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Terminology 

• These terms (and others) all tend to be used 
colloquially interchangeably, but they all have 
different social, lexical and legal meaning.

• The preferred term is in blue
– Prisons, jails, incarceration, carceral facilities

– Prisoners, inmates, incarcerated people. 



Introduction

• Original dataset from earlier studies: NYPL Correctional 
Services Program & Pratt Institute School of Information, 
Information Services & Resources service-learning project 

• Initial studies provided quantitative snapshot of the 
information needs of incarcerated people

• The present study utilizes a larger dataset drawn from 
classroom engagement with the NYPL prison letter 
service. 

• The researchers deployed the method of discourse 
analysis to analyze the information needs of people in 
prisons and jails in the context of information worlds. 



Methodology & Theoretical Approach to 
Information Needs in Prisons & Jails

• Discourse analytic approach to library & 
information science research

• Enabled extension of earlier work that relied on 
quantitative methodology

• Information requests received were counted and 
sorted to produce a set of information topics. This 
data was used to point to areas of information 
poverty experienced by people in prisons and 
jails. 



The discourse analytic approach enabled us to:
– Analyze the information requests as discursive units 

and modes of interpretation 

– Understand reported information needs as 
simultaneously descriptive of information worlds

– Understand the letter writers as agents in the 
production of their information environments. 

– Build an analysis of prisons and jails as environments 
that produce certain kinds of questions 
• These questions tell us as much about the conditions of 

confinement as they do about the individuals seeking answers to 
particular questions.

Methodology & Theoretical Approach to 
Information Needs in Prisons & Jails



Discourse Analysis
• Assumes that the role of speech is to construct the 

speakers’ (and listeners’) social world. 

• Regards speech as an act in itself and is focused on 
analyzing the functions and outcomes of speech acts. 

• Makes visible “ongoing conversations,” important 
debates, and interpretative conflicts existing in the 
society, and the genuine ambivalence of many social 
questions and issues.

• Discourses produce and transform reality, making it 
possible to evaluate the practical consequences of 
different ways of approaching a particular phenomenon.



Discourse Analysis: Process

1. Construct your research question

2. Select a sample of discourse to study

3. Collect the records of documents you will 
analyze

4. Code the data & Identify themes

5. Analyze your data

6. Validate your findings



Method
• 290 reference letters answered during September 

2013 to May 2015

• Two phases to preparing the dataset for analysis 
using a spreadsheet created with each letter as a 
unit of analysis

– Identified demographic elements:

• Sentence term, time to release

• Name of Facility

• Race & Year of Birth

• Time lapse between Q & A 

– Transcribed and uploaded all letters to Atlas.ti



Limitations
• Only a snapshot of the information needs and 

environments are represented

• Letters selected for service-learning project 
leaned towards challenging and unique

• All letters represent only the needs of the 
incarcerated who are active users of the letter 
service program



• Reference Letters 
– indicate the kinds of collections carceral libraries 

might build 

– reveal the kinds of information needs produced and 
circulated inside the small worlds of these 
institutions 

• Three general categories emerged
– Self-help: Rights to medical services, Opportunities 

to study while in prison, Legal information

–Re-entry: Employment, half-way houses, social 
security benefits, other practical matters. 

–General Reference: All other reference questions



Breaking of families by # of quotes





Letters Received 
from facilities in 

NY State



Letters Received from Out of NY State





Findings & Future 

• Continued relevance of reference sources

• Prison produces anxiety about 
employment/reentry 

• Information-needs of the users often are 
often created by the prison itself

• Development of mode of discourse 
through letter service



Prison produces anxiety about employment/reentry 
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Prison produces anxiety about employment/reentry 



Information-needs of the users often are 
often created by the prison itself



Information-needs of the users often are often created by the prison itself
Development of mode of discourse through letter service



Development of mode of discourse through letter service



Q&A

[forthcoming article] Rabina D., Drabinski, E., Paradise L. (2016) 
Information needs in prisons and jails: A discourse analytic approach. 
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