
From the Outside Looking In 

Ten Things I’ve Learned from the 
Wyoming Department of           
Corrections 

As my year-
long study 
with the Wyo-
ming Depart-
ment of Cor-
rections draws 
to a close, I 
find myself 

with a huge pile of documents 
and notes, a lot of new knowl-
edge and ideas, and a great deal 
of work ahead of me to sort it 
all out. For my final observa-
tion report, it occurred to me 
that a list of lessons learned 
would be a good way to distill 
down and summarize all that I 
have seen, heard, and experi-
enced over the past year. Of 
course, it is necessarily abbrevi-
ated, since a book could (and 
may be) written about the 
opening of WMCI. 

The items I have chosen, of 
course, do not represent all that 
I have learned from WDOC, 
but are some of the points that 
I have seen emphasized and 
reinforced time and again as I 
interacted with staff, inmates, 
and others. In some cases, this 
is new information for me, in 
others it served to remind me 
or reinforce what I already 
knew. 

1 Security Isn’t        
Convenient 

I first heard this at the 
Training Academy in Rawlins 
last summer and heard it re-
peated to each of the following 
nine academy classes. It means 
that proper security precautions 
take time. Movement into, out 
of, and within a facility is nec-
essarily slow, because of the 

obligatory monitoring and 
checks. Possessions are 
checked, coats are removed, 
pockets are emptied, and iden-
tities are verified. Proper secu-
rity takes time. Quick or sloppy 
security procedures, with the 
goal of saving time, endanger 
everyone. 

2 Staff are Human 

Most WMCI employ-
ees seem to believe in 

“doing the right thing, at the 
right time, for the right rea-
son.” However, at times we all 
get tired, frustrated, confused, 
angry, and have to deal with a 
myriad of non-work related 
issues. The opening of WMCI 
required the hiring and training 
of staff en mass, but it is crucial 
to remember that many also 
had to deal with relocation, 
family concerns, finding hous-
ing, financial issues, and getting 
oriented to the weather, alti-
tude, and culture of Wyoming. 
Moreover, they had to do all of 
this, on top of the inherently 
difficult and challenging task of 
opening a new facility. Recog-
nizing the stress on individuals, 
WDOC anticipated and 
planned for staff turnover from 
the beginning. Most staff mem-
bers adjusted very well and 
have settled in, but some did 
not or could not. 

3 Training is Vital 

WDOC emphasizes 
training. It is clearly a 

priority for the agency. All new 
employees attend the basic 
academy and ongoing, in-
service training is constant for 
all staff members. I have rarely 

observed an agency that places 
such emphasis on and devotes 
so many resources to staff de-
velopment. Corrections is a 
dynamic, evolving profession 
and it is important for everyone 
to be current. An immense 
amount of research is being 
done to help us better under-
stand criminogenic risk factors, 
treatment needs, and inmate 
management and rehabilitation. 
It is essential that everyone 
working with offenders in any 
capacity understand, at least, 
the basics of these concepts 
that they may better contribute 
to the desired outcomes. Be-
sides training in correctional 
practices, staff must remain 
current with the latest practices 
and technologies used in their 
respective fields. In addition to 
WDOC training, many staff 
members have, or are, pursuing 
formal education. They do this 
in a variety of ways and in 
many different fields, but 
clearly, staff development and 
personal/professional growth is 
valued in this culture. 

4 Inmates are Always 
Watching 

Wherever you are and 
whatever you are doing within a 
prison, you can be sure that you 
are being observed. This is true, 
even when you think you are 
alone or have “disappeared” 
from your duty station to sneak 
a smoke. If you are lazy, unmo-
tivated, and tend to cut corners, 
it will be noted. If you are de-
pressed, ill, or unhappy, it will 
be detected. If you do not like 
your job, your supervisor, or 
your assignment, it will be ob-
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served. This even includes 
when you might be critical of 
coworkers because of their 
shortcomings. There are very 
few secrets in a correctional 
facility.  

Conversely, if you display posi-
tive work values and attitudes, 
model pro-social behaviors, and 
follow policy and procedures, 
that is observed and noted. 
Inmate manipulation is almost 
impossible with positive em-
ployees. Ultimately, your safety 
and that of everyone else in the 
facility is dependent upon your 
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. 

5 Programming is    
Essential 

WDOC emphasizes 
programming. There have been 
some cutbacks due to fiscal 
constraints, but programming is 
alive and well within WDOC. 
There is not a single shred of 
evidence anywhere that would 
lead us to believe that incar-
ceration, by itself, does any-
thing to reduce recidivism and 
change offenders in any posi-
tive way. Corrections research 
makes it clear that program-
ming is the only predictable 
variable linked to positive long-
term outcomes. Programming, 
of course, encompasses a num-
ber of different activities in-
cluding education, vocational 
training, counseling, mental 
health treatment, religious ac-
tivities, life-skills training, sub-
stance abuse treatment, etc.  
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The second important part of 
this equation is that to be effec-
tive, the right programming 
must be provided to the right 
people at the right time. This 
means that the programming 
must be evidence-based and 
administered in a way that pro-
tects the integrity of the model. 
WDOC works very hard to do 
this. Anything less is wasteful at 
best, and in the worst case, may 
actually increase recidivism 
rates. 

6 Rehabilitation is the 
Responsibility of the 
Offender 

It is easy to fall into the trap of 
believing that we can somehow 
“fix” inmates. In reality, only 
offenders can change offend-
ers. Their behaviors are the 
result of their decisions and 
their choices. As stated in 
WDOC’s mission statement, 
“The Wyoming Department of Cor-
rections contributes to public safety by 
exercising reasonable, safe, secure, 
and humane management, while 
actively providing offenders opportu-
nities to become law-abiding citi-
zens.” WDOC provides oppor-
tunities, but it does not change 
offenders. Only they can do 
that. 

