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Does it begin with a single and singular person, placing 
the bricks down, one at a time?

Almost all movements begin with one person, one 
event, one purpose. Then someone walking by has the 
curiosity to go up and ask the person what they are do-
ing and the person not only answers but tells them why 
and offers to let them help. Another person comes up, and 
the previous person responds the same. It’s like a school-
house game of “Telephone,” only the message is easy to 
relay. Before you know it, dozens of people, hundreds, 
even thousands, begin to help lay the foundation.

In January 2015, when I assumed directorship of ASU’s 

Prison Education Programming (PEP), formerly Prison 
English, we offered eight weekly outreach classes in two 
state prisons for men in Florence. Volunteer faculty and 
student interns taught classes in biology, Chinese, creative 
writing, drama, drawing, and philosophy.

By January 2018, just three years later, PEP was offering 
30 weekly classes in the same two state men’s prisons in 
Florence plus the women’s state prison in Perryville and 
the Adobe Mountain state facility for both male and fe-
male youth offenders in Phoenix. The new classes includ-
ed instruction in American government, American stud-
ies, art, business skills, composition, journalism, math 
(basic math, algebra, geometry, precalculus), organiza-
tional behavior, public health, psychology, and Spanish. 
In August 2018, classes are being taught for the first time 
in calculus, financial planning for small businesses, phys-
ics, and public speaking. And our reach has extended to 
two more facilities: the Phoenix state prison for men and 
the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community correc-
tional facility for men, women, and youth.

Why is educating the incarcerated so urgent?
   Ninety-five percent of all prisoners will be released at 
some point. Over seventy-five percent will recidivate (re-
offend) and be reincarcerated. All education behind bars 
lowers recidivism. And the higher the education level 
that’s achieved, the lower the recidivism. The less recid-
ivism, the safer our communities, the fewer the victims, 

By Cornelia “Corri” Wells
Director, Prison Education 
Programming (PEP)
cornelia.wells@asu.edu

Cornelia “Corri” Wells 
speaks at the 7th Annual 

Prison Education 
Conference

the fewer compromised 
families, the less suffer-
ing behind bars, the less 

 
How do movements occur?                       

One volunteer educator, ASU 
alumna Hannah Good, who grad-
uated with a bachelor’s in politi-
cal science, recently explained 
in reference to prison education: 
How do you build a movement? 

cornelia.wells@asu.edu


   When I first began the program, I knew 
about social injustices. I knew about op-
pression. I knew about these things, but I 
didn’t pay much attention to them. It took 
me less than a month to build a passion for 

prison education; today, I talk about it to 
everyone.

“

”

A prisoner’s cry

The U.S. is home to:
less than 5%

of the world population, but

almost 25% of its prisoners

25%

5%

    We let ourselves​ ​escape through our fin-
gertips, and the words that have filled our 
chests for so long can​ ​finally be free. We 
can change the direction of the wind if we 
so please. Characters and​ ​worlds all are 
waiting for you to uncover them. To create 

puts you among the greatest.

“

”
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mental deterioration, and the lower our taxes.
How does educating the incarcerated lower taxes?
The United States spends on average $33,000 to house 

a prisoner for one year, with Alabama seeming to spend 
the least at around $15,000 per prisoner and California 
the most at over $75,000 per prisoner and outliers like 
New York City spending between $118,000 and $168,000 
per prisoner, depending on your data source (though the 
State of New York spends “only” a bit over $69,000 per 
prisoner). By contrast, it costs $3,440 per year for a pub-
lic two-year college and $9,410 for a public four-year col-
lege (CollegeBoard.org). Studies reveal time and again 
that education received behind bars reduces recidivism 
(reoffending and returning to prison) from the national 
average of 77 percent within five years of release to 0 to 
44 percent. The more education received behind bars, the 
lower the recidivism, with the recidivism rate for those 
earning graduate degrees falling to virtually 0. Taxes go 
down through two phenomena. One, incarceration costs 
decrease (because there are fewer people in prison). Two, 
additional legally employed and law-abiding citizens are 
now paying taxes rather than wasting the taxes paid by 
others. Of the 2.3 million men, women, and children cur-
rently detained in America (more people than reside in 
the whole of New Mexico, the nation’s 36th most popu-
lated state), 95% are released at some point. With more 
education, that could be a lot of people (most of them 
incarcerated for nonviolent offenses) who now pay taxes 
and have the skills to remain gainfully employed, avoid-
ing future crimes.

Who can volunteer to teach an existing course or pro-
pose a new one? All faculty and graduate students and 
upper-level undergraduates who are drug-free. PEP class-
es are typically co-taught in pairs but can be taught solo. 
If interested, contact me at cornelia.wells@asu.edu or PEP 
co-director in the School of Mathematics Naala Brewer at 
nbrewer@asu.edu.
 
 

cornelia.wells@asu.edu
nbrewer@asu.edu


“Impact: Building a Movement” is the theme for this 
year’s Prison Education Programming (PEP) Newsletter. This 
newsletter contains personal reflections, recountings of inspi-
rational events, and promises for the future made by a grow-
ing community of prison education activists. This community 
strives to give a voice to the students, writers, artists, dreamers, 
children, and adults hoping to diminish the razor wire that 
surrounds them. Razor wire is a symbol of punishment and 
alienation from the outside world. This razor wire has become 
a blindfold. A blindfold blocking compassion and success. 
However, growing communities of people inside and outside 
the razor wire are removing this blindfold and its false mes-
sage of the “impossible”—helping individuals whose being 
has been reduced to the label “criminal” to actively realize that 
failure in one aspect of their lives does not prohibit success in 
all aspects. The pieces in this newsletter all contribute to the 
theme “Building a Movement” by showcasing the diverse com-
munities that have connected themselves to the path of pris-
on education. Reading and editing these pieces has made me 
realize how vast and connected the movement towards prison 
education is becoming as more individuals are touched by the 
basic human right of education, a right that is mentally and 
physically empowering to a human being. I hope you see the 
power of empathy, the power of resilience, and the power of 
education I have seen demonstrated through the actions and 
words of individuals represented in this issue. 

-Jacqueline Aguilar

A cosmic explosion that knows no bounds
like the gates of hell guarded by hounds.

A deep thing we hold on to fast 
as we’re tripping forward into the past.

Déjà vu is a bottomless pool;
how many times must we go to school?

Lessons taught again & again
until they are learned with a friend.

The key is not to swim alone
or you’ll sink to the bottom like a stone.

Please be my friend and swim with me,
and together we’ll make it out of this sea.

A prisoner’s cry Letter from the editor:
Removing the blindfold
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Together  removing the blindfold  

By Jacqueline Aguilar 
Globe Volunteer Teacher

Prison Education Programming (PEP) Newsletter, Editor
Majoring in English (Literature) and Communication  

jaguil13@asu.edu

 By John Bergeron, California
From Iron City Magazine (Issue 2)

(Left) Jacqueline Aguilar and (Right) Casey McKinney staff Iron 
City Magazine table

jaguil13@asu.edu


My path into Prison Education was not direct. It took many twists and 
turns but led me to rewarding and meaningful work that affects human lives in a 
powerful way.  I always tell my students to find a subject that interests them and 
pursue it. I encourage them to never, ever let naysayers or negative people talk 
them out of their dreams or allow them to feel they cannot achieve what they 
set out to do.

As an undergraduate I chose a major because it sounded impressive: aero-
space engineering.  My first course in my chosen field was an eyeopener.  I was 
taking a fluid mechanics course and at the same time a course in differential 
equations.  I easily got one of the highest grades in the class for differential 
equations and my lowest grade ever in fluid mechanics. Since mathematics and 
physics were my strong suits and came easily to me, I decided to not fight my 
academic desires and go into the field that I loved – mathematics. A book by 
the physicist Richard Feynman called Surely You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman! con-
firmed my decision.  Feynman stopped doing work that he did not enjoy and 
that drained him and instead followed his interests, which eventually garnered 
a Nobel Prize in Physics.

