Nooksack Valley Middle School

Breakout Project

June 10, 2010

April 30, received 3 messages from 8th Grade students wanting a mentor for their ‘Breakout Project’ – like the Senior Projects, but this is to advance to High School.  All 3 students were researching the death penalty.

I spoke with Ms. Doris Sjoquist, their advisor.  We agreed that we should speak with the students and arranged it.  Three of us, Joy Gilfilen, Debbie David and Irene Morgan, visited with not just three students, but 6 more were encouraged to work with us because they were having trouble finding a suitable program for their 6 hours community service.  Together we planned for their respective events. 

Three of the students, Candace, Ashley and Nick, wanted to do a fundraiser for us, planned and executed a car wash on May 22, raising $286 for the WCREC !!

Six students, Yasmin, Miguel, Nick, Roberto, Eric and Tanner, decided they wanted to do a panel discussion with some former prisoners.  They formulated the questions and we agreed to find suitable people for the panel.  We hoped to contact the man Gov. Gregoire pardoned last year, but were unable to locate him.  Since we work with this population we assumed it would be easy to find people to sit on the panel.  One probation officer gave their permission, another did not so there were no men on our panel.  On June 8, two former women prisoners, Chene’ and Lori, the friend of a prisoner, Debbie, and Chief Erik Ramstead, Everson Police, sat on an early morning panel and answered the questions posed to them.

1. What does it feel like to be in prison?

2. What does it feel like when you are released?

3. What opportunities are available to you while you’re inside?

4. What kind of decisions did you make to get put in prison?

There was new information for everyone.  We feel this is an important piece for prevention and early intervention for our youth, an educational opportunity for our teachers, staff and public officials.

The entire  8th Grade was in attendance, 130 students.  They were exceptionally attentive with almost no boredom for almost 2 hours.  We were very pleased and impressed with the response to our program. 

Two of the students had worked for one of their fathers and gifted us with an additional $80 !!

Two other students did not have quite enough hours accrued and asked us for help.  We asked them to interview teachers who attended the assembly .  Their questions were:

#1  Was there any unexpected information?

- Have visited prisons and know some of the routine.

- One-time incident – prison different for her than the other lady – worse.

· Expected male, not female.  The difference between ‘white-collar’ crime

and drug/alcohol crimes.

· The difference between State and Federal prison.

· Conditions of prisons are different.

#2  What did you find useful?

· When someone hears the consequences they may not commit the crimes.

· How hard it is to return to community.

· Conversation of consequences of behavior.

· Heartfelt messages at the end of program.

· Pattern of poor decisions were applicable to students.

#3 Did any of the information change your mind?


- Because of my work through my church and the prisons, not really.

· No. Funding education in our prisons is important – average schooling 3rd grade.

· Helped me to realize there needs to be a stronger, more positive relationship of school and law enforcement.

· Much more aware of people that are re-entering.

· Tax evasion issue – changed kids minds.

#4  How did you feel about the stories?

· Surprised at the difference between State and Federal prisons. (saddened  by the lady who’s husband taxes were filed wrong)

· Interesting, valuable for students to hear.

· Clearer picture of what it’s like being in prison and getting out.

· Stuck with me.

· Good stories – maybe some of the ‘fence riders’ will make better choices.

#5  Do you think the students attending benefited?

· Yes, but wondering why all women. I thought the kids benefited from

 this – maybe they won’t make mistakes.

· Yes, learned that ‘choices’ they make can lead to prison.

· Hopes and thinks some students did benefit.

· The room got a different perspective  - hope so.

· Hope so.

Later in a personal interview, Chief Ramstead shared information that concerns us. As he and his deputy’s go to a restaurant, they see parents with their children.  Two or three times a week they are faced with the same scenario – the parent says to the child – “see, there’s the policeman, you better be good or he’ll come put those handcuffs on you and put you in jail!!”  They immediately offer the child/ren a sticker to try to bridge the breach the parents may have caused.  

 We are honored to have been invited into a school with a policy of high standards, creating a requirement for their 8 th Grade students to acquire before passing on to High School.  We now have a template with which to take to other schools in Whatcom county to fulfill our goals for prevention and early intervention for our youth.

Much thanks to the youth who participated and made it possible for us to work with them, Ms. Sjoquist and the Nooksack Valley Middle School Administration.

Irene Morgan, 

WCREC Founder/Secretary

www.whatcomrec.org

