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Tuesday, 06/14/05

Fewer repeat offenders goal of new effort 
Women's prison NewStart Transition Center to focus on rehabilitation and accountability

By LEE ANN O'NEAL
Staff Writer

Forty-five of every 100 prisoners being released from Tennessee prisons will be incarcerated again 
within three years, state officials have found, but they hope a new program will begin to reverse that 
trend.

An innovative center aimed at deflating that state statistic will open July 1 at a Nashville women's 
prison, with a similar, 80-bed program planned to open at a men's facility in the fall.

 

Money to fund the 40-bed NewStart 
Transition Center comes from restructuring 
of a state grant to the YWCA of Nashville 
and Middle Tennessee — about$174,000 
each year. It costs about $50 per day to 
house a prisoner in the Tennessee system, 
spokeswoman Amanda Sluss said, and this 
program at the Tennessee Prison for 
Women annex will fall in line with that 
cost. The facility is off County Hospital 
Road and Briley Parkway.

"We really cannot try to continue to build 
our way out of this problem," said Jim 
Cosby, a Tennessee Department of 
Correction official who heads the project.

Department officials hope to reduce the recidivism rate by at least 10 percentage points among 
program participants. If it works, of every 100 people in the program, only 35 would return to 
prison within three years.

David Delbridge said the project represents a shift in emphasis for the Correction Department 
toward rehabilitation. Delbridge is executive director of the nonprofit group Project Return, a 
service provider for former prisoners. He previously worked in the federal probation system, he said.

Tennessee Prison for Women 
inmates Patricia Cate, right, reads 
from a workbook, "Untangling 
Relationship, Coping with 
Codependent Relationships," while 
Alicia Sherrill answers questions 
from Cate during Therapeutic 
Community class. 
SHELLEY MAYS / STAFF

Tennessee Prison for Women 
inmates Deanna Hall, left, Tonya 
Burgess, Robin Williams and Amy 
Estep listen to other inmates 
share their stories of codependent 
relationships during Therapeutic 
Community class. 
SHELLEY MAYS / STAFF
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The transition facility is a result of the consolidation a year ago of a division that focused on 
prisoners' mental health, volunteer and victim services, jobs, pre-release, education and substance 
abuse.

The NewStart "therapeutic community" is meant to help inmates be accountable to other people in a 
community and realign the way they make choices.

The pieces of the program include job placement, substance-abuse treatment, life skills, victim 
awareness, cognitive therapy and anger management.

Each woman in the program is assigned duties that contribute to the group, such as cleaning toilets.

If someone cleans all but two toilets and a peer sees her, the peer can report the transgression.

In a group setting the next day, the whole group talks through the situation. The confrontation 
within a peer group is supposed to reinforce responsibility for actions, Cosby said.

"In the real world, your boss is going to come by and say, 'I need you to work six hours over.' How 
are you going to handle that? Are you going to blow up?" he asked.

The sessions on day-to-day life management include finances.

"We have them creating their own budgets, and we can throw out some scenarios of other people's 
budgets, and try to figure out a way to make it balance," said Judy Greenwood, the YWCA's lead 
staff person for the program.

"In other words, if Mary is spending this and this and this on these things, what can she do?

"So they have to figure out what kinds of tough decisions Mary needs to make in order to balance 
her budget."

Each woman will work to develop an individualized plan, submit to random drug testing and, at the 
end of the program, hold down a job outside prison walls — for example, in food service or 
computer maintenance.

Part of the participants' paychecks will go toward costs of the program.

Inmates also will attend sessions on job readiness, anger management, awareness of crime victims 
and going back to their families, Cosby said.

"Sometimes that's a woman's greatest fear — how is her family going to be toward her when she 
comes out of prison? And especially her children — how will her children be to her? And will she 
be able to resume the same parenting role as before?" Greenwood asked.

After the prisoners' release from prison, they will receive monthly or more frequent follow-up from 
staff for at least six months, Greenwood said.

Cosby said he wants to take this type of intense pre-release programming throughout the state 
system.

"They're coming back to your communities. They're going to be your neighbors," he said.

"The idea that "you can lock them up and throw away the key isn't real."

David Delbridge is executive 
director of the nonprofit group 
Project Return, a service provider 
for former prisoners.

 By the numbers

19,000+ — Prisoners in 
Tennessee prisons

$50 — Per-person daily cost to 
house prisoners

5.2 — Average years of 
incarceration

$174,000 — Annual cost of a 
new transition program for 
prisoners

Source: Tennessee Department 
of Correction, YWCA of Nashville 
and Middle Tennessee 

Lee Ann O'Neal can be reached 
at 259-8814 or 
loneal@tennessean.com. 
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