My introduction to academia in mathematics consisted of politics, access to 
intellectually innovative ideas, politics, access to brilliant people who don’t play 
politics, politics, doing my best and ignoring politics and enjoying the other re-
wards of working in academia.  I sought out people who wanted to give back. My 
first introduction to such people was at the Mathematical and Theoretical Bio-
logical Institute (MTBI) at Arizona State University. MTBI was a breath of fresh 
air in academia with its spirit of excellence and truly giving back. I met profes-
sors, graduate students, and undergraduate students from all over the U.S. and 
the world who share this spirit.  MTBI gave me an outlet to avoid the politics to 
focus on helping others achieve academic success. It also gave me great material 
to put on my CV.  MTBI has given me lifelong professional relationships and 
lifelong friendships. The things I learned while working at MTBI greatly helped 
me in my prison outreach classes: to always work hard even if the results do 
not show immediately; to always, always be honest and speak your mind when 
disparity or worse is present; to believe that hard work, perseverance, and intel-
ligence will win out; to be a person of excellence.

My introduction to prison outreach began with a prison ministry connect-
ed to my church. I was familiar with the background check and clearance pro-
cedures required to volunteer in corrections. I was not interested in politics or 
“busy work” that was not meaningful. When I received a school wide email from 
Al Boggess, the director of Mathematical and Statistical Sciences, for volunteers 

Mathematics and the Power of Giving Back

By Naala Brewer
Florence Volunteer Teacher
Prison Education Program (PEP), Co-Director, Arizona State University
Senior Lecturer, School of Mathematical and Statistical Sciences
naala.brewer@asu.edu

Awarded Volunteer 
of the year in 2017 

for the arizona state 
prison at florence

the power of Giving Back

“Education greatly reduc-
es recidivism. Prisoners 
who are educated have a 
much greater likelihood of 
not being reincarcerated. 
The higher the education 
level the lower the incar-

ceration rate.”

-Naala Brewer 
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Naala Brewer speaks at 7th Annual Pris-
on Education Awareness Conference

naala.brewer@asu.edu


to teach at the prison, I thought this would be PERFECT 
for me. 

The first semester, I taught a two-hour Precalculus class 
once a week. The second semester, I also taught a weekly 
GED class.  The Precalculus students were so inspired that 
one student wrote a 290-page book on investing to be used 
as a stand-alone course for other prisoners. Another stu-
dent demonstrated an original proof that was submitted to 
the Southwestern Undergraduate Mathematics Research 
Conference and was accepted (though he had to present by 
proxy). The students went on to finish Calculus I and are 
starting Calculus II.

Since prison students do the same coursework as ASU 
students, the next task is to create a mechanism whereby 
they can receive university credit for their work. President 
Crow has set up a task force to explore course credit for 
prison outreach classes.

For my passion and dedication, I was awarded Volunteer 
of the Year in 2017 for the Arizona State Prison at Florence 
and in 2018 I was selected to help administrate the Prison 
Education Programming (PEP) as Co-Director with Corne-
lia Wells, who has directed the program for the past three 
and a half years. I am excited about this new position. It is 
more rewarding than anything I have done in my life. In 
Spring 2018, PEP sponsored 30 classes at four state facilities: 
Florence and Eyman State Prisons for men, Perryville State 
Prison for women, and Adobe South Mountain School for 
juveniles. PEP is collaborating with Mesa Community Col-
lege professor Mark D. Somers to add a physics course at 
Eyman. Also for the first time this fall, PEP will staff math 
and business tutors for the Phoenix State Prison for men 
and the Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community De-
partment of Corrections for both men and women.

Education greatly reduces recidivism. Prisoners who are 
educated have a much greater likelihood of not being re-
incarcerated. The higher the education level the lower the 
incarceration rate. A former prisoner who earns a PhD has 
a virtually 0% chance of returning. A small investment in 
prison education results in a savings of hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in incarceration costs and results in produc-
tive members of society who actively give back.

My work as a prison education volunteer has taught me 
to find what I am good at and to follow my dreams. To ig-
nore the naysayers and politics. To always do my best so the 
right people will notice. To surround myself with positive 
people who make a difference. To give back as soon as I can 
because no one got where they are without help. I have had 
the most rewarding experience of my life. Spending quality 
time in prison.  
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the power of Giving Back

“I learned...to always work hard 
even if the results do not show 
immediately; to always, always be 
honest and speak your mind when 
disparity or worse is present; to 
believe that hard work, persever-
ance, and intelligence will win 
out; to be a person of excellence.”

-Naala Brewer 

Selected in 2018 as co-director 
for prison education program-

ming (pep) 



The School-to-Prison Pipeline—this was the theme of the 
7th annual Prison Education Awareness Conference, hosted by 
ASU’s Prison Education Awareness Club (PEAC), supported by 
the Department of English and the School of Social Transfor-
mation. On March 16th, early in the morning, more than 200 
people, including students, parents, faculty, prison administra-
tors, and other visitors, gathered in a large conference hall in the 
heart of the ASU Tempe Campus.

A silent observer, I was amazed as I watched it come together. 
As the first people stepped to the registration table and formed a 
line that snaked its way towards the door, I was awe at the num-
ber and variety of lives touched by prisons, and the number of 
people who want something better for “inmates.”

Inmate. I shake my head as I type it. The word for a person 
whose right to be considered a person has been taken away. Hav-
ing been a prison volunteer myself, I’m painfully aware that pris-
on workers within Arizona are required to call prisoners by “in-
mate” instead of their names. Johnny Perez, a keynote speaker at 
the conference, who was himself formerly incarcerated, said it 
plainly: “There are things that you can do to an inmate that you 
can’t do to a human being.” Perez then urged us to eliminate the 
word inmate from our vocabulary. “Just say people,” he encour-
aged.

The idea that prisoners are, first and foremost, people was 
powerfully introduced into the conference by the first key-
note speakers, two formerly incarcerated men who have long 
outgrown their cells. First, Dr. Johnny Perez spoke of his own 
school-to-prison pipeline, of school districts like the one that 
he grew up in, that funnel toward and prepare kids for prison. 
He recalled removing his belt, watch, and wallet daily, so he 

People Who Care: The Solution to School-to-Prison Pipelines

“My colleague and my brother and 
my good friend Johnny and myself are 
products of your labor, we are the fruit 
of your labor. Thank you, from the bot-
tom of our hearts, for investing in us, in 
our sucess, while other people invested 

in our failings.”
-pastor benny custodio
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 7th annual prison education Awareness conference  

Panel speakers (Left) Nathan Young, (Middle) Connor Syre-
wicz, (Right) Nancy Gomez

(Left) Pastor Benny Custodio and (Right) Johnny Perez speak 
at 7th Annual Prison Education Awareness Conference

By Benjamin Williams 
ASU Alumna, BA English (Writing, Rhetoric, and Literacies)



could step through the metal detectors to attend school. He 
remembered that the first time he saw a gun, it was on the 
hip of a high school safety officer. He reflected on the feeling 
of his first pair of handcuffs from within those school walls. 
Pastor Benny Custodio then spoke in-depth of his experienc-
es behind bars, for a crime he still maintains he did not com-
mit, and his journey into education. His was a twenty-year 
transformation, an incredible journey toward redemption 
and, finally, freedom. Both men shared experiences with 
volunteer prison educators, experiences that were turning 
points in their lives. The power and depth of their gratitude 
was palpable. “My colleague and my brother and my good 
friend Johnny and myself are products of your labor, we are 
the fruit of your labor,” Pastor Benny said to the prison ed-
ucators throughout the room. “Thank you, from the bottom 
of our hearts, for investing in us, in our success, while other 
people invested in our failings.”

