
Prisons Turning Green
Evergreen Graduates, Students and Faculty Put Their
Stamp on Corrections Work
By John McLain

 

Marin Fox Hight ’08 does not seem surprised by her current station
in life, but others are. "I’m not what people expect when they think
of someone running a jail," she says.

I t may be her relative youth—she’s  34 , runs  marathons , and has  a
four-year-old daughter. I t may be that she’s  a woman in a field that,
despite some broken glass  ceilings , remains  top heavy with men. For some
people, it’s  c learly a matter of educational pedigree, as  they don’t expec t to
see an Evergreen graduate filling her pos ition as  direc tor of the C owlitz
C ounty C orrec tions  Department.

H ight takes  it all in s tride. She supervises  two detention fac ilities , 90  s taff
represented by four unions , the county’s  probation and offender services
programs, and an average daily inmate population of 321. She operates  in
a very public  and political arena where she reports  to three elec ted county
commiss ioners  and can eas ily find herself on the front-page of the local
paper.

“I  have to behave myself,” she volunteered, suppress ing a grin. She is  also
part of a growing number of Evergreen graduates , faculty and s tudents  who
are us ing their talents  and pass ions  to change correc tional ins titutions  and
help inmates  rebuild their lives .

"I’m not what people expect when they think of
someone running a jail."
— Marin Fox Hight

Strange Bedfellows?
For some, Evergreen and the correc tions  indus try make
for an odd couple. O n one s ide there’s  the small, colorful,
anties tablishment, heart on your s leeve, anything-goes
liberal arts  college, and on the other is  the gargantuan,
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gray, monolithic , unforgiving government fortress  of
soc ial control and punishment. A t the level of s tereotype,
it’s  like Maya A ngelou going s teady with Dick C heney.
What could the two poss ibly have to offer one another?

Q uite a lot, as  it turns  out.

C areer Development direc tor Wendy Freeman reports  at
leas t 51  alumni working in correc tions  that responded to
recent placement surveys , though the surveys  were not
representative and with more than 30,000 alumni the
ac tual number is  likely higher.

A ccording to surveys  conduc ted by the college’s  O ffice of
Ins titutional Research and A ssessment over the pas t
several years , Washington’s  Department of C orrec tions
(DO C ) is  tied with the Department of Ecology as  the third
larges t employer of Evergreen graduates . Greeners  hold
leadership roles  at the highes t levels  of DO C , inc luding
secretary E ldon V ail ’73 , deputy direc tor Dan P acholke
’08 , and C edar C reek C orrec tions  C enter superintendent
H isami Yoshida ’84 . Las t summer, V ail and Evergreen
pres ident Les  P urce s igned an agreement for the college
to lead DO C -Evergreen sus tainable prisons  projec ts  at
four wes tern Washington prisons .

Evening and Weekend Studies  faculty and psychologis t
Mark Hurs t and his  s tudents  have been working with
prisoners  s ince 2004, s tudying the efficacy of treatment
models  emerging from a relatively new field in
psychotherapy, P os itive P sychology.

Before them all was  Gateways , founded by faculty emerita
C arol M inugh, which has  turned college into a reality for
incarcerated youth for the pas t 14  years . The full-time
academic  program brings  Evergreen s tudents  and faculty
to detention fac ilities  as  mentors , tutors  and ins truc tors
to the young men held there.

"It seems like prisons and Evergreen are strange bedfellows, but actually
we’re not," says faculty member and forest ecologist Nalini Nadkarni. "If
we’re heading students toward careers that involve service and helping
improve the world, then corrections is an extremely logical place to be."

Green is the New Gray
Nadkarni would know. She’s  been working in prisons  for
five years , most of that time collaborating direc tly with
DO C ’s  Dan P acholke.

