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Education on the inside: 
Inmates at EOCI enroll in classes to prepare for life after 
prison 
 
By KATHY ANEY 
The East Oregonian 
 
Sam Wilson, blonde and boyish, would look at home on any 
college campus. Instead, the 21-year-old spends his days on 
another kind of campus - the one inside the walls of the Eastern 
Oregon Correctional Institution.  
 
Wilson ended up behind bars after a drunken high-speed chase 
that left a woman dead.  
 
Now Wilson, who entered prison shortly after his high school 
graduation, said the prison's education system is a way out of 
the murk. 
 
"Education is the only way I can grow up," he said recently, "so I 
don't get out of here with an 18-year-old mentality." 
 
Wilson, set to emerge from prison in 2017, was one of about 20 
inmates who answered questions during a recent symposium at 
EOCI, a sort of show-and-tell for Blue Mountain Community 
College employees who work at the school's main campus. 
BMCC has provided instruction at EOCI since 1984.  
 
The curious group of educators was a softball audience for the 
inmate scholars and their teachers, but the prison group spoke 
as if Bill Sizemore himself had come to visit with a plan to slash 
prison education and save taxpayers millions. 
 
"Corrections is what we're here for," said inmate Nathan Taylor. 
"Incarceration on its own is not going to accomplish that." 
 
Curtiss Miller said he believes education opens up a world of 
healthy possibilities. 
 
"All I knew how to do was go out and commit crimes," he said. 
"This helps put words in motion and speak with an educated 
mindset - it's different than going around and ruining people's 
lives." 
 
Taylor and Miller sat back in wooden desks in one of the unit's 
11 classrooms. The cheery room contrasted with the typical 
prison ambiance of unadorned tile, cinderblock and the jarring 
echoes of sliding metal doors. Scattered on the walls are posters pitching inspiration such as "Never let the fear of striking out 
get in your way," "Success starts with believing in yourself." 
 
Another poster reaches out and head-slaps any inmate who might think their teacher, Brilynn Reed, is a pushover. 
 
Garfield, spinning an apple like a basketball, looks through half-lidded eyes. 
 

Brilynn Reed, who teaches inside Eastern Oregon Correctional 
Institution, guides a class discussion. Looking on are Ricardo Juarez-
Ramirez, Curtiss Miller and Sam Wilson. 
Staff photo by Kathy Aney 
 

Inmate Johnni Nunez grins at his teacher’s comment during class at 
EOCI. Also pictured are fellow inmates Curtiss Miller, Sam Wilson and 
Nathan Taylor.  
Staff photo by Kathy Aney  
More to come 
Two former inmates look for jobs after leaving prison, 
and find their behind-bars education was worth the time.
 
See Thursday's EO.  



"You can't scare me," the poster reads. "I teach." 
 
Reed, one of six full-time GED and pre-GED instructors, moves her classes through a different subject every term. Sometimes 
the men sweat over math story problems. Other terms, they read and write. This summer, it was westward expansion. Next 
term, the students will tackle life science. 
 
Reed started her career teaching elementary students before taking a part-time job in the prison. She loved the variety and 
the challenge. 
 
"I fell into it and never left," she said.  
 
Brigitte Amsberry, assistant superintendent of transition, said teaching in a prison setting is a balancing act. Instructors must 
model positive behavior and infuse some compassion into the inmates' lives, but also remain security conscious. 
 
"It takes a while to find a balance, forming relationships, yet keeping boundaries strong," she said. "You've got to find out what 
motivates them without being the cop. You've got to connect." 
 
The students arrive at class, fresh from a world that cuts them no slack. 
 
"These guys can take kindness for weakness," Amsberry said. "They'll latch onto that." 
 
About 2,000 inmates have received their GEDs at the prison. In the photos, some grads smile broadly, while stay serious with 
a backbeat of pride. 
 
Graduates can return as tutors. 
 
Another prison program, New Directions, also focuses on education. Run by volunteers and funded by donations, the program 
offers college-level classes to inmates. New Directions started in 2000 as an answer to the 1994 Crime Bill that discontinued 
Pell Grants to inmates. Oregon voters also passed Ballot Measure 17, which limited education funding to classes at the GED 
level or lower. 
 
Plenty of ink has flowed in Oregon and beyond debating whether education is a way to slow down the revolving door. About 
30 percent of Oregon inmates who leave are back within three years - the rate has hovered there for about a decade. 
 
Amsberry believes education pushes the rate down. 
 
"Evidence-based research shows education has a huge impact on recidivism," she said. 
 
When a prisoner arrives, Amsberry said, he goes through an assessment to determine recidivism risk. Education level, along 
with age, type of crime and other factors, all go to determine the odds an inmate will return. Education level is one factor that 
inmates can adjust inside prison. 
 
Research seems to back up Amsberry. The Three State Recidivism Study, commissioned by the U.S. Department of 
Education, followed 3,600 inmates from Maryland, Minnesota and Ohio. The study show attending school behind bars 
reduced the likelihood of reincarceration by 29 percent.  
 
