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Abstract

Nowaydays prisons are often a media topic and their presence in news, movies, TV series or 
articles (that are not scientific in nature) is commonplace. Many times we encounter sensational 
headlines and exaggerated descriptions of crimes to attract the attention of readers or viewers. 
This creates an image of the prison system as a brutal and merciless system that does not focus 
on social readaptation and resocialization. The aim of the study was to find out the opinions of 
criminology and rehabilitation pedagogy students on the media and real image of the Polish 
prison system. It was interesting to find out how rehabilitation interactions are portrayed in the 
media, with a particular focus on programmess carried out in penitentiary units, and to confront  
them with the students’ knowledge in the analyzed area.
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Streszczenie

W dzisiejszych czasach więzienia często stanowią temat medialny, a ich obecność w wiadomościach, 
filmach, serialach czy artykułach (niemających naukowego charakteru) jest powszechna. Wielokrotnie 
spotykamy się z sensacyjnymi nagłówkami i wyolbrzymionymi opisami przestępstw, co dąży do 
przyciągnięcia uwagi czytelników lub widzów. Kreuje to obraz więziennictwa jako brutalnego 
i bezlitosnego systemu, który nie skupia się na readaptacji społecznej i resocjalizacji. Celem 
badania było ustalenie, jak studenci kryminologii i pedagogiki resocjalizacyjnej postrzegają polskie 
więziennictwo na podstawie przekazów medialnych i rzeczywistych. Interesujące okazało się to, 
jak w mediach przedstawiane są oddziaływania resocjalizacyjne, ze szczególnym uwzględnieniem 
programów realizowanych w jednostkach penitencjarnych i skonfrontowanie ich z wiedzą studentów 
w analizowanym obszarze.

Słowa kluczowe: więzienie, obraz medialny, studenci, resocjalizacja, pomoc społeczna
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1. Introduction

The issue of prisons, the penitentiary system and their role in the process of resocial-
ization is extremely important and raises much controversy. The media play a key 
role in shaping public opinion on the subject. The authors of this paper focus on 
the image of prisons and the work of prison officers as portrayed in the media and 
compare it with the facts. At this point, it is worth clarifying what is meant by the 
term “media image” or “media perspective”. Media scholars define media image as 
“[...] a set of constructs and images that determine the reception and perception of 
a person, institution or issue in the minds of consumers of media messages”1. Media 
image is a kind of conceptual and worldview category. The media are to a large extent 
a source of knowledge, and also influence people’s views, values and emotions2. 
According to Henryk Kiereś, the media message itself has a persuasive function, e.g. 
“a social event – people gather, raise shouts, carry banners, destroy social property, 
clashes with law enforcement forces – can be presented at least as: events, antics, 
counter-revolution, riots, protest, revolution”3.

The literature on the subject is not very extensive. There are no scientific texts 
in Poland that present the results of research in this area. Those available are quite 
one-sided in their coverage, and usually the picture presented does not fully reflect 
reality. In the English-language literature, you can find scientific studies dealing with 
this topic. Ladye Anna L. Adams4, on the basis of her research, proved that in the 
United States private prisons and prisoners are shown in the media in two dimen-
sions: economic (as an economic object) and ethical (whether prisoners should have 
access to the news). Also Paul Mason5 undertook a consideration of the functioning 
of prisons. The author focused on several aspects in his book, and one of them is the 
media perspective (TV, movies) of the operation and life in prisons.

Prisons are often a media topic these days, and their presence in news, movies, TV 
series or articles (that are not scientific in nature) is commonplace. Some texts focus 
on the brutality and poor conditions in prisons, while others show the rehabilitative 
aspect of the penal system. Regardless of the context, media messages play an im-
portant role in shaping the public’s opinion on the subject. Similar conclusions were 
reached by, among others, Zsolt Boda and Gabrielle Szabó6 and Natasha A. Frost7 

analyzing media coverage of prisons and penal policy in the United States.

