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Smith College Student’s Involvement in Criminal Justice Reform in MA

Objective:

The aim of this initiative is to actively involve Smith College students and the Jandon Center in

comprehensive and varied efforts to reform the criminal justice system in Massachusetts. My

goal is to develop a deep understanding of the complex challenges within the system, especially

focusing on addressing systemic injustices, advocating for humane treatment of those

incarcerated, and creating paths for rehabilitation and societal reintegration. By building

partnerships, fostering meaningful discussions, and encouraging tangible actions, this initiative

aims to empower Smith College students to drive positive changes in criminal justice, both

locally and across the state. Through direct involvement in existing programs, educational

activities, research projects, and collaborative advocacy efforts, Smith students can contribute to

creating a fairer, more equitable, and compassionate criminal justice system in Massachusetts.

Background:

The criminal justice system in Massachusetts mirrors broader national trends, grappling with

deeply entrenched systemic issues that perpetuate inequality, perpetrate racial disparities, and

pose significant barriers to rehabilitation and reintegration for individuals entangled within its



confines. Racial inequities persist, with marginalized communities disproportionately impacted

by harsh sentencing practices, over-policing, and unequal access to legal resources. Moreover,

the state faces challenges related to overcrowded correctional facilities, limited access to mental

health services, and inadequate support systems for individuals upon re-entry into society.

In response to these pressing challenges, various grassroots initiatives and advocacy

organizations have emerged, each dedicated to advancing criminal justice reform and

challenging the status quo. The Petey Greene Program, for instance, strives to bridge the

educational gap for incarcerated individuals by providing academic support and tutoring

services, while the Great Falls Books Through Bars initiative endeavors to nourish minds and

spirits through the distribution of literature within correctional facilities. Additionally, the

Partakers Initiative offers mentorship and support to formerly incarcerated individuals, aiding in

their successful reintegration into society. These programs, alongside others such as the MA

Innocence Project and Humans of the Western MA Criminal Justice System, are beacons of

hope, actively working towards dismantling systemic barriers and advocating for meaningful

change.

Amidst this landscape, it becomes evident that there is both a dire need and a compelling

opportunity for Smith College students to engage meaningfully in criminal justice reform efforts.

By leveraging the resources and expertise of the Jandon Center, students can contribute to

ongoing initiatives, amplify the voices of marginalized communities, and advocate for policies

that promote fairness, compassion, and rehabilitation within the criminal justice system. Through

informed dialogue, collaborative action, and sustained advocacy, we aim to foster a more just



and equitable society for all individuals impacted by the criminal justice system in Massachusetts

and beyond.

Source: Prison Policy Initiative

As depicted in the chart provided, a significant portion of Massachusetts' incarcerated population

is housed in local jails and state prisons. However, it's noteworthy that the majority of existing

programs tend to cater to the needs of those in federal prisons. Recognizing this disparity and the

importance of addressing the needs of the majority of incarcerated individuals in the state, I

made a deliberate decision to concentrate on initiatives specifically targeting state prisons and

local jails. This strategic focus aligns with the demographic reality of where the bulk of

Massachusetts residents are incarcerated, ensuring that efforts are directed towards the areas of

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/graphs/correctional_control2023/MA_incarceration_2023.html


greatest need within the state's criminal justice system. By prioritizing support and resources for

these facilities, we can effectively address the challenges faced by a significant portion of the

incarcerated population, ultimately working towards more inclusive and impactful reform efforts

statewide.

Proposal:

Encourage Smith College students to participate in existing programs such as the Petey Greene

Program, Great Falls Books Through Bars, and Partakers Initiative. These programs offer

opportunities to tutor incarcerated individuals, distribute books, and provide support services.

Facilitate transportation for students to attend events like Book Packing Day and the Annual

Spring Book Drive organized by Great Falls Books Through Bars. Education and working with

existing programs is proven to work and by involving Smith students in these programs we are

contributing to criminal justice reform.



Souce: Prison Policy Initiative

The Petey Greene Project and initiatives like Books Through Bars both share a common focus on

education as a means of empowerment and rehabilitation for incarcerated individuals. This

emphasis on education is particularly significant when considering its demonstrated impact on

recidivism rates, as illustrated by the charts provided. Research consistently shows that access to

education during incarceration not only enhances personal development and critical thinking

skills but also significantly reduces the likelihood of individuals returning to the criminal justice

system upon release.

