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It feels good that spring is upon us, and we are starting to get back to in-person work.
Although we are still facing a deadly pandemic, we can see, touch, and be among each other,
and it feels good. Today, I want to talk about this great organization I have the privilege of
leading – The National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens.
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Returning Citizens who met at Mount Lebanon Baptist Church (I’ll tell that story another day).
We started out organizing Returning Citizens; primarily focusing on voter registration,
education, drug addiction, and volunteering in our community. We held our meetings at the
Sasha Bruce office on MLK and held our Community Focus Group meetings in the basement
of Covenant Baptist Church.
Man, so many people had an interest in helping us succeed. We had our first Town Hall
meeting in the auditorium at Saint Elizabeth’s Hospital and our first fundraiser at All Souls
Unitarian Church. Back then, we went to all the shelters in the city, halfway houses,
treatment centers, street corners, and subway stations to register Returning Citizens to vote.
We even got in the jail to register those who could vote, and we got the Board of Elections to
bring the voting machine into the jail so that those who could cast their ballot in the general
and local election, had an opportunity to participate in the balloting and cast a vote.
I believe we have been successful the last 12 years because “It Takes All Of Us” and we have
not left anyone behind. The good, the bad, the contradiction and confusion is part of the
society we live with, and we all must build community together. We keep saying we can’t
arrest or punish our way out of this criminal justice reform but to that point, we can’t ignore it
or disenfranchise our way out of it either; we must commit to change.
Therefore, community building is so important. “Communities are inherently different from
networking organizations. Communities are networks with shared ideals or demographics.
People concentrate on building relationships rather than using each other.” (Community
Building 101: The Basics; Amol Sarva)
I think about how we got here; staff, clients, volunteers, students, interns, families, partners,
local and federal government, faith base institutions, philanthropy, foundations, community
stakeholders, CBO’s and many more.
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ADVOCACY SPOTLIGHT
Nassim Moshiree – Policy Director, American Civil Liberties Union
NRNRC: How long have you been with the ACLU and what do you do
in your role there as Policy Director?
Nassim Moshiree: I've been with ACLU DC, which is the local affiliate
of ACLU since late 2016. In my role as policy director, I manage all our
policy and advocacy work that the affiliate engages in. This includes
lobbying before the DC Council in support of legislation that we feel
will move the District forward in addressing systemic inequities, and
we also engage in organizing and education work in our community
around civil rights and civil liberties issues that affect all District
residents and anyone who visits and works in the District as well. One
priority issue area for us criminal legal reform, which of course, also
encompasses reentry efforts and barriers for Returning Citizens. Our
work in this area focuses on how we can work to dismantle the
systemic racism that pervades everything from the front-end to the
back end of our criminal legal system – from the laws DC passes to how communities are policed, the
court system, jail and prison conditions, and reentry. Another priority area for us is youth rights, issues,
including tackling the school-to-prison pipeline by addressing discrimination in discipline policies in
schools and working to end the harmful presence of police in schools, as well as advocating for the
rights of youth who are incarcerated. Another priority issue area for us is voting rights – we are engaged
in the fight for DC statehood which would give us more control over our criminal legal system, and we
are also invested in the implementation of restoring the vote for DC residents who are incarcerated in
the BOP. There’s a lot of overlap in issue areas that we work on and we do much of this work in coalition
with local partners like the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens.
NRNRC: The ACLU has a long-standing history of being involved in advocacy. Our main topic in this issue
of the Black Table Talk is “It Takes All Of Us.” What does this mean to your organization and to you on a
personal level?
Nassim Moshiree: As an organization, we strongly believe that every effort, whether it's reform and
advocacy, a complete rehaul of the system, or a question about how the District allocates its budget - all
of that needs to be led by community members that are most impacted by the policies that are in place.
As an organization, we try very hard to ensure that any policies that we support or advocate for are
informed by the communities that are impacted, and that we incorporate that in our coalition spaces
and our engagement work, including how we talk to community members about civil rights and civil
liberties issues that impact them. Especially when we're talking about criminal legal system and
community safety issues, Black District residents are by far the most impacted and the solutions to these
problems need to be driven by Black District residents and communities - our role is to amplify and to
advocate for the solutions and resources that folks have identified are necessary, and to provide
information, tools, and resources to communities and District leaders based on our expertise to help

Page |2

The National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens
Volume 11 March 2022

make change happen. On a personal level, I've been working in the District and have been a resident
since 2007. My family is here, I'm raising my son here, and I’m impacted by policies that the District
passes. I feel that it’s important to move forward in a way in which all the stakeholders, including
community-based organizations, legal organizations, service organizations, all work together, because a
lot of these problems need a comprehensive approach. There's a lot of solutions that need to be
implemented at the same time, in order to ensure that people are living in safe communities and that
people and families have the resources they need to thrive.
NRNRC: How often are members of the ACLU attending hearings that pertain to concerns related to
unjust carceral practices and reentry barriers that Returning Citizens face?
Nassim Moshiree: In terms of our interests as an organization, this is one of our priority areas. We have
a growing department and have recently brought on more organizing and engagement staff to expand
this work. Our staff dedicates a lot of time, both attending those hearings, testifying at hearings, and
meeting with council members and staff around these issues. We just hired a community engagement
associate and one of their primary roles will be to increase the engagement of our ACLU-DC membership
in all these spaces and educate our membership about the issues that we work on, but also the issues
that are impacting District residents and folks who are affected by the carceral system. We're hoping to
throw that sort of engagement among our membership in the coming year and beyond.
NRNRC: What are your ideas regarding partnerships between nonprofits with the idea of achieving the
same goals we all strive towards?
Nassim Moshiree: I think it's in the way we do our work. We're not doing it in a siloed way, we're doing
this in coalition with a lot of other organizations, but also a lot of individuals that have firsthand
experience with the system, and with the barriers in the system, and what those solutions should look
like, on the ground. I think continuing to engage in those partnerships and coalitions is critical to
building power and effecting change. I think many of the efforts we have undertaken, including working
to pass bills in the Council that have led to meaningful changes have been passed because of these
partnerships. It’s work and requires sustained communication, a lot of meetings and conversations, and
really a dedication of both time and resources to achieve solutions.
NRNRC: What are some of the strategies that the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens can
employ to get certain laws and policies successfully passed, such as making Returning Citizens a
protected class and strengthening the Ban The Box policy?
Nassim Moshiree: I think that enough can't be said of engaging in outreach and education. We need
community members who are aware of what exists right now, what the system looks like, and are also
aware of what it could look like. Education and outreach on those issues is important. Raising public
awareness through that and by other methods, like what you're doing right now, or through story-telling
and social media, connecting with other stakeholders that have similar goals or have aligned goals – all
of these are effective strategies. For example, I know that in the last couple of years, there’s been an
increase in collaboration between groups that want to address homelessness amongst the Returning
Citizen population and advocacy groups that have been pushing for more affordable housing for the
general population, and I think that sort of collaboration is what’s necessary to move policies forward.
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“STAY WOKE”

Letter from the Advocacy Coordinator.
Greetings, everyone. My name is Tonio Calhoun, and I am the
Advocacy Coordinator with the National Reentry Network for
Returning Citizens. I sincerely hope all is well with you and yours.
We’re coming off the heels of Black History Month. I suppose the
government believed they were being benevolent by bestowing on
us “colored” folk the coldest and shortest month of the year in
which to reflect upon and celebrate our heritage.
Speaking of celebrating, how many of us take the time every year in
February to come together in recognition of our proud history and
ancestry? Admittedly, I am guilty of keeping to myself and leaving
well enough alone. However, while there are many things that can
be achieved by oneself, there is so much more that can be
accomplished when individuals work together.
Our feature topic in this installment of the Black Table Talk is, “It
Takes All Of Us.” In order for us as Returning Citizens, as community-based organizations, and as
criminal reform advocates to truly succeed in making the changes we want to see, we must understand
how necessary it is for us to truly come together.
I have only been doing this job since October of last year, but even in my very short tenure I have seen
some things that I find to be distressing. Namely, some of the divisions I’ve witnessed among people and
groups who ought to be supporting one another, considering that we are all working towards the same
goals: basic human rights for Returning Citizens and a criminal legal system that really is fair and
impartial as it purports itself to be.
I was arrested by the FBI, not the MPD; I was charged, convicted, and sentenced under Title 18 of the
United States Federal Code, not under the DC Code of Offenses; my supervised release is under the
jurisdiction of the United States District Court, not CSOSA, and is a period of 120 months. That’s ten
years.
Despite this, much of the work I do for this organization, in terms of advocating for policy reforms and
changes in certain laws, will benefit only those who have been convicted under the DC Code and not
someone who has been federally charged. Nonetheless, I am a Returning Citizen and a DC resident. I had
the same concerns upon my release (employment, housing, food, clothing, etc.) as any other Returning
Citizen has. I have suffered the same mental and emotional trauma of incarceration as any other
Returning Citizen has.
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This is why I have agreed to fight with Returning Citizens and other advocates in getting the things we
need in order to thrive and keep from falling into the cycle of recidivism. Yet, even among our own
group, I have come across the same kind of discrimination and prejudice that is imposed on us by the
very people we are all fighting against.
We cannot have a conversation about the rights and protections of Returning Citizens and try to exclude
violent offenders or sex offenders or anyone who’s criminal background doesn’t match with our own
personal moral compass, which by the way, is often skewed. If all of the details of any of your personal
lives were placed on display, one can only imagine the nature of skeletons that would be uncovered. I
suppose it’s human nature to judge other people in an effort to feel better about one’s own past
indiscretions.
What if, during the Civil Rights movements, the dark-skinned Blacks chose to exclude the light-skinned
Blacks from advocating and protesting? What if the LGB’s had chosen to exclude the T’s and the Q’s? If
you laughed at that, you laughed because it’s a ridiculous notion, right? Then why do we, as Returning
Citizens or people who advocate for Returning Citizens feel as though we can exclude those who are in
the exact same situation we are in?!?
Also, I understand that in order for nonprofits to function, they need money. Everything in this world
revolves around money, I get that. However, as important as grants and donations are, when we place
more focus on these things instead of banding together and pooling resources, whether that be
manpower, equipment or just a meeting space, don’t we echo the same kind of dissemination that led
to the breakdown of the Black community in the 1980s and 1990s? Are we then no better than hustlers
fighting over turf while the “The Man” sits in his corner office and laughs at us?
“It Takes All Of Us” is more than just a phrase to be painted on some mural downtown or a forgettable
NFL slogan your favorite quarterback wears on the back of his helmet. It is the mentality we all must
have if we are to achieve the things we are setting out to do.
This fight is bigger than any one person or any one organization. The DC government is too big, too
complex and too ingratiated with certain people for anyone to fight alone. If we are to truly overcome
this corrupt, inequitable, unjust system, we need all hands on deck. Not halfheartedly, or with animosity
or greed in our hearts, because at the end of the day, that makes us no better than the ones who are
still holding that knee to our necks.

