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Cooperation means everyone wins
Donna Zuniga, dean, Lee College Huntsville Center

I

t is a collaboration long overdue.
Prior to the outset of the 83rd Texas Legislature,
the seven community colleges offering
associate degrees and certificates of completion
within the Texas Department of Criminal Justice
(TDCJ) formed a consortium to provide, promote and
foster college education and workforce training within
Texas correctional facilities.
These seven colleges have worked side-by-side and
shoulder-to-shoulder in a common mission of service
for decades. They are not “competitors” as many colleges might
see themselves; they are members of an “exclusive club,”
colleges that step outside their instructional comfort zones to
provide higher education courses — and hope — to incarcerated Texas offenders. For years these colleges have shared ideas
and resources, but have never attempted before now to speak
with one voice for the needs of offender education.
Today this new consortium of like-minded colleges provides a
platform for each to frame issues, needs and program requests,
and articulate a clear message to state and local decision
makers.
This bipartisan collaboration set out to tell its story to the 83rd
Legislative Session, with gratifying results:
• The Legislature heeded its recommendation to redirect
funds from Windham School District’s (WSD)
administration to the community colleges that operate
academic and technical training within TDCJ.
• The Legislature voted to require TDCJ’s postsecondary
education programs to be administered by TDCJ’s
Rehabilitation Programs Division, rather than WSD.
• The Legislature acted to ensure that 100 percent of 		
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an offender’s tuition reimbursements are appropriated to 		
TDCJ Strategy C.2.2 Academic and 		
		
Vocational Training.
• The Legislature moved to require that all funds
appropriated to Strategy C.2.2 Academic and
Vocational Training be distributed to community
colleges providing the educational programs to 		
TDCJ.
• In addition, postsecondary educational programs
received an estimated $1 million in additional funding for
programming in 2013-2015, the largest increase in several
years. With this additional funding, community colleges
contracting with TDCJ will be able to add a few new programs.
These changes at the legislative level have strengthened the
bonds of cooperation between community colleges and TDCJ,
as well. Since the TDCJ Rehabilitation Programs Division (RPD)
assumed management responsibility for community college
programming, colleges have seen several immediate changes
in student eligibility criteria that has broaden the potential pool
of students. The RPD has removed the TABE/EA scores
requirement for college academic enrollment. Now, offender
students are admitted much like on-campus students with a
verified GED or high school diploma. This one change means
Lee College is seeing increased student inquiries about
enrollment for upcoming semesters.
Helping incarcerated Texas offenders “elevate” their hopes for
the future through education is a most rewarding cause.
Educational partners joining hands to work more closely
together, joined by the vision of TDCJ, means we can change
the direction of more lives than ever before — a bright hope for
these students, their families, and Texas itself.
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Herbs Behind Bars:
Annual competition recognizes excellence among TDCJ units
Think of it as friendly
competition.

W

hen the Lee College
Horticulture Program at the
Wynne Unit began
“exporting” seeds to other TDCJ units
across Texas to raise herbs for local
prison food programs, no one
envisioned a day when wardens, project
directors and TDCJ officials would gather
to announce the best herb-growing
project in the system.
It happened just that way this past
autumn, with winners announced at a sit
down luncheon catered by Lee College
Culinary Arts program.
Growing herbs for prison kitchens has
been underway since 2007, the
brainchild of Lee College Horticulture
instructor J.T. Langley, now retired, and
TDCJ Laundry, Food and Supply
Division Director Tom D’Cuna, also
retired. Each summer, the program
packages seeds from more than a dozen
herbs and sends them to units for
planting in local gardens.
The results including better tasting
food and a financial savings for Texas
taxpayers. Last year, for instance,
growing herbs inside the walls saved
the state $85,770 on the purchase of the
same herbs from commercial suppliers.
There are other benefits, too. As
offenders take ownership of planting
and caring for gardens, many find a
creative, if not entrepreneurial, flair for
growing herbs; others find the work
therapeutic. One worker, Adriana Rizo of
the Mountain View Unit, says the project
has taught her “life skills and values”
— how to communicate with other
workers, how to work as a team, how to
manage time and energy, among them.
Needless to say, many offenders
develop life-long occupational skills

through the Herbs Behind Bars program.
Each unit is free to create it’s own
process for cultivating herbs. Some units
have larger plots than others; some “hire”
more offender workers. To compete
in the Herbs Behind Bars contest, the
unit must submit a detailed notebook
showing judges how it produced its
crop throughout the contest period.
The notebook includes calculations,
schematics of garden sizes, lists of herbs
in the garden, schedules for planting,
watering and harvesting, the resulting
“crop size” and its estimated cost savings
to the TDCJ budget.
Every notebook is a creative exercise
in itself, with units working to make
their book attractive and easy to read,
illustrated with drawings and photos to
attract judges’ attention.
Competitors gathered in the meeting room at the Texas Prison Museum in
Huntsville to hear TDCJ Laundry, Food
and Supply Division Assistant Director
Ron Hudson and Program Supervisor
Keith Hopkins announce the results for
2013:

A Winning Team
From left to right: Kitchen Captain Michael Tomlin,
Warden Nelson, Sgt. Edward Meier, field supervisor, Adriana Rizo, crew member, Ron Hudson, assistant director of TDCJ’s Laundry, Food & Supply
Division, Whitney Franks, secretary to the warden,
and Keith Hopkins, program supervisor of the
TDCJ division.