"Education reduces recidivism, which reduces victimization - it's not about 'let's give these guys something to do,'" Amsberry 
said. "We're providing education because it will ultimately keep the public safer." 

 



Education can pack life-changing clout for prison inmates 
http://eastoregonian.com/main.asp?SectionID=14&subsectionID=50&articleID=101927 
12/29/09 
Reporter Kathy Aney's recent story in the EO on what has happened to two prison inmates after release 
could serve as a good conversation starter in this time of depleted budgets for education and other public 
services. 
 
Her report told the story of Michael Lucia, who spent eight years in Eastern Oregon Correctional 
Institution in Pendleton before release into a scary world. But his decision to join a clock repair class and 
to earn a GED certificate in EOCI helped his chances. Even though his income from repairing clocks and 
cars is below what he made as a truck driver years ago, he feels happy about his present situation and 
about his future.  
 
The story also reports on a former prison inmate, David Koch, who went from cleaning floors to attending 
flight school to become a flight instructor. He started a green energy company and wrote a book on his 
prison experience. These days, Koch gives seminars to inmates and runs a company which helps 
inmates with incubator businesses.  
 
Koch said he feels strongly that committing crimes and returning to crime after release are tied to lack of 
education and lack of direction. "The core, underlying problem is illiteracy," he said. "Just like lions and 
tigers, people will use their teeth and claws to find clothing and shelter and protect their territory" if they 
lack the tools to function in society. 
 
That makes sense. And it takes a supportive correctional staff and moxie inside the inmate to make an 
education program reach a felon in his 20s or 30s and change his direction in life.  
 
EOCI in Pendleton contracts with Blue Mountain Community College to teach inmates. Since 1985, more 
than 2,000 have received either GED certificates or adult high school diplomas.  
 
State law requires all inmates to enroll in functional literacy programs except for those who are sentenced 
to less than a year, are sentenced to life, are sentenced to death or are developmentally disabled. 
Inmates also must achieve certain scores on state tests in order to enroll in literacy - reading, writing and 
comprehension - classes.  
 
In addition, EOCI has the New Directions Education Project, which was started in 1999 by Evelyn Hanks 
and other area educators to provide college level courses. That program, supported by private donations 
and grants, usually includes two college courses each term. Cost is $25 per student per term. For 
example, History 101 and Writing Composition 123 were offered this fall, and Geology 103 and Speech 
115 will be taught this winter term.  
 
EOCI inmates also can take advantage of distance learning courses through Louisiana State University, 
Ohio State University and Penn Foster Career School. Inmates are not allowed to use the Internet, 
though. The prisoners pay their own expenses in the distance learning program.  
 
The importance of literacy and providing other life tools is also an issue of course in the earliest levels of 
schooling. With Oregon's heavy reliance on the state income tax to support the public schools (and other 
state services), Oregon school districts have kept dropping school days and teaching positions. Given the 
choice of teaching reading, writing and comprehension in grade school vs. teaching those skills in prison, 
most would choose grade school.  
 
But another factor comes in. Even with well-funded schools, some parents are absent from their children's 
development in grade school. Many of those kids are adrift and will remain so until intercepted by the 
Marine Corps, police officers or judges.  
 
Doug Harder, information officer for EOCI, says the quarterly graduation ceremonies at the Pendleton 
prison pack quite an emotional clout. As inmates in cap and gown receive GED, high school degrees or 
occasionally college degrees, it is apparent to family members and friends in the room that something life-
changing is happening. It's preferable to equip people when they're starting their lives, but a saved life is a 
saved life anytime. 
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PENDLETON 
From dungeon to ivory tower 
Former inmates find success after prison 
 
By KATHY ANEY 
The East Oregonian 
 
Finding a job after being in prison isn't something for the faint of 
heart.  
 
Job applications ask whether the applicant has ever been 
convicted of a felony. Resumes telegraph big gaps in 
experience. Egos, already hammered by prison life, often sink 
into an abyss. 
 
David Koch and Michael Lucia know a little something about 
rising from the ashes. Both are ex-cons who found success on 
the outside.  
 
Koch went from menial cleaning jobs to flying planes and 
starting a successful green energy company. Koch travels 
around the country to give prison seminars on finding success 
on the outside. 
 
Lucia got out a year ago. A graduate of Eastern Oregon 
Correctional Institution's clock-making program, he started a 
clock business that is ticking along. 
 
Koch left prison in 1980 after serving time for theft and spent a 
month in a fruitless job search. One sultry day, feeling beat-up 
and bereft, the 24-year-old stopped at a small airport to admire 
the planes. An old-timer mowing the lawn spotted him and cut 
the lawnmower's engine. 
 
"Uh-oh," Koch thought. 
 
But the man just wanted to chat. He asked Koch if he'd thought 
about learning to fly.  
 
Two problems, Koch told him, spilling his guts - no money and a 
prison record. 
 
The man, who turned out to be the CEO of an airline company, offered him a job cleaning planes, scrubbing floors and 
mowing lawns. 
 