Your brother in solidarity,
Tonio Calhoun
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HANNAH HEDBERG
CRIMINAL JUSTICE STUDENT AT GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY &
INTERN WITH THE NATIONAL REENTRY NETWORK FOR RETURNING CITIZENS
Greetings, everyone. My name is Hannah Hedberg. I’m an intern at
The National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens. I was asked to
share my thoughts on the latest topic of our Black Table Talk, “It Takes
All Of Us."
In early America, the punitiveness of our incarceration system was
predicated on religion. Religion provided comfort and pleasure.
Unsurprisingly, to hide behind God's will comforts an individual,
allowing them to form the words “it had to be done, it was right" and
creates pleasure as punishing an individual when you believe your
right, deteriorates any level of guilt or shame (Cusac, 2099). Our
criminal legal system continues to use this tactic. Moreover, religion
introduced society to the function of shame and the public display of
pain as punishment. Execution methods, for instance, hangings, were
societal devices used to maintain social order. These devices allowed pain and shame to attach
themselves to particular individuals via public displays of punishment or physical marks (Cusac, 2009).
Moreover, the Founders of America focused on capital punishment, corporal punishment, and public
humiliation. To achieve this, the Founders adopted the dominant norms of manhood to confine and
punish individuals. (Kann, 2001). At first, communities enforced these expectations through social
pressure, stigma, and ostracism. If this expectation was broken, society subjected them to ridicule and
public shaming. The populace accepted this idea of manhood and thus, responded by stripping them of
it when they faltered (Kann, 2001). This subjugation, later, became known as the penitentiary. An ideal
embedded and used in our criminal legal system today.
The history of our criminal legal system is important to note. As a student at George Washington
University, we are taught about the narrative of our criminal legal system – the narratives that have
shaped our system. These narratives have been embedded in our criminal legal system for centuries.
Thus, change will occur incrementally but we, as a society, need to work as a collective. History cannot
be changed but can be learned from. Our past haunts us, incentivizing us to improve. We need to alter
our legal systems narrative but first, we need to acknowledge that “It Takes All Of Us”. As students, we
are educated on the various fallacies within our legal system, but education and action hold separate
values. We, as students, need to take our education and turn it into an actionable skill. Altering our
criminal legal system’s narrative cannot be done by one individual or one organization. The embedded
ideas of pain, terror, shame, punishment, humiliation, and stigmatization in our criminal legal system
can only be altered by collectivism, by the immersion of talents, perspectives, and ideals. We were born
from history; therefore, we must take responsibility for that history and shape it into a future separated
by the mistrials and punitiveness of our past.
Therefore, I implore my fellow students to use their education and create actionable change.
cccc
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READY4WORK- It Pays to be Prepared
The National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens is
in its 18th Cohort for the Ready4Work (R4W) Program.
The schedule remains at three (3) days a week: Monday,
Wednesday and Friday from 10am – 4pm. The Cohort
meets in person on Mondays and Fridays at Skyland
Workforce Center in Southeast. Wednesday sessions
are held in person at our headquarters at 1200 U Street
NW.
The NRNRC has several vital consultants: Caroline Cragin
from Community Mediation D.C. who instructs
participants in conflict resolution, a very necessary skill
returning citizens need to be able to adapt to some of
the challenges in today’s workforce; Thandor Miller
from JD Ellis & Associates LLC, a dynamic motivational
speaker who challenges participants to be the best
version of themselves possible; Stephen Ano with Life
Enhancement Services who encourages participants to confront the mental and emotional
issues that many returning citizens struggle with; Mia McFarland of New Hope Credit Solutions
who offers financial literacy, something that is sorely needed amongst the returning citizens
community; Lisa Trogdon MSN, RN, CHC to the ranks as well. She provides the participants with
health and safety tips, offering an important contribution in these uncertain times we live in;
Erika Berg who specializes in Visual Storytelling and conducts workshops in which participants
get to tell their personal stories through paintings, and Joseph Johnson, from Good Success
Christian Church, who is an NA/AA recovery specialist.
The Ready4Work Job Readiness Cohorts offer clients a different perspective of how they view
employment. The comprehensive learning environment provides pertinent information to
clients from a holistic approach. The training dives into a deeper way of thinking, such as
emotional intelligence, appropriate workplace behavior, cognitive behavior modification
techniques, time-management, self-awareness, trauma informed care, conflict
resolution/mediation, communication styles, hard and soft skills, self-advocacy, thinking traps,
self-regulation, work-values, leadership abilities, identification of strengths, and weaknesses,
etc. One goal is to look internally to find out why we make certain decisions that lead to
termination of employment, or not getting hired for permanent employment.
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FEATURE INTERVIEW: IT TAKES ALL OF US
DR. AVON HART-JOHNSON
PRESIDENT – DC PROJECT CONNECT
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson co-founded DC Project Connect
(DCPC), a nonprofit organization. As the president of
DCPC, she oversees a portfolio of services and
publications focusing on supporting families and children
affected by incarceration. As a principal researcher, she
has led research teams conducting studies in the DC, MD,
VA (DMV), and abroad (England, Wales, Scotland). Her
research focus examines the impacts of incarceration on
women and children. She was the principal researcher for
a United Kingdom study on how prison visiting spaces
accommodated family visits. As an outgrowth of research studies, she has authored and co-authored
journal articles, book chapters and a series of children books that help to explain prison visits and the
incarceration of parents. Hart-Johnson's recent publications include African American Women With
Incarcerated Mates: The Psychological and Social Impacts of Mass Incarceration (McFarland & Company,
Publications, 2017). She is an advocate, international speaker, educator, and lecturer, holding a master's
degree in information systems and a master's degree in forensic psychology. Dr. Hart-Johnson earned a
Ph.D. in human services, counseling specialization.

EDUARDO FERRER
POLICY DIRECTOR – GEORGETOWN JUVENILE JUSTICE INITIATIVE
Eduardo Ferrer serves as a Policy Director of the Georgetown Juvenile
Justice Initiative advocating to improve the DC juvenile legal system and as a
Visiting Professor in the Georgetown University Law Center supervising
students in the Juvenile Justice Clinic. Professor Ferrer is also a Certified
Trainer in the National Juvenile Defender Center’s Juvenile Training
Immersion Program (JTIP) and conducts training for juvenile defense
attorneys across the country. Additionally, Professor Ferrer serves as the
Chair of the Board of Directors of DC127 and served previously as the Chair
of the Board of Trustees of The Next Step Charter School and the Chair of
the Board of Directors of the Campaign for Youth Justice. Prior to joining the
Georgetown University Law Center, Professor Ferrer was a founding
member of DC Lawyers for Youth (DCLY), a DC-based action tank dedicated to making DC’s juvenile legal
system the smallest and best system in the country.
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MISTY THOMAS
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR – COUNCIL FOR COURT EXCELLENCE
Misty Thomas joined CCE in 2018 as Executive Director. Ms. Thomas
brings her years of experience representing indigent clients in both civil
and criminal matters in the District and directing two legal reform nonprofit organizations to further CCE’s vital mission to enhance D.C.’s
justice system and ensure that all people who rely on our courts and
government are served fairly and effectively. She previously was a
senior Affordable Housing Initiative attorney at the Washington Legal
Clinic for the Homeless, where she represented homeless individuals
and low-income tenants in cases to preserve their access to housing or
shelter and advocated to government agencies for more effective
affordable housing laws and regulations in the District. Ms. Thomas also
worked at Howrey LLP as the firm’s Pro Bono Fellow, where she represented indigent clients in a wide
range of criminal and civil cases and supported the pro bono practices of other lawyers at the firm. Ms.
Thomas holds a B.A., cum laude, from Claremont McKenna College, and a J.D., cum laude, from
Georgetown University Law Center, where she was a Public Interest Law Scholar and where she has
taught as an adjunct professor of law.

NRNRC: What does “It Takes All Of Us” mean to you?

Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: When I think about the phrase, it takes all of us, I'm drawn to the idea that
people are part of a larger system, and to do practically anything, we need the collective ideas, talent,
and the accountability, to sustain ourselves in whatever it is that we aspire to do. However, there's a
counterculture where the idea of working together falls apart. What I mean by that is in Western society
or Western culture, there's this idea of individualism. Individualism means that we, as individuals in the
world, operate in this competitive place, that every man is for him or herself. That principle brings about
or highlights and celebrates the idea of independence and self-reliance as a driving force. There's
nothing wrong with that but what happens at the end, when it's deeply embedded in our culture and
our ideals is, we hold this notion that it is every man for himself or herself, and that it celebrates
individualism to the point of personal singular uplift rather than collective. Now, on the other hand, if
we look at the idea that it takes all of us from a collectivist lens, we start to focus on the idea of letting
us uplift the ideas of the group and their cause as a priority over any singular or individual set of ideas.
What happens when you start to operate singular ideas versus collective is, you now start to get that
one-off, where there is a power dynamic and power distribution, and operation means that somebody
needs to be at the higher echelon. Sometimes, we need to have that level of servant leadership, but
when it shows up as a point of, “It is me over you,” now what we have established is a level of
subordination and with levels of subordination comes oppression. Next comes disenfranchisement and
with that comes unequal power distributions, which manifests in various ways in our society. If we
return to a collectivist approach, then we must operate from a collectivist approach from all levels of
society. That means from a family system, from a neighborhood, from a community and even from an
organizational perspective, our goals, our values, are focused on how do we make sure that we nurture
families, that we ensure that communities are thriving and that our organizations are working together
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as a collective, as opposed to an individual perspective, because then the same analogy of “crab in the
basket,” or “I've got mine, you get yours” shows up in the overall systems approach. You've got to be
able to look at a problem or a society from a collectivist focus, where we work together and have
confidence in the greater whole as opposed to a singular idea. When you start to look at society, or it
takes all of us, what happens is you start to recognize that there are talents that are coming together to
solve a problem through many different perspectives. One idea that illustrates this properly about how
it takes all of us was at the beginning of the pandemic. One of the things that happened during those
initial months where we were in lockdown is we were going to the grocery store maybe once a week,
depending on what jurisdiction you are in. What happened is we recognized our dependency on health
care, on grocery workers, on Uber drivers, on truck drivers, on the barges that bring goods and services
from China. You start to recognize that it's an entire ecosystem that needs to come together because
truly when one part of the ecosystem is out of balance, the rest of it suffers.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: I think about it in two ways. One is that the challenges that we face are great,
but they're not insurmountable. It takes all of us working together to be able to meet the needs of the
time. The other way that I think about this is honestly from my grounding in a faith perspective, that's in
the sense of stewardship, that all of us have been given different gifts, different experiences, different
tools that we have been blessed with. Our responsibility is to use those tools to help others in whatever
way that we can. All of us have a role to play in that, all of us have that responsibility to use the gifts that
we've been given, the treasures, the time that we've been given, to put that in service of others.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: That's a big and important question. ‘It takes all of us’ means, to me,
that change and support of each other is a community endeavor. You can't do much of anything of
impact in a silo. If we want to support each other as human beings, we must do that together. If you
want to make a change in our society, it can't be done by one type of player, one type of actor, or even
two. It needs to be everyone who's involved, everyone who's impacted, and everyone who cares deeply.
Those who don't have power, need to get together and row the boat in the same direction to make the
change they want to see. It does take all of us, who either care or are impacted by something, to make a
change.

