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Executive Summary
Chapter 1 of the Laws of 2008, the Special Housing Unit (SHU) Exclusion Law, gave the New York State
Commission on Quality of Care and Advocacy for Persons with Disabilities the responsibility to monitor
the quality of mental health care provided to inmates in correctional facilities operated by the New York
State Department of Correctional Services (DOCS). In order to carry out this responsibility, the
Commission will conduct a series of systemic reviews of mental health programs in state‐operated
correctional facilities. This review of Residential Crisis Treatment Programs (RCTPs) is the first in that
series of systemic reviews.
Inmates in need of immediate mental health evaluation, and/or observation and treatment, are
required to be transferred to 1 of 16 RCTPs operating in DOCS facilities. RCTPs are intended to house
inmates in a safe environment while mental health and DOCS staff observe and monitor them. After
observation and interviews with the inmate, mental health staff determine whether or not the inmate
can return to DOCS housing or needs inpatient care at the Central New York Psychiatric Center (CNYPC).
The purpose of the Commission’s review was to assess how RCTPs serve inmates in need of mental
health evaluation, observation and treatment.
The Commission reviewed utilization data from eight correctional facilities serving over 4,500 inmates
annually, three months of mental health and correctional records for 59 inmates, policies, procedures,
training curricula for corrections and mental health staff working in RCTPs, conducted private interviews
with 52 inmates, and received over 100 surveys from inmates and staff. New York State DOCS and
Office of Mental Health (OMH) staff at the agencies’ central offices and at the eight correctional facilities
provided a high level of cooperation throughout the review process.
Summary of Findings:
•

Most of the inmates transferred to RCTPs had a serious mental illness and a high level of mental
health needs. Many inmates also had co‐occurring substance abuse disorders.

•

The majority of inmates transferred to the RCTP experienced a mental health crisis or exhibited
behavior or made statements that indicated they may be at risk for self‐harm. The RCTP was
also used for respite and as a re‐entry point for inmates returning from CNYPC. All of these uses
can be beneficial to the inmate’s mental health.

•

Transfer to the RCTP was helpful for many inmates, but the benefit was not apparent for all
inmates, and a few may have benefitted more by transfer to CNYPC for inpatient care.

•

Most inmates are transferred into observation cells, rather than to dorm beds, and this practice
varied by facility.

•

Documentation completed by DOCS and OMH was not always complete. The overall quality of
documentation varied by facility and all facilities had incomplete nursing notes and monitoring
charts.
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Summary of Recommendations
Based upon the findings from this review, the Commission recommends the following to OMH and
DOCS:
1. Continue to monitor the mental health caseload to ensure that all inmates who have a diagnosis
that is defined in the SHU Exclusion Law as a serious mental illness have the required “S”
designation.
2. Continue to review and expand DOCS and OMH substance abuse treatment programs to ensure that
inmates with serious mental illness have timely access to substance abuse treatment.
3. Maximize the therapeutic nature of the RCTP and decrease the perception that RCTP is punishment
by:
•

Ensuring that the restriction and restoration of amenities is based on an individualized
assessment of each inmate with an emphasis on the restoration of amenities – especially
underwear, clothing and eating utensils, as soon as clinically appropriate;

•

Monitoring the temperature in observation cells to ensure that it is comfortable for inmates,
especially those in suicide prevention smocks;

•

Banning the use of punitive measures such as using fans as a form of inmate management; and

•

Ensuring that all corrections officers working in RCTPs, including relief staff, receive additional
mental health training.

4. Revise policies and procedures to include transfers from CNYPC or for inmates in need of respite
from environmental stressors. The Commission recommends that such policies and procedures
acknowledge that there may be less risk of self‐harm for these inmates and housing and access to
amenities should be based on least restrictive principles while they are in the RCTP.
5. Improve documentation in:
•
•
•
•

Nursing assessments and progress notes;
RCTP monitoring forms;
Consultation with CNYPC for length‐of‐stay of seven days or more; and
Security log books – clearly identify watches, when mental health staff are on units and
document mental health staff review of suicide watch log books.

6. Reconsider the recent OMH decision to identify the reason for transfer only in cases of self‐harm or
assaultive behavior on RCTP monitoring forms.

ii

Table of Contents
Introduction
Mental Health Services in State‐Operated Correctional Facilities

p. 1

The Role of the Residential Crisis Treatment Program (RCTP) in Correctional Facilities

p. 2

Scope of Review

p. 2

RCTP Utilization Data
Demographic Information

p. 4

Crime Commitment Data

p.4

Mental Health Status of Inmates Transferred to RCTP

p. 5

Transfer and Discharge Source

p. 7

Clinical Length of Stay

p. 8

Review Findings
Reason for Transfer to RCTP

p. 9

Outcome of Transfer

p. 11

Dorm Bed Utilization

p. 16

Documentation

p. 18

Appendices

p. 22

iii

Introduction
Chapter 1 of the Laws of 2008 authorized the New York State
Commission on Quality of Care and Advocacy for Persons with
Disabilities (hereinafter referred to as the Commission) to monitor
the quality of mental health care provided to inmates in State‐
operated correctional facilities. The legislative intent articulated in
Chapter 1 is to balance the mental health treatment needs of
inmates with the need to maintain safety in correctional facilities.
The legislative findings of this law state, in part, that “inmates with
serious mental illness should be served by improved access to
mental health treatment during incarceration.”
The Commission is undertaking a range of activities to monitor the
quality of and access to mental health services in correctional
facilities, including a multi‐phase review of mental health programs
currently operating in correctional facilities. The Commission’s first
review is of the Residential Crisis Treatment Programs (RCTPs).

Inmate Mental Health Levels of Need
Level 1 – major/serious mental illness,
active symptoms, six months of
instability.
Level 2 – major serious/mental illness,
no significant active symptoms,
treatment and medication‐compliant for
1 year, 6 months stability.
Level 3 – short‐term medication needs or
can function in setting with part‐time
mental health staff.
Level 4 – mild disorders, no medication
needs.
Level 6 – does not require mental health

services.

