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WELCOME

Warm congratulations to this year's graduates!

The class of 2024 is an accomplished group. We are
delighted and proud to commend you on the hard
work and perseverance each of you has demonstrated
on your journey to this stage.

We would like to extend our sincere thanks to the

San Quentin administration. In particular, thanks to
Warden Chance Andes, Lieutenant Guim'Mara Berry,
and Chief Deputy Warden Oak Smith for their support.

For their ongoing assistance with the operation of the
college, we also extend our thanks to Raphaele Casale,
Christine Remillard, Marco Barragan, Angelina Torres,
and Ronda Wisher. For their efforts to keep classes
running smoothly, we would like to thank all of the
correctional officers who work in Education and all of
the other custody staff who enable MTC to run inside
San Quentin’s walls.

Additional thanks to Juan Haines for sound engineering
and other assistance. Thanks to The Greater Good
Ensemble for performing today. Thank you to the
students who helped set up the event. Last but not
least, we give tremendous thanks to our faculty and
donors, without whom there would be no Mount
Tamalpais College.

With gratitude,

The Mount Tamalpais College staff
and Board of Trustees




PROCESSION OF THE GRADUATES

WELCOME

Amy Jamgochian, PhD
Chief Academic Officer

OPENING REMARKS

Chance Andes
Warden

KEYNOTE SPEECH
Lateefah Simon

Music interlude by the Greater Good Ensemble

GRADUATE SPEECHES
Introduction by John Levin, '22

Salutatorian Speech
Roberto Antonio de Trinidad, '24

Valedictorian Speech
David Ditto, '24

Music interlude by the Greater Good Ensemble

CONFERRING OF DEGREES
Amy Jamgochian, PhD
Chief Academic Officer

Jody Lewen, PhD
President

CLOSING REMARKS
Jody Lewen, PhD
President

RECESSION OF THE GRADUATES

OUR KEYNOTE SPEAKER

Lateefah Simon is a nationally
recognized advocate for civil rights
and racial justice in Oakland and the
Bay Area. She has served as President
of Akonadi Foundation since 2016.
That same year—driven by Oscar
Grant's death—she was elected to

the Bay Area Rapid Transit Board of
Directors as President. She was elected to a second term
in November 2020. Since 2015, Lateefah also has served
as a member of the Board of Trustees for the California
State University, the nation’s largest public university
system, and state officials often turn to her for strategic
advice on policy matters related to racial justice. In 2022
Akonadi Foundation welcomed Lateefah Simon to the
Board of Directors as she transitioned from President of
Akonadi to lead Meadow Fund. Lateefah spearheaded
San Francisco's first reentry anti-recidivism youth services
division under the then-District Attorney Kamala Harris
leadership. Lateefah received the MacArthur Foundation
“Genius” Award in 2003, making her the youngest woman
to receive the award, in recognition of her work as
Executive Director of the Young Women's Freedom
Center. Lateefah is currently running to represent
California’s 12th Congressional District in the U.S.

House of Representatives.
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CLASS OF 2024
Ralph A. Cendejas Jr.

Roberto Antonio de Trinidad
Salutatorian

David Ditto

Valedictorian
Gregory Eskridge
Wilbert Frank Jr.
Jerry R. Gearin

Ray Howard Jr.

RALPH A.
CENDEJAS JR.

Getting my AA degree means many
things to me. For oneg, it's something
that I've always wanted to accomplish.

This degree has sparked in me an impetus
for a lifelong journey of learning. | say
“lifelong” because there seems to be an infinite number

of things that fascinate me in this world: mathematics,
engineering, astronomy, physics, chemistry, and electricity.
My interest in these things have only grown since attending
college. | can't learn everything about each of these subjects
to the degree that | would like. All | can do is pick and
choose opportunities to study things as they arise. That's
the way it is in prison. Mount Tamalpais College has been
invaluable to me in this regard.

This phrase I've heard comes to mind: “school is a pipeline
to society.” To me this is a profound statement. School
gives us the skills we need to join people together; to
realize that we are all, in a sense, brothers and sisters,

and that we must live together as one united community,
with love and respect for each other.

School helps us to understand that we are a
community of interdependent individuals that
must come together in peace, not only for
human life but for the benefit of all life on

this sacred earth.

There is so much to learn; about life, about earth, and
about the heavens. To me, college promotes the
evolution of thought.