1  K. Molek-Kozakowska, O wizerunkowości sfery publicznej i jej analizie retorycznej [in:] Retoryka wizerunku 
medialnego, A. Budzyńska-Daca, A. Kampka, K. Molek-Kozakowska (eds.), Warszawa 2016, p. 5.
2  D. Zakrzewski, Medialny obraz świata i środki go tworzące, “Człowiek w Kulturze” 2015, No. 25, pp. 357–363.
3 H. Kiereś, Czy i kiedy media są źródłem wiedzy o świecie?, “Człowiek w Kulturze” 1999, No. 12, p. 128.
4 L.A.L. Adams, Media portrayal of private prisons and inmates, Electronic Theses and Dissertations 2022, 
Paper 3944, p. 55, available at: https://doi.org/10.18297/etd/3944 [accessed on: 16 September 2023].
5  P. Mason, Captured By the Media: Prison Discourse in Popular Culture, London–New York 2011.
6 Z. Boda, G. Szabó, The media and attitudes towards crime and the justice system: A qualitative approach, 
“European Journal of Criminology” 2011, No. 8(4), pp. 329–342.
7 N.A. Frost, Beyond public opinion polls: punitive public sentiment & criminal justice policy, “Sociology Compass” 
2010, No. 4(3), pp. 156–168.
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2. Prisons – a media perspective

It is important to start with the negative impact of media coverage on the perception 
of the broader penitentiary system. We often encounter sensationalist headlines and 
exaggerated descriptions of crimes to attract the attention of readers or viewers. This 
creates images of the prisons as a brutal and merciless system that does not focus on 
social readaptation and resocialisation. In this way, the media reinforce stereotypes 
and social prejudices against prison personnel and inmates, exacerbating the margin-
alization and difficulties they face after leaving prison. The above thesis is supported 
by a publication by Marta Jarosz8, who interviewed, among others, inmates serving 
prison sentences. They unequivocally indicated that the media present a false picture 
of life behind prison walls. The author points out that the reasons for this should be 
sought primarily in the difficulties faced, for example, by journalists collecting material 
for their publications, broadcasts or programs, etc. It should be acknowledged that  
the image of the Polish prison system, as well as the inmates themselves, has under-
gone a significant transformation over the past 20–30 years. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
there was a widespread public perception of the onerousness of imprisonment, 
including poor conditions of imprisonment. Above all, the development of mass 
media has contributed to a more positive change, such as the increase in the number 
of job publishers, radio and television broadcasters. In addition, over the past 25 years, 
there has also been a real change in penitentiary units (humanization of the execution 
of punishment, respect for the rights of inmates), as reported by the media, which 
consequently translated into a modification of public views on this issue9.

Also, the research conducted by Sławomir Trusz10 proves that the phenomenon 
of stereotyping can occur at the conscious and automatic levels. And especially dan-
gerous, according to the author, is the unconscious induction of negative cognitive- 
-affective patterns, as it can lead to the uncontrolled disclosure of unfavorable behavior.

Unfortunately, according to Bartosz Zając11, the Prison Service (SW) continues to 
face a negative public perception, which has been observed since the regime changes 
of the late 1980s. In addition, the profession of SW officer enjoys low prestige and 
social status. Of a different opinion is Stefan Lelental according to whom the media 
image of the Prison Service is positive, and the work of officers enjoys recognition 
among those involved in penitentiary issues12.

Fortunately, media coverage does not always portray prisons and the work of 
officers in a negative light. There are also examples in which the media focus on 
dialogue and reflection on the penal system. We can find reports (e.g., presented  