Grand Champion:
Mountain View Unit
Sgt. Edward Meier, field supervisor
Michael Tamlin, retired, kitchen captain
Division I (Small Unit)
1) Mountain View
2) Cotulla
3) Marlin
Division II (Medium Unit)
1) Wallace
2) Hightower
3) Pack
Division III (Large Unit)
1) Allred Unit
2) Ellis Unit
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A Tale
as ‘Old as
Thyme’
Working with herbs can be “liberating”
By Adriana Rizo
Mountain View Unit, Gatesville, Texas

M

y name is Adriana Rizo. I am a
34-year-old Mexican-American
serving 50 aggravated years. I have
been incarcerated for 14.5 years at the Mountain View Unit in Gatesville, Texas, and expect
to see parole in 10 years. I’m a theory-x, type-a
personality. I’m a self-motivated go-getting
leader by nature.
During my stay here at the Mountain View
hotel and resort, I have been employed in
mostly white collar, air-conditioned, sit-down
jobs. However, I have worked on and off in
the field (the hoe squad, which is considered
the lowest of jobs on the corporate ladder)
throughout my career here.
For the past five years, I have been employed
as a horticulture specialty grower n the herb
garden for Sgt. Edward Meier. When Sgt. Meier
mentioned creating a herb garden, at first I felt I
was too good for more manual labor, but it was
better than being stuck in the dorm. So I began
volunteering to care for the herb garden. Mind
you, this was after working all day out in the
fields.
At its inception in 2008, I had absolutely zero
knowledge or interest in herbs or gardening. It
was just a job and I was not an outdoorsy person. I couldn’t tell you the difference between
an herb or a weed if my parole depended on it.

Herbology 101: If you pull it and it grows
back, it was a weed. If it doesn’t, it was
an expensive herb.
Under the tutelage of Sgt. Meiers, I
have now become an expert
herbologist. I have come to appreciate
not only the nutritional and culinary
uses of every herb in our garden, but
the medicinal and household purposes
as well. I have learned to identify each
plant by sight, smell, taste and seed. Sgt.
Meier’s unorthodox training methods
surpass anything that could have been
taught in a book. His two green thumbs
and his immense knowledge in farming
can at times be intimidating. To say that
he knows his stuff is an understatement.
As a management major, Sgt. Meier’s
supervisory techniques are also an
enormous part of my new skill set that I
will utilize in the free world.
There is an unexplainable feeling
in gardening that makes you want to
do better. Not to please your boss or
anyone else, but for yourself. It takes
you back to the basics. You think back
that people have been able to serve
that plant to others since the beginning
of time. To see something you planted
come to fruition and to be able to serve
it to others and expose them to what
you have learned is an amazing feeling.
It has given me a sense of accomplishment and purpose. I have two black
thumbs, so I have to try 10 times harder
for some of my plants to grow. At times
this has proven difficult working for
someone who just has to look at
something for it to sprout up.
Working in the herb garden leaves a
lot of time for self-reflection and
behavioral observation. It has taught
me to acknowledge my weaknesses and
turn them into strengths. Where I once
felt that working outside in the herb
garden was merely a job, now it has
become my passion. The women who
work beside me will attest that this is
the best job in TDCJ. Yes, I am in prison.

My garden is surrounded by razor wire
fences. But out there, I am free. To get to
work outside every single day
surrounded by nature doing what we
love; who gets to do that? There are
people in the free world today more
imprisoned than I am.
I have also learned public relations and
interdepartmental skills. We deal with
so many departments and individuals
on a daily basis, both wearing gray and
white. Everyone doesn’t like herbs. Many
people are fast-food babies like I was.

“I am fortunate and
thankful to have become
proficient in such an
amazing field. We should
all be so lucky.”
They don’t like anything that doesn’t
come out of a can. But ignorance isn’t
bliss. Through knowledge and exposure to new experiences at chow time,
people can be taught to try new things.
Dealing with the attitude of “We don’t
like grass in our food” can be very trying.
At first I didn’t, either. I would eat a little
leaf of cilantro and a few onions. But
being constantly exposed to it, I just got
curious what all the hoopla was about.
Now, anything that doesn’t have a handful of garlic, onion chives and cilantro is
bland in comparison. We are extremely
fortunate that Kitchen Captain Michae

Tamlin, our food service manager, uses
every single herb we send him.
Sgt. Meier has encouraged me to push
my limits and expand my knowledge.
It is uncanny how weather-conscious I
have become working in the herb
garden. Is it going to rain? Or, is there
fear of a frost? These are things I think
about daily and, most times,
subconsciously. Choosing a landscape
that will be aesthetically appealing is
also a skill on its own. The very first thing
you will smell as you turn the corner
to my garden is the strong smell of my
compost pile. Yet, another skill I have
attained, to utilize all organic matter to
make compost. I’m immune to the smell
now, but I always get a kick out of seeing
the reaction of people who aren’t.
I utilize all this knowledge and life
skills on a daily basis. I will use my
extremely vast skill set as a master
gardener when I get home and
introduce it to my family. Herbs are as
old as thyme. It is sad that so many of us
had to come to prison to learn so many
skills. I am fortunate and thankful to
have become proficient in such an
amazing field. We should all be so lucky.
I would like to encourage you to come
see our herb gardens here at the View. At
one time, TDCJ was self-sufficient with
its agricultural departments around the
state. It should be that way again.
Mountain View Herb Garden: changing
lives one herb at a time!