Each of the remaining speakers brought a new angle from 
which to view the school-to-prison pipeline. The progres-
sion helped me understand that the pipeline begins long 
before a person commits their first crime. The pipeline can 
begin as early as birth, when a person with non-white skin 
is born into a system that is built to fear, hate, or withhold 
privileges from them, simply because of their color. The 
prison pipeline can begin in early childhood, when a single 
mother has to work late hours to provide, and has no time to 
spend reading with or teaching or loving her children. It can 
begin when a 4-year-old with a disability is abused by his 
stepfather and develops defense mechanisms that resemble 
violent behavior in order to ward off danger and protect his 
loved ones. It was heartbreaking to hear story after story of 
how our system continues to fail its children, a staggering 
number of whom are funneled into the prison pipeline ev-
ery year.

But the question at the center of the conference—the 
lynchpin—was: how do we combat the school-to-prison 
pipeline?

A panel of volunteer prison educators, current ASU stu-
dents and alumni, passionately shared their first-hand expe-
rience of the transformative power of passing through prison 
walls and seeing lives change. They talked about the human-
izing interactions they had and the growth they witnessed in 
the individuals they have served and continue to serve. So-
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7th annual prison Awareness education conference  

phie Etchart, president of Read Better, Be Better, spoke 
of her work to combat the literacy crisis that drives 
young, underprivileged students away from education 
and into prisons. Michelle Campuzano’s harrowing 
story of a young child’s journey through life with learn-
ing disabilities and all the disadvantages such a child 
can have, moved the audience to love someone they’d 
never met. I fought stinging tears when Campuzano re-
vealed that the child’s story was her own, and when she 
showed all what she has become through the support 
of organizations designed and equipped to help single 
mothers. She is now a Title I special education teacher 
and beacon of hope for so many young lives. Finally, 
Memo Arrubla, a Phoenix police officer and founder of 
Beat Street AZ, shared his journey from a crime family 
to criminal justice to helping juveniles ages 12-18 build 
a better way of life.

All of these stories carried a single common ele-
ment. People. People who care. People who find their 
niche in caring for others. People with a desire to help 
others see and realize their potential, when all others in 
their world just want to see them fai.

In his closing remarks, President Christopher Har-
vey of PEAC addressed the conference, saying, “Wheth-
er one is a current student, a teacher, a former prison-
er, whether one is having the best of days or the worst, 
knowing we’re all connected, we should have a spirit of 
loving kindness and not malice.”
___
To view the conference online, click here or search 
ASU Prison Education Conference 2018 on YouTube or 
Vimeo

Michelle Campuzano speaks at 7th Annual Prison Education  
Awareness Conference

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLWmgu_LrcYF3RbSKUyffTr0otj-_cQo7D


The Forgotten Ones
By Lindsey Saya, ArizonaTeaching at the penitentiary in Globe was a tran-

scendent experience. It was surreal, invigorating, and un-
ceasingly captivating. I was perpetually amazed that I was 
inside a prison for I never imagined I would have such an 
opportunity. What shocked me most was that I, a nine-
teen-year-old, was giving a lesson on Shakespeare and 
sonnets to grown men. Fortunately, the age difference 
was irrelevant to them. When they looked at my peers 
and me, they didn’t dismiss us as young, underqualified 
students. They saw passionate adults who cared about 
the Pen Project as much as they did, and thus, gave us 
their undivided attention. They expressed their endless 
gratitude for what the Pen Project has done for them both 
inside and outside the classroom: acknowledge their ex-
istence, self-worth, and potential, qualities many people 
tend to diminish among prisoners.

Like music, education is a universal language because 
what is taught in one place can be taught anywhere else 
in the world. It might be communicated in a different lan-
guage or conveyed using different methods, but ideas that 
are exchanged in any classroom can connect people from 
every facet of life, and incarcerated individuals are no ex-
ception. ASU’s adoption of the Pen Project has allowed 
ASU’s students to connect with one of the most margin-
alized groups in society. Not only has it opened our eyes 
to incarceration, but, more importantly, it has given in-
carcerated individuals an outlet for self-expression and 
an opportunity to evolve. Forced into seclusion, there are 
very few, if any, chances for prisoners to develop as indi-
viduals, especially as intellectuals. As obvious as it may 
seem, the importance of education is unparalleled, but 
powerful individuals who forbid the implementation of 
educational programs in prisons overlook or refuse to ac-
knowledge the transformative effects of education, espe-
cially on individuals who have found themselves on the 
wrong side of the law. Fortunately, ASU’s English depart-
ment and the incarcerated men in this class have recog-
nized its eminent value. One might assume that prisoners 
would have no interest in pursuing a higher education, 
which is true for many, but the men in this class are per-

education: 
The Right to forge a new path
By Lana Marie Mousa
Globe Volunteer Teacher
Vice President, Prison Education Awareness Club 
(PEAC)
Majoring in English and Justice Studies

Forging a new path
sistent in doing just that.

When the men saw us approaching the classroom, they 
began to holler emphatically. Their excitement and sense 
of relief implied that they had assumed we weren’t com-
ing after we arrived twenty minutes late due to unfore-
seen traffic. Once they were standing before us, one man 
turned to me and said, “We thought you weren’t coming. 
We were just about to leave.” For a moment, I was taken 
aback by his sadness because in college, a canceled class 
is one of the most exciting moments in a student’s life. It 
means an extra seventy-five minutes to finish a homework 
assignment for a later class or, better, catching up on sleep 
after pulling an all-nighter. However, I realized that a can-
celed class for these men meant another day of being hid-
den in the shadows and having their potential suppressed 
yet again. If we hadn’t arrived, they would have returned 
to the daily prison grind and the class would have been 
delayed for another month. Such uncertainty is likely an-
other reason as to why they were upset. Students at ASU 
know that even if class is canceled, it will resume the fol-
lowing week, but these men’s opportunity to learn is pre-
carious.

Once the class began, my focus was unceasingly cap-
tivated by the verbal aesthetics of the room—the “ADC” 
(the Arizona Department of Corrections logo) printed in 
block letters four to five inches high across their shirts 
and down the legs of their orange pants (as if the glaring 
orange itself were insufficient to proclaim their prisoner 
status) and a forbidding “NO ENTRY” sign hanging above 
another sign one third the size that read “Education.” The 
irony of these poorly assembled words struck me. I was 
overwhelmed with questions: why is the word “Educa-
tion” so small? and why is it paired with a “NO ENTRY” 
sign, ironically implying “No education”? and why were 
they directly in the students’ line of vision? I realized lat-
er that the “NO ENTRY” sign was appropriate because it 
was on a door to the teacher’s office, where supplies and 
confidential records are kept; however, the “Education” 
sign needed to be moved. There should never be a place 
that implies education is not welcomed, especially not in 
a classroom.

Despite these unfitting arrangements of words, the 
students were beyond anxious to learn. While my peers 
gave their lessons, I admired their eagerness. They sat at 
the edge of their seats and never took their eyes off the 
teacher speaking. It was truly inspiring to witness such a 
deep love for knowledge. As these men have expressed to 
us and other ASU participants, the Pen Project has trans-
formed their lives. In a place where dreams appear impos-
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Dear Pen Project,
The purpose of this letter is to say thank you. But how do I do 

that? How do I express my deepest gratitude? I’m not really sure 
I can, but I will try.

