Summer 2019

Providing transitional housing and Bible-centered mentorship for women leaving incarceration.

Stepping Stones to Success
Many women who have been
released from the correctional
system are fractured and broken.
They’ve never dealt with the underlying issues that led them into
the system, and while attempting
to readjust to life on the outside,
they need someone to give them
a healthy spiritual and emotional
way to reevaluate their lives.

sobriety, reunifying with family
members, establishing and maintaining a home, and gaining employment.
These women often come from
fragmented families and while it’s
true a woman in reentry has many
tangible needs, having someone to
talk to can provide encouragement in the face of defeat and
temptation, and help her break
the stronghold of her former lifestyle.

Establishing and receiving support
from healthy relationships with
other adults can be helpful as
women navigate these stepping
stones to success.
A mentor’s support can help a
woman when she’s met by an unwelcoming world that stigmatizes
formerly incarcerated individuals.
They can give her someone to
talk to about concerns and fears;
someone who listens and points
her in the right direction as she
navigates the myriad of challenges,
small and large.

Biblical principles and loving
Christian mentors, who will
demonstrate Christ-like living, can
be especially meaningful for women who have a history of negative
relationships. A mentor provides
a safe space in a non-competitive
relationship where there is a mutual desire to promote the former
prisoner’s well-being and success.

A mentor can help her develop
confidence to achieve stability in
multiple areas of her life: criminal
justice compliance, maintaining

It requires patience and effort to
create and implement a strong,
positive mentoring program in
order to change the trajectory of
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former inmates and dramatically
reduce recidivism rates.
Recruiting volunteer mentors is
one of the first challenges of mentoring programs. It’s best to recruit mentors with a wide range
of backgrounds to enhance the
possibility of finding people who
are well-suited to each other.
As with many relationships, setting boundaries between the mentor and mentee can often pose a
challenge. Situations may arise
where the mentee requests assistance that is beyond the scope of
the mentor/mentee relationship.
At Shiloh Village we’re developing
a mentor handbook that will address these issues.
How to keep recently released
women from returning to jail or
prison is not a one-size fits all solution, but a mentor can hold
them accountable for their actions, and walk with them as they
rebuild new lives.
Source: Women’s Prison Association

shilohvillageWV@gmail.com

empowering women

Page 2

Shiloh Village

Bags to Butterflies

Michelle Smart, founder of Bags to Butterflies, who
retired from corporate communications at Ford Motor Company in 2015, created woodwork pieces on
the side for art shows. She had no idea that her passion would one day impact the lives of formerly incarcerated women. "My best friend's daughter made
a split-second decision, and she’s now incarcerated
for 7 to 15 years,” Smart said.
"That's part of how the organization was started.
The other piece was the handbags that I designed
for an art show. When I found out about my best
friend's daughter, I mirrored the two ideas and
came up with Bags to Butterflies to empower
formerly incarcerated women with jobs.

"We as women can identify with our handbags and
the stuff that we put in there, so the program acts as
a message for all women to let (our baggage) go,"
Smart said. "If we're going to carry our baggage,
then we're going to downsize it and carry it gracefully.”
Michelle Smart, Founder

Bags to Butterflies is a program in Detroit designed
to provides mentorship, transitional employment,
and training through the creation and sale of handbags by former female inmates. The program aims
to help women reacclimate to their communities
after being in prison.

The handbag collections function as a reminder to
the women to “let go” of their past, “live life” with a
sense of purpose, and “fly” towards their dreams.

Purses typically cost between $45 to $200 and are
sold online and at community events.

