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McLOUD — Just 10 months after instituting a new inmate dog-training program at Mabel Bassett Correctional Center, ground was broken

Friday for the program’s new dog kennel.

The kennel, expected to be finished in late spring 2015, will offer the female offenders who participate in the program a place to house and

care for the dogs they train, as well as space for parenting and reading classes.

In January, Mabel Bassett became the second site in the state to institute an inmate dog training program, where a select number of

offenders are allowed to prepare the canines for life as companion animals for the elderly. The program there is known as the Guardian

Angel Program, and its first class of trained dogs graduated in April.

One men’s prison, the Lexington Assessment and Reception Center, has had a similar program for years. Inmates participating in the

program there have use of a kennel and obstacle course for their dogs. The construction that began Friday at Mabel Bassett also will

include an obstacle course.

“It’s going to provide a really nice and healthy environment for the ladies to work with their dogs,” said John Otto, a Norman veterinarian

who helped implement the program at Mabel Bassett.

“When you come to prison, you’re not allowed affection,” April Wilkens, one of the inmates involved in the program, told The Oklahoman

in April. “It’s so wonderful to feel this again. I’m excited what it’s going to do for us and for the dogs. We’re rescuing each other.”

Wilkens, who is serving life without the possibility for parole on a murder conviction, said spending time with the dogs was such a

welcomed privilege.

Press were prohibited from interviewing inmates at Friday’s groundbreaking, but Otto said spirits were high among offenders as they

watched the ceremonies.

“You could just feel it,” Otto said, “the positive energy throughout the whole place.”

The new facility will be named the Serelva Cody Training Center, Otto said, in memory of the late wife of Derrill Cody, a private citizen

who donated $100,000 to build the kennel. Otto said Cody was moved to make the donation after viewing the documentary “The Dogs of

Lexington,” which chronicles the lives of inmates participating in the dog training program in Lexington.
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