Mental Health Services in State‐Operated Correctional Facilities
Upon entry into the correctional system, all inmates are assessed
for mental health needs by clinical staff employed by the New York
State Office of Mental Health (OMH)1 . The inmate is assigned a
Mental Health Classification Levels
level of mental health need, and that level is one of the criteria
of NYS Correctional Facilities
used to determine the correctional facility in which the inmate will
be housed. Inmates who are not on the mental health caseload
Level 1 – full‐time mental health staff,
treatment for major mental health
may be referred to mental health services at any time by anyone,
disorders and specialized services
including Department of Correctional Services (DOCS) staff, the
including RCTPs.
inmate, another inmate, or a family member.
Level 2 – full‐time mental health staff,
treatment for inmates with less acute
mental health disorders.
Level 3 – part‐time mental health staff,
treatment and medication for moderate
mental health disorders.
Level 4 – part‐time mental health staff,
treatment for limited interventions, no
medication monitoring.
Level 6 – no on‐site mental health staff.

There are less than 60,000 inmates housed in State‐operated
correctional facilities and about 15 percent, or 8,500 inmates, are
on the mental health caseload and receive mental health care
provided by clinical staff employed by OMH. Approximately five
percent, or 3,000 inmates, are identified as seriously mentally ill, a
designation that provides inmates with access to a “heightened
level of care” if they receive a disciplinary sanction of 30 days or
more in a Special Housing Unit (SHU) or in Keeplock.
Over 1,000 residential mental health beds are operated by DOCS
and OMH in correctional facilities. Most of the inmates on the
mental health caseload are housed in general population. Inmates

1

Universal screening began in December 2007 as a result of the DOCS/OMH Private Settlement Agreement with
Disability Advocates, Inc.

1

in general population participate in programming provided by DOCS and receive mental health services
according to their mental health needs.
In addition, the Central New York Psychiatric Center (CNYPC) operates a 210 bed maximum security
inpatient facility in Marcy, New York. CNYPC is the only facility where male and female inmates may be
involuntarily hospitalized.
The Role of the Residential Crisis Treatment Program (RCTP) in Correctional Facilities
DOCS policies require that any inmate in need of immediate mental health evaluation, and/or
observation and treatment, be transferred to 1 of 16 RCTPs operating in DOCS facilities 2 . RCTPs are
intended to be “the briefest possible, comprehensive treatment experience in an environment
specifically designed to ensure safety 3 .” Inmates transferred to the RCTP may be housed in observation
cells with limited access to personal items or in a dormitory setting.
Inmates are transferred out of RCTPs when the crisis has been resolved, or a psychiatric assessment
determines the inmate is capable of meaningful participation in programming or needs inpatient
treatment at CNYPC. Over 5,500 inmates are transferred into RCTPs on an annual basis. The purpose of
the Commission’s review was to assess how RCTPs serve inmates in need of mental health evaluation,
observation and treatment.
Scope of Review
The Commission’s review of RCTPs encompassed:
•

Utilization data from eight correctional facilities: The Commission received information 4 about
all inmates transferred during the month of June 2009 into RCTPs at six correctional facilities for
men (Attica, Clinton, Downstate, Great Meadow, Sing Sing and Wende) and two correctional
facilities for women (Albion and Bedford Hills). In June 2009, there were a total of 365 transfers
into these facilities generated by 293 individual inmates. There are over 4,500 transfers into
RCTPs in these eight facilities annually 5 .

•

Three months of mental health and correctional records from 59 inmates: Most of the inmates
selected for record review were selected from the group of inmates transferred into RCTPs in
June 2009. The Commission also asked OMH to select two inmates from each facility who they
believed were successfully treated in RCTP. Mental health and corrections records were
reviewed for the two months leading up to transfer to the RCTP and one month after transfer

2

RCTPs are in the following maximum and minimum security facilities: Attica, Albion*, Auburn, Bedford Hills,
Clinton, Downstate, Elmira, Fishkill*, Five Points, Great Meadow, Marcy, Mid‐State*, Sing Sing, Southport, Sullivan,
Wende.
* medium security prison
3
Memo to CQC from OMH regarding RCTP Review CQC Draft Findings. May 4, 2010.
4
Name, DIN, race/ethnicity, instant offense, language, mental health level (current and at time of transfer in and
out of RCTP), age, location transferred to and from, length of stay, mental health observation location (observation
cell or dorm bed), reason for transfer to RCTP and the date of transfer.
5
Source: DOCS – between June 08‐09 there were 4,646 transfers.
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out of the RCTP 6 . These 59 inmates generated 120 transfers into the RCTP during the three
month time period.
•

Private interviews with inmates: The Commission invited all inmates selected for the review to a
private interview, away from DOCS or OMH staff. Inmates were not required to participate and
52 inmates agreed to be interviewed.

•

Inmate and staff surveys: Surveys soliciting individual opinions about the mental health care
and treatment provided in RCTPs were sent to all inmates transferred into RCTPs in the review
facilities in June as well as the OMH and DOCS staff working in RCTPs. The Commission received
123 surveys from inmates and staff 7 .
RCTP Surveys Mailed & Received
Survey Recipient
Surveys Mailed
Received
Inmates
238
105
OMH Staff
16
10
DOCS Staff
131
8
Total
385
123

•

Percent
44%
63%
6%
32%

Policies, procedures, training curricula: OMH and DOCS policies, procedures and training
curriculums applying to RCTPs were reviewed.

This review is based on a specified period of time at selected correctional facilities. The purpose of the
review is to identify systemic issues. As a result, the only facility‐specific information included in this
review is utilization data. Facility‐specific case information and inmate and staff opinions about mental
health care in RCTPs have been omitted to ensure confidentiality.

