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T'VE LEARNED

B An Early Head
Start program gives
imprisoned mothers
a chance to bond
with their children

By JOSH KULLA
WILSONVILLE SPOKESMAN

It’s no secret that
wornen in prison still

have children,

But il's an easy fact to
overlook amidst the often-
grim reality that landed
those women behind bars,
['s easier still to view
women sentenced to years at
a stretch for manslaughter,
assault or drug crimes as all-
too-deserving of their fate,

But it's the children in this
equation, many bom after
their mothers were incarcer-
ated, that too often are an af-
terthought. They are sent to
live with relatives or foster
parents or forgotien altogeth-
er. But they still have the
same needs and desires as
those with mothers living
normal lives,

At Coffee Creek Correc-
tional Facility, however, a
groundbreaking Barly Head
Start program has been of-
fering young women behind
bars a second chance at be-
coming a mother at the same
time as they pay their debt to
saciety.

“I love it," said inmate
Shanun Corron. “You get
different training, and you
learn how 1o read your
baby's signals. Everything I
didn’t know with my daugh-
ter, like comrpunication and
Jearning to parent.”

Offered thiough Washing-
ton-County based Communi-
ty Action, the federally-
funded program currenily
has space for up to eight in-
mates and their children at
Coffee Creek’s purpose-built
facility outside the prison’s
twa main wings.

Although it has been on
offer to eligible inmates
since the prison openmed in
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Coffee Creek inmate Shanun Corron and her son Brennan (above) were enyolled i the prison’s Early Head
Star) progrum prior 1o her relense in May. Below is 20-month-ofd Emma Meier, daughter of inmote Emily
Meter and another Farly Head Sterd participant.

2002, the Early Head Start
program has operated largely
outside the public eye, with
the exception of Community
Action’s 2008 “contractor of
the quarter” award from the
Depuriment of Conrections.

Around 65 children and
their mothers have gone
through the program since it
started.

“It was my job at the lime
to liaise with the DOC,” re-
called Sharon Bollmejer, a
family suppori teacher for
Community Action who has
run the program at Coffee
Creek from the beginming,
"“And when they lost
$200,000 in state funding,
we (Community Action)
were able to step in.”

Bollmeicr runs things as
she would a similar Barly
Head Start program on the
outside. It js aimed at low-
income families with infants
or toddlers, as well as preg-
nant women. Inmates, up to
eight of whom may 1ake part
at any given lime, certainly
qualify,

The program’s aim is 10
promote healthy outcomes
for pregnant women and
their babies, as well as en-
hancing lhe development of

young children and families.

In practice, the routine
usually means that twice a
week mothers meet their
children at the Early Head
Start building, the mother a
half-hour beforehand in
order to set up classrooms
for the day.

Mothers work with
Bollmeier and others to set
up child development and
family goals before they
start the program. The twice-
weekly sessions g0 on to en-
compass child development,
health, nutriticn and social
services.

There also are obvious
differences between Early
Head Start at Coffeec Creek
and similar programs on the
outside.

Participants must over-
come three primary obsta-
cles unigue to their circum-
stances, First, they must be
“gate-cleared,” or eligible to
travel outside the prison’s
minimurn-security wing to
the Barly Head Start build-
ing. They also cannot have
been convicted of certain
crimes, from the obvious -
child abuse or endangerment
~ to arson and other offens-
es.
The child’s legal custodi-
an also must be willing to
participate and transporlation
arranged for. Finally, prison
staff as well as child welfare
services staff must sign off
on Lhe arrangement.

It means a constant search
for new mothers and chil-

dren.

“They earn the right to
stay -here,” Bollmeler said.
“In tenms of the women that
we get here, it's not always
easy.”

“She’s always over there
looking for babies,” said
Jana Wong, Coffee Creek as-
sistant administrator, “Cof-
fee Creek works with moth-
ers and families to plan
ahead for births, and the
DHS (Department of Human
Services) if there's no fami-
ly."

Much of the time, howev-
er, one or more of the eight
slots go unfilled, mainly be-
cause of the difficulty in ar-
ranging transportation for a
child to and from Coffee
Creek twice a week for the
half-day sessions.

“It's hard to get that
many,” said Bollmeier,
adding the average length a
participant is enrolled falls
just shy of a year.

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

‘When these barders fall,
however, the rewards are
well worth the sweat and
tears.

Corron, 28, was serving a
15-month sentence for the
distribution of a controlled
substance ~ methamphela-
mine — when interviewed for
this article.

She was released on pro-
bation at the end of May and
has since been reunited with
her year-old son Brennan, as
well as her nine-year-old
daughter. Farly Head Start,
Cormron said, has given her a
second chance at raising
Brennan as her own.

On this day, she walches
as Brennan interacts with
guest Keren Joshi, former
children’s librarian at the
Wilsonville Public Library,
Joshi straps on her acoustic
guitar and leads lhe three
children and their mothers in
a round of songs and accom-
panying claps, steps and
other motions,

It’s all part of helping the
children adjust to having
their mothers around in a rel-
alively normal setting. For
Corron, it seems to be work-

BE A BETTER PARENT

ing.

"He (Brennan) is building
relationships here,” she said.
“That’s the biggest change.”

Corron gave birth to her
son not long after being sen-
tenced to prison for her role
in selling methamphetamine.
She described the experience
as difficult.

“It was really hard,” she
said. “IU's stressful and it's
just not the same, My par-
ents took him home the same
day and that was really hard,
1 can’t imagine what it's like
if the DHS (Depariment of
Human Services) was taking
him away.”

Over the course of the
next year, however, Corron
was able to bond with Bren-
nan in a way she never
would have been able to
without Early Head Start.

“I've learned everything
that I didn’t know with my
daughter,” she said.

Corron is centainly not
alone,

“This - program is really
..." said inmate Emily
Meier, her voice tailing off
as she searched for the right
words.

"It’s really changed my
life,” she said.

Currently serving out a
46-month sentence, also for
distribution of methampheta-
mine, Meier is 27 years old
and the mother of Emma, a
20-month old girl with a
sunny personality.

Like Corron, Mejer gave
birth to Emma just months
after being sent to prison.

“I actually had her while I
was here,” Meler said.

Emma is more fortunate
than some children in similar
straits; Meier's parents live
in Salem and were willing to
take custody of Emma. They
also have provided faithful
transportation for Emma to
attend Barly Head Start at
Coffee Creek.

“This here is a lot differ-
ent than just visiting,” Meier
said. “We get hands-on train-
ing, coaching. I've learned
how to be a better parent. It's
helped me build a future be-
cause everything here is so
supportive.” B



