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Part 1: Doing Our Jobs

Before Covid-19 took over the world and changed 
the way we do... EVERYTHING, many of us held 
the kind of jobs that allowed us to mingle, move 
around, and experience something different every 
day. That was especially true for me. 

I am a Certified Peer Specialist (CPS); and I 
am a prisoner. 

Being incarcerated for such a long time can 
be depressing. I mean, let’s face it, prison isn’t a 
happy place. Due to my many years of incarcera-
tion, I took on the typical view of the average 
prisoner. I was unhappy, depressed, and very 

short on hope. Then 
I was selected to be a 
CPS, and everything 
started to change. 
As a CPS, I’m given 
certain liberties that 
most prisoners don’t 
enjoy. For instance, 
while most prisoners 
are confined to their 

respective housing unit, I get to walk around the 
prison, talking to staff and prisoners alike, hearing 
stories and listening to people reminisce on better 
days. My job was to support others, but I found it 
to be therapeutic for me too. 

This job helped me to wake each day with 
hope, excited about what I might hear, and whom 
I might be able to help. Then, in March of 2020, 
everything changed. First, our in-person visits 

were suspended, then school; before we knew 
it, all prisons were on an enhanced lockdown. 
All prisoners were confined to their cells for 23½ 
hours per day. 

I was devastated. I never realized how much 
I depended on my job for the maintenance of my 
mental health. After a few days of this enhanced 
lockdown, I found myself slipping back into a 
deep state of depres-
sion. To make matters 
worse, no psycholo-
gists were available on 
the inside.

I was on the verge 
of a mental health 
crisis. Now, more than 
a year since this pan-
demic began, I sometimes wonder how I made it. 
Things aren’t back to normal yet—and they may 
never be—but I’m back to work, and I couldn’t be 
more grateful.

Since I’ve been around so long, I’m well 
known, and prisoners call day and night from 
every unit to speak with me. I feel a sense of free-
dom each time I put on my green shirt that says 
“CPS” on the back. When I’m walking down the 
long, empty hallways to do my job, I know that 
I’m on my way to provide support for a fellow 
human being. The only real difference now is that 
it isn’t just a green shirt anymore, it’s also a green 
mask!

I never realized how 
much I depended 
on my job for the 
maintenance of my 
mental health. 

Back to Work and 
Couldn’t Be More 
Grateful
A Certified Peer Specialist Helps 
Others—and Himself—Stay Well
Sergio Hyland

This job helped me to 
wake each day with 
hope, excited about 

what I might hear, and 
whom I might be able 

to help.
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Learn about Careers in Peer Support
Read more stories by adult learners who found careers as peer support specialists. Alex 
Tingler (below left) is a recovering addict who works at an addiction treatment facility in 
Maryland. Zenaida Garcia (center), who suffered depression and abuse, works as a Peer 
Recovery Specialist in Rhode Island. Sergio Hyland is a trauma survivor and Certified Peer 
Specialist at the prison where he is incarcerated in Pennsylvania. Explore a career in peer 
support by looking at this collection of stories and career ladders. Find more career explo-
ration activities under “Extras” for Issue #53.

Still, working during this pandemic has its 
challenges. For instance, because of the potential 
for spreading Covid-19, I’m only allowed to pro-
vide support for those prisoners who reside in the 
same tower as me. I understand the need for cau-
tion, but I still miss talking to those whom I used 
to assist regularly.

One of the skills I learned as a CPS was to 
help someone recognize the difference between 
what it feels like to be well versus unwell. That 
way, we can see the signs of a potential crisis, and 
implement measures to avert it. Being back at 
work has enabled me to see the difference be-
tween what I look like when I’m well, and what I 
look like when I’m unwell. I never thought that a 
job would contribute so much to my wellness. If 
my own mental wellness is attached to my abil-

ity to help others be 
well, then I believe I 
play a critical role in 
the overall wellness of 
my community. And 
I hope to be able to 
continue playing that 
role when I’m out of 
prison.
AFTER YOU READ: According to the author, how 
does his job support his mental health? Describe 
the ways your job supports or detracts from your 
mental wellness.

Sergio Hyland has written many articles for The Change Agent. He 
edits the prison newsletter, he has a podcast at Prison Radio, and 
his Instagram is Uptown Serg. He is incarcerated in Chester, PA.
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