A Vision for the Future
“I needed to change, and this place changed me,” Ashley said of her home for the last three years, the state
women’s prison in Cambridge Springs, PA. If I wasn’t here, I probably wouldn’t be alive.” The 35-year-old
from Johnstown spends most of her days in this state-of-the-art optical lab, working alongside 20 other highly
trained women who make all types of glasses. At night, when she’s locked up,
Ashley writes letters to her five children.
Inmates at the correctional facility about 25 miles south of Erie, make more than
15,000 pairs of eyeglasses a year, and a position in the optical lab is a coveted
job requiring months of study. The program is the only accredited prep course
for optician certification in Pennsylvania. Inmates pay $225 to take the optician
test, which is offered twice a year.
Women who make the grade. leave prison with the skills they need to start a
career. Inmates in the optical program learn how to write a resume and get
help with job searches. They can start applying for jobs as soon as they get
their release date, talking by phone to potential employers. Dozens have been
offered jobs this way, with employers agreeing to hold them until
the inmate gets out.
Source: The Morning Call, 2019
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Why is WV the Federal Prison Capital of the World?
When the Prison Policy Initiative was preparing a report on state-by-state incarceration rates in a 2010
census, they discovered that WV had more federal
prison cells per capita, than any other state.

Almost one out of every 200 people in the state is
incarcerated in a federal prison, a rate more than
seven times higher than the country as a whole. Of
course, this doesn’t mean that West Virginians violate federal law more than other states, but it does
mean the state has more federal prisons (5) than anywhere else.
So why does West Virginia have so many federal
prisons? Because until 2010, the senior senator on
the U. S. Senate Committee on Appropriations was
WV Senator Robert Byrd. As the longest serving
U.S. Senator in history, Byrd was powerful, and he
focused his political clout on bringing as much federal
money into West Virginia as he could.

Women’s Federal Prison Camp at Alderson, WV

In fact, there were more people incarcerated in federal prisons in the state, than were incarcerated in
state and local jails combined.

According to the Bureau of Prisons, the nationwide
total of federal inmates on April 25, 2019, was
180,501. Of that number, 9,311 were incarcerated
in West Virginia.

What’s in Your Wallet?
Jared Kushner is the son-in-law and senior advisor to President Donald Trump. In
2005, his father Charles Kushner, was convicted of illegal campaign contributions,
tax evasion, and witness tampering. He served 14 months in an Alabama federal
prison and resumed his career in real estate after his release. For years, Jared
carried a wallet with him that his father made in the prison workshop.
“When first deciding whether to champion this (prison) reform, one thought kept
coming back to me,” Kushner said. “I had not planned to be in politics. I was only in this position because of
God’s grace. Over the course of 12 years, I had gone from the son of someone who was in federal prison to
sitting in an office next to the President. This topic was too important to me not to give it attention.
“I had spent a lot of time with families of people in prison, thinking that I could share lessons to make what
had been a very painful experience for me a bit easier for them. I knew from that experience how much
those people would benefit from having someone in my office who cared about this issue.”
Kushner argues that it makes more sense to reform people in prison instead of keeping them in prison and
allowing them to learn "how to become better criminals."
“One of the proudest moments of my life,” he said, “was to witness the President sign the First Step Act on
December 21, 2018, a historic criminal-justice reform bill that would make American communities safer, improve hundreds of thousands of lives and change the way we think about prisons.”
Jared Kushner: Fifteen Lessons I Learned From Criminal-Justice Reform. TIME, April 24, 2019
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Love Letters
Asya Branch, Miss Mississippi 2018, says her platform, Empowering Children of Incarcerated
Parents, is something that hits very close to home.
Her father, Anthony Branch,
plead guilty to two counts of
kidnapping, burglary, larceny
of a dwelling, and one count
of armed robbery in 2012,
according to the Mississippi
Department of Corrections.
Since the age of ten, she has
grown up with only her
mother and older brothers.
Branch said living without
her father was a challenge. “It was different. I was
definitely a daddy’s girl and all the time I was glued to
his hip. It was a huge change for me,” she said.
“Society wants to judge the children of incarcerated
parents, it's shameful, it's blameful.”
It was during those dark days that Asya learned how
cruel people could be. “People can be harsh and
mean and inconsiderate. Over the years, I've been
judged so much based on a circumstance that was
completely out of my control, and I think we owe
everyone a second chance,"
Branch has kept in touch with her father only
through letters and pictures, but recently saw him
for the first time in three years.