8 M. Jarosz, Więzienie w krzywym zwierciadle tekstów medialnych, “Kultura – Media – Teologia” 2011, No. 5.
9 M. Jarosz, Więzienie…, pp. 35–37.
10 S. Trusz, Językowe źródła procesu stereotypizacji, uprzedzeń i dyskryminacji dzieci cyrkularnych migrantów, 
“Lubelski Rocznik Pedagogiczny” 2020, Vol. XXXIX, Issue 2, pp. 113–133, available at: https://doi.org/ 
10.17951/lrp.2020.39.2.113-133 [accessed on: 16 September 2023].
11 B. Zając, Wybrane problemy współczesnego więziennictwa w Polsce, “Kortowski Przegląd Prawniczy” 2022, 
No. 1, p. 69, available at: https://doi.or/10.31648/kpp.7769 [accessed on: 16 September 2023].
12 P. Kochański, Politycy sobie, a praktycy w rozkroku, “Forum Penitencjarne” 2007, No. 7.
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on TVP Lublin Innovative Model of Re-socialization of Prisoners New Way) that 
focus on innovative re-socialization programs that help prisoners reintegrate into 
society. Such messages drive public attention to the need to change the prison system 
to focus more on rehabilitation and preparing prisoners for reintegration into society.

It is important to keep a critical eye on media content and understand that it does 
not always fully reflect the reality of prisons. The image of prisons in the media can be 
simplistic, focused on scandals or one-sided. Therefore, it is important to seek a variety 
of information sources and gain knowledge about the prison system from different 
perspectives in order to get a true picture of it. According to Andrzej Piotrowski13, 
it is also not always easy to convey positive information about the successes of such 
institutions, as viewers are often interested in the content that carries a strong emo-
tional charge, most often negative.

In addition, it is worth noting that the image of prisons in media coverage is also 
determined by the media’s objectives and audience preferences. Some media outlets 
may focus mainly on sensationalism and stirring up emotions, which can lead to 
exaggerating the negative aspects of prisons. Others emphasize the educational aspect 
and aim to raise public awareness of the penal system.

Research on the image of the Prison Service in comparison with other disposition 
groups (including the Police, Border Guard, Fire Service, Customs Service) was 
conducted by A. Piotrowski in a group of 38 competent judges, i.e. public relations 
specialists. According to the respondents, Prison Service officers enjoy the least pro-
fessional prestige among representatives of other groups, while the most prestigious 
profession is service in the Military Counterintelligence and Military Intelligence  
and the Internal Security Agency and the Intelligence Agency. Prison Service officers 
themselves also believe that there is very little information about their work in the 
media, and 56% of respondents consider their work to be not very prestigious. Only 
14% of respondents held the opposite view14. Similar conclusions were reached  
by Henryk Machel15 and Mieczysław Ciosek16.

According to Iwona Wolman17, the average Pole associates a prison with a build-
ing that houses prisoners and is not interested in the process of rehabilitation, the 
problem of overcrowding, penitentiary programs, or staffing and financial problems. 

It is important that viewers of media content, develop critical thinking skills 
and the ability to analyze the context of information. They should understand that 
media texts are selective reflections of reality and can be subjected to various forms 
of manipulation. It is worthwhile to seek out different perspectives on their own, to 
familiarize themselves with scientific research and to listen to different voices in the 
discussion of prison issues.

13  A. Piotrowski, Wizerunek medialny Służby Więziennej, “Przegląd Więziennictwa Polskiego” 2010,  
No. 67–68, p. 85.
14  A. Piotrowski, Wizerunek…, p. 85–90.
15  H. Machel, Psychospołeczne uwarunkowania pracy resocjalizacyjnej personelu więziennego, Gdańsk 2001.
16  M. Ciosek, Izolacja więzienna. Wybrane aspekty izolacji więziennej w percepcji więźniów i personelu, Gdańsk 1993.
17  I. Wolman, Więziennictwo (nie) musi być medialne, “Forum Penitencjarne” 2008, No. 2.
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The image of prisons in the media can have a significant impact on public per-
ceptions of the penal system and prisoners. Therefore, it is important for the media 
to be aware of its role and strive to present the topic responsibly, taking into account 
a diversity of perspectives and promoting accurate information. A responsible and 
balanced approach to reporting on prisons can contribute to building a more informed 
society and foster the development of effective rehabilitation strategies. However, it 
is difficult to achieve these goals because, according to a survey conducted by CBOS 
in 2008, only 3.2% of respondents had contact with the Prison Service. Despite the 
lack of direct information, among the public the Prison Service has the lowest social 
prestige among the surveyed professions18. 