NRNRC: How vital is it that area residents come together and support Black-led communitybased organizations and what are some of the advancements as a result?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: It is vital and in fact, I think that part of the way to frame this is to focus on
the need for reinforcement, education, safety, and efficiently functioning, thriving communities. If you
don't understand the connection of having those foundational principles in place, then you may not
understand the importance of having those people who are closest to the problem, those who are
closest to understanding the neighborhoods and the value systems and culture within. Then you're
coming at this from a place of superiority. In other words, you believe you know how to make the
neighborhood operate better than the people who live there, which we know is not true. If we continue
with the mentality of operating in silos as a community and saying of these people or these communities
who are living on the periphery that, “We don't live there, we've got our neighborhoods, we're
protected, we've got our grocery stores, we've got our coffee shops and all of that. Those people are
two blocks away.” You have got to understand that, at some point, those places have community
members and at some point, those connections merge. You're going to have to deal with the issues that
are out of balance and out of kilter. We all can thrive by having safe neighborhoods and contributing to
the overall well-being of the neighborhoods. Black-owned or Black-led community-based organizations
understand their communities, as opposed to putting someone in who does not understand. This
response is more directive as opposed to a collective response. Directive responses are an unequal

P a g e | 10

The National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens
Volume 11 March 2022

power distribution where it assumes we must be told what to do because we do not possess the skill set
or the talent in the collective voice to solve our problems. On the other hand, when you flip that
dynamic and change that narrative, and offer organizations their voice, then you start to see such
advancements as nonprofits such as the NRNRC. I know another young lady, who is the daughter of a
Returning Citizen, and she has started a program called ScholarChips. ScholarChips sponsor the sons and
daughters of Returning Citizens to go to college. She started that organization from the ground up and it
is thriving. I've seen her on TV, and I've invited her as a special guest for events. It's just a wonderful
thing to see that people who understand the problem are the best to solve it. For example, the National
Reentry Network for Returning Citizens and the work that you all are doing. The benefit of what you do
in the community is obvious. There are local organizations that are providing wraparound services
where they know you can't just give people a band-aid approach. Instead, you must provide a holistic
set of services and consider their families as well as the foundational issues that stabilize a family. If you
look at the problem from the 50,000-foot level, you miss the nuances and the details associated with the
problem. There are many organizations, and we know about the ones that can make a difference at the
national level as well as international levels from listening to the voices of those who are impacted. Look
at Black Lives Matter; the power of their voices and how that permeated. Consider, NAACP, which is
hundreds of years old. We can have grassroots initiatives that end up having global impacts.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: It's incredibly important, particularly in the District of Columbia. We used to
be Chocolate City; Black people built this thing. Unfortunately, I think Black people have also borne the
brunt of gentrification, and some of the changes that have occurred over the last 25 years that I've seen
while I’ve been here. It is critical that we invest in Black businesses and Black-led organizations, because
they are best positioned both to make the change that lots of us want to see in the city, and they're also
best positioned to come up with the solutions. They know what's going on in DC, particularly on the
eastern half of the city, better than any of us. We need to be investing not just in their organizations, but
in their leadership, and in their solutions that they're coming up with.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: I’m in a unique position. I'm a White woman, who is involved in
leading an organization focused on justice in the District of Columbia, and I'm aware of the limitations of
that and what that means about my role as an ally; what it means as my role as a leader versus a listener
versus a supporter. That’s complicated because I want to see an organization like CCE be a partner and a
change agent. What I'm seeing more and more talked about in the city is funding Black-led
organizations. I think that it's critical, I want to see the change in our leadership, and I want my peers,
my partners, my friends, to be in these spaces. I think it’s so important to note that when we look at
statistics of who's impacted by DC’s legal system, DC is no longer a Black-majority city. However, when
we talk about who's impacted by our justice system, it is astronomical in our criminal legal system
wherein 90% of arrests, interactions with police, incarcerations, are so astronomically and
disproportionately impacting Black people. Therefore, the ideas for solutions, those ideas for change,
and the holistic thinking about the impact of Black lives need to be coming from our Black leaders. I see
my role as a listener, a partner, and a supporter as I don't ever assume to transplant my expertise
anywhere over that. I think the rise and visibility in Black-led justice organizations is a great gift. It's
telling stories more powerfully, it's persuading more powerfully, it's the mix of the personal and the
policy. I think it's wonderful and is already making an impact, and it's making people in power
uncomfortable at times. I think that's for the good.

NRNRC: When most Returning Citizens come home, they tend to focus only on themselves and
have no interest in banding together in advocacy. What could be done to change this?
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Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: I want to first acknowledge that I believe what drives the behavior are two
things: self-preservation and survival. We've got to understand the situation first before we try to
analyze what could be the possible solution. Keeping that in mind, I want to first acknowledge what I
think might happen with individuals seeking self-preservation and survival first, and then go ahead and
try to offer what could counter and invite engagement. First, I acknowledge the tremendous strain and
pressure of returning home from prison, being away from your home, being away from your family, and
being away from a support system. When you come home, the whole world is watching. I experienced
that firsthand when a family member returned home from 12 years in prison. I remember standing
outside the prison gate and watching those gates open, and I thought to myself, wow, so good to see
you coming home. That individual had a set of papers in his hand and a mesh bag with all his worldly
belongings. From that point, the world expected him to come out, to dust off the resume or create a
resume, to go and get a job to take care of his basic needs, and to make sure that the conditions of
parole or probation were met. That's a tremendous strain when you think about all the pressure of
trying to make sure that you're meeting those challenges. Now, the whole world is watching with an
expectation of either you're going to succeed with all these barriers in place, or fail and get the R-word
stamped, which stands for recidivism. From a collective approach, we need to look at this through a
different lens and say, how is it that we can help Returning Citizens have this sense of mutual
accountability? In other words, it's not just me coming home, and trying to figure this out but it's us
working together to make sure that we both succeed. We do that by establishing value-based
partnerships with Returning Citizens. In other words, “we value your voice at the table, we compensate
you for that voice, we raise you up when we can't compensate you, we include you at the table.” The
bottom line is, we value this relationship that we're building. Finally, we've got to look at this through a
systems-thinking lens in which there is this whole ecology of an individual who is part of a broader
system, and that there needs to be multiple levels of engagement, for everyone to feel that they are
valued and a part of a broader system. When we start to think about this and narrow it back to the idea
of individualism versus collectivism, we're saying they should be able to find a job because there are
multiple jobs out there, they should be able to take care of their family, they need to make sure that
they get it right. Whereas if we flip the script, and we look at it through a lens of collectivism, it is like
this is our responsibility, to make sure that we open our doors for those who are willing to work. It is our
responsibility to make sure that programming is in place so that when this person integrates back into
our neighborhood, they're set up for success rather than failure. When we all succeed in the
neighborhood, our neighborhood thrives and contributes to being able to provide jobs and critical
infrastructures, and places that the community needs. We see this whole idea of using a single approach
fail over and over again. We must use the systems-thinking approach so that we understand all facets of
supporting Returning Citizens so that they do feel that they are a part of a larger hole.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: I'd like to challenge you a little bit on your question. I think there are a
number of great examples of folks who are banding together, you and your organization being one of
them. Free Minds, and the work that they do is another. I do think that there are a number of Returning
Citizens who are taking a real leadership role in this space. We should be doing more to support that and
to foster that. I do think there's some great examples of this happening already that we can build on.
That said, I do think that Returning Citizens face a number of challenges when they come home,
challenges that contribute to more of an inward focus, than potentially an outward focus because
Returning Citizens have been through a lot. They’ve been through a lot of trauma - even before they
were sent away, before they were excluded from the city that they grew up in, the city that they love and placed in a brutal environment. That contributed more trauma and so I can fully understand them
wanting to come home and take time to focus on healing. Sometimes that focus on healing may not
provide them with the capacity to be able to do more of the external work and I fully support that. I
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think they should take time to focus on themselves and heal, if that's what they need. If we want to get
Returning Citizens to the point where they're able to do more advocacy, I think one way that we could
support them is by providing better transitional homes, reduce stress that they're experiencing through
that transition that they experience when they come back, and provide them with the kind of
wraparound support that they need to heal. I think the other potentially big hurdle in talking to folks is
that they may not feel - by virtue of their background, or a lack of experience, or lack of education - that
they have much to contribute. I would want them to know that the exact opposite is true, that it's
exactly because of who they are, and what they've been through, that they have a tremendous amount
that they can contribute, and so that they should not silence themselves. Unfortunately, there are going
to be people that try to silence them, but their voice is more powerful than they know or realize.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: I don't know if the premise is completely true, but you're probably
right, statistically. Most people come home, and they just need to put their heads down. I would say
that strikes me as reasonable for a few reasons. Number one, coming out of the trauma of long-term
periods of incarceration and the experience of being in isolation without healthcare or mental health
services. I can only imagine that doing the basics for your sustained survival and readjustment is hard
enough. Number two, our community and society do very little to provide adequate basic support for
when folks return home. You need to realize the hustle it's going to take to find housing, health care,
reunification, employment, and then also be an advocate. For many people, that may not be viable
when they’re coming straight out of the gate. Therefore, I don't begrudge people who put their heads
down and just do their best. However, it’s important to acknowledge that you have a voice, have the
expertise, could be a change agent, and get in the table, into the advocacy space. I hope we can
continue to have organizations like the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens, and other
organizations, for people to feel solidarity, engagement, advocacy, a sense of community, a sense of
validation of their truth, expertise, and to see their power, even if it's incremental. We must make it
more accessible for people to get involved. For instance, DC policy meetings and council hearings are in
the middle of a workday. We need to call for ways to engage that are outside the traditional white-collar
business hours. We need to make sure that support is there, whether that's food, transit, stipends, a
community's sense of solidarity, and a reminder that there are ways to share one's expertise.
Continually, if they're not ready, they can be in the background, they can tell their story to other people,
and help be a part of the collective. We need to keep being a little creative, and we need to tell
policymakers that they need to be creative in providing better opportunities for people to engage.