7 Outcomes are Hard to 
Define and  Measure 

The corrections field 
struggles with measuring suc-
cess. What, after all, is success? 
Is it having a former inmate 
never again break the law or is 
it not having them be caught or 
reconvicted? Is it not using 
drugs or is it not having nega-
tive consequences related to 
drug use? Do we measure re-
offenses only within our state 
and count recidivism only 
when they return to our sys-
tem? Maybe it is impossible to 
accurately track individual out-
comes. Maybe we are better 

served by looking at compila-
tions and aggregated data. 
Wyoming’s rate of both violent 
and property crimes are cur-
rently about half of what they 
were in the 1980s. Maybe 
something that we are doing is 
working. 

8 Build Legitimate 
Channels of Commu-
nication or the Void 
will be Filled 

WMCI’s opening phase was 
shortened because of state fis-
cal concerns. In addition, taking 
possession and moving into the 
complex was set back by con-
struction delays. As a result, 
communications systems were 
either non-existent or frag-
mented. Telephone installation 
and service was held up, the 
computer systems were still 
under construction, and the 
radio system was not fully func-
tioning.  

Staff members were all new, 
whether newly hired or just 
reassigned from other WDOC 
facilities, and many were work-
ing in temporary assignments. 
The move-in organizational 
chart and chain of command 
were shifting and transient.  

Consequently, the ever-present 
rumor mill was in full swing. As 
I travelled throughout the insti-
tution, I would often hear sev-
eral versions of the same story, 
none of which much resembled 
the truth. Communications 
were routinely garbled in trans-
mission, resulting in confusion, 
misdirection, and false starts. 
All of this before the inmates 
arrived! Slowly however, it be-
gan to come together. The ad-
ministration recognized the 
problem and initiated a series 
of stopgap measures to deal 
with the problems. Communi-
cations hardware was brought 
on-line, staff members were 

assigned to their permanent 
duty stations, with a clear chain 
of command, and communica-
tions channels were opened. Of 
course, the rumor mill contin-
ued to run, but it was reduced 
to its natural place. 

9 Running a Prison is 
Very Difficult 

It is difficult if you are 
the warden or deputy warden, 
an officer working visitation, 
the night shift, perimeter, or a 
housing unit. It is difficult if 
you are a corporal, sergeant, 
lieutenant, captain, or the ma-
jor. It is also difficult if you 
work in food service, the laun-
dry, warehouse, or mainte-
nance. It is difficult if you are a 
case manager, unit manager, or 
housing manager. It is difficult 
if you are a physician, dentist, 
or especially if you are a nurse.  

There are no easy jobs in a 
prison. Besides knowing your 
trade and practicing it well, you 
constantly work with and 
around inmates. Security con-
cerns permeate everything you 
do (see # 1, above). Each task 
is more difficult because of the 
necessity to monitor, supervise, 
and model pro-social behaviors. 
Mistakes can be far more costly 
than they might be if made 
outside in the community. You 
must be on guard against ma-
nipulation, and at the same time 
build a balanced, working rela-
tionship with those under your 
charge. Working in prison is 
very hard work. 

10 The Tone and        
Philosophy     
of the Organi-
zation Comes 

From the Top 

From the beginning, Wyoming 
Medium Correctional Institu-
tion was conceptualized as a 
place where treatment and re-
habilitation could take place. 

This is because Director Bob 
Lampert had (and has) the vi-
sion that we have to do better. 
The old ways of “corrections” 
have not worked. Using round 
numbers to illustrate this point, 
in the early 1980s the popula-
tion of Wyoming was about the 
same as it is now, half a million. 
Currently, both property and 
violent crimes rates are just 
more than half of what they 
were then. You read that right, 
they are now much lower. At 
that time, Wyoming had fewer 
than 700 adults housed in cor-
rectional facilities. Now 
WDOC houses about 2,000. 
Something has not worked. 
Too many offenders return to 
the system again and again. 

We have to do better at manag-
ing both the intakes and the 
exits from the system. We need 
to find reasonable, safe alterna-
tives to incarceration and we 
need to do a better job of 
changing the thinking and be-
haviors of those who need to 
be incarcerated, so they are less 
likely to return upon release.  

Of course, corrections alone 
cannot solve this problem. It 
must be a joint effort among 
legislators, judges, the commu-
nity, and both institutional and 
field services divisions of the 
correctional system.  

In all cases, the mission and the 
goals are set at the top. In 
WDOC’s case, the process is 
underway. It is obvious in the 
department’s emphasis on 
training, recruiting quality staff, 
providing inmate programming, 
and maybe the most tangible 
evidence is the opening of 
WMCI. 

As I stated at the beginning, 
this is barely a summary of my 
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experiences with WDOC. It is 
with a bit of sorrow for me that 
this project must end. I have 
students waiting for me back at 
Eastern Wyoming College in 
Torrington, Wyoming, and I 
am anxious to get back in the 
classroom and share all that I 
have learned. During this year, 
I have made a great number of 
friends within WDOC and I 
became reconnected with some 
old ones. Throughout my time 
at Central Office, WSP, WMCI, 
and the Training Academy I 
was always made to feel wel-
come. My questions were an-
swered, things were explained, 
and everyone was very open 
and helpful to me. I was made 
to feel as though I was part of 
WDOC. For this, I thank eve-
ryone. I going to miss the regu-
lar visits, but I am sure our 
trails will cross again, because, 
that’s what happens in Wyo-
ming! 

— Dr. Rick Patterson 

Editor’s Note: This is the final and 
11th article that Dr. Patterson has 
written for the Rap Sheet. All arti-
cles are posted on the public WMCI 
website at 
http://corrections.wy.gov/institution
s/wmci/index.html 
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