Hands-On Work
Sgt. Edward Meier, field supervisor of the
Mountain View Unit’s herb garden, inspects
the current crop with Adriaana Rizo. The
herb garden crew at Mountain Viiew took
Grand Champion honors of the Fall 2013
Herbs Behind Walls Competition.
SECONDCHANCE
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Creating Success
in Prison
The Commencement Address
by Timothy Sneed,
Lee College Alumnus
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I

begin by congratulating each and
everyone of you for being here today. Your graduation represents to
yourself, and to the rest of the world that
you have fulfilled your commitment to
obtain this goal. Your graduation also
marks the beginning of a new chapter of
your life. Yesterday you were a student;
today, you are a graduate.
I began my pursuit of higher
education while incarcerated in the
Ellis Unit in 2006. I earned a Horticulture
Technician Certification from Texas A&M,
and an AAS degree in Horticulture from
Lee College. Shortly after completing
the Horticulture vocation, I was assigned
to work as a special grower. My primary
duties were cultivating herbs for use in
food service, and preparing notebooks
that were submitted for competition in
a statewide contest against other herb
gardens.
The herb garden and the competition
were both extremely challenging and
deeply rewarding experiences for me. In
three successive years of competition,
the Ellis Unit was awarded Third Place,
Reserve Grand Champion, and Grand
Champion awards.
Ultimately, I served 10.5 years of
a 20-year sentence, eight of which I
spent on the Ellis Unit. I was released in
August 2012. Since I have been working
fulltime as a gardener at the San Antonio Zoo, and parttime at Schulz Nursery
on Broadway in San Antonio.
The heart of my message today is
based on a question: “How do you find
success in prison?” It is my belief that if
you cannot create success in prison, it
is unreasonable to expect to have
success outside prison.
For many of you, the world you once
knew has changed dramatically. You
must be prepared to adapt to those
changes. Just as you had to adapt to
this once foreign environment you now
live in, you must have the presence of
mind and willingness to adapt yet again.
Most of you can relate to benefits you
have enjoyed as a result of your ability
to adapt to change. By the same token,

most of you can relate to consequences
you have suffered as a result of an 		
inability to adapt to change.
Change is a good thing. The ability to
adapt to it, an even better thing.
To be clear, I am not talking about
being like the chameleon that changes
its external color to suit its environment.
I am talking about taking steps to make
internal changes that will have a lasting
impact. I believe the ability to adapt to
change is at the very heart of success in
prison.
I also believe that in order to create
success in prison you must possess the
ability to convince others to believe in
you. I am not talking about the power of
persuasion that is more “sales pitch” than
substance. I am talking about a
quality that is evident to those you come
in contact with that says you are
believable. Before you have the slightest
chance of convincing others to believe
in you, you must first believe in yourself.
Having confidence in yourself, and your
abilities is something that one must
build.
Setting and attaining goals is a great
foundation for building confidence in
yourself. Your presence here today
suggests you are capable of both setting
and attaining goals.
Earning your degree is a solid 		
foundation to build upon. Roman and
Greek architecture, whose remnants are
still standing, were built on solid
foundations. Likewise, education is a
solid basis for lasting success.
However, a foundation is only the first
step. You must continue to build upon
your education. Knowledge is strength.
Learning something new increases your
chances for success. You must strive to
increase your knowledge and constantly
prepare your mind with whatever useful
information you can get your hands on.
Louis Pasteur, the “father of microbiology,” once said, “Chance favors the
prepared mind.” To me, that means a
prepared mind is able to recognize an
opportunity when it presents itself.
Although my mind was not fully

prepared, I clearly recall the day I spoke
to the Lee College Vocational Counselor
about enrolling in the Horticulture
program. When I walked into his office,
I had no intention of earning a degree,
but after he outlined the course
requirements for the AAS degree, I knew
it was the path that I would pursue. I was
able to recognize the opportunity.
The fact that I earned a degree while
incarcerated has been very impressive to
prospective employers. When I was
seeking employment, that fact alone
seemed to help balance out my history
of poor choices.
I learned that there are many people
who are willing to give an individual a
chance who has clearly turned his life
around. I truly believe that preparing
your mind by building on your
education will help you to create
success in prison, and ultimately, to be
successful out of prison.
You can say that creating success is
like climbing a mountain. You begin
by setting goals to reach the summit,
then you take the steps to succeed
in obtaining that goal. You must be
prepared, both physically and 		
mentally, to accomplish the task.
There will almost certainly be pitfalls
and hazards on the path.
Remember this: Not everyone that
sets out reaches the summit.
Making it to the top requires more
than planning and preparation. It
requires discipline and perseverance.
So I leave you with these questions.
Do you possess the ability to adapt
to change? Do you believe in yourself
enough to make others believe in you?
Have you prepared your mind? Will you
continue to build upon the solid
foundation of your education? And
finally, do you possess the discipline and
perseverance that is required to reach
the summit?
If you cannot answer yes to those five
questions, I hope my words today have
provided some food for thought. If you
can, you have already created success.
SECONDCHANCE
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“You must find something within”
Alumnus and 2014 Commencement Speaker Tim Sneed
talks about what it takes to succeed inside the walls — and out
Editor’s note: Tim Sneed graduated
from the Lee College Horticulture
Program in 2006 while serving the
Wynne Unit, Huntsville, Texas. Today he
spends his time doing what he loves
— and learned in prison — working to
make the grounds at the San Antonio
Zoo beautiful to its thousands of annual
visitors.
Second Chance: You talked about
preparing for success in prison. How did
you show success inside the walls?