I always dreamed of being a storyteller, a great storyteller. But 
the years have a funny way of making dreams crumble away, like 
a sand castle kicked over by the mean kid you can’t stand. Or, 
maybe, it’s just this place. Either way the desire to be a great sto-
ry teller was hardly the reason why I started submitting to the 
Pen Project. I think a part of me  just looked forward to seeing a 
response waiting for me. It’s a silly motivation , but enough time 
and loneliness will do that. And so I began submitting pieces 
to the Pen Project. And with each response came new lessons 
to be learned, new stories and poems to be read. Readings that 
engrossed me and moved me. Material I would never have dis-
covered if not for you. During those submissions I barely knew 
where a comma went (not that I’m an expert now), but now I 
know what a dangling modifier is. I know about metaphors and 
similes, idiosyncratic detail, objective correlative, plot, The He-
ro’s Journey, so much. So much I have learned because of all of 
you.

I think of my work now, and of how far I’ve come. I think of 
those first submissions, how poor they were. Along the way, from 
then and now, something strange happened to me. Something 
inside of me was awoken, something insatiable, something that 
would not be silenced. A desire. It is the desire to be something 
more than what I am, something that would dare to seek out 
greatness. You have allowed me to believe that I could be some-
thing...better.

However, having felt this, I often return to a single question; 
why?

Why do you help us? Why do you help me? I am...a nothing, 
a criminal, an undesirable. I am a bad person deserving my fate. 
What I don’t deserve is your help. And yet you give it anyway. You 
have given me knowledge; you have been patient with me and 
humored me. It is a great kindness what you all do. And for that 
I thank you all.

Not too long ago, when the Pen Project first began here, at the 
end of one of our workshops, I approached Dr. Wells and pro-
ceeded to tell her how much I appreciate what you all do. She re-
sponded by telling me that I was talented and that I should keep 
writing. I doubt she remembers that day, but to me it meant a 
great deal. I’ve been writing ever since. And to the rest of the Pen 
Project interns, you all are doing a good thing, and good things 
are rare these days. I doubt that I’ll ever be great, but for what it’s 
worth, you all let me believe I could be. Thank you.
Sincerely,
Lindsey

A Storyteller’s journey
Letter from pen project participant

Forever thankful

We are the forgotten ones
the lost ones,
the broken hearted ones,
the all or nothing ones,
the I coulda’ been something ones,

We are the dangerous ones,
the full of ANGER ones,
the I AINT PLAYIN’ ones,
the damaged ones,
the savage ones,
		  the DIE for my HOMIE ones
		  the DIE for a Forty ones.

We are the feared ones
the too filthy for you to come near ones,
the guilty ones,
the derelict ones,
the I’ve forgotten what it’s like to care ones.

We are the UGLY ones,
the shameful ones,
the hated ones,
the damn right I’m HATEFUL ones.

we are the lonely ones,
the “if only” ones,
the too late to be sorry ones,

we are the haunted ones,
the make it stop ones.

we are the unforgiven ones,
the i would give a pound of flesh ones,
the all that’s left is death ones,
the i’ve spent my breath ones.

we are the forgotten ones.

The Forgotten Ones
By Lindsey Saya, Arizona
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sible, they have defied expectations and begun a jour-
ney towards a brighter future that will impact them 
both during and after incarceration. I hope that the 
Pen Project continues its service and extends its work 
to prisons around the country, so others can likewise 
exercise their right to forge a new path in a new direc-
tion.___



I entered the world of teaching at the 
Adobe Mountain School of the Arizona Depart-
ment of Juvenile Corrections uncertainly. I had 
no experience with prisons, or teaching, so it was 
completely uncharted territory for me. On my 
first day, I had planned a lesson with some time 
for freewriting. I wanted them to see how fun 
writing fairy tales could be, and I wanted to learn 
more about them through their writing. Walking 
around and conversing with them on their ideas 
opened my eyes to this population. Not because 
they wrote about violence or crime, but because 
they wrote about talking animals, tea parties, 
princes, and princesses. One soft-spoken boy 
read aloud to me his story about tea parties, and 
I was struck by how they were just kids. Kids who 
wondered about college but weren’t sure who to 
ask. Kids who talked about calling their moms 
the same way I do. After that moment, I had a 
much better understanding of how to approach 
the class. With creativity, with compassion, and 
with as much freedom as possible. Let them be 
kids. Let them explore. Let them write about 
what they wanted to say to the world. I got stories 
about family bonds, about brothers who made a 
mistake but came together in the end, about an-
imals in prison who realized their mistakes and 
tried to make them right. We all came into the 
classroom each day looking to explore, create, 
and engage, and I think doing this really impact-
ed all of us. I hope I enriched their education. 

There’s this moment when you read E.E. Cummings’s 
poem “l(a” when something clicks. The poem, consisting of 
four words, is broken into nine lines from one to five letters per 
line, so at a glance it appears to be a jumble of falling words. 
Horizontally, the nine lines would read: “l(a leaf falls)oneli-
ness.” Our literary brains, though, understand that a poet is not 
in the business of splattering letters on a page at random, and 
so we rearrange the letters and the structure until that single 
leaf of autumnal poignancy appears. What’s more, in that mo-
ment when the poem makes sense we receive more than just a 
surge of the poem’s emotion—we feel a personal triumph, that 
despite initial difficulty we can still discover the fullness of what 
one fellow human being once felt: the loneliness in separation.

“l(a” stood rigidly on a whiteboard in my class at the Ado-
be Mountain School of the Arizona Department of Juvenile 
Corrections. My students wondered at its meaning. For many 
of them, this kind of canonical poetry was sappy when it could 
be understood, and unconcerned with their lives when it could 
not, yet in the context of a competition it suddenly invigorat-
ed their interest. The challenge was simple: who could tell me 
the meaning of the poem first. Hands shot up: “That part says a 
leaf falls!” “Good,” I’d say. “Now tell me what the rest of it says.” 
Faces would gnarl up again in concentration, and in no more 
time than it would take any decent high school English class, 
each student had it: a leaf falling in the middle of loneliness. 
What’s more, they had it—the thought of some old dead white 
guy from Harvard, a rare good thought, within their grasp in a 
juvenile detention center in the Arizona desert.

“You know, that’s actually pretty dope,” one student said. I 
agreed, ‘twas dope, but wasn’t it even cooler that we can all un-
derstand it? In helping teach slam poetry with Tarah Ausburn, 
a high school English teacher at Adobe Mountain, the goal 
was never to force what I thought was good down the students’ 
throats in hopes that they would regurgitate it in their own po-
ems. I wanted them to read what they liked reading and write 
what they liked writing, in the best way that they could. The 
good I’ve seen in prison education, though, is that we can teach 
students that they belong in these canonical conversations, so 
that when they don’t hear their voices being represented they 
have the confidence to speak up. And what comes of this, of 
course, is the simple comfort that they are not alone with their 
tragedies and their successes, but a single leaf in the same forest 
as you and me.

Fairy Tales at Adobe 
Mountain

Single Leaf, Same Forest
By Chandler Fritz

Adobe Mountain Volunteer Teacher 
Majoring in English and Philosophy By Addison Rizer

Adobe Mountain Volunteer Teacher
Majoring in English
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stories from the trenches 

 I was struck by how they were 
just kids...Kids who talked 
about calling their moms the 

same way I do.

“
”



I woke up with my stomach in knots. Up to that point, 
I hadn’t worried once about teaching at the Globe state 
prison. It was going to be a fun, eye-opening experience, 
and I was so excited. But by the morning of the actual day, 
fear had set in: I was going to have to teach actual people. 
I’ve always liked to think that I’m not nervous about pub-
lic speaking, but that’s probably not the truth. As the time 
got closer, my stomach felt heavier and heavier. What if 
I messed up? What if I didn’t say anything of value? All I 
wanted was to do a good job, and provide the best, most 
helpful information possible.

