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Russian Literature Used to Reform
Young Offenders in the U.S.
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Young offenders in a juvenile correctional center in Beaumont, Virginia, are being encouraged
to read Russian literary classics to help get their lives back on track.

The classes, organized by the University of Virginia, have become so popular that they are
being used as an incentive for good behavior, The Washington Post reported.

The man who came up with the idea, Andy Kaufman, a lecturer at the university, hopes
to introduce Russian literary classics to a greater number of prisoners, both in Virginia itself
and in other U.S. states.

Inmates are reading the likes of '"War and Peace" by Leo Tolstoy, even outside of lessons.
Prisoners are also reading works by Fyodor Dostoevsky, who himself served time in a Siberian
penal colony, including ""An Honest Thief."
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At Beaumont high school, staff members report having seen a marked improvement
in inmates' behavior and social skills. Some inmates have even gone on to college, according
to Michael Hall, the school's principal.

Impressed by the results of Kaufman's experiment, the University of Virginia has given him
a $50,000 grant to expand the project.

Kaufman thinks Russian literature resonates with prisoners because Russian authors ask
important questions such as: ""Who am I? Why am I here? Given I'm going to die, how should I
live?"

Not only is the class popular among young offenders, it is also prized by university
undergraduates who want to participate and lead discussions with the inmates. Almost three-
quarters of the students who apply are turned away.

The financial benefits of the scheme are also part of its appeal.

Nearly $80 million is spent every year on juvenile correctional centers, but in recent years
more than a third of released inmates are convicted of another crime within a year.

Kaufman's classes, however, come at no cost to the Department of Juvenile Justice.
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