 For so many of us, our crimes were
related, either directly or indirectly,to
either drugs and or alcohol. Thereis a lot
of dishonesty, a lot of disbelief, a lot of
mistrust. So when I latchedonto the
understanding that I could be 		
responsibleand talented enough to
make people believe in me,I took a
huge step forward.I think that is a major
part of being successful in prison. When
people can see you are doing something
that you love, and are applying yourself,
and that you have confidence in yourself, it helps them believe in you, too.

Tim: I was very fortunate. Shortly after I
finished the Horticulture program,I was
assigned to work in the herb garden.
It helped me establish some practical
experience.
Other things were less tangible.
8
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Second Chance: What’s the difference
between “acceptable” and havingreal
success? How did you take a job in
horticultureand make it special? How
did you make your work unique?

 im: The word that comes to mind is 
T
“excellence,”and I have to givemy Lee
College instructors, such as Paul Allen, 
J.T.Langley and “Scooter”Langley credit
because they were constantly pushing
me to strive for excellence. 
When I did something I thought was
good, J.T. was the firstto say, “Okay, what
are you going to do with it now?”
When I discovered something that the
curriculum described one way,
sometimes I would try a different
method. Occasionallymy way was more
more successful. J.T. would say, “That’s
great, now where are you going to go
with that?”
I learnedhow to reference and
research from colleagues and instructors, which helped me push myself
towards constant improvement. Always

I would find new pathways. Initially, my
goal was to get an “attaboy” from someone who I considered to be a mentor.
But more than just saying “good job,”my
instructors would tell me to keep going.
That was the spark I needed.

	So,you know,you see past the 		
obstacles and you focus on the goal.
 econd Chance: How can an offender
S
find or develop self discipline in a prison
environment when they have never
known it before?

Second Chance: What decision or
circumstancesprompted you to get
decide to get a college degree in the first
place?
Tim: I would have to say that first day
that I had a meeting with Mr. Burney,
the Lee College Vocational Counselor at
the time. I wanted to take Horticulture; I
wanted to learn a littIe bit about
gardening.
At first, it was a course and nothing
more, and really,to be honest, it was a
way toget off the hoe squad for a while.
Both the hoe squad and horticulture are
“agriculture,” but one’s on the end of a
hoe and the other was actually doing
something.
He told me that the guys (in
horticulture) had gardens. Really? They
had a garden? You can actually plant
seeds and grow stuff? That was very
appealing to me.
Second Chance: So it took that encouragement to get you started?
 im: Well, yes. He made the plan seem
T
so simple. He talked about the Horti-

culture Technician Certification from
Texas A&M, and said, “Get the Associate
degree in Horticulture from Lee College,
put that with the Texas A&M Certification, and you will really have something,
something that people in the free-world

are going to recognize.” So right away I
knew that was the path I was going to
pursue.
 econd Chance: What are the biggest
S
challenges offenders face in their pursuit
of a college degree while inside the
walls?
 im: The academic challenges are not
T
nearly as great as many of the physical
challenges. By that I mean Lee College
provides great curriculum, great
instructors and reference materials.
Offenders don’t have Internet access,
so that makes research time consuming
and difficult.
Then, a student must overcome
fatigue. Working full-time means you are
tired when you come in from a shift. You
have to hurry and shower and get on a
bus, or hurry to get to school. You have
to want that education!
Plus, the environment is often noisy,
not conducive to study. Students have
to stay focused and get through it. And
there is no air conditioning in prison.
So picture yourself sitting in a big
room with lots of other offenders. It is
hot and sweaty, and you are tryingto
focus on your homework with television
noise and dominoes slamming in the
background. Those are real-life
challenges!
I remember the first course that I took.
When I got my grades back and saw that
“A,” I knew Ihad worked hard for it. It was
Mr. Harris’ art class. Not many people got
“A’s”; you had to earn it! So when I saw
my grade, I said to myself, “I don’t care
what it takes to do this; I don’t care how
hard it is; I like that! I like that A.”

 im: I must tell you, that is a very tough
T
thing.
I saw some guys who seemed fairly
disciplined. Some have religious faith,
some pursue weightlifting or basketball.
Those desires pushed one to regulate
his time and energy.
Discipline was not my strong suit. I
still struggle with it. But when something is important, you just make it
happen. You find something within.
 econd Chance: Did you find that at
S
some point you had to decide that you
wanted to get out of there? 
Tim: I realized the life I was living when
I got arrested was definitely not the life
that I wanted to live. Until then, I had
never taken the time to look at myself
in a purely objective manner. Most of
the time I spent using drugs and alcohol
was all about escape. Having time to
focus more inward, I realized I had to
change a lot of things. I understood that
the only hope for success wasto take a
different path. I want something better
for myself.
So yes, first you must decide to
change. You have to want it. Then taking
the steps to get out will be like
climbing a mountain. The journey is
hard, but worth the trip.

SECONDCHANCE
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MOTHERS
make the best

ADVOCATES
J

ennifer Erschabek had dreams of her own
when son Nick ran into trouble in 2003.