My roommate was already up, and the smell of salty, 
greasy bacon wafted under my door. I could hear the 
cracks and sizzles as she added new pieces. Normally ex-
cited for bacon, I couldn’t even think about having a bite 
of it. She was surprised that I quietly left without asking 
for a piece.

Getting into the car eased my nerves a bit. Being able 
to talk to the other students that were going to the pris-
on was really helpful. We each talked about being unsure 
how teaching would go, and we assured each other that 
it was going to be perfectly fine. Apparently nerves and 
stage fright are a common occurrence!

The two-hour drive felt much shorter because we had 
some meaningful conversations, which definitely helped 
to loosen me up. We talked, we laughed, we viewed the 
majestic mountains that grace Highway 60.

When we pulled up to a café just minutes from the 
prison, the nerves crept their way back into my stomach. 
Again, the thought of speaking to a group of incarcerated 
writers about writing made me anxious. I had read some 
of their work in the Pen Project (a distance learning intern-
ship where we learn about the prison system and anony-
mously critique prisoners’ writing). I knew how well they 
wrote. What if I wasn’t able to offer them any new infor-
mation? I reminded myself that all I could do was my best. 
I ate a few bites of savory, gooey grilled cheese and calmed 
myself.

The prison itself looked pretty harmless. It was nes-
tled with the Gila County Fairground and a go-kart track. 
From the outside, except for the razor wire, it looked like 
a high school. To gain access, we had to go through a met-

A Day in Globe

on campus - 19
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stories from the trenches 

al detector. My first time through, it beeped. “Oh no,” I 
thought. “I already messed up.” The officer noticed a cou-
ple of metal buttons on the back of my shoe.

“Do you mind removing your shoes for me?” he asked.
“Sure, of course, no problem,” I said politely with a 

smile. I handed him my shoes and passed through again. 
This time there was no beep, and a wave of relief washed 
over me. The nerves started to fade. I was excited to share 
craft information with like-minded individuals that want-
ed to talk about writing and improving.

I wasn’t sure what to expect once the incarcerated writ-
ers walked into the room. Even though I had a handout 
to look from, I felt wildly unprepared. When I started 
talking, I was crazy nervous. All I could think was “At least 
I’m not shaking!” I felt the blood rush to my cheeks and 
tried hard to push my nerves back down.

The further I got into the lesson, the more I saw how 
interested these men were in what we had to say. They 
were engaged with the exercises, and they asked a lot of 
questions. They were easy to talk to, and they helped me 
get over my anxiousness about speaking in front of oth-
er people. I loved hearing the examples of writing they 
shared, and I loved their willingness to learn.

What absolutely moved me was their passion for writ-
ing. They talked about their ideas and Iron City Magazine: 
Creative Expressions By and For the Incarcerated. Their 
discussion opened my eyes to how heavy censorship is in 
correctional facilities. This is frustrating to the prisoners.

As bummed out as I was to see their frustration with 
the system, it was really inspiring to see how involved they 
wanted to be. They so badly wanted to see their work pub-
lished, and I thought that was amazing. It made me realize 
how similar we are. At the end of the day, we were all just 
writers that wanted to one day see our names published 
next to one of our pieces in a magazine.

I learned so much from this experience, and I’m so glad 
that I had the opportunity to do it. As we drove away, a 
melancholy calmness washed over me. Here these men 
were, stuck in this building away from the world. All I 
could think about as we drove home was how they had to 
read and write to escape into something beautiful, while 
we were able to drive through beautiful mountain land-
scapes just a couple of miles away. 

By Lian Ammerman
Globe Volunteer Teacher

Majoring in English (Creative Writing)



Before fall 2017, my senior year, when I enrolled in 
the Pen Project (wherein ASU interns critique scholarly 
and creative writing by incarcerated writers), I was un-
doubtedly sheltered and unforgiving in my perception of 
prisoners. In my mind, criminals deserved their time—
they weren’t products of their environments, victims of 
poverty or racism, or for that matter, even humans. They 
existed under the veil that society so willingly constructs 
to hide them away and to invoke fear of them. They were 
the closest thing I could ever imagine as “the other.”

Due to the Pen Project course readings on mass incar-
ceration, I knew that I needed to see a prison. I desired to 
meet incarcerated writers in person. I wanted to know, to 
see with my own eyes, whether beast or being lay beyond 
the walls and security fences. So I volunteered to go with 
Dr. Wells to teach a workshop at the Globe unit of the 
Florence state prison. Sleep evaded me the night before 
going. Perhaps it was nerves about teaching, excitement 
for a new adventure, or fear of what I might find.

We arrived at the prison at noon; I was excited but on-
edge. I had no idea what to expect. My teaching experi-
ence and literary education were minimal. I felt unqual-
ified to guide and instruct these men in creative writing. 
I feared they would sense this and leave, call me out, or 
even worse, sit there the entire time, not participate, and 
leave with no new knowledge.

I could never have foreseen their excitement, their will-
ingness to participate, their desire to share. They joked. 
They smiled. They read aloud without being pushed; they 
shared their writing; they asked questions; they contem-
plated. They were, without question, infinitely better at 
playing the role of student than my fellow college students 
who sit in the back of class complacent and uninvolved.

I am not sure that my lesson was all that inspiring to 
them, attempting to teach something that can’t quite 
frankly be taught: voice. In so many ways, I felt that I 
learned more from them, hearing their comments, obser-
vations, and writing—and witnessing their general will-
ingness to learn.

For most new prison visitors, the first experience comes 
as a bit of a shock. Although I arrived with hopes to help 

What I Learned Teaching at Globe State Prison

 At the end of the day, we were all just writ-
ers that wanted to one day see our names pub-
lished next to one of our pieces in a magazine.“ ”

on campus - 19
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and provide guidance in the prisoners’ learning, truthful-
ly some of my reasons for going were selfish and based in 
curiosity. This initial experience changed my perception, 
and I can now focus on main goal—to educate.

Now that I have seen the setting, interacted with the 
group, and perceived their (immense) ability, I feel much 
better able to construct a lesson plan tailored to their lev-
el—a level much higher than I had expected. In so many 
ways, learning is a conversation as opposed to a lesson 
plan and lecture. In the future, I hope to better integrate 
my own experiences and observations into class examples 
and exercises to help make that conversation much less 
one sided.

When I first met the men, I wondered what they had 
done to arrive at the penitentiary. As they talked, smiled, 
joked, and listened, I found myself losing interest in what 
they had done. I found myself much more concerned with 
what they would do in the future and how I could make 
my short lesson plan in creative writing somehow a way 
to make that future better, whether helping their writing 
skills to expand, giving them a break from monotony, or 
showing them that supporters exist, maybe even random 
strangers, that believe a prisoner can accomplish great 
things.

Dr. Wells thought my fellow intern Bailey Roos and 
I taught far more effectively than we perceived. Conse-
quently, she invited us to return to Globe the following 
semester. This time Bailey and I taught a rhetoric work-
shop, both of us being more comfortable with rhetoric, 
than, say, poetry. I cannot speak more highly of this teach-
ing and learning opportunity nor describe just how it 
changed my perception of the world more than any other 
of my college experiences, even if only in one facet of so-
ciety. I am so grateful for the chance to learn about the 
shadowed and forgotten within our prison system. Teach-
ing at Globe was a learning experience I will not forget.

By Victoria Cejka
Globe Volunteer Teacher

ASU Alumna, BA Business Law & English (Writing, Rhetoric, & Literacy)



For weeks, December 1st hovered in the back of my 
mind. It was the day I was going to teach a creative writing 
class at the Arizona Department of Corrections in Globe, 
AZ. As part of the Pen Project (a partnership with ASU 
students and state prisons where interns critique creative 
pieces by incarcerated writers), we were given the option 
of teaching a course at the prison. Thinking about this 
task, I told myself I was not afraid, but I was also not excit-
ed or eager. I told  myself that December 1st would  be just 
another day; however, when I arrived at the prison, I was 
overwhelmed with nerves. My mind ran through the reel 
of classroom settings I’d been in before. I recalled the year 
I taught Hebrew to a lively group of sixth graders. Then 
I remembered my daily lecture halls, where hundreds of 
nameless students sat buried in their phone screens, in-
attentive to my professors. I feared that I too would be ig-
nored by my students at the prison.

