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From the Outside Looking In
Focus on Treatment

Rick Patterson

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

Wyoming Department of Cor-
rections has a long-standing
tradition of providing treat-
ment and rehabilitation-
focused programs to inmates.
When I worked at the Wyo-
ming State Penitentiary in the
1980s, I was assigned as a
counselor in the Medium Secu-
rity Unit. The focus of the en-
tire unit was to jointly provide
security and inmate program-
ming. We had extensive educa-
tion programs (both vocational
and academic), mental health
and sex offender treatment, as
well as extensive recreation,
religious, and craft programs. It
seemed that most inmates were
involved in some sort of pro-
gramming or treatment. While
not without some problems,
the services seemed to meet
some real needs and contrib-
uted to positive outcomes.

Closing the North Facility
Changed the Focus

Unfortunately, the closing of

the WSP North Facility in 2001
resulted in some distuptions to
the treatment regime. The new

WSP facility (South Facility)
was not designed to accommo-
date the broad treatment and
education programs housed in
the closed facility. It simply did
not have the classrooms, shops,
etc., necessary to run all of the
programs at the earlier levels.
Treatment services were moved
into the new facility, but the
scale and scope previously pro-
vided could not be fully accom-
modated. This, together with
the great number of inmates
moved to out-of-state contract
facilities, served to scale down
WDOC’s treatment options.

The WMCI Focuses on
Treatment

From the beginning, Wyoming
Medium Cotrectional Institu-
tion (WMCI) was envisioned to
re-establish and even enlarge
WDOC’s treatment opportuni-
ties. It was planned, designed,
and built as a treatment facility.
Here would be a place where
inmates with diverse needs
would be housed, educated,
trained, counseled, medically
treated, and provided with all
the tools necessary to make any
changes they desired to make.
As stated by Director Bob
Lampert in an October 2008
Corrections Today article,
“Wyoming is committed to also
using its prison’s design to help
it incorporate research-based
best practices and opportuni-
ties for those it confines to
become law-abiding citizens.”
This philosophy is fully sup-
ported by both Warden Mike
Murphy and Deputy Warden
Mike Pacheco and evidence of
it having been internalized is
present throughout the facility.

To that end, after opening and
attending to basic life, safety,

and security issues, WMCI has
rapidly moved to implement
active treatment programs. At
the time of this writing, 90 days
have passed since the first
group of inmates arrived. Since
that time, practically all treat-
ment components have begun
to operate.

Education Department

The Education Department has
opened its library. Classes are
being taught and many more
are being developed. A visit to
the area on any day confirms
this. All classrooms are full and
operating. Instructors are teach-
ing and meeting with inmates
individually, and the library has
become a very busy place.
Scheduling is done to accom-
modate inmates working vari-
ous shifts throughout the facil-
ity. The Education Department
exudes enthusiasm and excite-
ment about learning.

Medical Department

Another crucial treatment area,
the Medical Department at
WMCI, has been tasked with a
huge responsibility. Not only
are they required to provide
routine medical care, dispense
medications, and monitor in-
mates’ overall health, they are
responsible for providing a
great deal of specialized care.
These services are provided
under contract by Prison
Health Services. 24-hour nurs-
ing coverage is provided for
inmates needing their services.

In addition, the Medical De-
partment provides dental care
under the direction of Dr.
Robert Byrd. Dr. Ted Church
works fulltime in the facility
and oversees inmate medical
care. Currently a dialysis unit is

being set up to provide this
service to inmates in-house.
This will allow the facility to
eliminate thrice-weekly trips to
Scottsbluff for both inmates
and transport teams.

Geriatrics and Infirmary

Both the Geriatric and Infir-
mary units are now open and
operating. The Infirmary
houses inmates who may be
sick or injured and require ele-
vated levels of nursing/medical
care and monitoring, before
they return to their housing
units. The Geriatric Unit pro-
vides medical, nursing care, and
security for inmates who are
unable to be housed in regular
units due to age or infirmity. In
both cases, these are places of
active treatment, not just hous-

ing.
Chronic Mental Health

WMCT’s Medical Department
also operates a Chronic Mental
Health Treatment Unit. This
department serves inmates who
are mentally ill to a degree that
they cannot function well in
regular housing units. It also
serves as a place where general
population inmates with mental
health issues, may be trans-
ferred temporarily for treat-
ment, stabilization, medication
adjustments, etc. It, too, is a
place of active treatment, not
just housing. Dr. Hahns, is the
facility psychiatrist and is as-
sisted by contract medical and
mental health professionals
who monitor, treat, and pro-
vide counseling to inmates.
Because of the high levels of
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need of these inmates, Dollie
Birkle, a fulltime caseworket, is
assigned here.

Sex Offender Treatment

The original WMCI plans
called for a specialized sex of-
fender treatment program. Un-
fortunately, the State’s fiscal
concerns resulted in the service
being scaled back for now.
WMCI caseworkers are prepar-
ing to implement some limited
“pre-treatment” services that
would prepare inmates to enter
treatment when it becomes
available to them. Other op-
tions for addressing this high
risk, high need population are
being cutrently explored.

Substance Abuse Treatment

One treatment area that has
NOT been scaled back is sub-
stance abuse treatment. For
several years, WDOC has oper-
ated substance abuse treatment
units within some facilities.
These are now provided under
contract with Community Edu-
cation Centers, a national com-
pany, specializing in this type
of treatment. Program Manager
Jim Jenson, several treatment
staff members, and 32 inmates
transferred from the Wyoming
State Penitentiary to WMCI as
part of the opening of the
WMCI Intensive Treatment
Unit (ITU). Additional staff
was also hired locally. The pro-
gram is now operating and will
be expanding to full capacity
later in the year.

Therapeutic Community

To gain a better understanding
of the “Therapeutic Commu-
nity” model used in the ITU, I
requested and was allowed to
participate in their staff orienta-
tion training, which was held
for four days in eatly April on
the Eastern Wyoming College
campus. The training group of

eighteen participants was led by
trainers Jim Piro and Bret
Youngblood.

Therapentic Community is a model
of treatment that uses an im-
mersion process to continually
identify thinking errors, prob-
lem behaviors, and to directly
challenge and change them. It
is a very intensive and confron-
tational model, whose efficacy
is well supported by outcomes
research. The training was de-
signed to simulate the experi-
ence an inmate would have,
with the instructors taking the
role of staff and the trainees as
participants. It was intense,
unpleasant, and uncomfortable.
It was also very effective. At
times, I had flashbacks to my
Marine Corps boot camp ex-
periences; at other times I felt
like I was back in graduate
school. In any case, the experi-
ence was very enlightening and
it gave some hint as to why the
approach can be effective in
changing an offender’s thinking
and behaviors.

Put all together, it is safe to say
that WMCI is not a
“warehouse” for inmates. Ac-
tive treatment is the expecta-
tion and appears to be an inte-
gral part of the developing in-
stitutional culture.

— Dr. Rick Patterson
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