Today, her adventure as an offender’s mother has taken her
in an unexpected direction — and made her the champion of a
cause she believes in.
“For parents, prison is a very scary world,” Jennifer is quick
to say. “All I knew was what I had seen on television — barbed
wire, metal bars and bricks. I cried a lot in the beginning. I cried
a lot during my first visitation.”
Nick was 22 years old then, and life had gotten off to a rocky
start.
“He had ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) in
high school; he was the class clown because he worked so hard
to be accepted. He was good in school, but had a difficult time
focusing, and kept getting into trouble.”
Teachers labeled Nick a troublemaker, and the label stuck.
Eventually conflicts he internalized acted out, and Nick went to
prison to serve a 20-year sentence.
“Mine was a long trip to ‘normalcy,’” Jennifer remembers. “Nick
was confined far from home. A weekend visit was a six-hour
drive each way. My husband and I made the trip once every two
months and had a four-hour visit — two hours on Saturday and
two on Sunday. Spending time with our son required an entire
weekend.”
It was a conversation with the unit warden that pushed
Jennifer toward her new purpose, however.
“He told me Nick had been labeled a gang member, so
couldn’t be allowed in the craft shop. ‘That’s absolutely not true,’
I answered back. ‘Nick isn’t one who would do that.’
“’Have you heard about TIFA?’ the warden asked me.”
The Texas Inmate Families Association had been around since
1996 as the only organized “voice” parents have to address
injustices inside the prison system. Jennifer, who has a
background in governmental service, connected — and soon
became TIFA’s executive director.
“TIFA is respected by the Texas Department of Criminal
Justice,” she says. “We can get a lot accomplished for families by
10
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just picking up the phone.”
Jennifer saw the organization go to work on Nick’s behalf. It
took time, but soon the gang-member label was removed, and
new opportunities opened up for Nick.
“More than 40 percent of the offender population has no
family. Many get ‘branded’ and have no one to advocate for
them. For the parents and spouses who are supportive, many
do not know how to communicate with anyone beyond the
guard at the gate,” she says.
TIFA is the go between for a family with a warden or regional
director. “We can help because we know who to talk to, and
because we take the emotion out of it. When something is
happening to your son or husband, it’s very had to stay neutral.”
So from seeking help for her own son, Jennifer now
advocates on behalf of more than 13OO TIFA families across
Texas. She travels extensively, visiting the organization’s 14
chapters, holding workshops, conducting meetings, and visiting with key leaders inside the prison system and state
government.
TIFA’s slogan is “Educate, Advocate, Support.” Meetings may
include a member of the Texas Parole Board, a TDCJ official, or
parents who find reassurance in the shared experiences of
others.
“Parents should call TIFA the first minute their son or
husband goes from county jail to state prison,” Jennifer
believes. “That’s when you start preparing for parole.”
She tells the story of a mother who spent $10,000 on an
attorney to guide her through the parole process. “She had no
clue what to do,” Jennifer recalls.
The appeal failed, and there were no more funds for a second
try. The attorney, perhaps well intentioned, had not collected
the proper support letters for the candidate.
Now, TIFA conducts Parole Packet workshops. The charge is
$50 for three hours of intense instruction, and the TIFA staff is
on hand to answer every question.
“We’ve helped parents throughout Texas,” she says, “ and
we’re just getting started.”
Learn more about TIFA through its website at tifa.org.

Nick Simmank’s ALTITUDE Adjustment

N

ick Simmank has paid back a
large portion of his debt to
society — serving more than
11 years of a 20-year
sentence. These days, he no longer looks
back, but ahead.
Nick graduated with an Associate of
Science degree from Lee College’s
Welding Technology program in April
2014 — and sees bright possibilities for
his future for the first time in years.
“It took me three years to get my
degree,” he says smiling, “and I’m going
to put it to good use.”
Offenders must wait until they are
within 10 years of release before starting
a college education behind the walls.
“When he first went to prison,” his self
esteem was at the bottom,” mother
Jennifer says. “Now, he glows.”
He glowed when he walked across the
stage to accept his diploma from Lee
College President Dr. Dennis Brown.
Moments later, standing with his
parents, Jennifer and Bob Erschabek, he
acknowledged his monumental
achievement.
“It’s not easy in this environment,” he
acknowledges. “I work 10 hours a day, go

to school, and study. That takes
discipline.”
During his tenure as a student, Nick
tutored others in math, a course he’s
good at. Even so, he struggled in
writing. He persevered throughout the
semester, putting in “two to three” hours
a day at his homework.
“I would go to my welding class and
lab every day during the week,” he says.
“I attended my academic classes twice a
week. Some of these courses aren’t
offered every semester, so when one
does come along, you have to grab it.”
He credits Lee College for providing
him a great education.
“Lee College cares,” he says. “The
instructors really care. They encourage
you. They respect you. While you’re in
class, you don’t feel you are an offender,
but a student. That means something.”
The college didn’t always teach
welding in Nick’s unit. When Lee stepped
in, it fixed broken equipment and added
welding booths to provide space for
more students. And Lee’s tuition was
roughly a third of what Nick’s family had
been paying.
And, Lee is offering more classes now,

“to help us get the courses we need
faster.”
“My goal in welding lab was to
keep learning. Every day, I’d try to find
something new. Education is a constant
learning process.”
Research shows that students with a
college education return to prison far
less than those with no education, so
Nick has reason to hope. And welders
are in great demand along the Texas
Gulf Coast, home of one of the nation’s
largest petrochemical industry
expansions in history.
Still, challenges lie ahead, as they do
for every recent offender.
“The money is good for welders,” Nick
realizes. “I’m very excited. But right out
of the gate, it won’t be easy. I know that,
and I’m prepare for it.”
He has an associate degree in hand
now, but life inside the walls goes on.
Until his release, Nick says he will strive
to learn new things every day in lab, and
take additional classes.
Prison has put life on “pause” long
enough to adjust his altitude.
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“Second Chances Should Be
for Everybody”
A son inside the walls keeps Mary Sue Molnar active on the outside

W

hen son Jason went to prison on a
sex offense charge almost a decade
ago, a nightmare began for mother
Mary Sue Molnar.