Back in 2004, as  then-superintendent of the 400-inmate
C edar C reek C orrec tions  C enter, P acholke wanted to add
100 more beds  to help meet DO C ’s  need for more space.
The rural fac ility near O lympia is  a minimum-security
prison, mostly for men at the end of their sentences , and
it’s  c lose to I -5—both fac tors  that make it less  expens ive
to operate. I t’s  in the C apitol Fores t, which offers
cons iderable work and training opportunities  for inmates
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housed there. A nd expanding an exis ting fac ility was
better than building a new one.

Then he ran into a big problem—water. C edar C reek’s  400
offenders  were already tapping out the fac ility’s  available
water rights , P acholke says . “We had two choices: get
more water rights ”—a ten-year prospec t—“or cut our
consumption.” Then, even if he could get more c lean
water into the fac ility, he had to deal with the was tewater
going out. Growing to 500 beds  would also require a $1.5
million upgrade to the center’s  sewage treatment plant.

Enter Nadkarni, who met P acholke at a DO C  volunteer
luncheon where she was  recognized for a research projec t
she conduc ted with help from C edar C reek inmates .
P acholke told her about his  interes t in sus tainable
operations , and espec ially his  need to cut water use.
Nadkarni offered to organize some faculty lec tures  about
the is sues  for inmates  and s taff to see if that could help
c rack the problem.

I f you ask them individually why their partnership is  so
effec tive, they’ll immediately point to the other. P acholke
c redits  Nadkarni’s  infec tious  optimism and her ardor for
public  sc ience education. For Nadkarni it was  P acholke’s
ability to implement ideas  quickly and without fanfare.
“A fter each of the lec tures  he said, ‘Y ou know, we could do
that here.’ So I ’d go back and I ’d see this  organic  garden
they put in, and the next time I ’d find this  worm
composting operation going on. A nd it was  all done at a
completely low level. They built a recyc ling shed out of recyc led wood.
They didn’t put in a fancy $500,000 composter. They put in a low-tech
worm operation that does  the job a whole lot better.”

P acholke kept pushing forward, with sus tainability improvements  that
inc luded low-flow toilets  and showers , leak detec tion and repair, a
rainwater catchment sys tem, a sys tem for washing cars  us ing only five
gallons  per vehic le, and the dec is ion to s top watering lawns . “We dec ided if
we couldn’t eat it, we weren’t going to water it.”

The results  were dramatic . They dropped per capita water uses  from 132
to 100 gallons  a day and saved 250,000 gallons  in the hot season alone.
A nd because they were pumping less  water to the sewage plant, and had
taken the seemingly trivial s tep of sc raping dinner plates  for the compost
operation, the sewage treatment plant was  running well below capac ity and
the need for an expens ive fix disappeared.

“It was all done on a
handshake and a shoestring,”
Pacholke says.
Now Evergreen and DO C  have
entered a formal agreement to
bring s taff and s tudents  together
under Nadkarni’s  and P acholke’s
leadership to keep the work
progress ing at C edar C reek and
build out the sus tainability
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capac ities  of three additional
prisons: Stafford C reek, McNeil
Is land, and the Washington
C orrec tions  C enter for Women in
Gig Harbor.

The cos t of the two-year projec t for
DO C  is  $300,000. For V ail, the
benefits  could not be c learer. “I t
reduces  cos t, reduces  our damaging impac t on the environment, [and]
engages  inmates  as  s tudents ,” he told the A ssoc iated P ress  when
announc ing the projec t. “I t’s  good security.”

Nurture and  Nature
Saving money may be the thing that pleases  lawmakers  and taxpayers , but
for correc tions  profess ionals , working in prisons  is  also very much a labor
of the heart.

A s  a prac tic ing psychologis t for more than two decades , faculty member
Mark Hurs t and a number of his  colleagues  around the world have become
convinced that the field puts  too much emphas is  on pathology and mental
illness  and not nearly enough on the fac tors  that lead to mental health.
Building from the work of P os itive P sychology pioneer Martin Seligman,
Hurs t and some of his  s tudents  are working with inmates  at three
Washington prisons .

