ScienceNews —y—

MAGAZINE OF THE SOCIETY FOR SCIENCE & THE PUBLIC LOG IN REGISTER ARCHIVES SUBSCRIBE
Atom & Cosmos Body & Brain Earth Environment Genes & Cells Humans Life Matter & Energy Molecules Science & Society Other SN Kids
°4| 20' 13 ISSUE Home / Departments / April 20, 2013; Vol.183 #8

Prisons an unlikely laboratory

The Science Life
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Graduate student Craig Ulrich carried out his first
published research project not in a university lab,
but as a prison inmate.
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"I went into prison and came out a scientist,” says Ulrich, one of many
Washington prisoners connected to science and nature by collaborative projects
between Evergreen and the Washington State Department of Corrections.

About an hour’s drive from Ulrich’s former cell, a
women'’s prison works with the Oregon Zoo in
Portland on a project raising and releasing
endangered Taylor’s checkerspot butterflies.
Inmate Carolina Landa had no experience in
science, but she helped develop a technique for
grinding up plantain leaves that helped the
butterflies digest them.
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“We call it ‘plantain pesto,” ” says Evergreen
graduate student Dennis Aubrey, who worked with
Landa. "It really worked. Insects that ate the pesto went through their first
three molts almost twice as fast.” Inmates at three prisons grow indigenous
plants that provide the butterflies and other insects with food and places to lay
eggs outside the prison fences. To date, almost a million golden paintbrush and
other prairie plants have been raised at the facilities, and many have been
transplanted into the wild.

The programs have another side effect, says Charlie Washburn, correctional
program manager at Cedar Creek. One inmate working in the plant program
“was always uptight, always angry and always mad,” he remembers. "That
anger went away out there in the greenhouse,” Washburn says. "I got a call
after he got out of prison. He said, ‘I'm looking for a job in a nursery, and I need
a reference.” ”
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One program at Cedar Creek Corrections Center has prisoners raising
endangered Oregon spotted frogs. The prisoners collect data on water quality,
frog growth and mortality while rearing the animals. Last fall, a crop of 246

frogs was released into the wild at Joint Base Lewis-McChord near Tacoma, a
safe haven for the species.
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