NRNRC: What are perhaps some of the best methods for preparing and training individuals to
approach councilmembers and advocate for themselves and others?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: I want to make sure that I answer this question with respect to individuals
having their voice, and that my answer is just through the lens of advocacy. I believe that we as
individuals have to value the power of our voice. We are subject matter experts with our own lives and
lived experiences. Each of us brings to the table the unique stories of our lives and what we have gone
through. When you think about the idea of testimony, the reason for the testimony is to help illuminate
an issue, such as why other people should matter, why people should care about social change or the
initial initiative. The most compelling testimonies right now are through the idea of someone with lived
experience sharing their stories and how important it is to get that unique lens and insight. This goes
back to the whole idea of the person who is closest to the problem and who understands the problem.
People at a higher level may not understand the granular level details and nuances of what it means to
experience some level of social marginalization or disenfranchisement. When you bring someone to the
table, listening to your voice, you now allow them to see things through the lens of your lived
experience. How do you prepare for this testimony? Believe in the power of yourself and your voice.
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Also, do your research and get prepared for testimony. You want to understand how you're situated, or
how your experience is situated compared to others across the nation or in your jurisdiction. How is it
that your experience is a part of a collective whole of people who are experiencing disenfranchisement,
or marginalization, or being shut out of participating in society by earning a living wage, by being able to
get licensure, by being able to participate fully and wholly in community engagement activities? Some
people are Returning Citizens who are not even able to participate in various factions of society because
they are barred from it. When you think about that, the idea is to educate the individuals who are sitting
in those seats of legislation, and those that can make transformative or social change, and help them to
connect the dots. We need to be accountable for our stories. We can't just go before them and say,
“Well, people who are experiencing poverty and marginalization are more at risk for this public health
crisis.” It's got to be more than that. You've got to be able to say, let me connect the dots for you what
this public health crisis means to some people. They may not have access to medical insurance, they
may not have access to transportation to deal with this issue. They may not have the financial
wherewithal to even consider what it takes to solve their issue in terms of getting prescriptions. You've
got to help them connect the dots and not just loosely leave taglines. Finally, be genuine and authentic
and make sure that your voice is true to the cause. Make sure you target any of that nervous energy and
doubt towards making a compelling testimony. Three to five minutes or even seven minutes might
change someone else's life, it might introduce opportunities that allow them to go to a program at a
college, to be able to have licensure, and to have doors open for their children to be able to go to
certain community-based programs – things like that.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: I think one of the most important things is storytelling. Teaching folks how to
tell stories, and not just their own individual stories, but also to use data and research to tell the story
on a bigger picture level. I think storytelling on both of those levels is one of the most impactful ways to
create change. I think one of the other things that folks need to realize is that at the end of the day, a lot
of this is about power, and building power. While council members are an important target, it really
takes advocacy at the systemic level, but also advocacy at the grassroots level, to get more people on
board to build power and for the community to create the power behind the change that we want to
see. I think storytelling is a great skill set. I think organizing is a critical skill set and I think the last thing is
just practice. For a lot of folks, this is new, and new can sometimes be scary or it can sometimes be
difficult. People just need to have the opportunity to have a safe space to moot a conversation with the
council member or practice your testimony, and what pitch you're going to make at a community
meeting. I think that could also help in terms of preparing folks to do the advocacy work.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: First, I'd say that council members and policy leaders in the District
and across the country are doing much more on social media. They're listening to what people are
tweeting and writing to them. They're responding to those messages. Thus, engage in social media, tell
them why you're calling, tell them what you're expecting, what you demand, what you need, what's
important to you. That doesn't need any training. In our organization, we try to go frequently and
provide detailed meetings, policy information and provide testimony. We have also worked in
partnership with the Reentry Action Network and Returning Citizens and partners, to train people to
become advocates in more detailed forums. If we're talking about a council hearing, I would encourage
you to prepare and train yourself; you can do training with organizations like the National Reentry
Network for Returning Citizens, CCE, and others. Keep your ear out for those and come to those. If
they're not being offered when you're available, they record them or offer one in the evening. In order
to be an advocate, you want to start by writing down three points. There's a power of threes, three
points you want to make, and how you're going to make them concisely. You're going to think about
giving yourself a minute to say, “Why are you the person to make those points? What do you bring to
that argument? Is that your personal story or a story of experiences of your peers?” You want to make
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sure that you've got segments or bullets or outlines in your head. For example, what are those takeaway
points? What do I offer to the table? Rally yourself up, especially if it's your first time being an advocate,
and remember that if you're someone with lived experience, you have the expertise that is valuable or
should be valuable to a policymaker. You should come with the mindset that you're an expert.

NRNRC: Oftentimes, Returning Citizens and criminal legal advocates discriminate against those
with certain criminal backgrounds, usually because of their own personal bias regarding “those
kinds of people.” What would be your statement to a Returning Citizen or anyone willing to be
an advocate for Returning Citizens, but wants to exclude those whose criminal backgrounds
don’t meet their personal approval?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: When I hear the phrase, “those kinds of people,” it immediately screams bias.
As trained researchers, we get loads of ethical training and one of the things that we're taught to do is
to manage our biases because we know that all people bring biases to the table. The key as a researcher
is to bracket, which means to manage the bias to the point where it's not interfering with the research
in a manner that may infringe or change the context of how we see and treat people or that can end up
disenfranchising or oppressing people. When I think about the idea of looking at a subset of a group of
Returning Citizens and saying, “those kinds of people,” what we're doing is labeling. Second chances are
broader than selecting a subset of people. We're in this work to ensure fairness and equity across the
board. Second chances mean an equal distribution of power and respect for all people, treating
individuals with unconditional high regard, enabling them to advance, to learn, and to work towards
enhancing their lives, and to prove through their actions that second chances do mean second chances.
It offers an opportunity for people to live fully and participate in society as best as they can. This whole
idea of exclusion is another form of oppression. Thinking about oppression, and how the models of
oppression work, what happens is that when you point out “those people” versus us, you now have
established a hierarchy of subordination. This idea suggests that there are people in charge who are
better than others, and so you now replicate the very system that you're trying to fight. If you're a
Returning Citizen, and you're coming back, you want to be strong, restored to wholeness. That’s why
you say, “No, those people should not discriminate against us, they should not stop us from getting jobs,
they should not stop us from getting licensure, they should not prevent us from whatever it is on our
checklist.” The point is that when you look within your intergroup, and you single out groups of people,
who have also served their sentences and come home, you are setting up systems of oppression. You're
now modeling the behavior of the oppressors, and those who are in the larger systems of
disenfranchisement by saying that you can't participate. We need to be careful about whose models we
are following. Are we following the model of the oppressors that says, “I get mine, you get yours, I'm in
a superior position, you're in a lower echelon and so, therefore, with you being down there in this lower
echelon, you don't deserve a second chance?” That's wrong, and it's a model of disenfranchisement.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: I think I would use Bryan Stevenson's [lawyer, social activist, NYU law
professor] language; that none of us are the worst thing that we've ever done. Whether that's whitecollar crime, whether that’s murder, that does not define the individual. These bright line
categorizations of folks are counterproductive. What you need to be focused on is, has the individual
done the work to improve themselves and make up for the harm that they caused. We shouldn't be
excluding folks from the conversation based specifically, or solely on what it is that they did however
many years ago. I would say to Returning Citizens, that there are people who are going to discriminate in
that way. You don't take yourself out of the conversation of pushing towards change. I would say to
advocates that we really need to better understand our own blind spots and our own biases. Blind spots
and biases don't make us bad people, but if we're not focused on our own blind spots and our own
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biases, and we're acting on it, then we could be mistreating others. We need to check ourselves as well,
to make sure that we're not perpetuating the same systems of discrimination that we are trying to tear
down.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: None of us are equal to our worst days. No person wants to be
judged solely on our behavior or our worst day or our lowest moment. Defining a person, by their most
serious charge or by their most serious conviction, does not tell their whole story, it does not talk about
their value as a human being yesterday, today, or tomorrow. I have known and worked with wrongful
convictions, with people who have been charged with crimes they didn't commit, with homeless people,
with people who've lived all sorts of lives. I’d say that the people who have had any number of charges
have been the smartest in the room, the most passionate and eloquent, and who've been the most
active change agents in their community. It’s a waste of potential leaders, it is a waste of a potential
hard worker, it is a waste of potential friends, to put up walls based on criteria of particular charges or
criminal backgrounds.