According to the former spokesman for the Director General of the Prison 
Service Lt. Col. Jarosław Góra, “In communicating with society, the service and 
work of prisoners should appear as enabling the undertaking of all code tasks, 
especially interactions with persons deprived of liberty. Extremely important  
in communicating with society and shaping a positive perception is to reach out 
to environments favorable to us, such as local government bodies or the world of 
science. [...] shaping a positive image of the Prison Service depends on almost every 
officer and employee of our formation. How we look and behave on and off duty, 
what and how we communicate about our profession to loved ones, acquaintances, 
neighbours and other outsiders, all this is extremely effective in shaping our image 
and influencing social evaluation”19.

According to Robert Poklek, the public perception of the profession of Prison 
Service officer is negative and does not enjoy much recognition, and the entire pro-
fessional group is considered hermetic and characterized by anesthesia and moral 
relativism20. Also, Maria Niełaczna21 believes that the average citizen does not know 
what a prison is and how it functions, and obtains information on the subject mostly 
from feature films and media news. At the same time, both sources show a certain 
vision given by the author, and do not convey reliable knowledge. As a result, they 
create a selective, biased and subjective picture of the prison, often simplifying it or 
adding subtext.

3. Methodological assumptions

The author’s study was inspired by the feature series Deep Water, broadcast on Polish 
television in 2011–2013, directed by Katarzyna Adamik, Magdalena Łazarkiewicz 
and Olga Chajdas. The “Deep Water” series tells the story of a group of people 
working in one of the social welfare centers. The plot of each of the thirteen episodes 

18  A. Kojder, Kontakty z prawem, ocena instytucji prawnych i poczucie bezpieczeństwa. Komunikat z badań CBOS. 
Warunki życiowe społeczeństwa polskiego: problemy i strategie, BS/42/2008, available at: http://www.cbos.pl/
SPISKOM.POL/2008/K_042_08.pdf [accessed on: 16 September 2023].
19  K. Kowaluk, Nie siedzę nad rzeką…, “Forum Penitencjarne” 2013, No. 7, p. 31.
20  R. Poklek, Motywacja osiągnięć funkcjonariusza Służby Więziennej, Kalisz 2015, p. 6.
21 M. Niełaczna, Mechanizm nie-doskonały? Dobra administracja więzienna – ustalenia i konkluzje badawcze, 
Warszawa 2017, p. 26.



63Polish prison from a media and real life perspective. Students’ opinions based on the “Deep Water”…

revolves around a certain case requiring their intervention. The viewer witnesses the 
actions carried out by the center’s employees, who in their professional work meet 
people experiencing various difficulties and problems, such as: alcoholism, domestic 
violence, drug addiction, homelessness crisis or unemployment. The specialists also 
help people leaving penitentiary units to readjust to life at large.

The survey was conducted in March 2023 in one of Lublin’s universities, among 
students of two majors: criminology (first year of second degree) and re-socializa-
tion (third year). A total of 61 people took part in the study, of whom 43 were stu‑ 
dents of criminology, while 18 were studying pedagogy of re-socialization. The 
selection of the groups was dictated by the fact that during their studies they acquire 
the knowledge and skills necessary to work with inmates in penitentiary units as 
Prison Service officers. The age of the respondents was in the range of 20–24 years, 
i.e. early adulthood during which permanent internal attitudes are formed. Among 
the respondents, 75% were women due to the feminized fields of study. More than 
half of the students surveyed (67%) were from rural areas and small towns. 

The students were tasked with watching an episode of the TV series “Deep Water” 
titled “Prison” and were asked to share their thoughts on the six issues addressed, 
which included:
•	 the work of the security officers at the prison;
•	 current procedures and the penitentiary system in Poland;
•	 rehabilitation programs conducted in prisons;
•	 conditional early release from prison;
•	 tasks of a social worker in working with an ex-convict;
•	 support of the ex-convicts and their families after leaving prison.

Students were asked to address the issues of interest to the researchers from two 
perspectives: the media (what image of prisons, inmates, the process of rehabilitation 
and post-penitentiary assistance is created by the media) and the real world (how 
the students perceive the issues raised based on their knowledge, gained through 
classes at the university, internships in penitentiary units).

