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What’s Up?! 
Institutionalized 

By Abra Lipton 

James had a childhood dif-

ferent from most people. He 

was born in Worcester and 

grew up in Ware, Massa-

chusetts. He says that, 

“From an early age, I was 

always an adolescent punk.” 

James was the “outcast” of 

his family, spending much 

of his childhood in schools 

for adolescents and juvenile 

institutions. He was never 

allowed in public schools 

because he was always kicked out within the first two weeks. He had a 

hard time focusing on school because of his ADD, which turned his atten-

tion to fighting. “The learning wasn’t really key for me, I didn’t really 

care, so I fought, fought, fought.” 

When he was a teenager, James ran away from home, which led to him 

getting into a fight with another boy and landed him in juvenile deten-

tion. When his mom had the option to give him up, she did, which left 

him with a lot of pain. When he got out of juvenile, he went to boarding 

school and entered the Key program. He violated the terms many times 

and ended up in and out of the program. However, he didn’t want to 

graduate from the school he was in, so he tried to get himself back into 

public school. On his first day back, he was jumped from behind, got into 

a fight, and was arrested. He never went back to school after that. 

He was 17, and while he spent a lot of time partying and selling drugs, he 

spent much of his time in court as well. He says that, “Going to court be-

came a natural thing for me,” and soon enough, he ended up in jail. This 

was the first time he was in jail with adults, but he says, “It didn’t bother 

me, it was natural for me.” Being in the system for so long, James had 

grown to be a product of that system and the entire process of being in-

carcerated felt natural to him. 

When he got out, he was staying with his girlfriend’s parents when he got 

his first job. Everything was steady for a while, until he and his girlfriend 

got pregnant when he was 19. His first son was born when (cont. on pg. 4)  
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May 2nd 

What’s New?! 

Monday, 5/1, 11am-10pm @ 

Bertucci’s, Eating Out for 

ACC, bring the flyer on the last 

page & 15% of what you spend 

at Bertucci’s will be donated to 

ACC! 

Tuesday, 5/2, Valley 

Gives—the Best time to give; 

and ACC is the Best to give to 

(see pg. 4 for more info)!  

Wednesday, 5/3, 10-11:30 

am @ ACC office, Preventing 

Interpersonal Violence, 

Jessica Dautruche, UMass 

Wednesday, 5/17, 10-11:30 

am @ ACC office, Needle 

Safety and Overdose Edu-

cation, Brita Loftus, Tapestry 

Health Northampton 

Wednesday, 5/24, 10-11:30 

am @ ACC office, The Course 

of Miracles, Richard Martin 

and John Deschemes 

Wednesday, 5/31, 10-11:30 

am @ ACC office, The Spirit-

uality of Suffering--from 

the Unitarian Perspec-

tives, Cindy Frado, UUSA in-

terim minister 

James, pictured left, speaks to one of our 

case workers about his goals. 
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Homelessness and Incarceration: A Cycle 
By Owen Bailey 

Something that becomes apparent after speaking with those who are 

homeless, is that homelessness can occur suddenly and out of one’s 

control. However, obtaining a permanent residence is a difficult 

task fraught with obstacles. The story of James (interview on pg. 1), 

a participant here at ACC, makes this painfully clear. James has 

been in and out of prison for more than a dozen years and has been 

on probation since the age of 9. The hardships he has faced in life 

have left him without a permanent home, and the system of justice 

and incarceration in America is not without blame. In the U.S., the 

rehabilitation aspect of the penal system is failing, with over 75% of 

inmates rearrested within 5 years of release, which leads to a host of 

problems surrounding recidivism and overcrowded, dysfunctional 

prisons. Less investigated than recidivism though, is the relation-

ship between incarceration and homelessness. 

In the case of James, the cycle of incarceration and homelessness started early, with incarceration. He had 

little access to the education and privileges that most other children have. He describes himself as 

“institutionalized”, caught in the system for so long that it is difficult for him to adjust to outside life. Howev-

er, for many, the cycle starts with homelessness. People who are homeless have a much higher chance of being 

arrested and jailed than the average citizen, with an estimated 50% of the homeless population in the United 

States having been incarcerated. However, they are unlikely to commit violent crime and are more often jailed 

for non-violent drug or property offenses. Similar offenses include loitering and sleeping in public, which can 

lead to arrest but are often unavoidable when trying to get by on the streets. 

Incarceration also plays a role in causing homelessness. On average, prior to incarceration, 76% of inmates 

have a steady income, whereas post-incarceration, only 59% maintain a steady income. The stigma of hiring 

ex-inmates and the lack of preparation for reentry to society within the prison system are two disadvantages 

that make securing income so difficult. The lack of job training and support within the system is something 

James echoed in his remarks. He mentioned a few programs that were available to him, but iterated that they 

were limited in scope and capacity to the point that many in-

mates did not partake in them. 

James spoke on how the shadow of probation limits him in many 

ways, but does little to help him adjust to outside life. One of the 

biggest issues with probation is the cost—up to $65 a month. 

When James was released, he had no steady job and only 53 

cents in his pocket. Expecting him to pay is unreasonable and 

unfair. On top of that, incarceration affects the housing status of 

families with children. With recent paternal incarceration, the 

odds that a child will become homeless increase by about 97%, 

perpetuating the cycle from one generation to another.  

Combine these different obstacles together and the road to hous-

ing after incarceration becomes very difficult, which often results 

in homelessness after serving time. It is in this manner that the 

cycle continues, becoming increasingly hard to break as time 

goes on. Although some paths are more difficult than others, for 

all people, regardless of their past actions and experiences, per-

manent housing can be within reach with the right support. 