ROBERTO ANTONIO
DE TRINIDAD

To me, this degree represents twenty
years of effort, failure, resilience, growth
and finally, success.

| graduated high school (miraculously!)
in 2004. | immediately enrolled in City
College of SF, excited for the new
experience and brimming with hope. Unfortunately for
myself and many others, | was also excited about the
incredible new sense of freedom and brimming with fresh
ideas of how to enjoy it. Let's suffice to say that those

two sets of outlooks did not exactly pair well, especially
for aims of success in college. Sure enough, | failed to
finish that semester. | failed to finish the next semester.

| was unfocused, running the street, or locked in a cell.

Whenever | tried to start back again | would start off strong

every time, but no matter how empathetic my intentions,
| could just finish a single semester.

That part of my journey began in 2004, twenty
years ago. So, how is it that I now graduate with
a heart full of more pride and joy and gratitude
than ever before? I will tell you with the deepest
sincerity: My answer is adversity.

There is a motto used by the state of Kansas, “Ad astra
per aspera” which means “to the stars through hardship.”
And this is something that every single success story is
built upon, what binds every soul on this Earth together
in a common experience: The struggle. Without that,
how can we value any achievement for its true worth?

It is the good fight of our lives that we must fight so that
every strain, every fall and rise, every agony becomes
the very path that molds and refines us until finally we
emerge victorious.

Now, every soul’s struggle is as varied as there are souls
to go around. However, this adversity is not to be taken
for granted. They say aim for the moon, at least you'll land
amongst the stars. | say keep aiming until the moon is
yours. And may your struggle be a beautiful one.



DAVID DITTO

When | enrolled in Mount Tamalpais
College in 2017 with the goal of getting
a college degree in prison, | knew | was
embarking on a long and arduous
voyage.

| was ready to read some books, write

some essays, memorize facts, and take
some tests. But my prison college journey took me to
amazing places that were totally unexpected.

I'd hoped to get a chance to prove who | am. What | got
was so much more. MTC taught me to explore who | am and
qguestion who | am, which helped me better understand
who [ am.

Every course was a rigorous academic
challenge and an exciting new adventure.
My classmates were my fellow travelers,
with diverse backgrounds and ideas that
made for rich discussions along the way.

Our instructors were the fearless captains on our journey,
navigating our ship through perilous seas of bias, mis-
conception, ignorance, and closed-mindedness, sailing
on our way toward the promised land of enlightenment,
circumspection, and critical thinking.

Somehow the faculty brought out the very best of us in
those old San Quentin State Prison classrooms. By engaging
through intellectual discourse, we learned so much about
the world. We learned that there is so much good in every
one of us.

It wasn't memorizing the facts and figures, but connecting
with the people that led me to discover and accept who

I am. The wonderful people of MTC invited me to learn,
grow, love, and become a better me. How could | refuse?

Mount Tamalpais College allows each student to chart
our own course and creates experiences along the way
that encourage us to continually challenge ourselves.

The college faculty and staff cultivate a safe and inclusive
space that inspired me to explore my weaknesses and
face my fears. MTC helped me overcome much of my
social awkwardness, asocial habits, and fear of rejection.

I grew in ways | didn't think possible, and discovered even
more defects. I'm still working on some, and my success
with MTC gives me the confidence to face my challenges
head on. | wish everyone could have the opportunity to live
this transformational and empowering college experience.

Thank you to all the amazing people in the MTC community:
the staff, faculty, tutors, clerks, donors, my fellow students,
and my family for making this incredible journey possible
and supporting me every step of the way.



GREGORY
ESKRIDGE

College graduate. These are words that
| never thought | would be able to say
about myself. Thirty years ago | came
to prison with limited education, and
now | have reached my Mount Everest
of education. This degree says | can
achieve anything that | put my mind to; it has given me
so much joy and confidence to know that.

Early on in my sentence | avoided classroom settings
because | felt inadequate due to my inability to compre-
hend concepts and course materials. | soon came to the
realization that | needed to educate myself so | took a leap
of faith and enrolled in Prison University Project / Mount
Tamalpais College. My first few classes were a struggle;

| was extremely intimidated by the setting. Sitting in

a class being taught by actual college professors was
mind-blowing. Yet | found myself slowly beginning to
understand material and my confidence began to grow.

In 2013 got involved with the radio program here at

San Quentin. The college education offered here gave me
the opportunity to improve my skills as an audio journalist
and storyteller. Through writing classes, | was able to
formulate my ideas into narrations on numerous radio
stories | produced.

As a journalist, my goal is to give incarcerated
people a platform to express themselves as
well as give the public an accurate account

of prison life.

As a result of the writing skills gained through our
education at MTC, our radio program has won multiple
awards across the globe.

This degree is the second greatest accomplishment | have
ever had in my life—the first being found suitable for parole
on March 5th 2024, which my college education aided in
my achieving. So, MTC has played a pivotal role in the life
and success of Gregory Eskridge. | am eternally grateful

for the years spent in this program. Thank you to all of

the amazing teachers and staff.



