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continued from page 12

The inmates originally cut eyeglasses for individuals 
within the state corrections system. Ten years or so ago—
nobody remembers when for sure—Gardner’s eyeglass 
shop got a lot busier; its inmate employees contracted 
with the state’s Medicaid program, MassHealth, to provide 
low-cost glasses to every ill-sighted citizen on the state’s 
health care rolls. 

MassHealth’s vision benefi ts have been hotly 
contested budget items for the past few years. In 
December 2002, acting Governor Jane Swift eliminated all 
vision care from MassHealth’s adult coverage; at the time, 
the state was facing a multi-billion-dollar budget defi cit. 
The 500,000-plus adults on MassHealth—the state’s 
poor, elderly and disabled—would have to pay for their 
own glasses or do without; meanwhile, eligible children 
continued to receive free glasses, courtesy of Gardner’s 
inmates. 

In every subsequent budget deliberation, public health 
advocates pushed for the reinstatement of MassHealth’s 
vision coverage. In July, they fi nally got their wish. The 
state’s new budget includes approximately $7.7 million 
for eye care for the 615,000 adults on MassHealth 
(a fi ckle economy and the new health care law have 
conspired to swell the Medicaid rolls). With the vision 
benefi t restored, every citizen who hasn’t had a new pair 
of glasses in four years—as well as the newly enrolled 
masses—is stampeding to eye doctors’ offi ces. And 
every eyeglass prescription that those doctors write gets 
shipped down to Gardner state prison.

Currently, Gardner’s eyeglass shop employs 48 
inmates and three instructors. Steve O’Neill, the shop 
supervisor, says that the shop normally employs four 
instructors, but it’s down one; he’s got plans to expand his 
payroll to six instructors and 110 inmate employees, but 
he has to wait for his instructors—who, like O’Neill, are all 
licensed opticians—to graduate from academy (they go 
through the same training as the prison’s guards). 

Before the restoration of the adult vision benefi t, 
O’Neill’s shop was shipping 120 to 150 pairs of glasses a 
day; now, he puts the median daily workload at 800 pairs. 
“We shipped over 1,100 yesterday,” he says. He keeps 
tens of thousands of frames and lenses in stock—they’re 
stacked, fl oor to ceiling, in a back room—and turns over 
that stock several times a week. Inmates used to work 
six-and-a-half-hour shifts, fi ve days a week. To keep up 
with demand, the shop has added a night shift, as well as 
weekend hours. When O’Neill’s new hires come on and 
demand for glasses stabilizes, the shop will be working 

two shifts a day, fi ve days a week. He used to be able to 
turn around doctors’ prescriptions in three to eight days; 
now, the shop is backed up two to eight weeks. 

Doctors fax prescription orders down to the bustling 
Gardner shop. “We’ve got three fax machines in this room, 
and from 9am to 7pm, they don’t stop,” O’Neill says.

The state sends frames imported from China and 
block lenses to Gardner, and inmates construct the glasses 
from there—cutting, shaping and polishing the lenses, 
and assembling the fi nished product. Inmates in the shop 
make between $0.50 and $1 an hour, based on experience 
and skill level. 

Still, the eyeglass shop’s pay scale is “good, for prison 
wages,” one worker tells me. “If you’re working outside, 
you might only make 50 cents a day.”

Wayne, another inmate working in the shop, adds, 
“Everybody wants a job down here. There’s a waiting list 
to get in.”

Because of the highly technical nature of the job and 
the extensive training that’s involved, employment in 
the prison eyeglass shop is a long-term gig. Inmates who 
score the coveted jobs have years, not months, left on 
their sentences. They’re also the most highly motivated, 
and have the cleanest behavioral records—you have to 
earn your way into this shop, and any conduct infractions 
will get you booted out. 

“I’ve been in prison a long time,” the fi rst inmate (who 
didn’t want his name used) tells me. “This is one of the 
best experiences I’ve had. It builds good habits. When I 
was younger, I was America’s worst nightmare—drinking, 
drugging. In here, you fi nd out you can do something, and 
it makes you feel good inside.”

“I fi gured, I’m in here anyway, I might as well do 
something constructive,” Wayne explains. “It’s a fun 
group—the guys are all comedians. We laugh our way 
through the day. The long hours kill time. You don’t feel 
like you’re in prison at all.”

Especially not since work picked up. “When I fi rst got 
in here, we were snoozing,” Wayne says. “Now it’s packed. 
Before, we were getting days off. They were telling us, 
‘Take some time off now; you’re gonna need it.’ Now, I’m 
looking for a day off, and I can’t get one. But it’s good. We 
want to work nights, especially with winter coming up. 
You’d rather work than do nothing.”

Working at Gardner “instills a work ethic and lets 
[inmates] develop marketable skills,” says Jim Karr, the 
Department of Corrections’ director of industry. The DOC 
is currently in talks with the licensure and opticians’ 
boards to allow inmates’ work in the eyeglass shop to 
count as credible hours toward an optician apprenticeship. 
“You can say to an employer, ‘Yeah, I had a tough time, but 
I did something with it—now I’m a licensed apprentice,’” 
Karr says.

James—an inmate who’s worked in the shop for two 
years and says he’s a shop “handyman” because he can 
run seven different machines—gets philosophical when 
talking about the relationship between the prison and 
MassHealth: “They provide a service for us, and we’re 
providing a service for them.”

He adds, “You get a sense of respect for yourself, you 
learn a trade. If you can work in here all day long, you 
know you can work on the streets. You’ve got no excuse. 
Plus, it keeps you out of trouble. It’s not a stressful 
environment at all—it’s a different world down here.”

“I fi gured, I’m in here 
anyway, I might as 
well do something 
constructive. It’s a 
fun group—the guys 

are all comedians. We 
laugh our way through 

the day. The long 
hours kill time. You 
don’t feel like you’re 

in prison at all.”