Whitney Houston's "One Moment in Time" in the
talent competition. On her Miss Mississippi profile
page, the question was asked: "Describe one defining
moment in your own life, other than winning your
local title."
That moment happened during one of her nightly
devotionals. "I had become overwhelmed, discouraged, and had began to give up when I had a personal, spiritual encounter with God where He spoke to
me and let me know He was still working on me, had
incredible plans for my life and I could not give up."

Branch developed “Love Letters,” a program that
donates paper, envelopes, and stamps to incarcerated parents to help them reach out to their children. Most recently, she has been visiting schools
around the state to talk to children about her experience and to encourage them to be persistent.
“I want to tell them that no dream is impossible,”
Branch said. “You have to use your situation to
strengthen you, and you just have to learn from it
and move forward.”

“My dad is my biggest fan. My dad is my biggest supporter. When he gets out, we are going to watch
the video of me winning Miss Mississippi together,”
she said.
“Nobody is perfect. What you have to learn is to
grow from your mistakes and let them use you to
shape you into the person that God has intended for
you to be."
In retrospect, it seemed almost prophetic that the
Ole Miss broadcast journalism student performed

At Central Mississippi Correctional Facility, Alysa launches a “Love
Letter’s” campaign to keep families connected.
Source: HottyToddy, Clarion Ledger June 2018
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Degrees of Change
The U.S. Department of Education announced in February that it has renewed the Second
Chance Pell Pilot Program for prisoners through the 2019-20 academic year. According to
a new study by the Vera Institute of Justice and the Georgetown Center on Poverty and
Inequality, repealing the Federal ban on prisoners receiving Pell grants will not only help
people attain job skills and economic sustainability, it will also benefit employers, states and communities.
The study shows more than 90% of people in prison will eventually be released, but more than one-third
will return within three years. “Obtaining a postsecondary education is the best use of someone’s time in
prison and produces far better outcomes at a fraction of the cost of incarceration,” the report says.
Pell grants for prisoners would:


Increase employment rates among formerly incarcerated students by an average of 10%



Increase the combined earnings among all formerly incarcerated people by $45.3 million during the first
year of release



Provide employers with a larger pool of skilled workers



Reduce recidivism rates among participating students, saving a combined $365.8 million in decreased
prison costs per year



Reduce violence within prisons and communities

Source: Vera Institute of Justice and Georgetown University Center on Poverty and Inequality, "Investing in Futures: Economic and Fiscal
Benefits of Postsecondary Education in Prison," January 2019
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A Clean Slate
For a long time, Brandon Flood kept his criminal history quiet. He worked in the
Pennsylvania state government and didn’t want his former convictions to detract
from his career success. But now, that history, makes him uniquely suited for his
new job as secretary of the state’s Board of Pardons. As secretary, he’ll oversee
the Board of Pardon day-to-day operations and its small staff of five people.
Flood, now 36 and a father with two sons, is making $89,000 a year in the position.
With two adult felony convictions by the age of 22, his mindset as he ended up an
inmate at the state correctional facility in Chester, was that he’d chosen his life’s
career: Criminal. Instead, Flood credits the atmosphere at the Chester site, with
its college-level courses and a spirit of reform advocacy, as helping the “iconoclast” to pull a 180-degree turn
during his final five years of incarceration.
Flood plans a number of new initiatives. He wants to not only call attention to Pennsylvania’s lengthy pardon
process, (it took him 3 years and $1,500) but also to make it easier to apply for one which will hopefully show
former inmates that the state is more focused on rewarding good post-prison behavior. “If they see this [a
pardon] as a viable option, they will continue to be productive citizens,” Flood said, who plans to use his own
story as a powerful example. “They will see there’s a light at the end of the tunnel.” Source: Slate, April 23, 2019
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