"I took a job nobody else wanted," Koch said, "and I went to school and took flying lessons." 
 
In 18 months, he'd earned his license and moved up to flight instructor. He later started a successful green energy company. 
He now gives seminars inside prisons and leads an organization that helps inmates start incubator businesses. He wrote 
about his experience in "Slaying the Dragon - The Journey from the Dungeon to the Ivory Tower." 
 
Mike Lucia spent eight years in the Eastern Oregon Correctional Institution for a Measure 11 crime. As an inmate, Lucia 
earned his GED. He also learned how to make and repair clocks from master clockmaker Gary Kopperud of Pendleton. 
Kopperud found Lucia in the prison's woodshop making a cabinet for a grandfather clock commissioned by Pendleton's 

David Koch rose from an ex-con cleaning airplanes to the CEO of a 
green energy company. 
Contributed photo 

Michael Lucia started a clock repair business after studying clock-
making inside the Eastern Oregon Correctional Institution. 
Staff photo by Kathy Aney 



Altrusa group. 
 
"He asked us if we wanted to learn to put the mechanism in," Lucia said. "Twenty-eight of us said yes." 
 
Later, Kopperud asked the group if they'd be interested in repairing old clocks. Lucia spent the next two-and-a-half years 
learning the trade. He holds a certificate of mastery - the 86th issued by the state of Oregon. Kopperud holds certificate 
number 57. 
 
Now that Lucia is out, he has a little corner of his best friend Andy's auto shop for his clock repair business. He takes in work 
and often finds old clocks on eBay to fix and sell at a Sherwood antique store. Lucia also fixes cars at the garage.  
 
His income is still lower than he made driving dump trucks before going into prison, but he is happy and moving forward.  
 
Of prison, Lucia said, "I know in my heart, I'm not going back." 
 
Koch, now 53, advises inmates to do as Lucia did - make a plan and take advantage of education and vocational programs 
while inside prison walls.  
 
"I think education is directly related to crime and recidivism," he said. "The core underlying problem is illiteracy." 
 
Plenty of people end up in prison because they lack education and instead rely on their "reptilian-level instincts," he said. "Just 
like lions and tigers and bears, people will use their teeth and claws to find clothing and shelter and protect their territory." 
 
But finding success is more than just education, he said. Like Lucia, inmates need to find a dream and the confidence to carry 
it out. People, he said, need to become their own solution. 
 
"In prison, you hear that now that you're a felon, you don't have a life," Koch said. "You hear that from people who come 
back." 
 
Don't listen to the people who fail, he advises inmates - listen to those who succeed.  
 
Koch spends many weeks a year delivering that message, traveling the country in his Hummer with his yellow Labrador 
retriever Buddy. Because of a serious diabetic condition, he pulls a trailer that houses a kitchen. Cooking his own food allows 
him to avoid restaurants and diabetes drugs. 
 
"Buddy also visits most correctional facilities with David, if he's given clearance and a biscuit," said Koch's publicist, Kate 
Knapp. "David says Buddy actually helps put the inmates at ease and they more readily open up to him." 
 
Koch pushes his message hard. 
 
Someone who is down, Koch says, needs to dig deep for courage to reinvent himself. Never quit.  

 



Holiday Shop with a Cop a in Salem Huge Success 

Salem-News.com   http://salem-news.com/articles/december122009/shop_cop.php 

Law Enforcement for Youth would like to thank everyone who contributed to this 
program.  

(SALEM, Ore.) - Law Enforcement 
for Youth says they are pleased to 
announce that the 2009 holiday Shop 
with a Cop was a huge success. This 
year's program held from 9:00 a.m. 
to noon on Decemeber 12th at the 
South Salem Walmrt was able to 
serve 401 children.  

107 law enforcement officials from 
numerous agencies participated, 
including the Marion County Sheriff's 
Office, Salem Police Department, 
Keizer Police Department, Oregon 
State Police, Oregon Department of 
Corrections and other agencies. 

The children and officers were 
paired together and then shopped for 
a gift. Each child was provided a 
$25.00 gift card by Law Enforcement 
for Youth.  

A spokesperson for Law Enforcement for Youth said, "Throughout the morning there 
were smiling and happy faces both child and officer." 

One little boy, when asked by Santa what he wanted for Christmas, replied "just for 
my mom to be happy". 

He was one of numerous children who were passing up the toy section for school 
supplies and clothing basics, it was clear that all of these children touched the hearts of 
the officers they shopped with. 

Law Enforcement for Youth would like to thank everyone who contributed to this 
program.  

"Thank you to all of you who have made donations to Law Enforcement for Youth, 
those who donated time and energy and to each and every officer who took time away 
from their families to volunteer to come shop with these wonderful children." 

If you are interested in more information or in making a donation to Law Enforcement 
for Youth email them at info@lawenforcementforyouth.com. 

You can also call them at 503-363-5437 (KIDS) 

 

Photos: Law Enforcement for Youth 
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