The research was conducted in terms of a qualitative paradigm. For this purpose, 
interviews were conducted with students according to the questions developed on 
the basis of the above-mentioned issues. J. Sztumski characterizes an interview as 
a controlled conversation “involving at least two people: the interviewer and the 
respondent. It is not a conversation, but such a conversation through which  
the researcher wants to obtain from the respondent data specified by the purpose of the 
study. It is a certain process in which the researcher tries to influence the respondent 
with questions in such a way as to persuade him to give a statement on the topic that 
is the subject of the research”22. A focused categorized interview was used.

The aim of the study was to determine the opinions of criminology and reha-
bilitation pedagogy students about prisons, taking into account media and real-life 
perspectives.

22  J. Sztumski, Wstęp do metod i technik badań społecznych, Katowice 2005.
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Two specific questions were formulated: 
•	 What image of prisons presented in the media do the students surveyed have?
•	 What image of prisons did the surveyed students acquire during their studies?

4. Test results

At the outset, respondents were asked how the work of security officers at the prison 
was portrayed in the series, and how they perceive the profession.

Regarding the media perspective of the work of a Prison Service officer, the most 
common point students made was that it is a dangerous profession and one with 
a high risk of danger to life. For the respondents, the work of a Prison Service officer 
is also associated with ensuring order and security for both inmates and the unit’s 
staff, while their job is to exercise constant supervision over inmates. On the other 
hand, students of social rehabilitation pedagogy, describing the media perspective 
of the work of security officers in a prison, noted that, in order to appease inmates, 
they use violence and are aggressive. In addition, they noted that in the media, the 
profession is shown as involving increased risks, while officers are burdened with 
an excess of duties. Those studying social rehabilitation pedagogy also pointed out 
that officers have a low level of competence and have difficulties in planning and 
organizing their work, while at the managerial level they saw irregularities in the 
selection of personnel and the filling of positions.

Analyzing the actual picture of the work of Prison Service officers, criminology 
students associate it with maintaining order and ensuring security, supervising 
inmates, inspecting cells and personal items of inmates, and taking action based 
on the regulations contained in the law. According to criminology students, this 
is dangerous work. On the other hand, rehabilitation students equate the work of 
a Prison Service officer with stress, extreme and dangerous working conditions 
and salaries that are inadequate to the duties performed. Students also see posi‑     
tive aspects of the job, namely that officers are able to build relationships with 
inmates, and it is a job for people who are characterized by responsibility, con-
sistency, self-control, self-confidence, mental toughness and the ability to control  
emotions.

Another question in the interview dispatches concerned how the media presents 
it, and what is the real image of the penitentiary system in Poland and the procedures 
used in penitentiary units. Criminology students pointed out that in the “Deep Water” 
series, the procedures in place in Poland, as well as the organizational structure  
of the penitentiary, are primarily aimed at isolating offenders. Moreover, in their 
view, the primary purpose of the penitentiary system and the procedures imple-
mented is to charge the offender and place him in custody to await trial. What seems 
interesting is that students of criminology did not observe references to the analyzed 
issues in the series. In contrast, students of rehabilitation pedagogy found that both 
the penitentiary system and the procedures are not oriented towards rehabilitation, 
but the execution of punishment per se (i.e., isolation only). In addition, they said 
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that the procedures are flawed and do not fulfill their role and do not favor inmates,  
and there are many ambiguities in Polish law.

Analyzing the actual picture of the penitentiary system and the procedures  
used in Poland for convicted or temporarily detained persons, one can see a big 
difference in the perception of criminology and rehabilitation pedagogy students. 
The former believe that all procedures are regulated in legal acts, and there are three 
types of penitentiaries in Poland. They see the organizational structure of penitentiary 
units as elaborate and serving only to isolate violators of the law. Individuals con-
sidered that the execution of sentences has an individualized character, while Prison 
Service officers have a total of rules and methods for working with people serving 
prison sentences. Analyzing the statements of students of re-socialization pedagogy, 
it can be seen that in their opinion the penitentiary system in Poland, which consists 
of prisons and detention centers, has an isolationist function and the measures tak-
en are aimed at changing the behavior of each inmate, that is, they also recognize 
the re-socialization and readaptation function of these units. However, individuals 
pointed to a high rate of recidivism. They perceive the penitentiary system in our 
country as outdated, inefficient and ineffective.The students surveyed indicated that 
it is necessary to introduce new solutions, such as electronic surveillance.