NRNRC: “Ban The Box” and “Change The Language” are two examples of policies that, through
advocacy, have been enacted not only for the specific purpose of fighting discrimination against
Returning Citizens but also to make the general public aware of their own bias towards
individuals who have been to prison. What other policies might you like to see brought forth
that will help repair the damage that the news media has done to Returning Citizens by
influencing society to look at them in a dispassionate kind of way?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: I heard something recently that I hold in the highest regard: offering or
granting Returning Citizens protected classification status. In other words, there are certain protected
classes such as veterans, LGBTQ, and various groups that are afforded protected status and
classification, so that they cannot be discriminated upon. I believe that Ban The Box is a great start. Ban
the box legislation says, “We can't ask you about your background until we're ready to offer the job.”
Although the critical touchpoint is when you're ready to offer the job, and you look at the background
status, you indicate, “You're the best-qualified person that I know” but then you turn the individual
down simply because they have a record. That is a form of disenfranchisement and discrimination. Now,
there needs to be a caveat. For example, if your alleged crime was working in the banking system, and it
was a white-collar crime, and you embezzled, then perhaps you should not be working in a bank.
However, if you're trying to get a job as a cosmetologist, working in a salon or you want to work as a
receptionist in a hospital, then why should they deny you? The second thing that I would like to see
enacted is expungement. I don't mean conditional expungement. I mean expungement in its true sense,
especially for adolescents who have committed a crime, or those who are in the IRAA (Incarceration
Reduction Amendment Act) category, where crimes were committed or alleged at a young age, and then
they come home. Expunge that, because truly, many people have spent almost what equates to a
lifetime, incarcerated. The third thing that I would like to see, which is the pet peeve of many Returning
Citizens, is doing away with the prohibition that doesn’t allow anyone with a felony record to associate
with another Returning Citizen. That is so silly because it goes against the grain of collectivism, where a
collective voice, collective talent, and collective support system helps to heal communities. When you
separate people, you now once again divide and conquer. You'll notice that I've talked about
individualism versus collectivism, throughout this whole conversation, because you can see how
individualism is divisive. The final thing is that we can certainly start to shape the narrative through
government actions and the way that we label individuals and classify individuals. There is a powerful
framework called “labeling theory.” There's a powerful phenomenon associated with that, where when
you label people as convicts, ex-cons, or felons, you now categorize them. Once again, think about
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individualism versus the collective. You now have cast them out as “those people.” We can change the
language in the grants, in the contracts, and in the RFPs (request for proposal). We can do it in the
research that we do and in how we address one another. We must start changing the language so that
people are now looking at us and willing to put in place those protective classifications, expungement,
and replace the practice and idea that those with felony histories should not communicate with people
with the same histories.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: The trend we're seeing nationally towards Second Look laws is a good start.
There was a lot of damage done in terms of the three-strikes law, mandatory minimums, and life
without parole that sent folks away for a long time. There’s no value provided for society in continuing
to incarcerate them. They've been rehabilitated. We're losing out as a society. We are not getting the
value that we could be getting, from them being reintegrated and providing their knowledge and
experience to our young folks, to our other community members. I think the Second Look laws that are
being passed nationally are a great start. The media is particularly driven by emotion, and fear is a very
powerful emotion. We often see that fear-driven articles get more play than others. I'm not sure what
can be done about this, other than to ask the media to be more responsible by approaching issues in a
more nuanced manner. However, nuanced doesn't sell papers. I'm not sure what the answer is,
unfortunately, with the media, but it's a huge issue that we need to figure out. I would ask the media to
do the same thing that we do as advocates and defenders, which is to check our own biases and make
sure that they're not impacting the way that we do our work. If you're a reporter, and you are missing
your blind spots or you're missing your biases, it's going to influence the way you write an article.
Therefore, forcing ourselves to check our own biases and check our blind spots to make sure we're not
perpetuating a system that we've all been trained and conditioned to believe is normal. This comes back
to the theme of it takes all of us.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: If we're talking about the news media, I think we could make a call
for real cultural change in the media by using People-First language policies, and by stopping the
reference of people as convicts, which puts people in scary silos and does significant damage. Starting to
talk about people as people, and only referencing convictions when it's relevant to the story or that
person is bringing it up as part of their story, can reduce the use of carceral imagery anytime we’re
talking about the criminal legal system. Every time you see prison bars or handcuffed hands or a man of
color looking downtrodden, we need to recognize that those journalistic schemas need to be eliminated
to stop the perpetuation of myths and biases. We want success stories, where people are contributing
to a community, where people are professional leaders. Those are the stories we need to be framed in
the media; those are the public visibility pieces that should be done. When we're talking about policies,
we're talking about employment, housing programs, and laws that affirmatively incentivize the hiring
and housing of Returning Citizens, in a form of financial incentivization or change of regulation that
restrict and create unnecessary burdens to get people access to successful jobs and housing,
Additionally, the ongoing fight to de-stigmatize and create more access to mental health care and
substance abuse care. When that happens, it’s going to be more visible that we all deal with mental
health needs, we all are touched by people who are dealing with some sort of mental health need or
substance abuse, whether you're rich and White, whether you're Black or Brown, or whether you're
Asian. When people have access to care, we will be aware of the things Returning Citizens experience
and the way they’ve been discriminated against. We all need more support. I know those are
philosophical, but I think they're part of my answer to that. Moreover, if I'm not wearing my CCE hat, I
would say reparations. There are some big things we could be thinking and talking about. For instance,
the number of times people have spent locked up for major chunks of their productive lives for drug
crimes or if they've been rehabilitated. We need to think deeply about what it means when we lock
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people up for a long time and take away their wealth-building capacity, their family time, and their
loving capacity.

NRNRC: The government can control us as long as we allow it to do things for us as opposed to
helping one another succeed and thrive. What other detrimental effects can government
dependency have on us?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: I believe in this idea of self-determination, which means that each of us brings
something to the table. When it comes to making individual contributions in society, we each bring our
unique talents. Overall, government systems used to support an unbalanced society, especially when
things get out of hand, are times where extensive systems are beneficial. For example, using policy and
legislation against treating people unequally or constitutional rights to ensure fairness and to ensure
that laws are upheld. Those are the overarching things that we need from the government. From a local
and community perspective, if we are to ensure our collective wellbeing using the ingenuity of people,
the talents, and those who are in place to offer solutions, we need to look through a person-centered
lens and self-determination. Individuals who understand their wellbeing, their collective voices, and
talents, can then put them towards solving issues to make their families and their communities thrive.
One of the unfortunate things is that if we look to the government to solve our problems, we deny
ourselves the opportunity to solve them, and we introduce the risk of the government getting it wrong.
The government looks to provide a collective, an overarching umbrella of having a solution, and those
one-offs and those nuances that occur in our communities are not going to be necessarily addressed.
They may miss something because they're looking at a broad perspective, as opposed to what is going
on in the communities or what is happening in the neighborhood. If the government throws a solution
at us, there's no big incentive for us to try and sustain the solution ourselves, because the government is
sustaining it. When we have solutions that we’ve created ourselves within the community, we then
work as a collective to maintain those things and practices that we have put into place.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: This is another place where I'd like to check the assumptions a little bit. This
may be my own bias or my own frame of mind I bring to this question, but oftentimes, governmental
dependency is something that folks use to diminish welfare programs that are more targeted towards
the poor. Meanwhile the capital gains are taxed at less than a normal salary. You could argue that's a
form of government dependency, you can argue that the Feds keeping interest rates at zero for such a
long time is a form of government dependency for the wealthy, you could argue that the cash that's
provided to the farming industry is a form of government dependency that's targeted towards the
wealthier. I don't think of this as a form of government dependency, especially because I don't know if
you saw the article today. There was a great research piece that was just written on the income support
program, or pilot that was launched in DC during the pandemic. The pushback on direct cash assistance,
is that people are going to use it poorly, or they're going to become too dependent on it. What this
research study found was that what people used it on was housing and food - healthier food at that- and
to pay off past debt that they had, whether it was utility bills, or other things along those lines. I think of
this slightly differently, as the government having the power to make meaningful investments. There are
places where the government can get a high return on smart investments such as universal preschool,
home visiting programs, specific counseling and mentoring programs for young people and Returning
Citizens. I think the government can play an important role in facilitating investments in folks in a way
that benefits everyone. Now, on the individual level, there is the possibility of dependence. On the
systemic level, I think we must be careful about who we claim is dependent on the government. That
claim is often being used just to push back against programs that are more geared towards the poor,
when you can make similar arguments for programs that are geared towards the rich, but that people
have no problems supporting.
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NRNRC: Unfortunately, a lot of people believe there is no point in us standing up and fighting
because the people who are in power are always going to be in power and nothing is ever going
to change, so it’s useless to try and do anything about it. What do you say to people who have
this kind of mentality?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: Well, first, if we look at it through this lens, we are ready to start from a point
of defeat, as if we suggest that our voice doesn't matter, that other people are in positions of power,
and that somehow, we are subordinate and that our ideas don't matter. Power is a tricky thing because
it gives the illusion that we are subordinate, that there is no need to challenge the system. However,
think about that idea and what causes hopelessness and helplessness, which could be learned
helplessness. If someone or an institution has indicated or given the illusion that they have all the
solutions, and that our voices don't matter, then I think the idea is that we must learn to flip that script
and look inward at our values and our self-worth. From that level of self-worth and self-efficacy, think
about the ideas that we can bring to the table as a collective whole. People have power over us, because
we give that power to them. If we relinquish our power, then that means that we are willing to be
directed by those forces. However, things change when we come together as a collective whole. We
begin to look at the problem through the lens of what part can you give, what part can another person
give, and how can we create the symbiotic relationship where we're all being nurtured by that solution
as opposed to giving up and believing that there's no sense fighting the system. Even if someone else
has power over us, to make social change requires work and it requires grit. It requires people to dig
deep and pull up and draw upon those resources that they may not think stand a chance at fighting
something big. However, that may be the case, if you're doing it, single-handedly. When you come
together as a collective force, look at the power of how you can make a change. Look at the power of
the lawyers who came together during Brown versus Board of Education under the tutelage of Thurgood
Marshall and look at the radical shift across states to end segregation within school systems. That's a
collective voice and that's power.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: The first thing I would say is, this week I feel you. I’m feeling so much of that;
hopelessness this week. At the end of the day, a lot of this comes down to power, and about the
importance of standing together and building a different kind of power; building power that focuses on
investing directly in people, investing directly in communities. We cannot wait until harm has happened
to address it but try to get ahead of it. We need to provide people with the tools, skills, and resources
they need to live healthy and productive lives. There are a lot of people who benefit from the status
quo, who don't want to see change happen because that's going to hit their power, their pocketbook,
their status in society. Again, this is why it comes back to the overall theme that it takes all of us. Power
is built in numbers. If we can band together, while it may seem hopeless at times, we can create the
change that we want to see.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: That's heartbreaking. I take a moment to pause and say, I recognize
all my privileges when I get to say keep fighting because I'm not someone who has been watching my
family, my people being oppressed over and over again by the same set of people who look awfully
alike. I have the privilege of my whiteness to say keep hope alive. I'm keenly aware of that. However, I
believe that leadership is changing. Today, there’s the likelihood of the appointment of the first Black
woman to the US Supreme Court. We are seeing the demographics of the DC Council change for the first
time. This is the first majority female-led Council, and the number of women of color and Black men on
that council is at its highest level ever. Additionally, I think it's also getting much more progressive. We
are watching leadership change the shape and the contours of who's in power. We’ve watched uprisings
and a racial justice reckoning occur in this country, and more and more people are paying attention to
the criminal legal system. I believe that things will change and can change, whether they change
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incrementally or whether transformative and revolutionary change that happens short-term. I think the
right voices are out there trying to push, such as abolition frameworks, incrementalistic frameworks,
blowing up existing system frameworks, changing the sources of power, and changing the law. I think
there is energy. I hope people watch that energy and say, “Yes, it's a big uphill fight. Yes, it's hard but the
more of us that vote, the more of us that engage, the more of us that are a part of it makes the change
more possible every minute”. The people who believe there's no point certainly have the right to have
skepticism, because power begets power and change is hard. Thus, I'm not naive to act like change is
easy because demographics change or because there are new leaders there. The barriers of change are
still going to be there, and we must keep pushing.

