
Recently I had the opportunity to participate in the Division of Corrections Reentry Simulation, 
a program created by Wheeling’s own Betsy Jividen, West Virginia Corrections Commissioner.  
The program helps participants understand the challenges faced when an individual is released 
from incarceration.  Avoiding recidivism (returning to incarceration) is the goal – one that is 
more challenging than you might imagine. 
 
I participated as a member of the CFOV’s Women’s Giving Circle – a group of women 
philanthropists who annually make grants to support programs that empower women and girls 
in the region.  This exercise was a way for us to better understand the women we support with 
grants to programs like the Women Inspired in New Directions (WIND) program of the YWCA.  
What we learned was truly eye-opening. 
 
But first, let me give you some facts about those incarcerated.  In West Virginia, there are 713 
people in prison for every 100,000.  That’s higher than the national average of 664.  There are 
3,000 people released from prison every year in West Virginia.  Nearly half of individuals 
released from prison recidivate (return to prison) within 5 years of their release nationally. 
 
The simulation began with each of us being given a profile.  I was “Karina,” convicted of 
possession with intent to deliver.  I had to be prepared by the end of week 4 to pay $100 in 
restitution for my crimes.  I was being released with three forms of identification, an advantage 
not all were given – my social security card, my driver’s license, and my birth certificate.  My 
profile also said that I had a Bachelor’s Degree in Accounting and I would be living with my 
parents.  These were two more positives in my situation.  I also had a DVD collection, worth 
$100!  It seemed as if I had a lot going for me upon my release. 
 
But I soon learned, there were many obstacles in my way. 
 
Around the large room were people at tables representing the following:  Court, Drug 
Treatment, Medical, Plasma Donation, Church AA/NA Meetings, Transportation, Probation 
Office, Job Placement, Employment, Pawn Shop, The Bank, The Grocery Store, and “Chance.”  
Each of us had 4 weeks to get a job, get food, and also fulfill the requirements of our release.  
That could include checking in with our probation officer, checking in with drug treatment to be 
tested, go to an AA or NA meeting, or deal with the dreaded “Wild Card” that was added to our 
list each week.  The Wild Card included real life curveballs such as, “not getting along with 
significant other and must move out,” “birth control expired, must go to doctor to have it 
removed,” to something as simple as “that time of month, must go to store to buy supplies.” 
 
My first stop, I thought, should be to get some cash for these DVDs, so I headed to the pawn 
shop to unload the DVDs for the $100 they were worth.  But the pawn shop only offered me 
$50 for my DVD collection, despite my attempts to negotiate.  $50 richer, I headed over to Job 
Placement to see if I could get a job.  After filling out a form, they told me that I qualified for a 
job that paid $120 a week, but I had to go to get a urinalysis first.  I went to the doctor, paid $5 
for the test, and picked a card (cards are placed on each table to determine your fate).  
Unfortunately, the card I chose said I tested positive, so I couldn’t go to my new job that week.  



Alas, the timer then went off and week one was done.  I hadn’t been able to go to the grocery 
store, but I was $50 richer from my sale of DVDs.  I also hadn’t been able to start work, but I’d 
try again next week.  I was able to go to my AA meeting, but I showed up drunk, according to 
my card selection at that table.  There was room for improvement. 
 
It seemed I was better off than some of the other participants.  Some became homeless, others 
now had children to care for.  One had already landed back in jail.  I was feeling pretty good 
about my progress. 
 
The facilitator then explained to us the “chance” table.  The chance table included a variety of 
ways we could select to get money, but they were all against the law.  I thought if I was 
desperate enough, I might try that, but that would not be my first option.  I didn’t want to end 
up back in jail, like some of the others. 
 
Week two started with me realizing that I had run out of transportation tickets.  I was given 5 of 
them to start, but I needed one for each errand the first week.  I went back to the bus station to 
buy another 5 at $1 each.  I needed to go back to treatment for another test, which costs $15.  
Money was going fast.  Again, I pulled a positive card, which was not what I wanted, so I then 
tried to go to check in at the AA meeting.  I realized I was running low on cash, so I decided to 
try donating plasma to make $25.  Unfortunately, the card I pulled said that I couldn’t donate 
that week because apparently “Karina” had just gotten a tattoo.  Hmmm.   
 