It was interesting from a cognitive point of view to determine how rehabilitation 
interactions are portrayed in the media, with a particular focus on programs carried 
out in penitentiary units, and to confront them with the knowledge (i.e., the real 
image) of students in the analyzed area. Criminology students, taking into account 
the media perspective, noted that the most common information would be on vo-
cational activation of inmates, as well as on programmes aimed at shaping socially 
desirable attitudes and developing new interests in prisoners, and on programmes to 
support inmates carried out in cooperation with entities from the local environment. 
The students also stated that these are the programmes for addiction therapy and 
preparing prisoners for reentry into society. On the other hand, students of social 
rehabilitation pedagogy said that they do not or rarely hear in the media about  
social rehabilitation programmes for people serving prison sentences. If they refer 
to the interventions conducted, they refer to addiction therapy or vocational activa-
tion. Individuals responded that these were the programmes run by social workers  
from the Social Security Office, aimed at countering aggression and violence, and 
addiction therapy. Respondents noted that if there is information on rehabilitation 
programs they are shown as ones that do not always have the intended effect.

On the other hand, in the real perspective, referring to students’ knowledge of 
rehabilitation programs conducted in penitentiary units, the predominant view 
among criminology students was that they are needed by every inmate, and the vast 
majority of respondents believe that they should focus on countering aggression and  
violence. According to the students, it is also important to have the programmes that 
have a specific goal, such as getting a job that will facilitate a stay at liberty, counter-
acting addiction, and shaping cognitive and social skills. Respondents also pointed to 
such areas of rehabilitation interventions as preventing the negative effects of prison 
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isolation; integration and support for families, as well as social readaptation and 
reintegration. There were also isolated statements testifying to the low effectiveness 
of rehabilitation programmes.

Students of rehabilitation pedagogy believe that rehabilitation programmes should 
focus primarily on: counteracting aggression and violence in inmates; prevention 
of addiction therapy; formation of social and cognitive skills; vocational activat‑ 
ion and promotion of employment; counteracting pro-criminal attitudes; prevention 
of negative effects of rehabilitation; family integration and health promotion. In their 
view, the programmes should be tailored to the individual needs of inmates (diag-
nosis of inmates’ needs in the context of potential interventions). They also pointed 
out their inadequacy.

The surveyed students were further asked what conditional early release from 
prison looks like from a media perspective. Criminology students most often said that 
it is applied to inmates whose behavior and conscientious attitude to work, confirmed 
by the opinion of prison authorities, makes it possible to assume that they will lead 
an honest life after release. In addition, they responded that this is always left to  
the discretion of the court, which makes a ruling on the case. Individuals were of the 
opinion that conditional early release should be applied to those who regret their 
behavior and have low sentences imposed. On the other hand, students of rehabili-
tation pedagogy felt that conditional early release is presented in a negative light, i.e. 
situations are presented in which inmates commit further crimes after leaving prison. 
According to the students, inmates should meet certain conditions, e.g. behave well, 
take part in the proposed rehabilitation, readaptation or therapeutic interactions. 
Individuals said that this punishment is regulated by law and the decision to impose 
it is always up to the court. The procedure is portrayed as simple, as inmates often 
apply for early release from imprisonment.