Stepping from  the car, I took a deep breath. We crossed 
through the iron gates, which were opened by an unseen 
operator, and entered a world fashioned by many restric-
tions, rigid power dynamics, and bureaucracy. There were 
protocols to follow: handing in our ID’s, walking through a 
metal detector, and being escorted by a corrections teach-
er. She led us outside to a courtyard, where I felt like I was 
back in high school: some men played  basketball; others 
read book or huddled in groups catching up on gossip. As 
we walked to the classroom, one of the prisoners greet-
ed my professor, Cornelia Wells, with a smile and a nod. 
Prisoners seemed to recognize her, but some knew her 
personally from past workshops. Upon entering the class-
room and seeing the familiar set up of chairs, tables, and 
educational posters, I felt a little more at ease. Mentoring 
prisoners through the distance portions of the Pen Project 
was not intimidating, but suddenly being in a classroom 
with prisoners in orange, I was hesitant to meet their eyes.

I took another deep breath. What’s the worst that could 
happen? I make a mistake in front of the class? Get over 
yourself, B. I began to relax. I felt my heart rate steady, and 
I averted my eyes from their glaring orange attire. Once 
we began the lesson, the orange faded into insignificance.

The men participated in the activities I had prepared, 
asked questions, and shared their writing aloud. At certain 

  I was deeply moved by their 
level of involvement but, even 
more so, by their thankfulness.
“

Fade from Orange
By Bailey Roos 

Globe Volunteer Teacher
Writer’s Studio Mentor

Majoring in Finance

stories from the trenches 

The Pen Project (ENG484) is a hands-on internship 
that connects ASU students with incarcerated writers. 
The interns remotely review incarcerated writers’ work 
and provide critical feedback and related examples. The 
internship is open to students of all majors on campus 

and online.

points, we even side tracked from the lesson so they could 
share stories from their pasts. I was deeply moved by their 
level of involvement but, even more so, by their thankful-
ness. At the conclusion of the lesson, they expressed how 
grateful they were for the information we had provided 
them. Based on the thank you letters we, the interns, have 
received after anonymously mentoring Pen Project prison 
writers, I knew how appreciative they were of the work we 
did, but witnessing their gratitude in person was highly 
impactful. I feel honored and proud to have been part of 
this experience.

”
the pen project
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As I was leaving my childhood home, anticipating 
the life of college housing, one of my family members 
was also making a grand change in his life; he was gath-
ering the courage to be locked in county jail for a year. It 
was during my first few weeks that I met Cornelia “Cor-
ri” Wells, director of the ASU Prison Education Program, 
who introduced me to an exciting opportunity: the Pen 
Project. For those unfamiliar with this program, the Pen 
Project allows prisoners across U.S. state prisons to send 
in written pieces for student-intern feedback. With incar-
ceration recently becoming a prominent addition to my 
life’s concerns and prisoners appearing incredibly hu-
manized through their creative abilities, I could no longer 
ignore the individuals trapped behind razor wire, as one 
of my immediate family members had himself become an 
orange number.

I began to mentor. The first written work I received 
was from a prisoner, whom I will refer to as James. To this 
day, it is one of the most profound pieces of poetry I have 
ever read. I put my entire heart and soul into my response. 
Weeks later, when he replied to my feedback, I saw how 
much I had contributed to his piece, and I was hooked on 
the program. In fact, every letter of appreciation we, the in-
terns, received iterated the same reaction – thank you for 
allowing us an outlet, and speaking to us like we are worth 
something. These men follow a daily routine, are forced 
into identical outfits, and are monitored throughout the 
day, leaving them without free will. The Pen Project not 
only allows them to express their innate writing abilities, 
but also gives them someone to share their talent with. It 
gives prisoners hope while they serve their sentence and 
establishes a foundation for their future successes.

After a year and a half as a Pen Project intern, I craved a 
more direct form of interaction. I pitched the idea of a busi-
ness skills course for the women incarcerated in the Per-
ryville state prison. Every Sunday morning, my co-teacher 

and I drove 65 miles round trip to provide these women 
with a completely voluntary, two-hour class. As a college 
student, I never imagined I would ever willingly roll out 
of bed before 9 AM to teach people information I’ve al-
ready learned. However, fifteen to twenty women consis-
tently showed up, not only to sit and listen but to partici-
pate in the class. Homework was not mandatory since the 
class did not count for college credit, but despite this fact, 
every woman completed all the activities. Most even went 
above and beyond the work assigned. At one point, one of 
the students completed two different resumes and cover 
letters for varying job opportunities.

Their devotion and general studiousness baffled me. 
I have been a tutor and daycare teacher for youth of all 
grade levels, and I have never met a more receptive group 
of students than these women. They relish the educa-
tional opportunity they’ve been given because they un-
derstand the unparalleled impact it will have on their life 
both during, but especially after, incarceration. While my 
family member was in high school, prior to his arrest, he 
choose video games over novels, but during his imprison-

Stumbling Upon The 
Prison World: 

A Riveting Awakening 

The Prison Education Awareness Club (PEAC, pro-
nounced like peace) is a student organization at ASU 
dedicated to fostering action-oriented discussions on 
prison reform and education. PEAC knows, “The higher 
the degree, the lower the recidivism.” PEAC’s members 
have diverse voices and backgrounds, but are unified in 
their commitment to promote education in the hardest to 
reach places. www.facebook.com/prisoneducationaware-
nessclub 

What is PEAc?
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Stumbling Upon The prison world 

Winter Roth speaks at 7th 
Annual Prison Education 

Awareness Conference

By Winter Roth
Perryville Volunteer Teacher 
President, Prison Education-

Awareness Club (PEAC)
Majoring in  Biochemistry 

and Psychology

ment, the only items he asked for were books.
Last year, as vice president of the Prison Education 

Awareness Club (PEAC), I took the lead in planning our 
annual conference, working to bring a diverse group of 
speakers that would not only discuss the prison system, 
but the importance of education. As president, I want to 
continue to cater to the general population, most of whom 
are unaware of the lack of education in  prisons. It is easy 
for prison education activists to lean on those already in-
volved with the prison system but reaching those with a 
blind eye is a much more difficult task. I hope to educate 
and empower such people to be leaders and advocates for 
social justice for prisoners.

Even though my major does not involve social justice, 



Albert Boggess, director of the School, added to Downs’ 
donation, and math faculty Naala Brewer, who co-directs 
ASU’s Prison Education Program and has taught math as a 
volunteer at the Florence state prison since 2016, delivered 
the books to prisons in Florence and Goodyear. Thanks to 
Downs, there are for the first time enough books for classes 
at all three prisons. This increased interest in math educa-
tion encouraged one precalculus prison student to create 
a 290-page manuscript called Understanding Investing. 
Brewer explained, “The main purpose of the manuscript 
is to serve as a stand alone course that prisoners can use to 
teach other prisoners how to plan their expenses upon re-
lease all the way through retirement.” Boggess had a copy 

A donation that became an 
inspiration
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entirely to writing and art from the prison world. The 
magazine accepts submissions from incarcerated writers, 
previously incarcerated writers, their families, and people 
who work within the prison system. Readers shared selec-
tions from past and forthcoming issues while surrounded 
by patio lights and curious spectators. The passion in the 
readers’ voices could not be ignored as they spread the 
overall message: prisoners are people. Many passersby 
poked their heads in, listened to a story or two, and left 
with a different understanding of the word “prisoner.” In 
a society that easily forgets the prison population, this 
event highlighted the humanity of the men and women 
behind razor wire. Iron City Magazine seeks to “encourage 
a culture of understanding and transformation” through 
both their publications and events. To learn more about 
the magazine or to read an online copy, visit ironcitymag-
azine.org. 