“I was like everyone else,” the Austin resident remembers.
“When you hear the words ‘sex offender,’ you automatically
think ‘monster’ or ‘child molester.’ That is not the case for a
great majority of these young men.”
So, with Jason confined, she went to work, scouring through
research and legal reports and meeting with the family
members other offenders, hoping to understand better what
her son was up against.
That’s when the harsh reality of a youthful discretion sunk in.
In Texas, sex offenders are listed on a state sex offender
registry, a public listing of every person who has been
convicted of or pled guilty to a sex offense charge, regardless
of the nature of the offense or the individual’s risk to reoffend.
Once listed, most are required to remain registered for life.
“Everyone is lumped together, no matter the circumstance
of their offense,” Mary Sue explains. “We don’t know who the
dangerous ones are.”
She discovered, too, that when a sex offender has paid his
debt to society behind bars, then the real trouble begins.
Those who bear the “label” sex offender have a much tougher
time than other parolees and released offenders finding jobs
and housing.
Troubled, Mary Sue went to work. She founded a non-profit
organization to work for a better understanding of sex offense
crimes among legislators, media and the general public.
“As a society we believe in second chances,” she says
forcefully. “We believe that once your debt is paid, you should
be able to go on with your life. But second chances should be
for everyone, regardless of his crime. We want ex-offenders to
work, be productive and pay their taxes, but we make it virtually impossible for ex-sex offenders.”
In 2008, Mary Sue virtually singlehandedly began Texas
Voices and has become its most tenacious advocate.
“We work with hundreds of cases where the sex offense was
consensual sex, but the girl lied about her age. I’ve had girls
call to ask why their boyfriends won’t talk to them; I tell them
to ask their mother.”
She works, mainly, helping change the rules for offenders
who face the harsh realities of starting over in the free world.
12
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“Their problems really begin if they get out without support,”
she says. “They can’t find a place to live; some cities have law
prohibiting a registered sex offender from taking up residence
there. They can’t find a job; few companies want to take a
chance on them. So they are virtually ostracized, and often
steal or do something against their parole because they must
eat and live.
Yet, “registered offenders have the lowest recidivism rate
than do offenders of every other offense except murder,” she
says emphatically.
Mary Sue is armed with compelling research:
• A 2006 New York study analyzed the recidivism patterns for
19,827 sex offenders. The rate for new sex offenses after one
year in the community was 2 percent. The cumulative rate
increased to 8 percent after eight years.
• A 2007 report by the West Virginia Division of Corrections
tracked 325 sex offenders for three years after release from
prison. Only six parolees returned for new sex related crimes.
The sex crime recidivism rate was slightly less than 2
percent.
• An Indiana Corrections report in the spring of 2009 found
that sex offenders released in 2005 had compiled a 1.05
percent sex crime re-conviction rate in three years.
		 “Today there are 78,000 names on the registry,” Mary Sue
reports. “The list is growing by 100 names each week. Before
long, everyone will know someone who is on the list.”
Texas Voices focuses its efforts on offenders who are
released, especially people who have sex offense in their
history and are required to register. The organization helps
releasees find housing. It lobbies for changes in laws to help
protect those unlikely to repeat a sex offense. And Texas Voices
litigates. Currently it is suing a Texas city that has passed an
ordinace banning residency by anyone on the registry.
“We believe no sexual abuse is ever acceptable, but sex
offense laws and policies should be based on sound research
and common sense, not panic or paranoia,” the founder
explains. “Once released into society, it is safer for communities
if ex-offenders have a home, a job and community support in a
stable environment.”
Mary Sue hopes the investment she is making now will make
a difference when her son is released.
“People are starting to understand now,” she says, “but we
have along way to go.”

J

Jason Molnar: “I am Exceedingly Grateful”

ason Molnar graduated with a 4.0
GPA (grade point average) from
the Lee College Welding
Technology and Cabinetmaking
programs, and was awarded an
Associate of Science degree at
commencement ceremonies in April
2014 inside the Wynne Unit Chapel.
As valedictorian of his class, Jason
gave the benediction at the end the
graduation ceremony.
“As strange as it sounds, I am very
thankful for my experiences here,” he
replied. “When I was arrested, I was at my
lowest point ever. I sat in a jail cell and
cried. It was there I found Jesus Christ —
and hope.”
The road toward recovery includes
rehearsing and playing in an offender
musical band that leads worship each
week in his unit.
“I know it will be difficult when I get
out,” he said, “but I am encouraged
because I have real skills to offer.“ And
now, I have my faith. I had neither when I
got in trouble several years ago.”
Jason looks back on his days as a Lee

