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DEDICATION

The Life and Work of Sarah Speight
Justin Piché

I fi rst met Sarah in the spring of 2018 when she was looking to get involved 
in a group that began its work over a decade ago called the Criminalization 

and Punishment Education Project, which aims to reduce the use and harms 
of policing and imprisonment, as well as build safer communities through 
research on and advocacy for alternatives. At the time, Sarah was new to 
Ottawa and, with a background of research and advocacy on overdose 
prevention sites, she was looking to get involved in community organizing 
to work in solidarity with people who struggle to meet their basic needs and, 
in the process, enhance our collective well-being and safety.

Early conversations with Sarah led to the creation of the Jail 
Accountability & Information Line in December 2018. Sarah played a key 
role in launching this initiative and running the hotline that took thousands 
of calls from people imprisoned at the Ottawa-Carleton Detention Centre 
in its early years. Through this initiative, Sarah worked with imprisoned 
people on various human rights and re-entry issues they faced, including 
getting access to medical care behind and beyond bars. For instance, I recall 
the early days of the hotline where Sarah literally spent days advocating 
for a person who had fallen off  the bunk in their jail cell to the concrete 
fl oor and broke their leg to get transferred to a hospital so that he could 
get examined and get access the care he needed that was being denied by 
jail staff  and management who did not believe him. I also recall numerous 
instances where Sarah arranged for doctor’s appointments for people 
coming out of the jail to ensure that their opioid substitution prescriptions 
would continue once they were released so that they would not turn to street 
drugs, and potentially overdose and die. There is no doubt Sarah saved lives 
that through her community organizing and advocacy.

In 2019, Sarah became Dialogue Editor for the Journal of Prisoners 
on Prisons, which is a section aimed at bringing various people with lived 
expertise of imprisonment in conversation with each other to advance 
thought and praxis on a particular challenge facing prisoners. Among the 
contributions Sarah made in this role was the publication of Volume 28, 
Number 2 of the journal featuring a dialogue on “Prison (In)justice in 
Canada at the Crossroads”, which served as a clarion call for changes to 
federal imprisonment in the country that remain needed.



2 Journal of Prisoners on Prisons, Volume 32(2), 2023

By 2019, Sarah had also been fast-tracked through the Master’s program 
in geography at the University of Ottawa to the doctoral program. It is 
at that point that I, along with geographer Eric Crighton, became her co-
supervisors. Of all my doctoral supervisions, I was most excited to be 
involved in Sarah’s project that brought into conversation insights from 
human geography, socio-legal studies, and critical criminology to make sense 
of how so few reforms following deaths in custody and related coroner’s 
inquests in Ontario result in meaningful reductions in people dying behind 
bars. At a time when preventable deaths in custody continue to occur, her 
study drew on observations and transcripts of coroner’s inquest hearings, 
fi ndings and recommendations, interviews with coroners, crown attorneys 
and lawyers representing inquest intervenors, as well as news coverage, to 
generate knowledge on the forces that limit the scope and actors that have 
standing in these cases and, by connection, how these constraints can lead 
to inadequate recommendations and barriers to their implementation. In so 
doing, her doctoral thesis had already impacted policies and procedures for 
coroner’s inquests related to deaths in custody in Ontario that, at least in some 
cases, extended the gaze of such proceedings beyond jail and prison walls, 
producing recommendations in the fi elds of health, mental health, policing, 
and other human services that could, if implemented, prevent deaths in 
custody by diverting people away from criminalization and incarceration, 
particularly those living with mental health and drug use issues. Sarah had 
completed fi ve of eight of her doctoral dissertation chapters, with three 
others well underway. She was set to complete and defend her doctoral 
thesis in September 2023. It is absolutely heartbreaking that Sarah will not 
fi nish what I and many others, including researchers and those involved in 
coroner’s inquests, considered to be ground-breaking work.

Sarah had plans to continue this work either as a postdoctoral fellow or 
professor. Drawing on Political Activist Ethnography, including interviews 
with supervising coroners and forensic pathologists, formal and informal 
information requests with death investigation bodies, and discussion groups 
with people impacted by policing and prison deaths across Canada, Sarah 
next wanted to explore how death investigations are undertaken, the barriers 
faced by those seeking information on carceral deaths, and how to ethically 
manage such information in ways that do not deepen the trauma of people 
who have lost loved ones in the context of policing and imprisonment. What 
Sarah had envisioned as her next project was both original and signifi cant as 
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it sought to generate information ‘from above’ (through research with actors 
that steer carceral death investigations) and ‘from below’ (through research 
with the loved ones and communities impacted by these preventable 
tragedies) to inform how we understand policing and prison deaths, and the 
possibilities for transparency and action in their wake. This is critical and 
much needed work to be undertaken at a time when people continue to die 
in custody. And, again, I am heartbroken that Sarah is not alive to see her 
vision through.

While Sarah is no longer with us, she nonetheless has left us with a rich 
legacy, which can be felt and seen in various ways. For instance, Sarah 
published several works over the years, including an academic journal 
issue, a book chapter, a journal article, seven reports, and seven op-eds with 
by-lines in the Ottawa Citizen, The Globe and Mail and The Conversation. 
Her thoughts will live on, but most importantly the impact she had on all of 
us will stay in our hearts forever.

As a professor, as someone who supervises the research of graduate 
students, you understand that they will come and go, that they will start 
and complete their degrees or sometimes not, and move on to other things, 
whether inside or outside academia. In rare cases, you forge collaborations 
and friendships you hope will last a lifetime. That is what I and several other 
professors had with Sarah.

The last time I saw Sarah was three days before she died. We had a 
meeting in my offi  ce. We made plans for the completion of her remaining 
doctoral thesis chapters and for a research assistantship this summer. I did 
not know then, but I know now that when Sarah walked out of my offi  ce that 
Wednesday, she also exited my life before we could fi nish what we sought 
to accomplish together – before she could see through everything she had 
planned to do. We have all lost someone who was absolutely brilliant, who 
was a hard worker, who was incredibly caring and always put others before 
herself. It is a tremendous loss. This has been diffi  cult to process.

To Sarah’s family and friends, I am sorry for your loss. I hope that with 
time that our grief about Sarah’s death can give way to peace in our minds 
and hearts. Do take care.
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