
From the Outside Looking In 

Night Shift 

Dr. Rick Patterson, a Criminal 
Justice professor at Eastern Wyo-
ming College, is on sabbatical for one 
year. During this time he is working 
with our staff and observing the 
process of opening the Wyoming 
Medium Correctional Institution in 
Torrington. This is the eighth of 
several articles he has written. 

The sun sinks in the west. 
Large numbers of WDOC em-
ployees leave the facility and 
things get quiet at the 
prison…right? Not exactly. For 
this month’s observation report 
on the Wyoming Medium Cor-
rectional Institute (WMCI), I 
decided to look at things from 
a different perspective. Over 
the past few weeks, I have had 
the opportunity to spend sev-
eral nights in the facility, where 
I could observe operations and 
practices. For the uninitiated, it 
is easy to assume that most of 
the real work of a prison takes 
place during the day, when the 
majority of staff is present, and 
programs are operating. Those 
with institutional experience, 
however, know that a great deal 
happens after the “day shift” 
has gone home. 

To illustrate, I have combined 
several overnight operations 
into a “typical” night shift. 
Each night shift begins at 1745 
hours when a couple of dozen 
officers gather in the roll call 
room for their pre-shift brief-
ing. Many are carrying food 

and drinks in clear plastic con-
tainers, to tide them over for 
their upcoming twelve or thir-
teen-hour tour. Their watch 
commander, a lieutenant, hav-
ing already taken reports from 
the proceeding day-shift super-
visor, begins by taking roll, 
assigning officers to their duty 
posts, and passing on informa-
tion involving problems, pro-
jects, transports, and concerns. 
After completion of the brief-
ing, the officers enter the facil-
ity proper through the security 
perimeter and report to their 
various posts.   

Many of the officers are as-
signed to work in housing 
units, which are surprisingly 
busy in the evening. Most in-
mates are in their housing 
units, so there tends to be as 
much or more activity as oc-
curs during the day. The in-
mates are engaged in watching 
television, reading, playing 
games, and personal hygiene. 
Each unit’s officer makes regu-
lar watch tours, walking 
through the unit, looking into 
each cell, checking doors, and 
equipment. He or she is also 
kept busy issuing cleaning 
equipment and supplies to in-
mates, answering questions, 
opening cell doors, and facili-
tating inmate movements 
within the facility. Later in the 
evening when most inmates are 
in their cells and the unit is 
locked down, some are still 
engaged in janitorial duties that 
require monitoring and super-
vision. The housing unit offi-
cers keep busy throughout their 
shift, supervising and monitor-
ing inmates, completing paper-
work, and maintaining the unit 
log. 

Programming at WMCI also 
does not end at sundown. The 
gym operates in the evening, as 
does visitation, education, and 
casework. Typical evening ac-
tivities in the gym involve vari-
ous tournaments, basketball, 
and weight lifting. The various 
recreation activities occupy the 
inmates until nearly 10:00 p.m.. 
They are supervised by both 
correctional officers and a rec-
reation specialist. The inmates I 
spoke to gave very positive 
reports about the recreation 
programs at WMCI. 

Meanwhile, down the corridor, 
the Education Department is 
offering evening classes to ac-
commodate inmates who are 
working at their institutional 
jobs during the day. The classes 
provided are to assist inmates 
in preparing for their GED 
examinations. According to 
Konne Rife, WMCI Education 
Manager, additional courses 
and class offerings are being 
planned and will become avail-
able soon. Inmates interviewed 
regarding the evening classes 
were surprised and pleased with 
this offering. Inmate visitation 
is also conducted in the eve-
ning, in addition to the daytime, 
allowing more flexibility for 
visitors.  

The Medical Department is 
staffed overnight by at least 
three people, under the supervi-
sion of an RN-charge nurse. 
They have a number of duties 
including picking up and rout-
ing medical request forms from 
the various housing units, pro-
viding medical care to inmates 
housed in the infirmary and the 
geriatric unit, and attending to 
medical emergencies in the 
housing units. On two nights 
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when I was observing, inmates 
required emergency surgery. 
Coincidentally, both were ap-
pendectomies. One surgery was 
done at the Torrington Com-
munity Hospital and the other 
at the Regional West Medical 
Center in Scottsbluff, Ne-
braska. Both involved close 
cooperation between the medi-
cal staff, the WMCI night shift 
security, and the WMCI trans-
port teams. After completion of 
the procedures, the inmates 
returned to the WMCI infir-
mary for post-operative care 
under the supervision of Dr. 
Ted Church. 

However, not all nightshift 
medical care involves a medical 
emergency. Most of it is rou-
tine. Patients in the Geriatric 
Unit require ongoing care and 
monitoring at a much higher 
level than do general popula-
tion inmates. A certified nurs-
ing assistant from the Medical 
Department attends to much of 
this need, assisted by the cor-
rectional officer assigned to the 
unit. I was surprised at the 
amount of activity in this unit 
during the night. In many ways, 
these inmates were much nois-
ier and more “lively” than those 
in the general population units. 
Medical staff also does blood 
draws and medication admini-
stration during the shift. 

Another unit that is often busy 
around the clock is the Special 
Management Unit. This is the 
area housing inmates for disci-
plinary reasons. It has a higher 
staff ratio than other housing 
units and is much more active 

Continued on page 2 



Continued from page 1 

overnight than general housing 
units are. I observed an inmate 
receiving his out-of-cell recrea-
tion late in the night because he 
was unable to do it during the 
day, an unlikely event in a gen-
eral housing unit. Inmates 
placed here can be upset, angry, 
demanding, and hostile, result-
ing in more commotion than is 
generally present in the rest of 
the facility during hours of 
darkness. This unit also may 
receive inmates at any hour, as 
they can be moved from other 
housing units for disciplinary 
reasons.   

Soon after most of the inmates 
at WMCI are settled in for the 
night and it seems that things 
will finally begin to get quiet, 
the inmates working the first 
shift begin to rise and prepare 
for their 3:30 a.m. shift in the 
kitchen. The period each night 
when things are truly quiet is 
really a very brief interlude.   

In addition to the above-
mentioned activities occurring 
during the overnight shift, nu-
merous other tasks must be 
accomplished. Floors are pol-
ished and buffed by inmate 
workers. Inmates are moved in 
and out of WMCI to other 
facilities. Cells are searched in 
each housing unit. Equipment 
is inventoried. Inmate counts 
are conducted and reported to 
the watch commander who 
verifies and clears them. Main-
tenance is done on the building 
including such things as clear-
ing plugged drains, adjusting 
doors, and snow removal. Offi-
cers grab meals and eat them 
when time permits. WMCI may 
appear quiet from the outside, 
but like all correctional facili-
ties, it never really sleeps.  

— Rick Patterson 
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