And that was week two.  Not great.  I’m now running out of cash.  I still hadn’t been to the 
grocery store.  By the end of week 4 I was going to need $100 to pay restitution and I had about 
$10 to my name.  My Wild Card was then revealed to me – a friend was now homeless and she 
needed me to take her baby!  What? 
 
I started Week 3 heading to receive public assistance.  Now I had a baby to care for, so 
hopefully that would get me some financial help.  After showing my three forms of 
identification, filling out my forms, I received $50.  I went to the grocery store and spent $25.  
Again, I realized I was out of transportation tickets, so off to the bus station I went to buy 5 
more.  I felt as if I was making one step forward and two steps back.  Baby in hand, I tried to go 
back to the job I had set up, of course, I was told that I couldn’t bring the baby to work.  I 
realized I hadn’t been to drug treatment, so I spent another transportation ticket to go there 
and get tested.  I paid my $15 and this time I tested negative – yes!  Week 3 was over. 
 
Between weeks 3 and 4 I was able to give that baby back to my friend, which helped when 
week 4 began.  I was nearing the end and knew I needed to make my $100 restitution, so I went 
to the plasma donation table again to see if my luck was any better.  This time the card I 
selected said I tested negative, so I received $25 for my donation.  Of course, it was in the form 
of a check, which meant I had to spend another transportation ticket to go stand in line at the 
bank to get it cashed.  After the bank I went to treatment to get another test, which cost me 
$15, but also came back negative.   
 



Just when I thought things were looking up, week 4 was done.  No job.  No restitution made.  
My only source of income was public assistance and plasma donations.  I didn’t even have my 
DVD collection anymore to keep me entertained at my parents’ house in the evenings! 
 
At the end of the simulation, the facilitator asked if anyone missed appointments with their 
probation officer or failed to make their restitution?  I raised my hand, along with nearly 
everyone else in the room.  We were all sent to jail.  Of the 40 people participating in the 
simulation, only 3 of us avoided returning to incarceration. 
 
Of course this simulation doesn’t take into account all of the potential positives and negatives 
that life brings with it week after week.  My profile said that I lived with my parents; maybe 
they would have been able to help me with transportation.  It is likely that they fed me, since I 
wasn’t able to buy groceries in the first week, but I’m sure they expected me to start to pitch in 
with rent.  Others in the simulation took their “chance” at the chance table, which ultimately 
led them back in jail.  Others were forced to go unsheltered, creating even more obstacles for 
success. 
 
What about that baby that I took care of for a week for a friend?  Statistics show us that 1 in 10 
children in West Virginia has at least one parent who is or has been incarcerated.  Children of 
incarcerated mothers are 57% more likely to have post traumatic stress symptoms.  They also 
have a higher risk of facing incarceration during their lifetimes. 
 
There are eight fundamental needs for a successful reentry.  They are: 

 Transportation – access to work and parole office 
 Clothing, food & amenities – SNAP funds, knowledge of inexpensive grocery and 

clothing stores 
 Financial resources – money to pay for immediate needs in the first few days out of 

prison 
 Documentation – ID cards, birth certificates, education credentials, social security card 
 Housing – living arrangements with families, subsidized housing, or transitional housing 
 Employment – a consistent source of income to pay for food, housing, transportation, 

etc. 
 Healthcare – continuity of care for both physical and mental health issues 
 Support systems – people and organizations that encourage self-sufficiency 

 
I mentioned earlier in this article that the Women’s Giving Circle provides grants to the WIND 
program at the YWCA.  The WIND program provides support and guidance to women trying to 
navigate reentry.  As they explained to us, any type of support that could be provided to an 
individual goes a long way to helping them achieve success.  If I, in my simulation, had a guide 
to point me in the right direction, make sure I wasn’t making bad choices, and maybe giving me 
a ride or two to the places I needed to be, I might have had a greater chance of success.  Help 
can come in any form, whether it be from a formalized program, like WIND, or even the support 
of family and friends.   



Overall, I can say that I understand much better now the challenges faced by people attempting 
reentry.  The simulation also emphasized the challenges that people are faced with and how 
important it is, as a community, to support those trying to do better. 
 
 
 
 