6

Some of the inmates selected by OMH for review were not transferred in June 2009. The entire time period that
records were reviewed spanned from 2008 to October 2009.
7
Surveys were received from inmates who were served in all eight of the correctional facilities included in the
review. Almost thirty percent of the inmates completing the surveys were transferred to the RCTP from another
correctional facility. Five surveys (out of a total of ten possible) were received from inmates whose primary
language was Spanish. OMH and DOCS staff from six different facilities completed surveys.
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RCTP Utilization Data

Transfers & Inmates into RCTPs in June 09
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The chart above shows the number of transfers (N=365) and inmates transferred (N=293) by facility.
There were 54 inmates who had more than one transfer to a RCTP in June. Over 40 percent (23) of
inmates with more than one transfer into the RCTP were transferred from an observation cell into a
dorm bed.
Demographic Information
Inmates transferred into the eight RCTPs in the Commission’s review were similar to all inmates in New
York State correctional facilities in age and race and ethnicity. The percentage of women transferred
into RCTPs (25 percent) was higher than the percentage of women in DOCS custody (4 percent) 8 .
Crime Commitment Data

Crime Committment Category
100%
75%

59% 62% 64%

50%
25%

8%

6%

5%

20% 13% 15%

11% 15% 10%

Drug Offense

Property and Youthful/Juvenile
Other
Offender

2%

4%

5%

0%

Violent Felony

% of all Inmates

Other Coercive

% of June RCTP Inmates

% of CQC Review Inmates

Over half of the inmates housed in correctional facilities and transferred to RCTPs have been convicted
of a violent felony offense (murder, rape, burglary, etc.).

8

See Appendix 1 for complete demographic information.
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Mental Health Status of Inmates Transferred to the RCTP
Inmates
Transferred in
June ’09 (N=293)

CQC Review
Inmates(N=59)

Schizophrenia & Other Psychotic Disorders

79 (27%)

22 (37%)

Major Depressive Disorders

46 (16%)

12 (20%)

Anti‐Social Personality Disorders

40 (14%)

8 (14%)

Adjustment Disorders

35 (12%)

4 (7%)

Anxiety Disorders (includes Post‐Traumatic Stress Disorder)

21 (7%)

3 (5%)

Other

72 (24%)

10 (17%)

Diagnosis

“S” Designation
Inmates who are determined to have a serious mental illness, or “S” designation as it is referred to in
the correctional system, are provided with access to a “heightened level of care” 9 if they receive a
disciplinary sanction of 30 days or more in a Special Housing Unit (SHU). The SHU Exclusion Law defines
what constitutes the “S” designation for inmates. Inmates who have received certain diagnoses (such as
schizophrenia, psychotic disorders and major depressive disorders) are required to have an “S”
designation 10 .
The Commission found that 30 inmates transferred into these eight RCTPs in June did not have an “S”
designation even though they had a diagnosis that is identified in the SHU exclusion law as criteria for
having an “S” designation. When this issue was brought to the attention of OMH, they took action to
ensure that each inmate received the appropriate designation and established a monitoring system to
prevent future discrepancies. In addition, OMH will engage in periodic reviews of the designation status
of the entire caseload.
Mental Health Level
Almost half of the transfers into RCTPs were generated by inmates who had a mental health level of 1 or
1S, indicating that they had a major/serious mental illness with active symptoms. Inmates with no
current mental health needs (level 6) generated five percent of the transfers into the RCTP in June
2009 11 .

9

Four hours of out‐of‐cell mental health and DOCS programming in addition to one hour for exercise, five days a
week.
10
See Appendix 2 for a complete definition.
11
Level 7 is used at Downstate when they have not yet determined an inmate’s mental health level.
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Transfers to RCTPs by Mental Health Level:
June 2009
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While in the RCTP, 67 inmates had their mental health level changed, 17 had their mental health level
lowered and 3 inmates had their “S” designation removed. Two of those inmates were diagnosed with
anti‐social personality disorder which is not an “S”‐defined diagnosis in the SHU Exclusion Law. One
inmate whose “S” designation was removed had a diagnosis of Schizophrenia. OMH has subsequently
rectified this situation.
Medication
The Commission’s survey of inmates asked whether they were taking mental health medications, and
whether they knew how the medication is supposed to work and what the side effects were. Seventy
percent of the inmates responding to the survey said they were taking mental health medication, but
only 44 percent of those who were taking mental health medication knew how it worked and what the
side effects were.
Substance Abuse
The case records of many of the 59 inmates selected for review revealed that almost half (49 percent) of
those inmates had an additional Axis I diagnosis 12 that was substance abuse‐related (e.g., cocaine
dependence) and 76 percent of the inmates included in the Commission’s review either had an Axis I
diagnosis or a history of substance abuse.
The Commission reviewed treatment plans of inmates with Axis I substance abuse diagnoses to see how
the condition was being treated. More than half (15) of the 26 inmates with an Axis I substance abuse‐
related diagnosis had their substance abuse treatment “deferred to DOCS” in their treatment plans. All
but 1 of the 15 inmates whose substance abuse treatment was deferred to DOCS had a mental health
level of 1, 1S or 2S, indicating that they also have a major/serious mental illness with active symptoms

12

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual published by the American Psychiatric Association organizes each
psychiatric diagnosis into five levels (axes) relating to different aspects of disorder or disability. Axis I includes
major mental disorders, and learning disorders.
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requiring treatment. In addition, there were three inmates in the review who had active substance
abuse issues that were of concern to them; one of whom was transferred into the RCTP after accidently
overdosing while attempting to get high 13 .
DOCS and OMH reported to the Commission that due to the prevalence of co‐occurring substance abuse
disorders among inmates on the mental health caseload, they have developed specialized programming
for inmates housed in Intermediate Care Programs, Behavioral Health Units and the new Residential
Mental Health Unit. In addition, there is an Alcohol and Substance Abuse Treatment Program for the
Mentally Ill offered at Mid‐State Correctional Facility for males and Bedford Hills for females 14 . The
Commission supports these efforts and encourages further development and expansion of treatment
programs targeted toward inmates with mental illness and a co‐occurring substance abuse disorder,
especially those inmates housed in general population.

