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The program “Categorial (“peer”) education of convicts for anger control and acquisition of desirable and functional social skills” consists of 5 units (project of installation) that were implemented in Penitentiary Nis, Serbia. Independent implementation of the Program by prison is in progress. 
I / Program

“Categorial (“peer”) education of convicts for anger control and acquisition of desirable and functional social skills” is an innovative, author's program of an NGO, the Center for Human Rights Nis, Serbia.
Innovation is reflected in the fact that previously trained convicts-trainers independently conduct and administer the realization of the program, with groups of participants, also convicts, during the period of 12 weeks i.e., 12 workshops.
Educational programs intended for the convicts in the world and in Serbia are conducted by psychologists, pedagogues etc. who are employed in the prison and are part of the management. The idea that education is conducted by convicts and not by professionals working in prison is new. This approach avoids resistance to authority and makes it easier to accept and adopt different behaviours that come from those who are in the same position - convicts.

The program is in line with the concept of Community Psychology, which postulates the engagement of non-professionals in the process of mental health care, assistance in crises and reduction of psychological problems.
The program (12 workshops) provides an understanding of the sources of aggression in humans and concrete answers on how to resolve aggression in a socially acceptable way. The content of the Program is contemporary; it is designed to meet the challenges of today's world. For example, it also contains exercises/knowledge/ on recognizing fake news; for this part of the training the scheme “How to spot when news is fake” was used, created by the expert service of the European Parliament (EP, EU Parliament) and published in February 2019 (EPRS / European Parliamentary Research Service, PE 599.386 - February 2019).

The realization of the program lasts at least 12 weeks. The group consists of 12 participants and between each two workshops the participants write homework on a specific insight about themselves, derived from the content of the previous workshop.

The realization of each workshop is attended by 1 to 2 treatment officers, in the role of observers, without the right to interfere in the workshop process. Treatment officers monitor the progress of attendees, for which they were previously trained, in pre-defined categories and under equal conditions for all participants. The information on progress, recorded during the workshops, later becomes part of the dossier of each of the convicted participants.

This component contributes to the transparency of the treatment service work and gives the program anti-corruption potential.

The program is specifically, but not exclusively, intended for (1) Overcrowded and institutions in which educational groups per one treatment officer number more than 60 convicts; (2) Convicts with long sentences (as program leaders – meaningful activity is introduced into their lives); (3) As part of the preparation for release in any prison: convicts who are about to finish serving their sentences or meet other requirements for conditional release.

During its implementation in the Penitentiary Nis (Serbia, the number of inmates approx 1,500 while the actual capacity is less), in 2020/21, the program was under independent evaluation during the internship of current coaches to assess the efficiency of the program. The research included the answers of 101 respondents - convicts attending the workshops.
When measuring the program's effectiveness, it is important to point out that the first measurement (baseline) was performed before the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. The final measurement was during the pandemic period, which affected the final results in different (but not positive) ways. Notably, during the pandemic, the CHR-Nis team utilised the Zoom platform as a substitute for in-person sessions, marking an innovative response to the situation, a first in the Serbian prison system. 
The result of the evaluation is largely in favour of better control and less experience of negative emotions such as anxiety, depression, irritability, and inferiority after the end of the program. Verbal communication and the quality of mutual relations after the program have been improved. The reduced level of distress reaction indicates the psychological stabilization of participants who are now able to react to obstacles in the conditions of imprisonment with more adequate communication and fewer negative emotions. This is also important indirectly for the control of aggressive behaviour and impulsivity both in prison and in the social environment after serving a sentence.
Sustainability of the achieved progress: In the overall stimulating environment (and prisons are not such; prison staff dictate atmosphere, particularly security service) in which the person applies the newly learned patterns, the achieved progress can be maintained permanently. The lack of conditions that confirm the value of the newly adopted pattern destroys change, leads a person/prisoner to reconsider whether it is good when to respond to challenges in a newly learned way and can gradually lead to the annulment of progress.

Implementation was fully supported (financially and morally) by German NGO Help – Hilfe zur Selbsthilfe e.V.
II / Program "installation" in existing system for enforcement of prison sanctions
The program "Categorial ('peer') education of convicts for anger control and acquisition of desirable and functional social skills" consists of five units, as follows:

1. Training Convicts as Program Implementers: In this phase, a selected group of convicts is trained to independently deliver the program content i.e. implementation, and administration of the Catalog of 12 workshops. They were once program trainees themselves, attended the workshops and went through the process of anger control and acquisition of desirable and functional social skills. This phase encompasses all activities until they attain the status of trainee coaches.
2. Internship of Potential Coaches and Audit: This phase involves potential coaches undergoing supervised workshops, and conducting the required number of program repetitions (3 cycles) to achieve the status of independent coaches. These workshops are attended by convicts who participated in the Program Efficiency Survey.

3. Training Treatment Officers: A group of treatment officers is trained to monitor and document the progress of program participants in standardized categories, which are implemented by convicts-coaches.

4. Creating Preconditions for Systemic Implementation: This phase aims to establish the conditions for the program's self-sustainability, including the creation of convict jobs for coaches, periodic audits to ensure the maintenance of coaches' acquired skills and knowledge and the provision of individual psychological support for coaches.

5. Assisting Treatment Services: The final phase involves supporting treatment services until they can independently organize program cycles. Each cycle includes the implementation of 12 workshops, the evaluation of outcomes, and the selection and preparation of participants for the next cycle.

After completing these five phases, the program is now implemented independently by the Penitentiary Nis, and this implementation continues through November 2023.
III / Program in the context of Sustainable Development Goals 16 (peace/justice, rule of law) and the impact of climate change

Transforming the potential of conflict into constructiveness, at the level of a group that, in itself, carries a higher risk of falling into potential conflict situations, is an important result of the program. 
It makes it very important in the context of
(1) SDG 16 and 
(2) Planning new, yet unknown responses to the demands that climate change will bring at the community level. 
Solutions used by this program are not based on the cultural specifics of the region, but rather applicable universally, in any prison regardless of the socio-cultural specifics of the environment.
(Nis, 04.11.2023.)
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