WILBERT
FRANK JR.

I am overwhelmed with pride to
celebrate my scholarly attainment of
an Associate of Arts with an emphasis
in Liberal Arts. Education can mean so
many different things to students. The
knowledge and development resulting

from my experience with Mount Tamalpais College have
been ameliorative. Education is the process by which
students acquire knowledge, skills, habits, and values,
and more importantly, it establishes how we see the
world we live in.

| was received by the California Department of Corrections
and Rehabilitation on January 20, 2012. Rather than dwell
on my poor decision that led to incarceration, | took an
opportunity to grow from this experience. | honestly
believe every life experience, no matter how bad it seems,
holds within it a learning opportunity. The goal is to lay
siege to it.

My journey with the Prison University Project began when
Heather Hart, the former Program Administrator, sent

a letter to my counselor confirming my application and
acceptance into the college program at San Quentin State
Prison. There | was able to improve my oral communication
[Jackie Katz, Dramatic Arts 2023]; perfect my written
communication (because writing is just recording our
thoughts in search of understanding) [Susan Hirsch,
English 2019]; develop better critical thinking skills
[Jennifer Fisher, Philosophy 2023 and Jeanne McPhee,
Psychology 2024]; and sharpen my quantitative reasoning
(because science and math are simply processes of

argument to me now, and not despised subjects
to avoid) [Drew Behnke, Statistics 2023 and Randy
Pendleton, Astronomy 2022, Chemistry 2023].

Martha C. Nussbaum asserts, in Not For Profit, that
educated members of society utilize “the faculties of
thought and imagination that make us human and
make our relationships rich human relationships, rather
than relationships of mere use and manipulation.”

| have been able to take advantage of this humanity
she describes within the carceral system because of
the compassion of others.

Once | am no longer enmeshed in the coils of the justice-
involved system, the lens through which | see criminal
justice compels me to advocate for criminal justice reform
and the abolishment of mass incarceration in the United
States of America.

I commit to fighting for the world I want to see

for my children, bringing needed change and
meaningful healing. I proclaim this declaration:

I will represent this class by being a living example
in my community of the equal value of formerly
incarcerated people.

There is no cathartic moment or dramatic denouement
to my story, just a lesson learned—never to be forgotten.



JERRY R. GEARIN

My mother always encouraged
education, especially after my brother
Ronald graduated from UCLA. | did not
always behave in school like my mother
wanted me to, so | encountered some
scolding. | was the youngest of five boys;
Ronald was the closest to me in age, so
there was an expectation for me to achieve an academic
accomplishment. Prior to my incarceration | had received
a high school diploma. The main reason | enrolled in
Mount Tamalpais College was to accomplish what my
mother instilled in me, but on a higher level.

With this achievement of an Associates of Arts degree,

| honor and celebrate the life of my mother Dorothy Lee
Gearin. She is not with us, but | strongly believe she would
thank all MTC staff and volunteers for contributing to my
education. This achievement means a lot to me, because
it would have meant a lot to her.

The college classroom experience gave me
professional guidance, which changed my
thinking, which has empowered me to become
a better person.

One particular college experience came by way of a
writing assignment. A journalism professor told the class
he wanted us to write our own obituary. The class said
“My own obituary? This guy is crazy.” This assignment
was the best academic writing | had ever experienced.
The writing task caused me to reflect over my life.

When we remember the dead, we always speak good
about them. | began to reflect on all the positive things

| had done. How | scored 15 points in the second half of

a high school basketball game, leading my team to victory.
At age seven, my grandmother was sick and | made her
chicken noodle soup. | remembered my solo at age 11

in the church choir. There were numerous good things

| reflected on that outweighed the many bad ones.

The assignment directed me toward my authentic self,
the natural core of a good person. The writing directed
me to be assured that | am not my crime. The reflection
of my authentic self gave me confidence and self-esteem.
The new-found discovery of self-worth enabled me to
look at other people’s authenticity as well, arriving at
compassion toward my fellow human beings. The class
pointed me in the direction of journalism. Not only have
| developed into a better person, but | have become an
incarcerated journalist. The college experience gave me
a sense of direction, a responsibility, a future, and an
employable skill.

Much gratitude, and respect, to Mount Tamalpais College.



RAY HOWARD JR.

To earn my degree I had to
overcome the stressors that
came with being incarcerated,
while managing the challenges
that come with completing
each class. I never gave up.




Let us learn, so we
may repair the world.

MOUNT
TAMALPAIS
COLLEGE

San Quentin, CA
mttamcollege.edu



