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Please also visit our website at www.bookstoprisoners.net, 
which contains resources about our mission, about other 
organizations that do similar work, and information about how 
else to get involved.

For specific questions, please email 
bookstoprisoners@live.com.

Information on this booklet:
This guide uses three (3) full sheets of 8.5 x 11 letter-size 
paper. When downloading the PDF from the website, please 
print double-sided (duplex), short-edge. The pages have been 
ordered for you, so there is no need to re-order them after 
printing! Simply wait for the three sheets to print, gather them 
and then fold them in half to create a booklet. 

BOOKS TO  
PRISONERS:

A FULL 
REFERENCE

GUIDE
This procedural guide is meant to  

be used as a reference for our  
volunteers at Books to Prisoners.  

It can be broken down into the  
following sections (next page) �
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FAQS
1. What kinds of books do prisoners ask for the most?
Books that are in high-demand are dictionaries, thesauruses, 
how-to-draw guides, law books, and urban fiction. We ask that 
our volunteers, when making their book selections, only take 
one (1) item from each of these categories for each package 
as to ensure that we have enough in our limited supply to go 
around.

little too heavy to meet the weight restriction?

goes over the weight restriction, feel free to go ahead and send 
the book. Just make sure to round up to the nearest pound!

3. How much should my package weigh if it has both fiction 
and non-fiction books in it?
It should round up to 2 lbs under normal circumstances.

3. What happens when the prisoner asks for a book but 
doesn’t mention any specific author, title, or even genre?
Sometimes prisoners will write in and say that they are bored 
and want something—anything—to read. When a prisoner 
doesn’t specify what kind of book he/she wants, it is volunteer’s 
choice! Feel free to choose what you think would be worthwhile, 
keeping in mind of all of the restrictions.
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CHECKLIST

2. Does your package meet the content & format  

4. Does the complete package contain:
 - the books
 - the original letter and envelope
 - the invoice
 - the mailing label
 - any colored slips for special requests

wrapped and mailed out!

(Now onto the next one!)
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WHY WE EXIST

A sentence in prison can range anywhere from a month to an 
entire lifetime. During that period, some prison inmates decide 
to take time in their own hands and take classes. They develop 
skills. They seek out reading for pleasure.
 
Unfortunately, in American prisons, access to books —or any 
kind of media at all—is treated as a privilege, not a right. 

Most correctional facilities do not allow books to be sent di-
rectly to inmates from friends and family. Instead, books must 
be sent through “pre-approved vendors”, usually expensive 

Internet access to order books or money to pay for them. Many 
prison libraries are in deplorable condition, and access to these 
libraries are often restricted based on a number of factors that 

-
itary confinement have no access to books outside their cells.

These people will often write to organizations like Books to 
Prisoners for help. Books to Prisoners packs and mails out free 
books to these incarcerated individuals, answering 1,000 to 
1,300 requests for books each month.
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VOLUNTEERING

Thank you for volunteering! As a volunteer, you are part of 
an important operation of getting these books out to prison 
inmates across the country. You will be asked to read request 
letters for books that have been sent by our clients and comb 
through our library of books to find the perfect selection to 
send. These books will then be packaged by our staff and 
mailed out at the end of each week.

Volunteer Hours
Books to Prisoners hosts volunteers during the following times:

Tuesday 6:00 – 10:00 pm
Wednesday 9:30 am – 1:30 pm, 6:00 – 10:00 pm
Thursday 6:00 – 10:00 pm

First-time volunteers will be asked to go through an orientation, 
led by one of our staff members. 

These orientations are held at 6:30 pm and 7:30 pm on our 
volunteer days. Orientations may also be scheduled during the 
Wednesday morning shift on request.
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When you are finished, please secure the books,1 the original 
letter in the envelope,2 the invoice,3 and the mailing label4 using 
the rubber bands available on the table.

STEP 4: 
INVOICE AND LABEL  

THE PACKAGE

1
2

3

4
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STEP 4: 
INVOICE AND LABEL  

THE PACKAGE

Once you are finished with your selection, you may fill out an 
invoice slip and mailing label. 

Mailing Label

name, prisoner number, and mailing address, which you can 
find written on the envelope. 

Invoice Slip
The invoice slip is a white slip where you list the number of 
books that are going to make up the package. Please make 
sure to include the name of the prisoner and his/her number on 
the top of the invoice where indicated. 

Please do not write specific titles—”2 books”, for example, is 
sufficient for invoicing! This makes it easier for our packers to 
switch books out if necessary.

Colored Slips
There are also colored slips containing information available for 
certain requests that inmates may make—for religious material, 
information on our services, pen-pal referrals, and prisoner re-
source guides. If the inmate has requested any of these materi-
als, you may include the corresponding slip in your package.
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STEP 1:
READ THE LETTER

These letters come from prison inmates incarcerated in facili-
ties all over the country. Some of these letters will be short and 
dry; some of them will be long and impassioned. The letter can 
come in the form of a specific request, such as asking for a par-
ticular author or a particular title, but it can also be a long and 
broad list spanning up to forty topics and genres.

A letter you pull might look something like this:

Your task as a volunteer begins with opening and reading these 
request letters, which you pull from the stacks on the tables.
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STEP 2:
SELECT THE BOOKS

Your task is then to answer each request letter by searching 
through our collection of books.

Our Library
Our on-site library is an ever-changing collection of donated 
books, housing a motley assortment of everything from Shake-
speare to vampire romances. Selection is limited for some 
topics, so our volunteers sometimes have to make creative 
choices!

We do not have a catalog, as it is a constantly changing inven-
tory. Please ask a staff member for help when looking for a 
specific author or title!

Format Restrictions
As you make your selection, you must be mindful of certain 
restrictions imposed by each facility. Prisons will not accept 
books with erotic, violent, and politically radical content, and 
they can also ban hardcovers, magazines, secondhand books, 
and limit the number of books a single inmate can receive.

Please check the front of the envelope for the format restric-
tions, which are written and circled by our staff members.
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STEP 3:  
FOLLOW THE WEIGHT  

RESTRICTIONS

As you make your selection of books, you must be mindful of 
how much the total package will weigh. 

We mail our packages through the United States Postal 
Service, where postage costs are determined by weight in 
pounds. In order to save postage in order to get as many books 
as we can to prisoners, we have the following restrictions for 
individual packages:

Fiction books (incl. novels, anthologies, comics) = 1 lb
Non-fiction books (incl. skills, references, magazines) = 2 lbs

Rounding Weight
We ship using the post office’s Library Mail services, which 
charges by the whole pound. This means that a package that 
weighs 1.5 lbs costs the same as a package that weighs 2 lbs. 

We would like to make sure that each inmate gets the most 
out of his/her package. If your completed selection of books 
falls dramatically short of the pound unit, please round your 
package up to the nearest pound by adding any small book to 
the selection.