NRNRC: What advice would you give to an aspiring leader who sees a need for change but is
the only one willing to get the ball rolling in the hopes others will follow his/her example?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: First, one of the biggest things that I've learned as a leader at a nonprofit, is
that it's not about me, it's about working together with others so that we as a team can find a solution.
It can't be done alone. If you find that you are out there forging ahead, then we are all going in different
directions, and that scatters resources and diffuses the strength of the collective insights. However,
don’t get me wrong, there is a need for leadership, there's a need for a single voice to express the
collective insights and express the ideas of the group. When we start to charge off on our own as the
leader, as a single voice of reason, as the single voice of solution, we are now creating those models of
oppression. When there is a division that says that only I understand what you need and that I have the
superior intellect to tell you how things should be done, it creates a problem. Leadership, on the other
hand, is about establishing a representative voice that communicates collective ideas and recognizes
and embraces the talent and the relationships of all who make up that community and group. The vision
I think about, when I think about the idea of a leader and how it's a shared vision, is that of Reverend Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr., as he crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge, back in 1965. What you saw was people
locking arms and walking across the bridge together, standing in solidarity. It wasn't that a person just
marched ahead as a singular person. They locked in step, walked, and sang hymns. Their collective
voices represented a goal that we are enjoying today.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: Do it, get the ball rolling. Change. When people think change, they think
Martin Luther King, Jr., they think Barack Obama, they think Gandhi, they think about monumental
societal change. Change starts with one person looking around their home, their school, their
community, and working to improve it in one small way; that’s change. It may have changed on a small
scale, but it's still changed. Nothing will change unless someone or a group of people stand up and get
that ball rolling. Don't get discouraged by one, or how long change may take, or that the change may not
be as big as you want it to be, just get that ball rolling. Other people will see your example and will get
excited. Other people will follow, and then you won't be alone in trying to push for that change.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: I think to keep talking to people about what you care about, what
fires you up, speak your truth, and keep listening. As if for some reason you feel like you're alone in it,
then you're probably missing a little piece of the puzzle on how to persuade. Why is it that you're not
convinced? Why are people putting you in one ear and out the other? Something in the way you're
conveying your passion isn't grabbing allies yet. However, if your heart tells you this is the area that
you're supposed to be a leader in and supposed to make a change, keep it up. That's the best kind of
premise. The best I can say is to stop and audit, to say, what am I missing? Additionally, keep watching
leaders that you find inspiring and effective. As well as reach out to other leaders that you find inspiring
and effective. People love talking about themselves, so reach out on LinkedIn, send them an email and
say, “Hey, I'd love to get 10 minutes of your time to get advice on how I can be like you someday, or how
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I can have that efficiency”. More often than you'd think, important leaders and people make time for
passionate folks who ask kindly for a minute of their time.

NRNRC: In terms of framing partnerships, do you believe that enough has been done to rally
the community-based organizations towards a common goal and if not, what more needs to be
done in regard to partnerships?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: Just the idea that we're talking about it right now is a step in the right
direction. We have a ways to go but we are starting to have a conversation about the power of
community-based organizations working together and striving together towards a collective goal. We
also need to recognize that there's an educational component to this. When you're starting an
organization or a nonprofit, you establish a vision, a mission, and a set of goals. Community
organizations need to have this workshop where they put together a collective vision, a purpose, a set of
goals, and an accountability structure and value system that says, “We don't go it alone, we're a
collective voice, and we need to pull together our resources.” All the employees and volunteers ascribe
to this same mentality of coming together as a collective set of voices. Even within their volunteer
organizations, they must be mindful of the power differentials that show up in their organization. One
singular voice is not more powerful than the other because we are, in essence, all units that are part of
this collective whole. If we allow, even within our organizations, for the power differentials to become
shifted, we now have those ancillary systems of oppression operating within our organizations. We need
to come together as a means of having these reciprocal or symbiotic relationships, where we're
connected, and that we are incentivized. The key is to be incentivized to work together, that we are
rewarded for working together, that larger nonprofits, and small nonprofits, or CBOs are not competing
for the same pool of dollars, but rather, they are rewarded for bringing in the midsize or the small
nonprofit organizations so that when they go at a community problem, they've now invited those
people to the table and not just invited them, but it becomes a requirement. That incentive becomes
moving forward as a collective organization. One of the things that corporate organizations do to drive
behavior is that they incentivize the employees by setting up a set of performance values, and they're
linked to the company's overall visions and goals. Every single person or employee in that organization is
held to and accountable for each one of those metrics that are aligned with the visions and values. That
can happen in terms of a model, where organizations are all kind of held to this incentivized structure
where we are encouraged to support each other. Perhaps that is one step towards achieving that valuebased system of accountability and using the systems-thinking approach.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: In some ways, this is intertwined with that concept of power as the status
quo. Community-based organizations all have their mission, incentives, goals, etc. They can be difficult
to manage at times. The best kind of advice I got, in terms of managing coalitions, is if it's not hard,
you're not doing it right. That's the reality. Coalitions are incredibly important, they're incredibly
powerful. When you can rally a group of organizations, individuals, people around a common cause, a
common goal, you can achieve far more than you can achieve individually. Therefore, to answer your
question directly, no I don't think enough is being done to rally and band people together, in part,
because it's hard. I think we need to get better at that piece, and that takes a couple of different
elements. One is just planning and strategizing, and one is vision. Having a vision that everyone can get
on board and work towards is planning and strategy. Taking into account different interests,
perspectives, ideas, approaches, and all working together to that common goal is important. Moreover,
do it in a way that leans into the tension, leans into the difficulty of it. At the end of the day, what makes
working together so powerful is that the best ideas, the best approaches are often the result of
disagreement. They're often the result of working together and pushing each other to be better. That
tension, that difficulty is not something that should be shied away from or reflects things not working,
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which I think is what people often assume. This is hard for people who aren't agreeing and think this
isn't working. When, in reality, I think we lean into that a little bit more and take it as a reflection of a
healthy process. We will then get to better outcomes at the end.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: I'm constantly wowed by DC. I'm going to keep my answer to the
framing of DCs criminal legal system and justice advocacy. In that space, what an amazing coalition of
leaders and organizations, who come with different vantage points, but meet at the table with respect
and collaboration. I think the biggest barrier for us right now, as an advocacy community, is there's so
much to do. We can't put people in a box of what each organization's priority is. It would be impossible
for us to say, “All right, guys, we're all going to work on this one thing in 2022”. There's too much to do,
so coming together for a common goal runs the risk of feeling myopic and people saying, “I've got to
deal with it a lot”. Therefore, I think it creates some disjointed prioritization which then gives
policymakers a pass as to which one do you do first or your inability to decide on how to move forward. I
think, in general, we have a strong coalition of people who want to listen and learn from each other and
respect each other. Additionally, I think the growth in Black-led organizations, the efforts that
organizations like the Council for Court Excellence are trying to do, to bring more lived experiences and
experts to our leadership so we can reflect the needs of the District and the leaders of the District.

NRNRC: How do you believe the “It Takes A Village” mentality that the Baby Boomers had, fail
to get passed on to successive generations and as such, has contributed to the uptick in
violence and crime among our youth?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: For this question, I'm going to come in from a kind of non-professional
perspective. When I think about “it takes a village”, I'm reminded of what it used to be or how it used to
be. At the smallest unit of society, which is the family, there was accountability across the board. It
started when the family permeated into the neighborhood, into the school system, and into the
community. For example, when children were outside playing in the street and they did something
wrong, the neighbor said, “Hey, you know better…”, and there was a level of accountability. It was a
village mentality, where we took care of each other. After all, we cared because we had a value system
that said, “We're all a village, so every child is my child”. The same mentality falls through or permeates
when you think of the idea of having police live in your neighborhood. When that happens, what occurs
is that police learn the children's names, they learn a family name, they go to the grocery store, people
know each other, and they support each other. Therefore, when it comes to neighborhood threats,
when it comes to neighborhood violence, do you commit violence against someone who raised you? It
may just decrease the risk. Therefore, when you think about the ideas and the fundamentals of starting
with the family system and making sure that we bear the responsibility of contributing to our children,
of instilling values, of instilling structure, of instilling responsibility at the lowest level, we permeate out
to neighborhoods that we take care of our neighborhoods, that we support our neighborhoods, that we
fight for resources and schools. This goes back to the responsibility of testifying before legislators. We
demand equal treatment; we demand to have resources for our children and our schools. Thus, it comes
from having this collective voice and making sure that we value that collective. The power of the
individual voices, as well as the collective voices that are coming to the table and sharing the ideas
about what we can do, contribute to our well-being.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: A couple of things with this question. One is that I want to emphasize that the
uptick in violence, and the recent increase in arrests in the District, is a short-term trend that started
with the pandemic. We had gone through about 25 years' worth of declines in respect to both violent
crime and youth crime in the District and nationally. Therefore, I don't want us to think this is going to
be something that's going to be a continuing trend, but I think it reflects the bigger picture; how have
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we failed so badly in creating villages or communities that are supportive of our young people? The Baby
Boomers, I think, are great at saying this as a talking point, but I don't think they did a great job of ever
actually implementing it or turning it into real policy or organizing society around it. I think we,
unfortunately, in large part, as a result of the Baby Boomers, have moved into much more of an
individualistic or tribal society, than as a society that looks at everyone as a neighbor, and every child as
someone that we should be wrapping our arms around. It was a great slogan for the Boomers, but I
don't think they organized society around it.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: There's a version of this answer, which focuses on the rise of
technology and social media. This puts in a sense of the myopic, we are in our world and trying to do our
own thing. Also, everybody wants to be an influencer or get their likes and get that rush of adrenaline
that we get. Therefore, there's a sense that people focus more on themselves than they do on their
community. However, I don't like the idea that we are romanticizing prior generations as if they had it
figured out, and we are, especially the young people, somehow lesser than the generations before. At
the same time, we're seeing critiques of violence from the young kids, but I also watch the most amazing
future leaders. We have a program called the School Jury Education Program and I watch these
thoughtful, brilliant, young people talk in ways that I don't think I could have ever done as a teen. For
instance, we watched Amanda Gorman be the youth Poet Laureate. I know these are just examples, but
there’s brilliance coming from our youth. We are just faltering to support some kids who are very
vulnerable, and who have had some hard times. For us to try and burden one generation and compare
one to another, I think that’s a dangerous proposition. With that said, does technology impact how the
world is now? Yes. Do the perpetual cycles of crime and violence in a community, which gets passed
down from generations before, mean that kids are struggling? Yes. However, I reject the premise that
one generation did it better than this one. We must meet these kids at the moment.