As for the criminology students surveyed, their knowledge of the procedure for 
conditional early release from imprisonment is based on their knowledge of the laws 
they learned at university. Most often, they pointed to certain conditions that should 
be met by an inmate applying for early release, such as that it can occur after serving 
two-thirds of the sentence if the inmate has already previously served a sentence 
of salvation, or after serving half of the sentence for first-time offenders, and after 
serving at least one-third of the sentence of a juvenile convict who has committed 
an unintentional crime, is raising a child under the age of 15 by himself, is 60 years 
old for women and 65 years old for men. There were also statements indicating that 
conditional early release should be granted “[...] only to convicts who have committed 
minor crimes. Those sentenced to 25 years or life imprisonment should serve their 
entire sentence without the possibility of early release, even if they show significant 
improvement. The criminal act is unforgivable”. In addition, the respondents said, 
“While in prison, he reinforces the court’s belief that he will not commit a crime 
again upon release”. In contrast, students of rehabilitation pedagogy most often said 
that a convict can apply for conditional early release after serving at least half of his 
sentence. There were also statements indicating that this is a complicated procedure, 
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regulated by law. The students responded that not every inmate should have  
the possibility of conditional early release, but only those whose rehabilitation is going 
positively. And in addition, it should be checked beforehand whether the person is 
ready to leave prison.

The next interesting question was to find out how the image of a social work-
ers working with an ex-convict is portrayed in the media, and what their tasks are. 
Criminology students most often answered that the tasks of a social worker in post-pen-
itentiary assistance include helping to organize life after release; assisting in rehabilita-
tion, including supervising (controlling) a person leaving prison; vocational activation; 
maintaining regular contact with him/her; and providing assistance to the inmate’s 
family. Individuals said that a social worker working with former inmates in media 
coverage is a courageous, conscientious and compassionate person, as well as giving 
hope for the inmate’s return to society and building a trusting relationship with him/her.

On the other hand, students of social rehabilitation pedagogy saw in the media 
perspective the image of a social worker who visits the family and conducts an 
interview and tries to cooperate, but there is little progress or success in this work; 
his assistance is of a long-term nature and consists primarily of finding housing and 
work, as well as providing monetary and non-monetary benefits and comprehensive 
and multispecialized assistance. One student said that the task of a social worker is 
to “support the process of secondary socialization”.

Analyzing the actual picture, i.e., the students’ knowledge of the tasks of a social 
worker in working with people leaving penitentiary units, it can be noted that crim-
inology students primarily pointed to assisting the process of social readaptation, 
vocational activation and providing shelter, as well as providing supervision of 
former inmates. In addition, students said that the tasks of social workers include 
implementing assistance programs, therapy and training, solving the problems of 
wards, providing psychological assistance and talking to them. On the other hand, 
rehabilitation pedagogy students are of the opinion that a social worker is a person 
who provides guidance, information and advice to solve the problems of his clients. 
In addition, they conduct community interviews to identify deficits and difficulties, 
prevent further development of criminal behavior, and provide both short-term and 
long-term assistance. Students also said that they help people adapt to the environ-
ment through financial assistance, support in finding employment and a place to 
live, and participates in social programs.

The last issue raised during the interviews concerned the forms of support pro-
vided to the ex-convicts and their family after leaving prison. Analyzing the media 
perspective, in the opinion of criminology students, the most frequently offered form 
of support is providing assistance to the family of the inmate, as well as rehabilitation 
and vocational activation of prisoners, i.e. social reintegration. The students surveyed 
also stated that it is not the state that helps with readaptation and social reintegration, 
while many activities are carried out by NGOs. Individuals mentioned support in the 
form of psychological assistance, or in providing specialized treatment. One student 
said that in the “Deep Water” series the boundary of professional contact between the 
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social worker and the supported person was crossed (excessive involvement of  
the social worker in the client’s affairs). On the other hand, students of social rehabilita-
tion pedagogy, analyzing the media perspective, indicated that assistance is provided  
in tangible and intangible forms and is of an ad hoc nature. The most common, according 
to the respondents, is psychological assistance, family therapy and vocational activation 
programmes. At the same time, they felt that former inmates and their families receive 
too little support from the society, despite the fact that they need it badly.

