Executive summary 

Imagine what it would be like for a young child to be separated from their mother or father for a long period of time.  What is it like for the military personnel who must leave their children in order to represent our country during times of war?  What is it like for millions of innocent children in America who did nothing wrong but who must go without their mother or father because they have been incarcerated?   

The purpose of Between the Lines is to give these children a connection to their family during these times of separation.  At the same time, Between the Lines has goals of impacting the community by promoting literacy and strengthening family bonds.  Such family connections are imperative to the development of healthy children and are vital to the foundations of confident parenting.  

Between the Lines is exemplary not only because of its uniqueness but also because of the important work that it accomplishes: connecting parents and children during a challenging time in their lives.   This is work that both parents and children will remember for the rest of their lives.   Additionally, it touches lives in not only an extremely emotional way but also in a way that promotes literacy and works directly toward building better families and communities.  Since 2008 we have been able to do this for over 400 children and over 240 parents.  

Volunteers are known for their compassion and patience and leave parents with a sense of connection, dignity, and commitment to being a positive influence in their child’s life.  During the five reading events during the 2008-2009 committee year, members gave approximately 250 hours of volunteer time 
Program goals 

The primary goal of Between the Lines is to support family unity and bonding during times of separation due to either incarceration or deployment.  Research indicates that bonding in early childhood is fundamental to coping skills later in life and can largely determine a child’s ability to form healthy relationships as an adult.  The children of inmates constitute a surprisingly underserved population and have few opportunities to receive the necessary contact with an incarcerated parent to form or maintain the necessary bonds.  The ability to re-read a book while hearing the loving voice of their parent can go a long way toward building a bridge between visits.  Prisoners who remain engaged in the lives of their children have lower recidivism rates and their children are therefore less likely to serve prison time as adults.  When inmates or soldiers return home, they are integrated more smoothly back into the family’s daily life because they were able to maintain a presence in the home.  

Program description 

In the US, two million children have a parent currently incarcerated. 15,000 of these children are in Oregon and only 37% of these children will form secure attachments with their mothers and caregivers, leading to attachment disorders that will profoundly impact the rest of their lives.  That is to say that roughly 9,450 of those children in Oregon will struggle through life with inadequate resources, coping skills, and support.  The children of incarcerated parents are six times more likely than their peers to serve time in prison as adults – perpetuating the same cycle that shaped their parent’s lives.   Early intervention and family unity have been identified as two of the most powerful tools to reduce inmate recidivism and greatly diminish the chances that their children will have encounters with the criminal justice system in the future.

In order to fill this need for early intervention and family unity during the time of separation the Junior League of Portland launched Between the Lines.  Parents with a history of violence or neglect against children are not allowed to participate in the program.    Between the Lines is proud to be partnering with Santiam (all men’s) Correctional Facility and Coffee Creek (all women’s) Correctional Facility as well as the National Guard for their recording events.    

The Junior League volunteers arrive at the Between the Lines recording sessions with their own digital recording instruments, as well as a permanent collection of 76 books covering the needs of every developmental level for ages 0-12 years in both English and Spanish.   Junior League members then sit one-on-one with a parent while they read and record the story that they have chosen.  

After the recording event, volunteers process the recordings and create a CD for each of the inmates’ children.  The volunteers also gift wrap each set for delivery to the children which generally requires another 80 hours of volunteer time.  
Committee members provide many of the essential supplies, including CD’s, jewel cases, wrapping and shipping materials, and transportation to the correctional facilities.  Efforts to maximize the Between the Lines budget have enabled us to provide brand new children’s books at $10 each; with all other related expenses including the CD, packing, and shipping, the average total cost for each child is $20.  The participating parents write their own address labels to streamline the event and ensure quick and accurate delivery.  To make it easier for parents to select an appropriate book their child will enjoy, committee members created descriptions of each book.  Occasionally an inmate will have very limited reading skills and our volunteers patiently coach them through the event and edit the recording to ensure the parents are proud to share the end result with their child.  In the process our volunteers have been profoundly impacted and spread their compassion and awareness to the rest of the JLP and our community.