Think of P os itive P sychology as  the psychotherapeutic  equivalent of
preventive medic ine: ins tead of only fixing something when it’s  s ick or
broken, pos itive psychologis ts  advocate identifying, taking care of and
enhanc ing those assets  that contribute to mental wellbeing. A mong other
things , Hurs t encourages  inmates  to identify their supportive relationships
and their own personal charac teris tic s  of goodness , such as  personal
integrity and the ability to express  love, kindness , and gratitude.

A bout 50  percent of s tate and federal prison inmates  have diagnosable
mental disorders , Hurs t says . “These are the new mental ins titutions  in our
soc iety, and if you talk to prison adminis trators , judges , and prosecutors ,
they all know the sys tem isn’t working. We’re trying a different approach.
We can help someone address  an anger problem, for example, while he is
identifying his  s trengths  and while he is  serving his  time. In the process
we’re giving him some tools  for when he reenters  soc iety.”

In many ways , the approach Gateways  takes  with incarcerated teenagers
is  s imilar. What makes  the program success ful is  that the s tudents  come
to value the knowledge they possess , and to trus t their own curios ity. “We
have a s tandard,” C arol M inugh says  of Gateways  s taff and Evergreen
s tudents  in the program. “Respond. Don’t bring something in. The things  of
value are going to be the things  that come out of them, not the things  we
bring in.” The incarcerated s tudents  dec ide what they want to learn about,
and they collaborate with faculty, program s taff and Evergreen s tudents  to
figure how they want to pursue it.

For the DO C -Evergreen sus tainable prisons  projec ts , part of the goal is  to
bring inmates  into the core of the various  initiatives , to inspire their own
emotional inves tment in the work. “They want to be engaged,” says  Jeff
Muse, program manager of the projec t. “They want to feel like their time is
worth something. They know they’re being punished for a reason, but at
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leas t the ones  I ’m working with feel like they need to do something.”

Hisami Yoshida

"A few years ago we started growing flowers, and
it changed things. Now you go around to the
prisons, and most of them have flowers growing."
— Hisami Yoshida

Like her colleague Dan P acholke, H isami Yoshida, the current
superintendent at C edar C reek, makes  things  happen. A s  an
undergraduate in the 1980s , she was  ins trumental in c reating a peer
counseling program at Evergreen for s tudents  of color that continues  to
this  day. A t DO C , where she’s  worked for more than 20  years , she has
initiated a number of offender programs, inc luding a youth program at a
time when the s tate was  incarcerating minors  in adult prisons  and a
res idential parenting program to allow infants  to s tay with their mothers  in
prison.

Yoshida believes that allowing inmates to become nurturers and creating
beauty and sustenance within prison environments can be the seeds of
transformation. “P risons  are primarily dirt, and concrete, and gravel, and
metal fenc ing,” she says . “A  few years  ago we s tarted growing flowers , and
it changed things . Now you go around to the prisons , and most of them
have flowers  growing. Whenever you s tart to do things  like that, it changes
the atmosphere of the place. A s  more and more prisons  begin to grow food
that will happen more as  well.”

Food… and native plants… and frogs . For the sus tainable prisons  projec t,
inmates  will also be working with The Nature C onservancy to grow native
plants  for prairie res toration, and the s tate Department of Fish and Wildlife
to raise endangered O regon spotted frogs  for release in the wild.

A s  Marin Fox H ight s truggles  with budget cuts  at her county fac ility, she
worries  that the short-term savings  from reduc ing services  will come with a
hefty long-term price tag. “We have people at their wors t, and we have an
opportunity to give them some tools  to help them not come back. I  think
we have to provide those opportunities . That may sound liberal or
hug-a-thug, but it’s  a sound inves tment that can save the taxpayers  in the
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long run.

"I take people’s lives seriously," Hight says, "the people who work here
and the people we house here."

She’s  not alone.

Related Links:
KCTS Public Televis ion Story  (http://www.kcts9.org/video/green-prison-reform)

Sustainable Prisons  Project (http://acdrupal.evergreen.edu/greenprisons/)
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