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Learned Lessons for Corresponding with
Comrades Inside

Banned / Censored Materials

Things to keep in mind before you begin writing:

First things first, banned/censored materials to remember:

These letters are important gestures, but they can do work beyond that.
Receiving mail can be a form of harm reduction, it signals to the prison
guards that your comrade has people on the outside who are concerned
with their well-being. It can also signal to fellow incarcerated folx that there
are support networks out there to be tapped into.

The following things seem to be censored at most prisons, so you
should refrain from using them to ensure your mail has the greatest
chance of making it to your comrade inside:

Don’t let the cruel and arbitrary prison mail room policies scare you into
not establishing relationships with folx inside. Yes, it’s frustrating and
infuriating, don’t give up.
Always double check the prison’s website for any changes or updates
in mail restrictions. It’s a good practice to check monthly at a minimum if
you’re writing with regularity. Every prison mail room is different and their
policies frequently change.
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x Thick, multi-layered greeting cards (especially made of cardstock)
x Colored paper of any kind (including construction and computer
paper)
x Stickers, glue, confetti, glitter, ribbons/additional items on greeting
cards
x Oversized envelopes (Try to only mail standard sized envelopes,
legal-size paper and preferably 8 ½ x 11 max)
x Drawings on envelopes (unfortunately, your art might be considered
“graffiti”)
x Crayon and colored markers (this one really hurts because kid’s
drawings are frequently rejected)
x Tape on envelopes in general, clear scotch tape or otherwise
x Peel and press envelopes, and envelopes with metal brads that press
down
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Best Practices for Letter Writing

•

You must have a complete name and return address on all mail,
including post cards. They’ll be returned or possibly thrown away if
not!

•

Remember to set boundaries and expectations if you’re beginning
a pen pal relationship. Let me know how often to expect to hear from
you, and what kind of pen pal relationship you have the capacity to be
in. They’ll be able to assess if this works for them too.
From Survived & Punished: Please be aware of the scarcity of
resources for incarcerated survivors and the power differential
that creates — do not make commitments or promises that you
cannot keep.

•

If you want, or are open to, a direct reply, put your name and
preferred mailing address in the body of the letter and/or somewhere
written inside your card, as sometimes envelopes are damaged or
destroyed by mail room prison guards.

•

If you’re writing a several page letter and are including multiple sheets
of paper, make sure you don’t exceed the amount of pages allowed
by the prison per envelope. On every separate page, write your
comrade’s name and “inmate ID number” in the top right hand corner,
it’s also a good idea to write the date and number every page (ie
page 1 of 5, 2 of 5, 3 of 5 etc).

•

Send a photograph of yourself if you’re beginning a pen pal
relationship. Make sure you write your comrade’s name and their
“inmate number” on the back of the photo. List the photo on a cover
sheet that you make for your letter that lists all contents (ie 1 three
page letter, 1 photograph).
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•

Consider where folx are coming from in terms of vocabulary/language
accessibility.
From Survived & Punished: Please keep in mind the mixed
literacy levels among incarcerated people and try to respond
appropriately — ask questions to help assess what the survivor
needs and what is the most accessible way for them to receive
support.

•

Don’t forget to check the formatting of the prison address when
addressing the envelope, it’s gotta look the way the prison wants it or
it’s likely to be discarded.

•

Remember, your mail is being read by prison guards. They can deem
content of any kind reason enough to reject your letters. Don’t out
people in letters; take cues from your pen pals.
From Survived & Punished: Remember that letters will be opened
by prison staff — ask survivors to let you know what they are
comfortable sharing and discussing by mail.
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E-Correspondence Suggestions

When sending electronic messages via Jpay, ConnectNetwork or some
other platform, remember they are also subject to scrutiny, censored,
disappeared, and cost the person you’re writing to respond to. None of the
prison policies are guided by consistency or logic. Be prepared for
technical frustrations, uneven application of content rules, and retaliation
for little or no reason. Do your best, it’s not your or your inside comrade’s
fault, just keep trying to communicate.
•
•
•

•

•

•
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Purchase the “stamp” packages for yourself and your comrade/loved
one. This will help avoid any lapses in communication.
Also attach a minimum of one “stamp” to help the person you are
writing respond to you without burden.
As you’re drafting your message, consider drafting outside of the
sending platform because frequent crashing and account lock-outs
can happen! Then copy/paste your message into the “compose” +
“send” box and send.
Keep it concise! Often the wifi, device, and other connectivity issues
make it difficult to respond to incredibly lengthy messages in a timely
fashion for the person you are writing. Also, the low quality of the
devices many people have access to for e-correspondence mean
frequent crashes and “time outs.”
To the best of your ability keep the content in accordance with the
prison’s correspondence policies--also refrain from directly naming
other folx inside by name/ID number and instead try to develop
nicknames for others if you really need to share information.
Backup all of your correspondence outside of the platform/portal
you’re using to send e-messages. Crashing, deleting, disappearing
happens!

Resources

Links to Organization specific resources about letter writing and
pen-paling to check out:
Survived + Punished : Letter Writing Action Center
https://survivedandpunished.org/letter-writing-action/
California Coalition for Women Prisoners
How to : Letter Writing to Prisoners
https://freebresha.files.wordpress.com/2016/08/201503051048.pdf
Prisoner Correspondenc Project : FAQs
https://prisonercorrespondenceproject.com/faqs/
Black and Pink PenPal Program
https://www.blackandpink.org/penpal-newsletter/
Sex Workers Outreach Project : Mentor by Mail “How To”
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MnzYrjGirNZBG16ah-g0n488fEJ05g4Hgr84srG95As
Support Ho(s)e Sex Work Centered Guide for Letter Writing
bit.ly/SxHxLetterWriting
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