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Wyo ing Pathways from Prison
brings postsecondary education
inside prison walls
Diana Marie Waggener
Graduation Day
When I enter the South Facility Visitor Center, I notice a banner taped to the back wall that reads: "Congratulations
Graduates!"I sense the excitement in the room. The musicians are set up and ready to play; graduates adjust their caps and
gowns; some lean against the wall with the banner above their heads; others greetfamily members and talk to instructors.
I chat with the musicians and learn that a couple ofthem are teaching music theory to those who are interested. Someone
hands me a printed program, and I read the message on the front cover: "Education is the ticket to success. "Instructors
tell me how proud they are ofthese students-some have overcome great obstacles to be here today. I visit with a few ofthe
graduates, and they happily talk about business plans and continuing education; one man mentions that he ''should have
done this ten years ago. "I remind him that it never is too late.
I find a seat next to two women who traveled from Casper for the ceremony. As the graduates process, the musicians play
Pomp and Circumstance. The woman beside me tears up, and I hear someone whisper, "That song always gets to me. "
Administrators and special guests take their places. We listen to opening remarks and introductions.
This year's keynote speaker, Professor Susan Dewey, School ofCulture, Gender, and Social justice, takes to the podium.
Dewey is the coordinator ofWyoming Pathways from Prison (WPJP), which offers college courses to Wyoming inmates at no
cost. She speaks ofgratitude and accomplishment and hope. She says, '1t always is good to be with anyone anywhere who is
working on personal growth. "
The student speaker, Jeremy Seilaff, bounds up to the podium. He extends a substantial smile and gives a well-articulated
short speech. He confidently reminds his fellow learners, ''Ifwe want to change our lives, we need to get an education. "
I watch each man accept his certificate and then shake hands with Dewey; the correctional education programs manager;
the warden; the deputy warden; and the housing manager. I see the pride in the graduates'faces as they return to their
chairs. Once seated, these new High School Equivalency Certificate (HSEC) earners turn their mortar board tassels from
the right to the left, and everyone applauds the class of2019 at the Wyoming State Penitentiary.
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