This program runs primarily on the donations of Junior League of Portland members, both in cash and book donations.  It is our constant goal to creatively employ original ideas for accomplishing the best results.   For example, one of our fundraising activities for the 2009-2010 year is “100 Books for 100 Years,” which places Between the Lines at the center of the Junior League of Portland’s Centennial Celebrations.  To increase visibility of Between the Lines and gain support we were able to have a feature article written about our work in the Oregonian newspaper.  We were also featured on local news program KATU-TV.  As a result of member “brainstorming” we came up with the idea for an Amazon Wish List makes it quick and easy for donors to find and purchase the necessary books.  A simple search on Amazon for “Between the Lines” is both easy to remember and shows potential donors exactly what is needed – no trip to the bookstore or post office required!    

While all of that is to gain interest and raise needed materials, we are also committed to the longevity and future success of this program.  The Between the Lines committee is now tracking past donors in a database to further organize and streamline fundraising efforts and ensure that ties are maintained to past donors while adding new ones which will build a lasting foundation of support.  We are also pleased to be able to say that the new logo for Between the Lines was just released this fall.  This professional looking logo will provide an instantly recognizable image that will serve our program for years to come. 

Results/Outcomes 

As a result of our Between the Lines reading events during 2008-2009, 237 children (170 children of inmates, 67 children of deployed soldiers) received custom CD’s of their parent reading aloud to them with a brand new copy of the corresponding book.  Their excitement when receiving this gift is significant but the real and lasting gift comes from the many hours of reading and playback while mom or dad is away.  The gift of a shared passion for reading and the sound of a parent’s voice is priceless and can have a profoundly positive impact in their lives.  The immediate impact is that the child can more easily maintain an emotional relationship with their parent, they can feel soothed and comforted by their absent parent, and feel a sense of security and stability.  This will have a direct impact on their ability to have healthy relationships and life experiences in the future.

Our community partners are thrilled with the results of our work and we look forward to analyzing the long-term success of our project over time and expect to see lower recidivism rates for parents, improved literacy and academic performance for children, and fewer behavioral issues associated with lack of parent-child bonding.

The children are not the only ones to benefit from Between the Lines; the 146 participating parents (107 inmates, 39 soldiers) last year felt closer and more involved in their children’s lives whether serving a sentence or serving our country abroad.  The inmates have shown such interest in and appreciation for the Between the Lines program at Wilsonville Coffee Creek Correctional Facility that last year’s participants asked to help develop new fundraising options for the 2009-2010 year.  Another exciting idea that emerged as a result of our collaboration last year is the “Create-a-Book” concept in which inmates at one of the correction facilities would write and illustrate their own book to be published with our support to further increase the parent/child bond.  Such a project would also build confidence and literacy skills among the parents while honoring their experience and talents.

Evaluation 

Success has been measured largely by direct feedback from participants and community partners who rave about Between the Lines.   We also measure our success by the awareness drawn to this issue through media attention and by the testimonials of our committee members who have sat with the parents as they read to the children they miss so dearly.  Never has it been so clear to our League members that reading a story can unlock a brighter future.

Proposed use for $10,000 Award

Our current fundraising efforts should cover the expense of at least 5 reading events this year.  The following options could be added to our usual activities should we receive the $10,000 Community Impact Award:

· Update digital recording equipment by purchasing 4 new digital recorders.

· Update and expand our current library of books by 25-50 new additions

· Provide high quality bookmarks and decorative bookplates inside each gifted book for each child

· Purchase a digital camera to include photos with each book and CD set and cover printing costs

· Add 2-4 additional reading events during the year (~$1,000 each)

· Add the benefit of video to our readings by purchasing video equipment and creating DVD’s for children

· Create marketing collateral including brochures and a marketing video about Between the Lines to increase awareness and donations

· Pursue our Create-a-Book concept with one of the correctional facilities

Budget

Our overall budget for the 2009-2010 year is $3,460.  The actual needs of our program can vary and depends on the number of participants at each event and the number of children they have.  Analysis of our 2008-2009 budget shows that our current budget should be adequate to once again commit to five reading events this year.  If our book drives go well, the costs of our book orders may be enough to enable us to add additional reading events and expand our service to more parents and children.  An additional $500 would cover the cost of an additional 25 participating children. $1000 could cover the cost of an additional reading event.
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