NRNRC: Do you realistically ever see us all coming together for a common cause or goal and if
so, what shape do you believe that would take?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: I'm optimistic because as I indicated, we're moving in the right direction
towards social change and we're having this conversation. There are broader conversations that are
taking place in terms of equity, in terms of making sure that community-based organizations are
provided funding, attention and a platform to be acknowledged. Rather than it all going to specific
groups, we are trying to make sure that all voices are being heard through these kinds of conversations.
Perhaps training is needed so that we understand the overall structures in the value of small and large
CBOs coming together. How can we use an approach that helps us to serve the greater good of all
populations? How can we put support systems in place, and education? How can we form connections
and help people to connect the dots in terms of why it is that we need to have this glue that comes
together? If people don't understand because we're talking in vague terms and generalities, then people
may be missing the connection. At the end of the day, if we don't have these broader systems of
support, and the conversations about how we need to have this glue to stick together, people are
basically in survival mode. It is analogous to the question you asked, regarding how is it that Returning
Citizens are coming home, and not taking part in these broader advocacy initiatives? The reason goes
back to self-preservation and survival. You've got organizations that are trying to survive to meet
payroll, they're trying their best to get the next grant that will help to keep the lights on. This singularity
is happening because the smaller organizations don't have the bandwidth to apply for larger grants and
respond to request for proposals. They're out there barely surviving, and barely striving to make ends
meet. When you incentivize this collective approach, you now take away that day-to-day mode of just
trying to survive, and you now do it under one thriving umbrella.
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Professor Eduardo Ferrer: Two years into this pandemic, I still fundamentally believe that folks care
about each other. It's in our human nature and keeps us from expressing this most healthily. I do, at the
end of the day, believe and think that there's an opportunity for us to come together and band together
in a way that lifts everyone, that tears down the silos, tears down the false distinctions and divisions that
we create to separate ourselves into groups. Focus on serving one another, regardless of where they
come from, what socioeconomic class they're in, or what they look like. I don't know what that would
look like; if I had that answer I would be trying to work towards that. I do hope that we can see that
vision someday.
Executive Director Misty Thomas: I think the answer is absolutely yes, otherwise I wouldn't be the right
person to be in an organization like the Council for Court Excellence. A big part of our mission is serving
as a convener and bringing unlikely allies and people with divergent views together to try to collectively
solve problems. We bring them together to try and tackle those things, and create respectful, engaging
spaces to talk through those differences and see if there can be a consensus-based solution, or at the
very least, what emerges as a near consensus base from all the different types of expertise, such as lived
expertise, practice expertise, academic expertise. A couple of years ago, we did an example in
partnership with the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens, to create the District Task Force
on jails and justice that had all types of District justice system stakeholders at the table such as: the
government folks, the faith-based folks, victims, advocates, Returning Citizens, lawyers, defense
attorneys, prosecutors, grassroots advocates, disability advocates, etc. I thought that was an impressive
example of what you're talking about. They started their process by saying, “We all come to this from
different angles, but we all want justice to be fair, to work, to be anti-racist, to be equitable. We want to
improve public safety in our community, and we want to decrease stigma.” What they did is they
created values, they went through the process knowing that we all come from different vantage points
or roles in the process and articulated those values and visions of the District. Finding what they had in
common meant that they could come up with some of the most robust and thoughtful
recommendations for change in any major city. They were bold and they were exciting. The District
needs to be tackling these recommendations. Therefore, I believe it does happen and can happen. Even
though it’s sometimes messy, hard, and sometimes you don't all agree, even when your allies are on the
same side of the table. Yet, we're engaging, and we have a lot that we do agree on. Therefore, I do think
we can come together and push for change. As I said before, the biggest challenges require the most
attention. Therefore, how do we bring a singular focus on any one piece? I couldn't do my job if I didn't
believe we could all come together.

NRNRC: In terms of support, there is very little, if any, reciprocity from the clients who benefit
from the services of community-based organizations. Rather than just getting on our soapbox,
how else do we best address this issue and get individuals more involved with the organizations
who have helped them to achieve so much?
Dr. Avon Hart-Johnson: I think that at the end of the day, it is our responsibility to help people
embrace and remember the power of their voice, their self-worth, and the personal
contributions that they can make to a greater whole. It is beyond just getting your services, and
it goes back to the individual vs. collectivism: “I get mine, now you get yours.” It is beyond
getting services and walking away. It's about paying it forward. It is about recognizing the value
of the service delivery that you have received and doing something to enhance and further
support that organization so that they can be in place for someone else and perhaps yourself
should you fall and need those services again. We need to remember that being reciprocal is
not going out and saying, “Hey, it's a quid pro quo.” That's a different situation. What we're
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saying is you're a part of this collective engine that helps to rebuild our society, that helps to
rebuild your family, our families, that helps us to thrive. Remember, when part of us is ailing,
the other part of us is going to ail somehow, some way or another. It's going to show up when
part of the system is broken, the other parts of it are not going to operate, and it’s only so long
before that injury shows up and affects the whole other parts of the system. I think that it is
important that we instill it as a part of the process. When we are delivering services to
individuals, it is also important for us to maybe put in place those elements that say, your value
and your work is necessary. I think that in general, when people feel valued and feel worth,
they feel that their voice matters, they want to engage, they want to express their voices. Now,
not everybody is going to be out on the forefront testifying, not everybody is going to feel
comfortable with public speaking; some people are going to be the engines behind the scenes
that say, “Hey, I'm not the one to go out front, but I'll definitely do the research. I will be an
individual who supports your community initiatives, I will stand behind you.” Different people
are bringing different things and different factions of advocacy to the table. At the end of the
day, they need to feel that they are valued, and sometimes it means that we have to remind
people of their value. The reason I say remind people is, if someone has been incarcerated for
years and they’re voice never matters, because they’ve been told what to do. They’ve been told
by society, the media, and everyone else that they are a felon (using that label to emphasize my
point), and that when they come home, they’ve got all this stuff to contend with, including selfpreservation, including finding a job, including standing up and being a role model for their
children, integrating into their family system and telling the world that they’re going to be
successful. You know that now, but if you've been told for years that your voice doesn't matter,
you may need to have a support system in place that helps you to regain your footing. When
you think about a person whose self-esteem has been marred and almost destroyed, and you
think about how long it takes incrementally, we will be able to help them build up the
confidence and restore them to a place where they feel like, “Okay, I do matter and my life is
important, and perhaps I can make a change.” I would say that at the end of the day, if we draw
upon that notion and that idea that it takes all of us, and we keep working and keep striving, we
can help people realize that their voice does matter.
Professor Eduardo Ferrer: I think this circles back to my answer relating to getting Returning
Citizens involved in advocacy. I think it's important for community-based organizations to meet
folks where they're at, as folks are going to be at different places in their journey or some folks
are going to be in crisis. When you're in crisis, there's little capacity for advocacy work. The goal
is getting to tomorrow, it's not about systemic change in six months, a year, or five years down
the line. The goal is to get to tomorrow. It's going to be hard for those folks to potentially
engage in a reciprocal relationship, which they need more now from the organization than they
can contribute. I think part of it is about belonging, cultivating relationships, and helping folks
get to a point where they can be more engaged on advisory committees, advocacy groups, or
involved in organizing work. I think that is a way to measure success at an organization in
saying, can you get someone from crisis mode in the right direction, then work to lift the next
person or pay it forward to the next person down the line? It's tough, but I think that would be
my advice for working to get more individuals involved over time.
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Executive Director Misty Thomas: I do understand why somebody takes the services they need
and then taps out for a minute. You never know what's going on in somebody's life and what
they're struggling with. I think when capable, when your life is ready, the idea that you give
back to those who have given to you or those that come after you is beautiful and something
we all should strive to do. We should give back to those who mentored you, who gave to you
and your family. Therefore, when you can give back, do it. This does require us to meet people
where they are and their version of giving back. Good organizations need to think of the microlevel. For instance, I try to design pro bono projects for people as ways to get them involved in
the CCE. It might be as small as following us on social media and retweeting our posts. Yet,
when you're part of our education apparatus, you do what you can do to give back. Another
thing might be volunteering to help us collect survey responses. It'll take a couple of hours, but
that'll help us. Then, lastly, that increment of time and effort may result in you joining our
committee. I know that's a lot of time and effort, but that's the way you can help, and it might
be just next month where you’re giving testimony to the council. I think organizations need to
make sure they're thinking about offering different sizes of projects, and different ways folks
can come back in the fold and see themselves as contributing or being an advocate. Some
organizations are good at that, and some just need to spend some time thinking about what
different options they can offer to get volunteers to engage. Saying that, “Doing it takes
creativity and not everybody has that,” doesn’t work. Especially when they're exhausted,
working hard, parenting, and trying to deal. I’d put the onus back on the organization and give
options for how a person might show reciprocity if they wanted to do that. The other way is
framing and reminding people that when they have that chance, a beautiful gift is to remember
those who helped you and think, “Am I ready to be in that role myself?” I think most of us want
to do that. Most of us want to meet at that moment.
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REENTRY SPOTLIGHT
INTERVIEW – DWAYNE TAYLOR
Dywane Taylor is a participant of our Ready4Work Cohort. He was
incarcerated for 27 years and 4 months and was only just released in
December of last year. “I was in prison from the age of 17 to the age of 44”
he says. “I turned 45 the week after I got released from prison.”
When asked about what it was like coming home and seeing all the
changes as far as technology, the city, and people, he had this to say:
“It hasn’t felt like I’m home yet. Until you feel like you’ve got your own,
you don’t consider it your home. Coming home and being away, I picked
up the technical stuff real easy. I have a little computer knowledge from
being in prison and learning Microsoft typing, PowerPoint, and learning
how to work the computer for library usage.
“Seeing the city has changed, it hasn’t changed. There are different people
in the same places. It saddens me when you see people that are in the
same age bracket that I’m in, that have been in the same place I’ve been for the same amount of time or
even more time than I was, back doing the same thing they were doing that got them in prison. It’s kind
of sad, so really, nothing has changed.”
Like all returning citizens, Mr. Taylor has had barriers to push past and obstacles to overcome in trying
to integrate into society successfully. He says: “For me, trying to get a stable job was an obstacle. I had a
job for two weeks, raising funds for the church. I left if because they’ve got you going around from door
to door, knocking. It’s cold, I’m a tall Black man, people open the door in a bad mood because you woke
them up from a peaceful sleep.
When asked about how he heard of the Ready4Work program, Mr. Taylor said, “I heard about it from
Seana Holland [Georgetown Law Clinic] who got me connected with information about the Ready4Work
program. It’s a wonderful program because of the way the people sat in the room, we all come to a
point where we build a bond. We all know we’re in the same situation, in the same boat. Cynthia
Duckett is a wonderful instructor. She knows how to make people see the light and to understand how
to talk, how to present yourself when it’s time for you to go out there and represent yourself to a
person who might be looking to hire you. The program is good. I believe that a person only gets
something out when they put something in.”
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The Peer Navigator Program

