ahead concepts and research into the design of The R Rules, and answered East’s 
formula with one of her own: R + R + R = R + R + R, or Rules plus Relationships plus Rigor 
equals Resources plus Results plus Respect. To address the negative aspects that many under-
resourced young people have encountered in their lives, The R Rules helps participants “flip the 
script” and uses concepts and exercises to support the more positive formula application of R + R 
+ R = R + R + R. The interactive structure of the curriculum is designed to assist hard to reach 
individuals to be more quickly engaged, to change their negative thinking, to become more self-
sufficient through the development of healthy relationships, and to improve their critical thinking 
and decision-making skills. The use of future pictures can guide decisions, help control 
impulsivity, be used to translate abstract concepts to concrete actions, and can motivate the 
individual to undertake additional rigor in their efforts to make their picture of a better future a 
reality. 
 
I participated in the class, as did Alex Barras, a Louisiana State University intern who comes 
from an upper middle class family. Alex’s father is Taylor Barras, a member of the Louisiana 
House of Representatives. Representative Barras also attended the class and interacted with the 



participants, a highlight of the program according to the participants’ comments. The pilot class 
participants were selected with input from the peer facilitators, who interacted with the young 
offenders on a regular basis to establish ongoing mentoring relationships outside of the 
classroom. In just the first four weeks of the initial class, we saw remarkable shifts in mindsets 
and deeper relationships being forged with and by these young offenders. 
 
Additional activities were introduced into the program, which included providing the participants 
with books on their areas of interest (ranging from learning Spanish to the history of hip-hop to 
biographical information on successful people like Tyler Perry, Hill Harper, and Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr.). The program was very successful, and the young men, as well as the 
facilitators, benefited from the experience. As a final assignment, the participants were asked to 
write a summary of their experience while going through the program and how they felt they 
benefited. Below are some excerpts from those letters.  
 
Anthony: “This class has given me an entirely different view of the world. In prison I never felt 
like thinking of my future and making plans. Now I know I have to, and I have the information 
that will help me do it. I also never thought I would have the resources to start studying Spanish 
like I have dreamed of doing. Getting the Spanish book from Mrs. E. and developing 
relationships with Hispanic offenders has made that dream come true. I want to be an interpreter 
in the future, and I’m on my way to being able to do that now.” 
 
Kevin: “Realizing that building relationships is what helps build resources in my life is 
something that I now know I’ve been missing and will help me when I get to go home.” 
 
Al: “Finding out that I am really a good problem solver was one of the aha moments I had. This 
class showed me that my mind is like a parachute; it only works when it is open. I know now I 
can shoot for my goals, and I have talents that will help me reach those goals.” 
 
Quarion: “I really did not like the class at first. With all the talk about relationships and 
discussions, I thought it was all kind of mushy. But after a while I realized I was changing my 
thinking. I really enjoyed learning about financial things too. I never knew about checking 
accounts or banks before. I also feel the information about colleges and how to get help to enroll 
made me realize I can do this, and I want to continue to learn.” 
 
Implementing these programs in a prison setting brings with it some unique aspects and 
considerations. From our experience with The R Rules, a younger population is suggested (15–
20 years old) who may never have taken self-help or life skills programs before and may have 
longer than one year before release. The R Rules is useful in helping younger offenders “get their 
heads on right” and motivating them to get a GED or enroll in other self-help programs. 

 
Now that RBF has piloted both Getting Ahead and The R Rules in a prison setting, we are 
working to implement community-based programs by early 2013. We have developed 
collaborations with key agencies in the greater Baton Rouge area and in northeast Louisiana, an 
area of the state that has a 30% poverty rate in much of the region. Additionally, RBF has 
recently become an aha! Process local area consultant so that we can offer assistance and support 
to other community agencies using aha! Process programs and strategies.  



 
Our unique approach is helping to lower the incidence of family violence and intergenerational 
criminogenic behavior and the results have raised our organization’s profile in the communities 
where we are working. Violence in the Greater Baton Rouge metro has increased to 25% higher 
than anywhere in the country, the majority of which is due to drug and gun violence committed 
by young offenders. RBF has been invited to work with a new law enforcement/community 
initiative, the Baton Rouge Area Violence Elimination project, to find solutions to the problem 
and will be providing the R Rules for young people wishing to leave the criminal lifestyle.  
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