By providing educational resources, whether through tutoring and academic support like the

Petey Greene Project or through access to literature and learning materials like Books Through

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/education.html


Bars, these initiatives play a vital role in breaking the cycle of incarceration. Education equips

individuals with the tools and knowledge needed to make positive choices, pursue meaningful

opportunities upon reentry into society, and ultimately, lead productive and fulfilling lives.

Moreover, by addressing the root causes of criminal behavior and fostering a culture of lifelong

learning and personal growth, these programs contribute to broader efforts aimed at reforming

the criminal justice system. They underscore the importance of holistic approaches to

rehabilitation that prioritize not only punishment but also support, education, and skill-building

for incarcerated individuals.

As such, the Petey Greene Project and Books Through Bars serve as exemplars of the

transformative potential of education within correctional settings, highlighting the profound

impact it can have on individuals, communities, and society as a whole. Through their dedication

to educational equity and access, they pave the way for greater opportunities and brighter futures

for those impacted by incarceration.

Deliverables:

Expanding on the proposed class involvement with the Petey Greene Project, envisioning it as a

special studies class led by professors specializing in criminal justice within the Sociology and

Psychology departments adds a layer of academic rigor and interdisciplinary engagement. By

structuring it as a formal course offering, students would have the opportunity to delve deeply

into the sociological and psychological dimensions of incarceration, exploring theories of crime,

rehabilitation, and reintegration under the guidance of expert faculty members. This format not



only provides students with a comprehensive understanding of the issues at hand but also allows

for critical reflection and analysis within a supportive learning environment.

Furthermore, establishing a Petey Greene Project leadership group comprising students could

foster collaboration with existing student organizations such as the Pre Law Society. This

partnership could leverage the expertise and passion of aspiring legal professionals to enhance

advocacy efforts, facilitate legal education initiatives within correctional facilities, and provide

valuable mentorship opportunities for incarcerated individuals seeking guidance on legal matters.

Incorporating English classes into the initiative by inviting students to write for the Remedy

Project, an endeavor aimed at amplifying the voices and experiences of incarcerated individuals,

offers a creative outlet for expression and storytelling. Through written narratives, students can

explore themes of justice, redemption, and resilience, forging empathetic connections with those

directly impacted by the criminal justice system while honing their writing skills and fostering a

deeper appreciation for the power of storytelling as a tool for social change.

Advocacy for legislative reform, such as S 1979, could be integrated into existing campus

advocacy groups like Smith Democrats, Smith Votes, or other government-based organizations.

Partnering with Senator Comerford to champion this bill, which may address critical issues

within the criminal justice system, aligns with the mission of these groups to effect positive

change through political engagement and activism. By mobilizing students to advocate for policy

reform, this initiative empowers them to become agents of legislative change and advocates for

social justice on both local and state levels.



Finally, maintaining continued collaboration with initiatives like Books Behind Bars and the

Jandon Center, as well as extending partnerships across the broader Smith College community,

ensures a sustained and multifaceted approach to addressing the complex issues surrounding

incarceration. By leveraging the resources, expertise, and networks available within the

institution, this collaborative effort maximizes impact and fosters a culture of collective

responsibility and solidarity in the pursuit of transformative change within the criminal justice

system.

Capstone Process:

Developing my capstone project has been an enlightening journey, offering profound insights

into the intricacies of criminal justice reform and the dynamics of academic inquiry and

collaboration. Throughout this process, I've gleaned invaluable lessons from each stage,

including:

a) Research and Recommendations (The Papers):

Conducting research for my capstone project allowed me to delve deep into the multifaceted

challenges within the criminal justice system, particularly focusing on addressing systemic

inequities and advocating for the humane treatment of incarcerated individuals. Through

extensive literature review, data analysis, and consultation with experts, I gained a

comprehensive understanding of the root causes of these issues and identified evidence-based

strategies for reform. This phase honed my critical thinking skills, as I learned to evaluate and

synthesize complex information to formulate actionable recommendations. Moreover, engaging



with stakeholders and affected communities provided invaluable perspectives that enriched my

analysis and underscored the urgency of my proposed interventions.

