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Violent. Dangerous. Unpredictable. 
That’s how many people would describe 
prison inmates. But not Heath Hoffmann 
or his students who join him in prison  
for class.
	 “Inmates are not what is narrowly 
portrayed in media on shows like HBO’s 
Oz and MSNBC’s Lockup,” Hoffmann 
says. “Interacting with these inmates 
will probably change the students’ 
perceptions about criminals.”
	 For the past semester, Hoffmann, an 
assistant professor of sociology, has 
been teaching a sociology class inside 
prison at the Coastal Pre-Release Center 
in Charleston County. Starting in the fall, 
he’ll bring freshman students with him 

in the First Year Seminar “Altered States: 
The Culture of Alcohol and Drug Use 
in America.” The college students and 
inmates will work together on a project 
looking at the themes and messages 
related to alcohol and drug use.
	 “These college students will likely 
have grown up in a much different 
environment than the inmates – one in 
which they weren’t afraid of being shot 
every day or being exposed to drug buys,” 
Hoffmann notes. “I think the opportunity 
for interaction will be much more 
educational than seeing something  
on TV.”
	 So, how would Hoffmann describe his 
inmate students? “They are more similar 
to many of us not in prison than they are 
different. In three words? Eager. Hopeful. 
Committed.”  

It’s unexceptional, commonplace  
and downright dull. 
	 Ordinary life is nothing to write home 
about – unless you’re Anthony Varallo, 
assistant professor of English. He turned 
ordinary into extraordinary to win the 
prestigious 2008 Drue Heinz Literature 
Prize for Out Loud, his second collection 
of short stories.
	 Best-selling author and competition 
judge Scott Turow said that “the stories in 

Out Loud are just awfully damn good.”
	 Varallo infuses feeling into ordinary 
life events like walking through your 
neighborhood or getting ready for a high 
school football game. 
	 “I write for the readers, envisioning 
them getting involved in the story,” Varallo 
says. “Disappointment, loss and longing 
appear in the periphery of these stories, 
but each is essentially hopeful, rendered 
with a light touch of humor and grace.”

	 The Drue Heinz Literature Prize  
has been awarded for more than 25  
years and is a major American literary 
award for short fiction. Out Loud  
was chosen from a field of nearly  
300 entries and will be published  
this fall by the University of  
Pittsburgh Press.
	 “I feel honored to be part of such an 
amazing tradition,” Varallo says.
	 He now plans to take everyday life 
to the pages of a novel – starting a 
new chapter in a writing career that is 
anything but ordinary.  

The Committed Class

Anything but Ordinary
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