Transfer and Discharge Source

Transfers in and out of RCTP in June by Source
120
100
100

93

80
51 51

60

54

60 59

59

41

40
20

29

16 20

14 18

34

13

0

Transfers IN

Transfers OUT

Over 40 percent of inmates transferred into the eight RCTPs came from and returned to general
population in the same correctional facility as the RCTP or in another correctional facility. Twenty
percent of the inmates came from and returned to a disciplinary setting 15 and five percent of inmates
were transferred to CNYPC for inpatient care. Almost a quarter of the inmates were transferred into the
RCTP from another correctional facility or CNYPC.
13

One inmate was hospitalized after overdosing in September 2009, one was concerned about relapsing upon
release from prison and one was transferred to the RCTP in June after accidently overdosing.
14
See Appendix 3.
15
Includes SHU, Keeplock, BHU, TBU.
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Clinical Length of Stay (CLOS) in Observation Cells & Dorm Beds
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Clinical Length of Stay (CLOS)
The 2007 Private Settlement Agreement with Disability Advocates, Inc. sets the goal of a four‐day
maximum for the length of stay in an observation cell 16 . The chart above shows the average clinical
length of stay by facility in observation cells and dorm beds.
Even though the average CLOS in an observation cell was four days or less at all facilities except Great
Meadow, there were 84 inmates transferred to the RCTP in June who remained in there for over four
days. Sixty of those inmates who had a CLOS of more than four days were in observation cells and 24
were in dorm beds.

No. of Transfers with CLOS More Than 4 Days
20
15
10
5
0

15
10
2

0

Albion

Attica

0

12

7
2
Bedford

0

1

5

9

0

Clinton Downstate

Obs Cell

11

Great
Sing Sing
Meadow

9
1
Wende

Dorm Bed

There were seven inmates who were in an observation cell for ten days or more in June, one of whom
was in an observation cell for 25 days. There were five inmates who were in dorm beds and had a CLOS
that was more than 20 days in June.

16

OMH defines Clinical Length of Stay (CLOS) as the time period an inmate remains in the RCTP for clinical reasons.
There are occasions when an inmate is ready for transfer out of RCTP but housing is not available in DOCS. The
Commission compared the actual number of days that inmates were in RCTP and found no significant differences
between the two.
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Review Findings
1. Reason for Transfer to the RCTP
The CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual 17 states that observation cells should be utilized only
for inmates who may be psychiatrically unstable, unpredictable and/or a danger to themselves or
others. Dorm beds are used to safely house inmate‐patients for the purpose of observing and
monitoring behavior.
The Commission found that the majority of inmates who are served in the RCTP are experiencing a
mental health crisis or have exhibited behavior or made statements that indicate the person may be at
risk for self‐harm.
The RCTP is also used for respite and as a re‐entry point for inmates returning from CNYPC. Both of
these uses can be beneficial to the inmate’s mental health. A transfer to the RCTP to prevent an
inmate’s mental health from deteriorating to the point that they may require inpatient hospitalization
and/or harm themselves or others is beneficial for the health and safety of inmates and staff. Further,
transfer to the RCTP upon return from CNYPC may assist the inmate’s return to the correctional facility.
However, there is no policy in place for the use of the RCTP for transfers from CNYPC or for inmates in
need of respite from environmental stressors. Due to the nature of these types of transfers, it may be
appropriate to develop policies and procedures for returns from CNYPC or respite. Such policies and
procedures should address the fact that there may be less risk of self‐harm for these inmates.
As a result, the Commission recommends that OMH revise policies and procedures to include transfers
from CNYPC or for inmates in need of respite from environmental stressors. The Commission
recommends that such policies and procedures acknowledge that there may be less risk of self‐harm for
these inmates and housing and access to amenities should be based on least restrictive principles while
they are in the RCTP.
These findings are based on the following:
Reasons for transfer to the RCTP
June 2009 utilization data shows that half of the transfers were due to an “other mental health reason”
and less than half of the transfers were due to threats of self‐harm and self‐injurious behavior. Some
portion of “other” in the June utilization data reported to the Commission may include psychiatric
decompensation18 .
The 59 inmates whose files were reviewed by the Commission contained documentation for 120
transfers during the three months reviewed. Over 50 percent of these transfers to the RCTP were due

17

CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual. Chapter 4 – Crisis Intervention Services, #4.0 Observation Cells
and #4.2 RCTP Dorm.
18
CNYPC eliminated the category of “psychiatric decompensation” as a reason for transfer from the RCTP
monitoring form in August 2009.
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to a threat of self‐harm or self‐injurious behavior, 17 percent were due to psychiatric decompensation 19 ,
and 15 percent of the inmates were transferred due to an “other mental health reason.”

Reasons for Transfer to RCTP
60%

50%
36% 39%

40%
20%

3% 1%

11%

17%

16%
0%

15%
0% 4%

0%

8%

0%

June Transfers %

CQC Review Transfers %

The category of “other mental health reason” was used for inmates in the record review in the following
instances: when mental health staff was concerned about an inmate’s reaction to some bad news, upon
return from CNYPC and, in one or two cases, in error (i.e., threatened self‐harm but “other” was
checked).
Progress Notes
The nursing assessments and progress notes reviewed documented that most inmates had either stated
that they wanted to harm themselves, had engaged in self‐injurious behavior, or OMH or DOCS staff
were concerned about the mental health of the inmate at the time of transfer. There were some
documented instances of using RCTP as respite at one correctional facility serving women.
Inmate Survey and On‐Site Inmate Interview
The majority of inmates responding to the inmate survey (80 percent) and on‐site inmate interview (57
percent) reported they were experiencing a crisis at the time of transfer and/or had concerns about
their mental health when they were transferred to the RCTP.
Staff Survey
The OMH staff who responded to the Commission’s survey indicated that RCTPs serve a diverse group of
people. Staff reported that some inmates need mental health intervention for psychiatric stabilization,
some require respite from environmental stressors and others use the RCTP in pursuit of secondary gain
which can be artfully masked.
19

Source: RCTP Observation Monitoring forms were the source of the transfer information for inmates included in
CQC’s review, or, if the inmate was transferred directly to a dorm bed (N= 11) or the infirmary (n=1), progress
notes were used as the source.
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2. Outcome of Transfer
The Commission reviewed survey answers, inmate interviews and case files to determine whether or not
transfer to the RCTP is beneficial to an inmate’s mental health. This data indicates that transfer to the
RCTP was helpful for some inmates, but the benefit was not apparent for all inmates, and a few inmates
may have benefitted more by transfer to CNYPC for inpatient care.
Overall, inmates believed they were treated well by OMH and DOCS staff working in the RCTPs. In
addition, the staff working in the RCTPs reported that OMH and DOCS staff worked well together and
believed this had a positive impact on the mental health care inmates receive in RCTPs.
However, many inmates view the RCTP as punishment. The Commission recommends that DOCS and
OMH take the following steps to change this:
•

ensure that the restriction and restoration of amenities is based on an individualized assessment
of each inmate with an emphasis on the restoration of amenities – especially underwear,
clothing and eating utensils, as soon as clinically appropriate;

•

monitor the temperature in observation cells to ensure that it is comfortable for inmates,
especially those in suicide prevention smocks;

•

ban the use of punitive measures such as turning fans on inmates as a form of inmate
management; and

•

ensure that all corrections officers working in RCTPs, including relief staff, receive additional
mental health training called for in the SHU Exclusion law. Corrections officers spend the most
time with inmates while they are in RCTP.