Iron City Magazine  1st Friday 
Event Humanizes the Incarcerated

By Jacqueline Aguilar 
Globe Volunteer Teacher
Prison Education Programming (PEP) Newsletter, Editor
Majoring in English (Literature) and Communication  
jaguil13@asu.edu

By Kylie Kilian 
ASU Alumna, BA 
Biological Sciences

(Left) Elizabeth Lenci-Downs 
and (Right) Floyd Downs  

at Awards Ceremony

Lana Marie Mousa reads at Iron
 City Magazine First Friday Event

I quickly found myself immersed in one of the most ne-
glected areas of social justice. Large political controversies 
such as gun laws, abortion rights, and racial equality are 
more commonly discussed than prisoners and their right 
to further their education. Fortunately, the Pen Project 
and PEAC work diligently to make sure that prisoners are 
acknowledged and their right to learn is protected. I am 
grateful to have been introduced to these programs. I can’t 
believe how easy it was to become involved with prison 
education. I am even more amazed at how impactful the 
programs are, both for those who run them and for the 
prisoners. Through my continued work with prison edu-
cation, I hope to reach more and more people about the 
vitality of education within prisons. 
        

On April 20, 2018 at ASU’s 
School of Mathematical and 
Statistical Sciences Scholar-
ship and Awards Ceremony, 
Professor Floyd Downs re-
ceived a Grateful Appreciation 
Award for substantial book 
donations to three Arizona 
state prisons. Downs’ math 
book collection started in high 
school and grew exponential-
ly through his various profes-

 On June 1, 2018, as Roo-
sevelt Row bustled with the 
excitement of First Friday, 
ASU students, professors, 
and editors stood atop the 
patio stage of Modified Arts 
sharing pieces from Iron 
City Magazine, an online 
and print journal devoted 

___

of the manuscript bound into a book and presented it to 
Downs at the awards ceremony. “I told this to the prison 
student author,” Brewer recounted, “and the look on his 
face was priceless—initially of shock, then of a humble 
pride that he’s probably never experienced before.”

Jessica Fletcher, fiction editor, tables at Iron City Magazine 
First Friday Event

http://www.ironcitymagazine.org
http://www.ironcitymagazine.org
jaguil13@asu.edu


Hector Cedillos—local artist, youth counselor, fam-
ily man, and ASU alum—told a story of amazing resil-
ience, his story, at the end-of-semester Prison Education 
Awareness Club (PEAC) meeting in the MU Coconino 
Room on 18 April 2018. Hector was raised in California in 
a chaotic household, rife with addiction and abuse. When 
his parents altercated, Hector would hide under his bed, 
scratching himself and the underboards with a staple as 
distraction. After a while, those senseless scratchings be-
gan to take form in shapes and designs.

Later, Hector’s mother got a new boyfriend; however, 
he would beat Hector and Hector’s mother as well. This 
led to Hector’s next encounter with art: after Hector was 
beaten to the point of hospitalization, the boyfriend—per-
haps out of guilt—brought Hector a magazine, and Hector 
found himself fascinated with the art in it.

The boyfriend’s civility was short-lived. One day, when 
he was beating Hector’s mother and sister, Hector stabbed 
him. This landed him in juvenile hall. If someone had sim-
ply picked Hector up, he would have been free to go—but 
no one did. So for three years Hector remained, where, at 
thirteen, he was immersed in a population of other aggres-
sive, likely traumatized, children. He was forced to “turn 
tough” to survive.

Hector had a couple more encounters with prison but 
later pursued post-secondary education. With an incred-
ible support system, Hector graduated from Scottsdale 
Community College and then earned a bachelor’s degree 
in art at Arizona State University. Hector attributes much 
of his success to art: for his livelihood (he once had a tattoo 
shop) but also as an outlet for earlier trauma. “It’s my get-
away,” he said. “You need to have a source of release. If you 
don’t find a productive outlet, an unproductive outlet will 
surface regardless.”
   Hector is a living example of the power of expression, 
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On March 23, 2018, at Phoenix College, Phoenix Poet-
ry Series presented their event Prison & Poetry hosted by 
Rosemarie Dombrowski, English faculty at ASU Down-
town, Poet Laureate of Phoenix, and founder of merge 
journal (2005-2011) and rinky dink press. Guest speak-
ers were Cornelia “Corri” Wells, English faculty at ASU 
Tempe, director of Prison Education Programming (PEP), 
and editor-in-chief of Iron City Magazine: Creative Ex-
pressions By and For the Incarcerated, and Kelly Nelson, 
Leadership and Interdisciplinary Studies faculty at ASU 
Tempe, anthropologist, and poet. Wells and Nelson read 
poetry and talked about their involvement with prison 
education. They augmented their comments with Pow-
erPoint presentations and personal life stories. Nelson’s 
tie to the prison world began by piecing together her un-
cle’s life in poems. Nelson read a selection of poetry from 
“Outlaw,” a lyric biography she composed from her uncle’s 
500-page prison record. She expanded on the poems by 
recounting her journey of returning to her family’s home-
town and discovering her uncle’s hidden past. Wells talked 
about her involvement with the Pen Project (an ASU pro-
gram of student interns learning about the prison world 
and critiquing creative pieces by incarcerated writers), 
prison teaching, and Iron City Magazine. Wells read past 
and forthcoming pieces from the magazine. Wells’ discus-
sion highlighted local education programs that contribute 
to prisoner rehabilitation. Both Wells and Nelson captivat-
ed the audience, who nearly all stayed afterwards to talk 
with the presenters and event coordinator while, Jacque-
line Aguilar and Benjamin Williams, both on the editorial 
staff of Iron City Magazine, sold copies of the journal.

After prison what?
By Nathan Young
Florence Volunteer Teacher
Majoring in Psychology and Neuroscience

Hector Cedillos shares his story of resilience in the 
MU Coconino Room at ASU

(Left) Kelly Nelson, (Middle) Rosemarie Dombrowski, and (Right) 
Cornelia “Corri” Wells at Phoenix Poetry Series Prison & Poetry Event

Phoenix Poetry Series Features 
Prison Writing
By Jacqueline Aguilar 
Globe Volunteer Teacher
Prison Education Programming (PEP) Newsletter, Editor
Majoring in English (Literature) and Communication  
jaguil13@asu.edu

jaguil13@asu.edu
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impactful events and News in brief 

Phoenix Public Library to Host 
National Traveling Exhibit on 
Incarceration
By Leah Sarat
Associate Professor, SHPRS , Religious Studies, 
Arizona State University
Leah.Sarat@asu.edu

                                                           

Who do prisons work for? How do profits shape 
punishment? Who is a criminal? What is a crime? These 
questions are among the many raised by States of Incar-
ceration, a traveling national exhibit that will be hosted by 
Phoenix’s Burton Barr Public Library between September 
5 and October 26, 2018. Featuring content on twenty pris-
ons and immigrant detention facilities across the nation, 
the exhibit tackles the issue of mass incarceration through 
a collaboration between students, formerly incarcerated 
individuals, and community partners, including gradu-
ates in ASU’s School of Historical, Philosophical, and Re-
ligious Studies.

Interactive panels, videos, and audio clips delve into 
such issues as the history of forced labor and surveillance 

in Louisiana, the architecture of immigrant detention in 
Texas, intersections of prisons with mental health care in 
Indiana, and public perceptions of Rikers Island in New 
York. ASU’s contribution draws attention to the econom-
ic and human costs of Eloy Detention Center, a for-profit 
immigration facility owned and operated by the private 
company, CoreCivic.