College student as follows:
“I can be nothing less than
exceedingly grateful to the Lee College
folks for they have provided me with an
opportunity to do something positive
with my time; to make provisions for my
future.
“In prison, we are very limited as to
what we can use as far as a modern
classroom goes. Regardless, Lee College
instructors put forth great effort to make
our classes as interesting, informative,
and as enjoyable as possible.
“It’s funny; growing up I never liked
school. Perhaps things change with age,
but there is something about Mr. Harris’
Powerpoint presentations and Mr. Van’s
lectures that are simply enjoyable.
“When I’m trying to make my way
down the chaotic and dismal hallway of
prison and I see Dr. Gary coming down
the middle of it with his dolly and cart
overflowing with plant specimens, or
perhaps a fully assembled skeleton if
anatomy is in session, I can’t help but
feel endearment as I think of the lengths

these people go through to bring us
college in spite of the circumstances. I
know it’s not the ambiance that draws
the Lee College staff back to these
places; perhaps its compassion and
a true desire to impart something of
worth to the despised of society.
“Some of the best times I have had in
prison were spent completely soaked
through in sweat working hand and
hand with master craftsmen like Mr.
Turner and Mr. Knuppel, building a
kitchen or welding my way around a
pipe in a noise filled oven of a shop.
These are real men — these are real
instructors — who get right in there and
grind with us; men who do not let attitudes or ignorance hinder their purpose;
men who diligently tend to the needs
of even the most undisciplined. These
men exceed the requirements of teacher
and serve as examples of what real men
should be. They exhibit not only great
skill but values, work ethics, and character; some of the very things that many
here grew up without.”
SECONDCHANCE
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Commencement in Wynne Unit Chapel
Caps an Outstanding Academic Year

or the 88 men who graduated
this spring from the Lee College
Huntsville Center, the road to
an associate degree was paved with an
obstacle uncommon to most students:
incarceration in the Texas Department
of Criminal Justice (TDCJ), some for
decades.
“You are a select group,” Lee College
President Dr. Dennis Brown told the
graduates at commencement held in the
TDCJ Wynne Unit Chapel in Huntsville.
The ceremony was attended by dozens of the inmates’ family and friends,
many of whom wiped away tears as
they watched their loved ones march
into the unit chapel — black caps and
gowns covering their white, prison-issue
uniforms.
“The accomplishments that you have
achieved are going to be with you for
the rest of your life,” Brown continued.
“As you move forward from this day,
you’ll realize that your chances of
returning to this place are slim to none.
You have a degree from Lee College, and
that degree will serve you well.”
Lee College first began offering
courses for credit to offenders in the
Texas prison system in 1966. The
14
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program, based in Huntsville and
operated as a separate extension of the
main campus in Baytown, has increased
from 182 students in its first year to more
than 1,200 students today and growing.
Classes are offered in six TDCJ units
and one private state prison, and can
lead to degrees and certificates in air
conditioning, heating and refrigeration;
automotive mechanics; cabinet-making;
culinary arts; horticulture; microcomputer applications; truck and heavy
equipment operation; and welding
technology.
More than 70 percent of offenders
who receive no additional education
while behind bars will end up back in
prison. By comparison, only 10 percent
of those who complete two years of
college while incarcerated will return,
according to Donna Zuniga, dean of the
Huntsville Center.
“We are in the business of changing
lives through higher education,” Zuniga
said. “Nowhere do the results shine
brighter than they do through the lives
of former offenders.”
Lee College Huntsville Center graduate Timothy Sneed is one of many success stories. Sneed earned an Associate
of Applied Science degree in horticulture

at the Ellis Unit in 2006 and was released
from TDCJ custody in 2012. He went
on to earn an advanced horticulture
certification from Texas A&M University
and is now a well-respected and popular
landscaper at the San Antonio Zoo.
Invited to deliver the commencement
address, Sneed said the willingness and
ability to change is at the heart of
creating success while in prison.
“I’ve come full circle,” he said, pausing
to gaze around the chapel before setting
his eyes on the rows of graduates seated
in front of him. “Enjoy your degree but
understand that this is the beginning
of a solid foundation. Lasting works are
built on a solid foundation. You must
continue building on your education.”
The message resonated with Bryan
J. Moore, an inmate at the Wynne Unit
who was eager to enroll in the Lee College Huntsville Center program after
watching so many receive degrees.
Moore planned to write a story about
the event for “The Echo” prison newspaper as a source of inspiration to others.
“This is really a rebranding ceremony,”
he said. “You’re not just an inmate anymore; you get to put on a new mantle.
You’re a college graduate.”

Mailbag

A Tribute to Dr. Bennett
We recently lost an educator who had
a tremendous impact on the quality of
education provided to Texas inmates in
the Huntsville area. Dr. Walter Bennett
was well regarded and respected with
the prison population. He was over the
Sociology program, and a staunch advocate of college education for 		
offenders, which can, at times, be at
odds with what the majority of society
feels is right and fair. What Mr. Bennett,
along with many other educators,
understood is that when you educate
a convicted felon, you decrease the
chances that individual will go back to
prison. Education increases his chances
of gaining employment, and benefits
society as a whole because this person
isn’t robbing and stealing to make ends
meet. Plus taxpayers aren’t supporting
him and his family while he does
extended stays in prison. Instead of
being a drain on society, he contributes.
I’ve seen first-hand what an education
can do for a person, and Dr. Bennett was
a big part of that equation.
He was a difficult professor. I remember being frustrated taking his classes. In
the early years, I really wasn’t concerned
with actually learning anything — I just
wanted the A and the diploma to hang
on the wall. Fifteen years and four
degrees later, another professor that
would tick me off with his weekly
quizzes put it into perspective when I
complained that he was killing my GPA.
He informed e that he didn’t care about
my GPA. He said he was only worried
about me getting a quality education,
and said it was a shame that he cared
more about my education than I did. He
added that he learned more from the