Survey and Interview Results
The Commission’s survey asked inmates and staff to rate the overall quality of mental health care
provided in the RCTP. Staff rated the quality of mental health care better than the inmates. Care was
rated as excellent or good by the majority of staff while the majority of inmates rated the overall quality
of mental health care as poor or very poor.

Comparison of Ratings of Overall Quality of MH Care in
RCTPs
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Staff Survey Responses
OMH staff rated the quality of mental health care in the RCTP favorably. OMH staff attributed the
quality of mental health care to a good working relationship with DOCS staff. The few DOCS staff that
responded to the survey also rated the relationship favorably. The majority of OMH staff thought
corrections officers were generally knowledgeable about mental health issues but noted that relief or
“swap” staff were often less knowledgeable about mental health issues. One of the corrections officers
wrote that OMH staff did their best to help him understand the mental health needs of inmates but
more training would be helpful.
Inmate Responses (Survey and Interview Results)
Overall quality of mental health care:
The inmates who characterized the quality of mental health care as good or excellent reported that the
treatment was helpful and the staff treated them with care and concern. Those who believed the
quality of mental health care was poor or very poor said the mental health staff did not listen to what
they were saying and treated them poorly.
More than half of the inmates interviewed by Commission staff reported that they thought being in the
RCTP helped them 20 . Those who believed that the RCTP helped said that they were able to get some
rest, think about their problems and talk to a doctor. One inmate thought it helped prevent him from
“doing more damage.”
Those inmates who believed the RCTP did not help viewed the observation cell as punishment and
thought that mental health staff should be available more often to speak with them. Some inmates
commented that when they were in an observation cell there was nothing to take their mind off their
problems.
Inmates who were transferred to the dorm had a more favorable opinion about their experience in the
RCTP. These inmates stated that there were things to do in the dorm, such as watching T.V. or doing
puzzles, and some believed the corrections officers treated them better in the dorm. However, there
were some inmates who reported that they did not feel safe in the dorm bed and preferred an
observation cell.
The RCTPs at correctional facilities serving women received higher satisfaction ratings from inmates
responding to the survey than the RCTPs serving male inmates received21 .

20

49 inmates answered the question “Did being in the RCTP help you?” 29 of those inmates said yes or probably,
17 said no, 3 weren’t sure and 3 did not respond to this question.
21
Albion and Bedford Hills are correctional facilities for women.

12

Opinions about mental health staff:
The majority of inmates reported they were able to speak with mental health staff privately outside of
the observation cell or in a private office if they were in the dorm 22 . Female inmates said they were able
to speak privately with mental health staff more often than male inmates.
However, only 39 percent of inmates responding to the survey believed that the mental health staff in
the RCTP helped them, 49 percent thought that mental health staff did not help them and 12 percent
did not know whether mental health staff helped them. More female inmates said that mental health
staff helped them than male inmates did.
The majority of inmates interviewed thought that mental health staff treated them well; only five
inmates complained of poor treatment by mental health staff.
Opinions about Correction Officers:

Inmate Interview: How were you treated
by Correction Officers in RCTP? (N=50)
2%
28%
70%

Inmates interviewed by Commission staff
were asked how they were treated by
DOCS staff while they were in the RCTP.
This was an open‐ended question and
the responses were characterized as
good and bad. The majority of inmates
at each of the review facilities reported
that they received good treatment from
the corrections officers in the RCTP.

Comments that were categorized as
“good” included: “treated me like an
Good
Bad
Don't Know
adult,” “if you respect them, they respect
you.” Some inmates found their interactions with corrections officers to be very helpful; one inmate
said a corrections officer taught him to meditate and it helped him calm down. Some inmates observed
that corrections officers spend more time with them than mental health staff, so it was helpful when the
corrections officers were respectful and took time to speak with the inmate.
Comments that were categorized as “bad” included: disrespectful, called people names, called
medication “skittles,” threatened inmates or tried to irritate inmates. Some alleged that corrections
officers roughed them up, turned fans on them, threw cold water at them, shoved them or tampered
with their food.
The survey sent to inmates did not specifically ask about treatment by corrections officers, but space
was provided for inmates to write anything else they wanted the Commission to know. Thirteen
inmates responding to the survey alleged that, while they were in the RCTP, corrections officers were
verbally and/or physically abusive to them or other inmates. None of the women responding to the
survey alleged physical or verbal abuse.
22