b) Creative Communication through the Capstone Exhibition:

The capstone exhibition provided a platform to creatively communicate my research findings and

recommendations to a broader audience. Drawing upon principles of visual communication and

storytelling, I crafted engaging exhibits that effectively conveyed the human stories behind the

statistics and policies. Through compelling narratives, multimedia presentations, and interactive

elements, I aimed to foster empathy, raise awareness, and inspire action among exhibition

attendees. This phase challenged me to think innovatively about how to distill complex

information into accessible and impactful messages, ultimately deepening my appreciation for

the power of creative communication in driving social change.

c) Understanding and Describing the Process of Research and Collaboration:

Navigating the collaborative process throughout my capstone project was both illuminating and

rewarding. Working closely with peers, mentors, and community partners, I learned to navigate

diverse perspectives, negotiate competing priorities, and cultivate a culture of mutual respect and

inclusivity. Documenting and reflecting on this collaborative journey enabled me to gain insights

into my own strengths and areas for growth as a researcher and collaborator. Moreover, it

highlighted the transformative potential of collective inquiry and partnership in advancing

meaningful solutions to complex societal challenges.

In sum, developing my capstone project has been a transformative experience, deepening my

understanding of criminal justice reform and the research process while fostering collaboration,



creativity, and social impact. Through research, creative communication, and collaboration, I've

gained invaluable skills and insights that will undoubtedly shape my future endeavors in

academia and beyond.

Activism: Engaging in activism throughout my capstone project journey has provided me with

valuable insights into my approach to advocacy and social change. As I navigated the

complexities of criminal justice reform and sought to address systemic inequities, I discovered

the power of advocacy to amplify marginalized voices, catalyze policy change, and foster

community empowerment.

Through this experience, I've come to recognize the importance of leveraging my future legal

education as a tool for activism and social justice. Law school offers a unique opportunity to

deepen my understanding of legal frameworks, procedural mechanisms, and advocacy strategies,

providing a solid foundation for effecting change within the legal system. By pursuing a career in

law, I aspire to serve as a voice for the voiceless, advocating for the rights and dignity of

marginalized communities within the criminal justice system and beyond.

Ideally, I envision myself practicing law in a capacity that allows me to directly impact systemic

injustices and advance progressive legal reforms. Whether through public interest law, impact

litigation, legislative advocacy, or community organizing, I am committed to using my legal

expertise to challenge oppressive structures, promote equality, and uphold the principles of

fairness and justice.

Furthermore, I intend to incorporate activism into my life in other meaningful ways, beyond my

professional endeavors. This may involve volunteering with grassroots organizations,



participating in advocacy campaigns, and engaging in community-based initiatives aimed at

addressing social inequalities. By remaining actively involved in activism, I can continue to

contribute to positive social change, raise awareness about pressing issues, and advocate for a

more just and equitable society.

Overall, my capstone project experience and aspiration to attend law school have deepened my

commitment to activism and social justice. I see my future self actively engaged in advocating

for systemic change within the legal sphere and beyond, working tirelessly to create a more

equitable and compassionate world for all.

Conclusion:

In conclusion, my journey through the capstone project has been transformative, illuminating,

and deeply enriching. From delving into the complexities of criminal justice reform to creatively

communicating my findings and insights, and navigating the collaborative process with peers

and stakeholders, each aspect of this experience has contributed to my personal and intellectual

growth.

Through rigorous research and analysis, I've gained a comprehensive understanding of the

challenges and opportunities within the criminal justice system, and formulated evidence-based

recommendations for reform. Creative communication through the capstone exhibition has

allowed me to share these insights with a broader audience, fostering empathy, raising

awareness, and inspiring action.

Moreover, my engagement in activism throughout this process has affirmed my commitment to

social justice and advocacy. As I look towards the future, I see myself leveraging my legal



education to pursue a career dedicated to advancing progressive legal reforms and challenging

systemic injustices.

Overall, the capstone project has not only equipped me with valuable skills and knowledge but

has also ignited a passion for making a meaningful difference in the world. I am grateful for the

opportunity to have embarked on this journey, and I am excited to continue my pursuit of

positive social change in the years to come.
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