On the other hand, analyzing the actual perspective, i.e. the knowledge of students, 
it can be seen that criminology students pointed to monetary assistance for former 
inmates as the main form of support provided, as well as benefits in non-monetary 
form, e.g. shelter, psychological assistance. At the same time, the students note that 
the assistance is of an ad hoc nature and fewer and fewer people leaving penitentiary 
units receive assistance from the Social Security Office. There were also voices that 
assistance should be provided from multiple sources simultaneously. On the other 
hand, students of social rehabilitation pedagogy, referring to their knowledge of 
providing support to inmates and their families, indicated that the most common 
is assistance in finding employment or housing, financial assistance, instrumental 
support, such as participation in support groups for addicts, as well as informatio‑ 
nal and spiritual support. Individuals said that assistance from the OPS is ad hoc, 
not a long-term and comprehensive solution.

5. Conclusion and summary

The media image of the prison that emerges from the survey is quite negative. The 
work of officers is perceived as difficult, dangerous and significantly burdensome. It 
is not associated with success, but more often with failures, inefficiency, undermining 
the validity and effectiveness of the rehabilitation interventions carried out.

It was found that a slightly different picture of the Prison Service officer’s work in 
media coverage is drawn by criminology students than by rehabilitation pedagogy 
students. Perhaps this is due to the fact that students of pedagogy of social rehabil-
itation are more critical, which indicates that their knowledge is broader and takes 
into account not only media coverage, but also the knowledge gained in the course 
of teaching at the university, hospitalization or internships held in penitentiary  
units.

Taking into account the responses of students regarding the image of the actual 
Polish prison system, it can be seen that the knowledge on the basis of which this 
image is built upon is quite general. At the same time, it can be assumed that the stu-
dents of re-socialization pedagogy have a broader knowledge of the methodology of 
interventions in conditions of penitentiary isolation, while the students of criminology 
placed more emphasis in their statements on the legal regulations on the execution of 
imprisonment, definitely have a more general knowledge of the support of inmates 
and their families in terms of the post-penitentiary assistance provided and the role 
of the social worker in this process.
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Having analyzed the statements of students, it seems that it is important to increase 
the number of teaching hours in the field of executive criminal law for students of 
rehabilitation pedagogy, so that they have a more complete and structured knowledge 
in this area. Students of criminology first of all, but students of pedagogy of re-so-
cialization can also be offered, for example, within the framework of faculties, classes 
to develop competence in working with inmates, participation in hospitalizations at 
prisons, meetings with practitioners – Prison Service officers.

The media image of prisons is quite pessimistic, so it is also worth asking the 
question, how can the image of the prison system in the media be changed? In order 
to modify the image of prisons presented in the media message, several measures 
can be taken, namely:
•	 Proper information: It is important to promote accurate and balanced information 

about the prison system. The media should accurately portray various aspects of 
the penal system, taking into account both problems and initiatives related to the 
rehabilitation and reintegration of prisoners that can demonstrate its usefulness.

•	 Educating journalists: It is important to ensure that journalists are properly edu-
cated on prison issues. This will make them better equipped with the knowledge 
and tools to present more comprehensive and diverse perspectives on prisons.

•	 Multiple perspectives: The media should strive to present a variety of perspectives 
related to the prison industry. It is important to include the voices of prisoners, prison 
staff, experts and community organizations dealing with penitentiary issues. This will 
allow for a more complete understanding of the various aspects of the prison system.

•	 Public Dialogue: Encouraging an open dialogue and discussion about prisons can 
lead to greater public awareness of the issue. The media can play an important role 
in creating space for different perspectives and helping to build a more informed 
society.

•	 Positive stories and innovative approaches: the media can actively seek out and 
promote positive stories of people who have achieved success after leaving pris-
on. It is also important to report on innovative rehabilitation programs that help 
prisoners reintegrate into society and restore their chances for a better future.

•	 Social initiatives: Encouraging social initiatives such as organizing debates, semi-
nars, and conferences on prison issues can contribute to a more varied and attentive 
view of the topic.
It is important that both the media and the public engage in building a more 

empathetic, fair and understanding image of prisons. Such activities should aim to 
change the presented image of prisons in the media and build a more informed society.
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