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                                       FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
missouri department of corrections provides funding for transitional housing
Center for Women in Transition Opens Schirmer House for Female Ex-Offenders

St. Louis, Mo.---The Center for Women in Transition is pleased to announce the grand opening of Schirmer House, a new transitional living facility for female ex-offenders contracted by the Missouri Department of Corrections.  The apartment-style housing is the first of its kind to be contracted by the State; women who are mandated to the facility after their release from prison receive extensive services in order to facilitate a successful re-entry into the community after 120 days. 

 Schirmer House is also unique in that it is a self-contained facility—the majority of services the women require are provided on site, including Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous and Anger Management meetings, computer training, job preparation, life skills classes and mentoring.  

The facility is managed by the Center for Women in Transition, which specializes in transitional programming for female ex-offenders, and contracted by the Missouri Department of Corrections through capital from the Inmate Revolving Fund.  This fund is generated through the collection of a $30 monthly intervention fee from parolees and probationers in the state of Missouri and is designated for use to provide community corrections and intervention services for offenders.


A brief press conference, immediately followed by an open house, will be held at Schirmer House, located at 721 & 725 Schirmer Place in St. Louis, on Thursday, June 26, 2008 beginning at 10:00 AM and concluding at 1:00 PM.  Speakers at the press conference will include Julie Boehm, Reentry Manager for the Missouri Department of Corrections; J. Scott Johnston, Chief State Supervisor for the Probation & Parole Division of the Missouri Department of Corrections and William Siedhoff, Director of the City of St. Louis’ Department of Human Services.  

Interviews with these individuals, as well as Women in Transition representatives and current Schirmer residents, will be available following the press conference, or can be arranged prior to the event.  
About the Center for Women in Transition

[image: image2.wmf]The Center for Women in Transition,  a 501(c)(3) non-profit, opened in 1997 to work with women who have committed non-violent crimes to assist them in making a transition back into their families and into society.  The organization also works to promote restorative justice principles in society and in the criminal justice system.  The Center for Women in Transition has five main program areas: mentoring & advocacy, transitional housing, restorative justice, Project Re-Connect and One World Neighborhood Café.  Last year, the organization served 183 women.  The recidivism rate of these participants was only 4 percent, compared to a national average of 73 percent.  For more information about programming and the impact on the community, please visit the website at www.cwitstl.org.  
Debra’s Story: A Schirmer Success Story   


Debra Melvin wakes up every day with a mission: to create a better life for herself.  She’s succeeding.  Debra spends two days a week in treatment, and three days volunteering in the clothing store at Patch Neighborhood Center.  She is working towards her GED.  She is diligently taking medications that treat her mental health issues.  She is playing in a community softball league and gardening.  And, at press time, she is awaiting celebrating one year of being clean and sober on July 4.  


Most of Debra’s life has been an uphill battle.  She started drinking and using drugs at the age of nine, living in a home with a single, alcoholic mother.  Her father briefly took custody of her, but passed away three years later.  Debra then moved in with her grandmother and resumed drinking and using drugs.  For the next 33 years, she never kicked the habit.  She spent ten years working the street as a prostitute to feed her addictions.  She was arrested for the first time in 1999, and she has been in and out of prison since then.  


Debra was released on January 11, 2008 and mandated to the MERS transitional facility.  She spent nearly three months there, but she wanted more independence than the structure of the MERS program could provide. “It was just like prison all over again,” she explained.


Then, on April 1, Debra became one of the first residents at Schirmer House.  She immediately began working the program, attending meetings almost every day of the week, including Alcoholics Anonymous, Cocaine Anonymous, anger management and various life skills classes.  Debra also was paired with a mentor, Joann Cobb, with whom she is maintaining an excellent relationship.  


“Schirmer made me feel positive and safe when I didn’t really have anywhere else to go,” said Debra. “A lot of [the residents] don’t have anyone who loves us, or they all gave up on us.  But the staff care deeply about all of the women.  They truly want us to succeed, and they are always encouraging us and telling us how proud they are of our progress.  They made me believe in myself.”


Debra made so much progress during her time at Schirmer that she became the first Schirmer resident to be transferred to Courtois House, another Center for Women in Transition facility.  Debra loves the freedom that she has at Courtois, but acknowledges that she needed Schirmer as an intermediate step.  “Schirmer was more freedom than MERS, but it still provided me with the structure that I needed to figure out my next steps,” Debra said. 


Debra still struggles living and working in the neighborhood where she lived and committed many of her offenses.  She admits that it can be tempting for her to be in these familiar surroundings.  “I know so many people in this neighborhood.  I really fear that someone will recognize me and come up to me and offer me drugs,” she said.  “But I know that I could say no.  I don’t do that anymore.  This time is different for me.”


Debra’s biggest motivation to staying on track is her 12-year-old daughter, Brianna.  Brianna’s father, who has custody, has promised to share custody with Debra once she has a place of her own to stay.  However, Debra isn’t rushing to move out of Courtois.  “Susan [Mounce, Mentee Services Coordinator] told me that I can stay here as long as I need to (up to one year).  The most important thing for me right now is my treatment and my health,” said Debra.


“I’m just so grateful for the Center for Women in Transition. God has done so much for me.  I’m finally starting to push aside all of my shame and guilt and just love myself.”
-MORE-
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