classes he made a C in than the ones
he made As. Looking back, I admit that
those grueling exams I spent many
nights studying for actually taught me
quite a bit.
I may not have that 4.0 GPA that I
longed for, but boy can I tell you about
sociology, about relationships, diversity,
delinquency, and about fighting for the
man no one else wants to fight for. He
saw the big picture, and because of men
like Dr. Bennett, society is a much better,
much safer, and more prosperous place
to live.
We will miss you, Dr. B, and we thank
you for your years of dedication to ensuring all members of society get a shot at a
quality education.
—Von Michael Short, AA, AS, AAS, BA
Former student
Author Knows Pain of Separation
I reside in California and work with
people whose lives have been impacted
by separation as a result of incarceration,
deployment or any other reason causing
long periods apart from loved ones.
I have worked with families and
children for over 30 years, and the
incarcerated and formerly incarcerated
individual and their families for 25 years.
My work has afforded me the
opportunity to see the incarceration
crisis and the impact of separation from
many vantages. I have worked inside a
correctional facility (22 years) managing
a parenting, life and relationship skills
program, in the homes of the families
left behind in a family preservation
program, with the extended family in a
kinship support program as well as in
the community managing a county
(Alameda County, CA) drop-in care
program for people trying to get back on
their feet after long periods of unemployment and co-designed a mentoring
program for children of incarcerated
parents. Over the span of my career, I
have worked with thousands of individuals whose lives have been touched
by incarceration, many of whom were

former members of the Armed Forces. I
have worked with tens of thousands of
children and family members left behind.
My new book, A Soiled Identity: From
Triumph to Tragedy and Back Again
follows a decorated Marine in a
powerful tale of two transitions. In the
first reunification, he must plan his route
from the theater of war back into civilian
life. Even though he was heralded as a
hero, that transition doesn’t go very well.
He finds himself on the wrong side of the
criminal justice system and the second
transition is fraught with the twists and
turns of a felon who must now deal with a
myriad of family disasters while trying to
navigate through a very different
homecoming, this time from prison. I
have also written a companion life-look
program that has been designed to ease
the tension for veterans whose life has
collided with the criminal justice system
or any setback to assist them with the
separation and their reunification. I also
have written a parenting, life and
relationship program designed to help
the family reunify after periods of long
separation.
I am the Marketing VP of the Saidiana
Veterans Memorial Choir, a group that
was recently created to provide a public
acknowledgment of our suport through
heartfelt song, music and dance in
celebration of the brave men and women
who have valiantly served in defense of
our country. The choir is made up of
veterans, their family, friends and
survivors. We have just launched a
housing initiative for homeless veterans
and are planning a march to Sacramento
to garner support and make our voices
heard.
—Doris I. Mangrum
Social Justice Advocate,
Speaker, Author
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IT’S A FACT:
EDUCATION CHANGES LIVES
Your gift can make a difference in a life, in a community.
Can you help?
THIS YEAR, MORE THAN 800 TDJC OFFENDERS
IN HUNTSVILLE WILL BE ELIGIBLE FOR THE LIFECHANGING BENEFITS OF HIGHER EDUCATION.
500 will apply to Lee College. Only 200 will
receive needed financial assistance that can
make their college education possible — and
change the course of their future.
You can make the difference. It is a proven fact that the
recidivism rate for offenders with a college education is only
10 percent — far lower than the 70 percent return to prison
rate for parolees without an education.
Lee College was one of the first institutions of higher learning
to offer college credit classes to offenders in the Texas
Department of Criminal Justice in 1966 and is considered one
of the largest and most successful college educational
programs in the country.
The Huntsville Center currently offers student offenders at four
TDCJ units and one private unit course work leading to the
completion of an Associate of Applied Science degree. These
programs help students to prepare for gainful employment
and personal success once released from TDCJ.
YOUR ONE-TIME CONTRIBUTION CAN HELP A TEXAS
OFFENDER EMERGE FROM PRISON WITH A REAL CHANCE
FOR SUCCESS. A partnership with TDCJ keeps
tuition costs low.

PROVIDING EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
THAT MAKE A DIFFERENCE HAS NEVER BEEN
EASIER — THANKS TO THE BRITT/HODGIN
SECOND CHANCE SCHOLARSHIP.
The Britt/Hodgin Second Chance Scholarship provides
educational opportunities for offender students who attend
the Lee College Huntsville Center. The scholarship recognizes
two outstanding individuals who are widely credited with
much of the early success of the Huntsville Center and its
significant contribution to the reduction of offender recidivism
in the state of Texas.
Funds are managed by the Lee
College Foundation and will be
used to help students in the
Offender Education Program
pursue their education.
Contributions may be made
online at www.lee.edu/
foundation. For additional
information about the Britt/Hodgin
Scholarship, please contact:

Johnette Hodgin and John Britt

Pam Warford, Executive Director
Lee College Foundation
PO Box 818, Baytown, Texas 77522-0818
Office: 281.425.6361 • Fax: 281.425.6880
www.lee.edu/foundation
pwarford@lee.edu

$190 enrolls one offender student in college programming