61 percent of inmates responding to the survey and 86 percent of inmates interviewed said they were able to
speak privately with mental health staff.
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Physical setting of RCTPs:
Inmates responding to the survey and those interviewed in all facilities complained that it was cold in
the observation cells. Some inmates reported that corrections officers turned fans on inmates to get
them to be quiet or for other punitive purposes. During one of the Commission’s site visits, an inmate in
the observation cell called Commission staff over and complained about being cold. Commission staff
observed that the windows were open and the corrections officers working in the RCTP were wearing
outdoor jackets while the inmate was wearing only the suicide prevention smock.
The majority of inmates reported that the observation cells and dormitory beds were clean and
Commission staff found the units to be clean and freshly painted during site visits.
Amenities:
A specialized tear‐resistant suicide prevention smock is one of the minimum items provided to inmates
upon admission into an observation cell. Underwear and shirts and pants may be provided if OMH staff
determine it is clinically appropriate. Many inmates participating in the survey and interview process
complained about the smock, stating that it was very cold and some said it was degrading to leave the
observation cell to see OMH staff wearing the smock and no underwear. Some inmates also complained
about not having any eating utensils.
Case Review
The Commission’s review of 59 inmates transferred to the RCTP validates the OMH staff assertion that
RCTPs serve a diverse group of people, some in need of mental health intervention for psychiatric
stabilization, some in need of respite from environmental stressors and some in pursuit of secondary
gain which can be hard to ascertain. The progress notes reviewed by the Commission largely reflected
that once inmates stated they no longer had thoughts of self‐harm, were feeling better and were ready
to leave and were observed to be medication compliant, they were transferred out of the RCTP. Often
progress notes documented encouragement by OMH nursing and clinical staff to comply with
medications and engage in alternative problem‐solving behavior (e.g., journaling) and some staff sought
to ensure that inmates knew how to contact mental health staff if needed.
Access to CNYPC:
OMH staff reported in surveys submitted to the Commission that there was timely transfer to CNYPC
most of the time for inmates in need of inpatient care. There were six inmates included in the
Commission’s review that were transferred to CNYPC from RCTP during the study period. These
transfers appeared appropriate and there did not appear to be any significant delays in transfer to
CNYPC.
The Commission closely examined records of inmates who remained in observation cells for long periods
of time and/or had multiple transfers to the RCTP to see whether transfer to CNYPC occurred or
whether it may have been beneficial.
There were ten inmates included in the Commission’s review who were in observation cells for more
than seven days. CNYPC procedures require consultation with the regional psychiatrist at CNYPC for
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inmates who are in the RCTP for seven calendar days 23 . Consultation with the regional psychiatrist at
CNYPC was documented in progress notes for three inmates and two of those inmates were accepted
for transfer to CNYPC. There was no documentation of consultation taking place for the other seven
inmates. A second opinion may have been beneficial for some of those seven inmates.
In addition, there were 16 inmates who had three or more transfers to the RCTP during the three month
study period and one of those inmates was transferred to CNYPC. The Commission compared the
inmates with multiple transfers who were not transferred to CNYPC with inmates who were transferred
to CNYPC. It was difficult to determine, based upon the documentation provided, why two of these
inmates were not transferred to CNYPC and the inmates they were compared to were transferred.

23

CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual. Chapter 4 – Crisis Intervention Services RCTP Observation Cells
Policy #4.0, 6.a.
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3. Dorm Bed Utilization
The CNYPC Procedures Manual states that dorm beds can be used to safely house inmates for the
purpose of observing and monitoring behavior, and this type of housing should be used with least
restrictive principle of treatment in mind 24 . The Commission found that dorm bed utilization varied by
facility and could not find, based on the available data, a reason for this difference.
Utilization Data

Transfers to Observation Cells & Dorm Beds ‐ June 2009
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

54
42
34

29

38
27

12
3
Albion

0
Attica

3

0

Bedford

# trn directly to Obs Cell for Obs

31

25
9
0
Clinton

0

0

Downstate

# trn directly to Dorm for Obs

7

1

Great
Meadow

31
5

9

Sing Sing

2

3

Wende

# trn from Obs Cell to Dorm Bed

Over three‐quarters (284/365) of the transfers into the RCTP in June 2009 were to observation cells.
Less than a quarter of inmates were either transferred directly to dorm beds or from an observation cell
into a dorm bed. Only 19 inmates were transferred from an observation cell into a dorm bed in June
2009.
The utilization of dorm beds varied by facility; at Bedford about half of the inmates who were
transferred to the RCTP went into dorm beds and at Attica there were no transfers into dorm beds.
Downstate does not have any dorm beds.
The Commission discussed this variation in utilization with DOCS and OMH. DOCS provided the
Commission with RCTP utilization statistics for all RCTPs for 2009 25 . This data shows a similar variation
in utilization patterns.
Security Issues:
One explanation suggested by DOCS for this variation was that it could be due to the security needs of
the inmates. However, the 2009 utilization data shows a wide variation of dorm bed utilization among
maximum security facilities; the average occupancy rate for dorm beds ranged from 1.7 percent at
Attica to 97.7 percent at Elmira.
24
25

CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual. Chapter 4 – Crisis Intervention Services #4.2 RCTP Dorm.
See Appendix 4.
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In addition, many inmates (25 percent in June) were transferred from other facilities, including minimum
and medium security facilities and CNYPC. Only one inmate who was transferred from a minimum
facility was transferred directly into a dorm bed in June 2009.
Transfers from CNYPC:
The CNYPC Operations Manual indicates that, when an inmate is discharged from CNYPC, the unit chief
or nurse administrator works with the watch commander to ensure the inmate is assessed by an OMH
clinician upon arrival at the facility to determine whether it is appropriate for the inmate to be placed in
his/her designated housing unit or transferred to an RCTP bed for further evaluation 26 . The policy does
not specify whether or not the inmate should be placed in an observation cell or a dorm bed.
In June 2009, 16 inmates were transferred from CNYPC to the RCTPs at seven of the eight correctional
facilities included in the Commission’s review. Only two facilities placed inmates returning from CNYPC
into a dorm bed upon their transfer to the RCTP. All 16 inmates were transferred to general population
or Intermediate Care Program (ICP) or another special housing program when they were discharged
from the RCTP.
The Commission’s review included seven inmates who were transferred into the RCTP upon return from
CNYPC. Four of the inmates were transferred into a dorm bed. The other inmates were transferred into
observation cells. The Commission did not find significant differences in the descriptions of presenting
symptoms and adjustment to the return to the correctional facility from CNYPC among the inmates
placed in a dorm bed and those placed in an observation cell.