A Peer Navigator with The National Reentry Network
for Returning Citizens (NRNRC) is responsible for
providing hands-on assistance to individuals who are
returning from periods of incarceration. The goal of
the Peer Navigator is to promote the successful
integration of DC residents back into the community,
along with being a role model who understands and
can convey clearly how to access and utilize key
services for returning citizens and their families, loved
ones and children. As a member of NRNRC, the Peer Navigator will provide peer-to-peer support to
returning citizens who experienced trauma as they navigate and address barriers and empower
participants to obtain resources. Bottom line, an NRNRC Peer Navigator is an individual who possesses
character, credibility, integrity, morals, and principles.
Peer Navigators keep in touch with returning citizens by contacting them anywhere from 3 to 5 times a
week. These contacts take the form of either phone or social calls where the returning citizen has a
chance to update the Peer Navigator on their progress with obtaining credentials, employment, housing,
etc. and informing them of any assistance they may be in need of.
The Peer Navigator also provides a shoulder to lean on when a returning citizen needs to vent about any
of the frustrations or problems they are facing during their reentry. As someone who has first-hand
knowledge of the barriers and stumbling blocks returning citizens face, Peer Navigators can be that light
in the storm when an individual needs it.
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SKYLAND WORKFORCE
The Ready4Work program has been holding in-person instruction at Skyland
Workforce located on Good Hope Road in Southeast D.C. They have been gracious
and kind enough to provide us with classroom space for our participants, facilitators
and consultants to use. Anne-Marie Bairstow is the Director at Skyland Workforce.
NRNRC: How long have you been with Skyland Workforce and what is it you do there
as Director?
Anne-Marie Bairstow: I started as director in January of 2019, but I was involved with
the founding of the Workforce Center, as I worked before at WC Smith, working
under Chris Smith. It was his and Gary Rappaport’s brainchild to start the Skyland
Workforce Center, due to the huge project they're doing across the street. Therefore,
I helped get together the task force that founded it and so I feel like I've been
involved with the Skyland Workforce Center since it first opened in December of
2014. I only officially came on as the director in January 2019. In terms of what it is
that I do, I have responsibility for fundraising, and overall management of the center
and our staffing. Moreover, I do some teaching. I teach some soft skills for our
construction class. Continually, I also do a lot of our networking with partners. We're a collaborative of
nonprofits that provide employment services, so working with other partners is important to us. Also,
one thing that's important to me is trying to knit together all the different pieces of the workforce
system in the District, because I feel like it's very disjointed. Therefore, I make connections with other
workforce providers as I can, and then make additional connections from that which is important to me.
NRNRC: How fulfilling is it for you to do what you do and help people rebuild their lives after time away
from society?
Anne-Marie Bairstow: It is super fulfilling to do what I do. I love it. I have little thank you notes up on
the wall that people have written to me. If I have a bad day, I look at those. It gives me a little bit to keep
going. I love working with the folks that I work with, it's great. We have a great team. It's good to go into
work and just feel like you're doing something that feels worthwhile. The second part of your question is
much more difficult. I think in terms of rebuilding your life after an absence or any real kind of setback
and that is what we specialize in. We mostly help people with jobs, but I think there are a lot more
pieces. I know the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens, does all those pieces, not just jobs.
However, we also refer people out to a lot of other agencies. I would say right now, the job market is
hot, and it's a really good time for working. The other thing I would say is that I know a lot of times,
people get a little bit discouraged, and they think, “Oh, they wouldn't hire me because I'm a Returning
Citizen.” I think that was true, like 10 years ago, but I feel like people's opinions have changed. Not
everyone, but a lot of people. For instance, we work with a lot of construction employers, and for them,
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that's not an issue unless it's like a federal government project with security clearances. Mostly, they're
eager to hire people who can show up on time and are ready to work, regardless of what might have
transpired before. Continually, there are increasingly more companies that are very open, so that's one
thing. The other thing is just making people aware of their rights, that they can't and shouldn't be
discriminated against at the DC Office of Human Rights. If they need some help, there shouldn't be
anyone asking about their record on a job application. I always tell them, if they don't want to fight that
battle themselves, I understand. If you’re dealing with a lot, call me because that's what we do. If they
ask us, we'll call up the employer and say, “Hey, maybe you didn't realize, but your application needs to
be updated” and if they don't do it, then we'll call up the Human Rights Office. That's one thing that I
think is important for people who are returning home to know that they do have rights.
NRNRC: There are many people returning home from prison who come to Skyland as a means of finding
employment or seeking vocational training of some sort. What kind of determination and effort have
you seen from these individuals?
Anne-Marie Bairstow: I've seen amazing determination and effort. I think people sometimes don't
realize it. People who have been away a lot of times, they're very disciplined. They're up early, they've
been living a regimented life. Therefore, they're sometimes the first ones here for class in the morning
or they might be waiting outside the building when I get here. We have some great stories. We have one
gentleman who took the class, but he had been away for a long time. Thus, when he first came into the
center, it was a little hard to break through, he was very closed off but I've gotten to know him. He's one
of the warmest, loveliest people, and he got a job. Then, however, we were able to get him an
apprenticeship, so he was learning and getting paid a little more. We then had someone from the
Business Journal do a story about us, and he was featured, and his picture was in the paper, and it was
just a nice story and experience. It shows that whatever happened doesn't matter, you can keep moving
forward. We see a lot of determined people, people who are coming to our training, who come through
the Reentry Network program and then come to do training here. We're grateful for our partnership
with the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens.
NRNRC: Thus far, what has been your experience in partnering with the National Reentry Network for
Returning Citizens by allowing us to hold the Ready4Work program at your facility?
Anne-Marie Bairstow: In our last construction safety class, I think that half the students had come
through the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens. It's nice because a lot of the students are
continuing the program. Therefore, I still get to see them after we're done with the class, and we've
been working with some to try and help them find jobs. I was just talking to an employer just before this
call, so it feels great if you can help someone get a job and move to that next step. It's just a great
partnership. I feel like your organization does great work and all the staff that I've met from the
organization are authentic, really caring people. When I first met Mr. Stewart, I was like, okay, how do
we partner? I knew I didn't need to get any references or check any background; I just had that instant
feeling. The same was the case with Miss Duckett. She's a gem, I value that the staff is just so great.
NRNRC: The Ready4Work program not only prepares participants for the workforce but also addresses
barriers to a successful reentry that many Returning Citizens face. Given feedback you’ve received over
the years, how vital do you personally believe it is to draw awareness to the obstacles that individuals
coming home from prison have to deal with?
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Anne-Marie Bairstow: I think people often don't realize that a lot of times people have had to deal with
things. They may have lost family members, things are different when they come home, kids or older
people have moved or changed, things have changed, the city has changed. I think it's kind of hard to
overstate how hard it is for people to deal with that. The other thing that we see a lot is all the
technology. We do everything on our phone, every job application is online or some version of that. A
lot of people didn't have access to computers in prison, so I think it’s tough coming home and everyone
saying, “Oh, we'll just Google it or just get online and do this” and like if you haven't been doing that,
then it's tough, so all the other pieces are important. Additionally, I think it's important for people who
are coming home to be able to reach out to a group like yours, because we see this not just among
Returning Citizens but among the whole population. Moreover, we see mental health as a huge issue. I
think it always has been, but the pandemic has exacerbated things. Therefore, just knowing that there
are people that you can reach out to and having resources for mental health, I think is huge.
NRNRC: What kinds of feedback have you either heard or personally received from people regarding
coming home from prison and needing to find work immediately?
Anne-Marie Bairstow: A lot of people are feeling a little bit overwhelmed, such as how do I even start?
Where do I go for this? What should I do? Also, many need to work right away. There are a lot of great
organizations in the city that will do training, but it might be 14-16 weeks, and people are like “No, I
need a job right now, I need to start working and I need to get out of the halfway house”. We hear that
a lot. Also, earlier in the pandemic, we had people who'd had COVID release, so they were not at all
prepared to come home. I'm sure you see this a lot. Thus, they are trying to adjust from the mindset,
“Oh, I'm going to be in for a while” to “Oh, my gosh, I'm home, and now what?”
NRNRC: Given your partnerships with construction companies and the Independent Electrical
Contractors Union, what positive remarks have you heard regarding the work ethic of Returning
Citizens?
Anne-Marie Bairstow: I've gotten some great feedback from people, from some employers, that
Returning Citizens are willing to work hard. I hear this a lot from employers, who say show me someone
who shows up on time with a positive attitude, and we can train them and do the rest. I think a lot of
times, some people are coming home, and they're like “this is what I need to be doing right now”, so
they are dedicated. They're not just distracted.
NRNRC: What do you see as the overall vision in partnering with the National Reentry Network for
Returning Citizens in meeting the challenges of Returning Citizens as it relates to helping them thrive
and be successful with their futures?
Anne-Marie Bairstow: I feel like there's a lot of overlap in terms of what we do. I mean, we work with a
lot of Returning Citizens, and I know how much support your organization provides. We certainly refer
people to you, and you refer people to us. There's a whole lot of back and forth, which is important. I
think, also, one of the things we talked about in our construction classes, is the importance of having a
supportive community and network. None of us got to where we are today without that and mine might
look different than someone else's, but through organizations like ours and especially through yours,
that's how you create or rebuild that part of the network. If you need to create another one, you can
always have more than one. Lastly, I think that both of us are an important part of the partnership. Both

P a g e | 32

The National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens
Volume 11 March 2022

of our organizations recognize how important that is, in addition to any hard or soft skills. People feeling
supported and knowing that there's a community there behind them is important.

Ready4Work program Cohort in session with Stephen Ano at Skyland Workforce Center.
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SAFETY SUMMIT 2022
Last month, DC Justice Lab hosted a virtual, Black-led policy forum in partnership with Harriet’s Wildest
Dreams and the National Reentry Network for Returning Citizens.
One of the topics under discussion was:
Despite being ranked one of the most progressive jurisdictions in America, the District of Columbia has
one of the biggest, Blackest, and most expensive criminal legal systems anywhere. Although huge
numbers of Black people have been forced out of the city through gentrification, nearly all of the people
convicted and jailed here are Black – roughly the same numbers as when the District was Chocolate City.
Community violence cannot be solved through state violence but investments in solutions that are
proven to work. A well-funded, preventative, and evidence-based approach that is tailored to the needs
of our community will tangibly and sustainably improve the lives of all of our neighbors.
The Safety Summit 2022 sets forth a new, shared legislative agenda that is evidence-based, directly
responsive to community needs and goals, and carefully and thoughtfully drafted. This Black-led policy
platform details a number of bills currently under review and several that are ready for introduction.
Each represents a concrete step toward the ultimate goal of improving public safety and quality of life
for all District residents. *

*These statements were prepared by members of the DC Justice Lab.

COVID-19 PANDEMIC
COVID-19 Information: To stop the spread of COVID-19, the National Reentry Network for returning
citizens provides its clientele with N-95 masks and at-home self-testing kits. Additionally, all clientele
and employees are required to be fully vaccinated to enter our office building.

If you have any further questions or inquiries regarding COVID-19, visit the CDC website for updated
recommendations, information, and guidelines: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019ncov/index.html.
Work together with The National Reentry Network to stop the spread of COVID-19.
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sent an endorsement
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