The exhibit will launch with a reception and screening 
of a short documentary on detention during the First Fri-
day art walk on September 7. On Saturday, September 22, 
a storytelling workshop featuring the voices of those di-
rectly impacted by incarceration and immigrant detention 
will invite the members of the public to grapple with the 
question, “Do we need prisons?” And on October 5, mem-
bers of the arts-based immigrant rights group Aliento will 
bring their First Friday Open Mic series to the exhibit for 
an evening of spoken word, poetry, and song. All events 
and more are free and open to the public. For more in-
formation and to suggest programming ideas contact Dr. 
Leah Sarat at leah.sarat@asu.edu.

States of Incarceration is a project of the Humanities 
Action Lab, a coalition of thirty universities led by Rutgers 
University-Newark working with issue-based organiza-
tions and public spaces to foster new public dialogue on 
contested social issues, through public humanities proj-
ects that explore the diverse local histories and current re-
alities of shared global concerns.

States of Incarceration is the first national traveling 
multi-media exhibition and coordinated public dialogue 
to explore the history and future of mass incarceration in 
the United States. The initiative, which launched in New 
York City in April 2016, is the culmination of the efforts of 
over 700 students, faculty, community partners, and for-
merly incarcerated individuals.

This project was made possible in part by the Institute 
of Museum and Library Services, National Endowment 
for the Humanities, Whiting Foundation, Open Society 
Foundations, and Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.

“States of Incarceration at The New School in New York, New York.”

both spoken and visual. With his early life colored by vi-
olence, fear, and hate, and against damning odds, Hector 
has not only worked his way into productive society but 
has also dedicated much of his time to supporting his 
community, especially juveniles with experiences similar 
to his. He credits art for allowing him to do this.
   After one incarceration, Hector left California and moved 
to Arizona for a new start, unfortunately violating his pa-
role. He built a new life and remained free for some time 
before law enforcement caught up with him. As Hector’s 
wife pleaded with corrections officials on his behalf, they 
asked if she knew what Hector had been convicted of. 
There’s a lesson in her response: “I don’t know who he was 
then. But I know who he is now.”

National traveling exhibit on incarceration
September 5-October 26

Sept. 7....Reception & Screening
Sept. 22....Storytelling workshop
Oct. 5....Aliento (First Friday Open Mic series)

Leah.Sarat@asu.edu
http://statesofincarceration.org/
http://statesofincarceration.org/
http://www.alientoaz.org/
leah.sarat@asu.edu
http://humanitiesactionlab.org/
http://humanitiesactionlab.org/
http://statesofincarceration.org/
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.imls.gov/
http://www.neh.gov/
http://www.neh.gov/
http://www.whiting.org/
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/
https://mellon.org/


       By Natalie Volin, Iron City Founding EDitor Iron City Magazine :
CREATIVE EXPRESSIONS BY AND FOR THE INCARCERATED

The first issue of Iron City Magazine was 
published in print and online in 2016. The 
magazine’s third issue will be available August 

2018. 

www.ironcitymagazine.org 
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iron city magazine: creativity & healing 

Iron City Magazine was born 
because there are so few options 
for incarcerated writers to submit 
to literary magazines to get their 
work published. Most magazines 
won’t take mail-in submissions, 
and they certainly won’t take 
hand-written submissions. But for 
inmates with no computer access, 
that’s the best they have to work 
with. Iron City was designed to ac-
commodate those special needs.

Our team of editors collects hundreds and hundreds 
of pages of hand-written poems, creative nonfiction, 
fiction, and plays. If 80 people submit work for consid-
eration, we read 80 unique handwriting styles. Some 
look like calligraphy worthy of wedding invitations – a 
seemingly impossible feat using the standard prison-is-
sue golf pencil or half-sized pen. Some are careful, each 
stroke deliberately made so as not to be misconstrued. 
And some handwriting is pure chicken scratch – as if a 
furious stroke of genius overtook the author and it was 
all he could do to get the words down on paper before 
the next sentence barreled through his mind.

As the ones who transcribe these handwritten pag-
es, it can feel like a chore to have to squint at page after 
page of chicken scratch and guess if that’s an o or an a, 
an n or an h, an r or a v. When you start trying to read 
a five-page story, and you can’t make out even one word 
in the first sentence – and is that a period at the end or a 
comma? – it suddenly seems like a good idea to just put 
that piece aside and come back to it later. So you put it 
at the back of the stack and take care of the easy ones 
first.

And isn’t that also a metaphor for how society treats 
inmates? They’re difficult, so we put them away, out of 
sight and out of mind, and sit in denial that eventually 
there will come a time when we have to look at them.

Funnily enough, some of these nearly illegible sub-
missions have turned out to be the wisest, wittiest, most 
poignant pieces we publish. And we never would have 
had the privilege of reading  them had we not made the 
conscious effort to sit down, open our eyes, and wrestle 
with a little difficulty.

All the effort is more than worth it. In the months 

of positive feedback from inmates and prison educa-
tors alike. One letter was written in fanciful flowing 
cursive on yellow legal paper by one of the writers we 
published. He wrote:

“I imagine I’m not the only prisoner who feels lift-
ed up by your heartfelt words and all the great work 
you’ve done….Thank you for all your work and dedi-
cation for me and so many other men and women to 
have the chance to show the world we’re all here be-
hind the bricks. People who are so much more than 
just a # number.”

    That’s what Iron City Magazine 
is all about: reminding the world 
that there’s humanity – valuable 
humanity – behind every story, if 
only we take the time to read them. 

http://www.ironcitymagazine.org


About the Issue
This issue of Prison Education News  

was compiled and edited by Jacque-
line Aguilar and co-editors Lana Marie 
Mousa and Benjamin Williams under 
the direction of Dr. Cornelia “Corri” 
Wells.

Prison Education News  is the an-
nual publication associated with Pris-
on Education Programming at ASU. 
This publication would not be possible 
without support from the ASU Depart-
ment of English.

Thank you to each of the contribu-
tors, who took great care in submitting 
meaningful pieces and sharing their 
experiences. This publication was a 
collaboration among many voices. We 
hope that those voices echo powerfully. 

Before release, all Arizona inmates 
must  have at least an 8th grade 

education. 

Incarcerated students can take ged 
prep classes. to take the GED Test, stu-

dents  must pay their testing fees. 

select students who can pay tuition 
may enroll in distance learning classes 

through Rio Salado college. 

Inmates may participate in career and 
technical training programs. 

Arizona Department of corrections is 
in the process of installing accredited 
high schools in its statewide  facilities.

students may opt to take non-credit 
classes led by volunteers like those 

from ASU.

about prison education Somewhere in the world, there is someone 
wondering if anyone​ ​else feels the same way 
they do. Maybe they’re across the globe, may-
be they’re five feet​ ​away, or maybe they’re a 
Pen Project participant like myself. Wherever 
they may be, they seek to​ ​encounter that ex-
pression that resonates with their experience. 
It is for that reason that every​ ​piece of art you 
make is vitally important. Each of your voices 
is vitally important. Never​ ​hesitate to speak 
out, even if only to one isolated soul. Some-
one will hear you.
-Pen Project Intern

“

”
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together we teach; together we learn 

want to get involved?
ASU students and faculty can apply to volunteer teach 

in prisons or to mentor in the Pen Project. Students 
receive internship credit for teaching and mentoring. 

We also collect books to donate to prison libraries.

For more information contact Cornelia “Corri” Wells, 
director of Prison Education Programming (PEP) 
(cornelia.wells@asu.edu), or Naala Brewer, PEP

 co-director (nbrewer@asu.edu). 