26

CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual, Discharges from Inpatient Services, Policy #7.5.
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4. Documentation
Thorough, accurate documentation increases the likelihood that people receive consistent and informed
care and decreases the potential for miscommunication and errors. Documentation should describe the
care provided and be used to communicate observations, decisions, actions and outcomes. Thorough,
accurate documentation about the mental health care inmates receive is critical given the movement of
inmates between correctional facilities. During the month of June, almost 25 percent of the transfers
into RCTPs at the eight facilities in the Commission’s review came from and went back to a different
correctional facility or CNYPC.
CNYPC‘s Corrections‐Based Operations Manual requires the following documentation when an inmate is
transferred to an observation cell or a dorm bed in the RCTP 27 :
•
•
•

Nursing assessment;
RCTP monitoring chart (observation cells only); and
Progress notes.

In addition, DOCS maintains security log books for all inmates in the RCTP as well as suicide watch log
books for inmates on a suicide watch.
The Commission reviewed three months of documentation for the 59 inmates included in this review.
These inmates generated 120 transfers to the RCTP during the three‐month time period. For the most
part, facilities used the forms prescribed by CNYPC 28 , but the quality of documentation varied by facility.
The majority of the daily observation notes and psychiatric notes reviewed were thorough and often
documented involvement of the inmate in discussions about mental health care. However, many of the
nursing assessments, progress notes and RCTP monitoring charts were incomplete. In addition, there
appears to be a failure to document consultation with CNYPC for inmates who remain in observation
cells for seven days or more.
A discussion of the Commission’s findings regarding documentation follows below.
A. Nursing Assessment
All patients transferred into a dormitory bed or observation cell in the RCTP are supposed to have a
nursing assessment completed within 24 hours of transfer to RCTP 29 . CNYPC policy states that “This
assessment recognizes the immediate psychiatric nursing needs of the individual requiring crisis
intervention and transfer for observation and treatment.”
The nursing assessment form documents the reason for transfer, presenting symptoms, medical
conditions, medications and vital signs. During the assessment, the nurse conducts a risk assessment

27

CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual. Chapter 4 – Crisis Intervention Services, #4.0, 3.a. Examples of
complete and incomplete documentation are in Appendix 5.
28
CNYPC has made what appear to be minor changes to the forms used to document care received in the RCTP.
Some facilities used older versions of forms, some appeared to have re‐created the CNYPC forms for use in their
facility but the information required to be recorded was the same in all instances.
29
CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual, policy#9.18 (4/3/09)
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which includes a suicide risk assessment, checks the inmate’s nutritional/hydration status and performs
a psychosocial assessment. These results are documented on the assessment form along with a
summary of findings, recommended nursing interventions and a plan of care. Nurses must document
the reason for not completing any of the required assessment areas.
There were only four totally completed nursing assessment forms out of 120 RCTP transfers reviewed 30 .
The most frequent omissions on the nursing assessment forms reviewed were:
•
•

•
•

Risk Assessments. Many forms had incomplete suicide assessments (25 inmates/35 transfers).
Vital Signs. Vital signs were incomplete or missing without any reason given for not taking them
for 23 inmates and 30 transfers. All facilities had elements missing in this section. In addition,
when a reason was given for not obtaining vital signs, the most frequent reason given was
“patient in cell.”
Nutritional/Hydration Assessment & Triggers. This section was blank or incomplete for 32
inmates and 50 transfers. Only one facility had this section completed for every inmate.
Psychosocial Assessments. The most frequent omission was the description of impaired
judgment when the assessment identified the inmate’s judgment as impaired. This was not
described for 35 inmates and 57 transfers.

B. RCTP Monitoring Forms
The RCTP monitoring form documents the watch status and the amenities permitted in the observation
cell (i.e., blankets, mats, toiletries) for inmates transferred into an observation cell. This form is posted
at the cell for clear reference by DOCS and OMH staff and then filed in the inmate’s record.
No facility had RCTP monitoring forms completely filled out for every inmate on every transfer. The
sections of the forms that were most frequently incomplete were:
•

•

Type of Observation. This section documents whether or not an inmate in an observation cell is
on a suicide watch and when the watch began and ended. In some cases, the entire area was
blank; in others, the times a watch ended were blank. All facilities except for one had
incomplete observation sections.
Amenities. Inmates in observation cells are permitted a limited number of amenities (mats,
footwear, etc.) in their cell. Individualized clinical reasons for non‐approval or removal of any of
the cell items are supposed to be documented on the form and initialed by RCTP mental health
staff. In some instances, there was no documentation of the reason for amenities being taken
away or any dates or initials for amenities given.

In addition, there were some conflicts noted between documentation included in the RCTP monitoring
form and other documents and/or the inmate’s report of treatment received in the RCTP. One inmate
told Commission staff that he never received eating utensils but his RCTP monitoring sheet said he did
get utensils. One inmate had his amenities removed late in his stay in the observation cell even though

30

The Commission did not receive nursing assessments for 16 transfers. The missing records may exist but perhaps
were not copied and/or given to Commission staff during the on‐site review.
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clinical notes did not indicate he was suicidal and one inmate’s chronological record dates did not match
dates on RCTP monitoring form.
The RCTP monitoring sheet for nine transfers, almost six percent of the total reviewed, did not have the
reason for transfer entered on the RCTP monitoring sheet.
Finally, the Commission strongly recommends that OMH reconsider their recent decision to only identify
the reason for transfer to the observation cell if an inmate harmed themselves, threatened to harm
themselves or recently became assaultive. As stated previously, many inmates are transferred to
observation cells for other mental health reasons, including psychiatric decompensation, and staff on
each shift need to know why an inmate was transferred so they can appropriately monitor and evaluate
the inmate’s condition.
C. Progress Notes
•

Nursing Progress Notes
A nursing progress note is to be completed every shift for all patients transferred into the
observation cells and dormitory beds in the RCTP 31 . The progress note documents the nurse’s
assessment of each inmate’s current psychiatric condition and includes an ongoing assessment
of the patient’s hydration status. Progress notes are not required once the patient no longer
requires the services of the RCTP and is awaiting movement to a different housing location.
There were only two facilities that had no nursing progress notes missing in the files obtained by
Commission staff 32 . At three facilities it appeared that nursing progress notes were often not
completed on the day that the inmate was transferred out of the RCTP. One inmate had nine
days of notes missing.
The most frequent omissions from nursing progress notes were:
1. Location where observation occurred. All facilities had some progress notes that did not
note if the observation was occurring in an observation cell or dorm bed. This information
was missing for multiple days at five facilities 33 .
2. Medical medication compliance. There was only one facility that had this section completed
for all inmates. This section was often blank, even in instances when the nursing
assessment listed medical medications for inmates. All of the inmates at three facilities had
this documentation missing, many on multiple shifts and days.

31

CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual, policy #4.6 (7/09). Nursing progress notes are also required for
inmates awaiting transfer into the RCTP, or would be in the RCTP except for circumstances preventing the transfer
(i.e., inmates who need a Medical, 1:1 observation).
32
Missing records may exist but perhaps were not copied and/or given to Commission staff during the on‐site
review.
33
Some facilities simply entered “RCTP” for housing location.
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3. Comment section. The quality and level of detail varied in the comment section at the end
of each progress note. Some were detailed, some provided minimal information (e.g., just
“no c/o”). Nurses at one facility entered combined “Day/Eve” notes and there was variation
within facilities about entering the time of the observation and/or the shift during which the
observation occurred 34 .
•

RCTP Observation Daily Progress Note
According to CNYPC procedures, the primary therapist, or RCTP coordinator, must complete a
daily observation progress note every business day while an inmate is in an observation cell and
weekly for inmates in dorm beds 35 . Overall, there were many instances of detailed notes and
very few problems with documentation in this area. However, the Commission found
documentation deficiencies for inmates who remained in observation cells for more than seven
calendar days.
Length of Stay Seven Calendar Days: The CNYPC manual states that if an inmate remains in an
observation cell for seven calendar days, there must be a consultation with the regional
psychiatrist at CNYPC and this consultation must be documented in the progress note 36 . This
consultation must occur regardless of any other previous consultations and even if the inmate
no longer requires RCTP care but is awaiting DOCS transfer. There were ten inmates in the
Commission’s review sample who were in the RCTP for more than seven days. There was
documentation of consultation with the regional psychiatrist at CNYPC for three inmates and
two of those inmates were accepted for transfer to CNYPC. There was no documentation of
consultation with the CNYPC regional psychiatrist for seven inmates.

•

Psychiatric Progress Note
Psychiatric progress notes are to be completed upon transfer to, and discharge from, RCTPs and
weekly if the patient remains in RCTP 37 . Overall, psychiatric progress notes were complete and
legible. However, psychiatric progress notes at one facility did not conform to the form
prescribed by the CNYPC manual. The psychiatric progress notes at this facility were checklists
and many notes were illegible 38 .

•

DOCS Log Books
The DOCS log books reviewed varied by facility in the level of detail provided. Some log books,
on some shifts, noted the times that mental health staff entered and left the unit, others did
not. Log books for one‐to‐one watches appeared thorough. However, OMH policies state that
each time an OMH clinician evaluates an inmate on a suicide watch the clinician will review the

34

There appears to be a conflict between the nursing progress note forms that say notes must identify shift and
the procedures that say the nurse must document the time.
35
CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual, Policy #4.0 RCTP Observation Cells and #4.1 Dorm beds
36
CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual, Policy #4.0.
37
38

CNYPC Corrections‐Based Operations Manual, #9.27.
See Appendix 5 for an example.
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entries in the Suicide Watch log and sign the log book. The Commission was unable to
determine whether this occurred. Suicide log books did have signatures but it could not be
determined if the signatures were from DOCS or OMH staff and no mental health progress notes
referenced a review of the content in the DOCS log books.
•

Watches
DOCS and OMH policies and procedures identify and define the procedures to be followed for
the different types of watches that can take place in the RCTP and these are noted on the RCTP
monitoring form. OMH policies define suicide and special watches, and DOCS policies identify
two different types of suicide watches: one‐on‐one and one‐on‐multiple watches. In addition,
RCTPs appear to use different terms – some monitoring forms or nursing assessments noted
that the inmate was on a “close watch” or a “five minute” watch but there were no policies
defining what those watches were. Security log books only documented one‐ on‐one suicide
watches.
During several of the Commission’s RCTP exit interviews, DOCS and OMH central office staff
stated that these discrepancies have been addressed. The most recent revision to the RCTP
monitoring chart (8/09) identifies three different types of watches: one‐to‐one Suicide Watch,
one‐to‐two Suicide Watch and Special Watch, and these are defined in the policies and
procedures manual. In addition, DOCS provided the Commission with a new draft directive
dated April 30, 2010 that addresses these discrepancies as well.
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Appendices:

1. Demographic Information.
2. Definition of “S” Designation in SHU Exclusion Law.
3. Alcoholism and Substance Abuse Available to the Mentally Ill in DOCS.
4. 2009 Dorm Bed Utilization Data Compiled by DOCS
5. Examples of Documentation
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Appendix 1: Demographic Information
Sex

% or All Inmates
(Jan 09 N=60,000)
96%
4%

Male
Female

% of inmates transferred in
June 2009 (N=293)
75%
25%

% of CQC Review Inmates
(N=59)
73%
27%

Age Distribution of Inmates
40%

35% 36%

35%
30%

29%

27%

26% 26%

27%

23%

25%
20%

17%
14%

15%
10%

10%
5%

4%
1% 1%

9%

5% 5%

3%

0%

1% 2%

0%
16‐18

19‐20

21‐29

Total DOCs Population

30‐39
June Transfers

40‐49

50‐59

60+

Review Inmates

This chart compares the percent of inmates by age group for all DOCS inmates, (n=60,000), inmates
transferred to the RCTP in June (N=293) and the inmates included in the CQCAPD review (n=59). The
ages of inmates transferred into the RCTP in June 2009 ranged from 17 to age 63.
Race/Ethnicity

% or All Inmates
(Jan 09 N=60,000)

% of inmates transferred
in June 2009 (N=293)

% of CQC Review Inmates
(N=59)

White

21.3%

26.6%

32.2%

African‐American

51.5%

48.1%

49.2%

Hispanic

25.2%

22.9%

18.6%

Asian

0.5%

0.7%

0.0%

Native American

0.7%

0.0%

0.0%

Other

0.5%

1.4%

0.0%

Unknown

0.3%

0.3%

0.0%
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