ACC’S MISSION 
ACC's mission is to empower, advocate 

for and assist those in need. We strive to 

provide help with issues affecting indi-

viduals’ abilities to lead a stable and pro-

ductive life. We can assist in... 

• Disability Applications 

• Housing & Job Searches 

• Free Cell Phone Applications 

• Food Stamps & Fuel Assistance 

• $ for rent, meds, utilities, etc. 

• SSI/SSDI Benefits 

• Debt/Credit issues 

• CORI issues and more! 

Incarceration is a poor solution to the 

crime problems our country faces. 
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Meet the Team 
Hannah Jin 

As someone who has always been passionate about advocating 

for those in need, I was drawn to intern here because I love 

ACC's mission. I have gone on several missions trips in Latin 

America and have worked in the state government in the past, 

and have found myself enjoying advocacy as well as public pol-

icy. As a student pursuing a career in the Public Health field, 

in the future I hope to work closely with organizations that 

bring medical aid and other resources to those in need all 

around the globe. With this dream in mind, I was excited to 

have the opportunity to work with ACC, where I could gain a 

better understanding and get a more hands-on experience 

working in this kind of environment within my own communi-

ty.  

In addition to my passion for advocacy and helping to bring aid 

to those in need, many of my interests and skills revolve around social media, design, fundraising, and photog-

raphy. At ACC, I am able to use these wide-ranging skill sets to organize fundraisers for various important 

causes, to provide my photographs and designs for different projects and advertising, and to bring new and 

creative ideas to the table. With my heart and my skills working together, it has resulted in my motivation and 

determination to do my best in bringing change in the work that I do at ACC. 

I have many hobbies and interests and I find joy in being adventurous and creative. Playing music (piano and 

cello) and soccer have been things that I have been doing for over 13 years now and are always the things that 

I go to do in my free time. Playing music has provided an outlet for me to express myself and is something that 

has shaped who I am today. I also love photography and design and have my own freelance photography busi-

ness and am a loyal Instagrammer. Additionally, I am very much an adventurer and I love to travel all around 

the world. Exploring new things, new places, and new people, is something that I love to do. 

Lauren White 

In today’s society many people are burdened with hardships that 

make their daily lives troublesome and stressful. As I browsed the 

internet I came upon the ACC’s website and instantly felt a con-

nection with their mission and the goals they strive to meet with 

their participants. I was drawn to the idea that I could advocate 

for members of a community that I feel so passionate about. ACC 

inspired me to use my skills and knowledge to aid others in locat-

ing a job or securing affordable housing. 

In order to help others it is essential to have skills and experience 

working with the community. As the president of an organization 

on campus, I oversee the general operations of over 100 members 

on a daily basis. These skills transfer to ACC in a variety of ways. 

Additionally, I have experience keeping social media platforms up 

to date through an internship I completed over the summer which dealt with the SNAP program. 

There are many things I enjoy doing in my free time with number one being reading. My favorite genre is mys-

tery or thriller, such as the recent book and movie, “Girl on the Train.” In the warmer months you can find me 

on the beach getting a tan, reading my book, and of course swimming! There is no better feeling than the sand 

in between your toes and the salt water in your hair. Additionally, I enjoy water skiing with my father and try-

ing to reach my goal of only using one ski! A last thing I do for fun is trying out different restaurants around 

town. I love the different atmospheres and cuisine they have to offer. 

Lauren, pictured left, doing casework with a 

participant. 

Hannah, pictured, is an avid photographer. 



Institutionalized 
Cont. from pg. 1 

he was 20, while he was incarcerated for fighting. When he got out he 

was determined to be a good father to his son. However, there was still 

an itch to scratch, as James felt like his own youth had been robbed 

from him. He had spent so much time bouncing around different 

schools, programs, and in juvenile detention, that he felt he had wast-

ed his youth. “I thought I had everything together—I didn’t.” 

He was still drinking, going to strip clubs, and he wasn’t home often. 

He ended up bouncing in and out of jail for bar fights. Then, he started 

doing drugs and progressed into doing harder drugs more often. With 

the drugs came more crime—robbery, shop lifting, guns, more fights, 

and attempted murder… James’ record is 23-pages long, but now he is 

determined to turn his life around. 

James was just recently released at the end of March and he says that 

he’s trying to learn from his past, “I need to know where I came from, 

know my past, know what I want for my future. I can’t ever forget 

where I came from—that’s a horror story I wouldn’t wish on anyone.” He’s currently homeless, not because he 

has nowhere to go, but because he’s trying to stay out of trouble and stay in Amherst because of the programs 

it offers. He’s going to AA and NA meetings and visiting ACC frequently. 

On June 14th, James will be joining us at ACC to talk about his past in a talk titled Life Within a Jail Cell. 

James hopes that teens can learn from his story and wants them to know that things can get better. He hopes 

that parents will get something from his talk as well: that if they don’t give up on their children, no matter how 

difficult it may be, they can change for the better. 

Valley Gives, May 2nd
 

What’s happening on May 2? What can help you kick-start your summer? 

What can make our community better? Valley Gives! 

Do you enjoy spending time at Amherst’s beloved Puffer’s Pond? As win-

ter comes to an end many people are excited about the warm weather and 

the opportunity to enjoy the outdoors. You may find, however, that Puff-

er’s Pond will soon be crowded with tents and homeless people sleeping 

in the woods. The Amherst homeless shelter will be closing for the season 

on May 1, leaving many of the homeless in the Pioneer Valley with no 

place to turn at night. While families and other community members may 

be bothered by the presence of homeless people at this summer hot spot, 

these individuals truly have nowhere else to go. 

We have the solution! Valley Gives takes place on May 2, the day 

after Craig’s Doors closes, providing you with a great opportunity to 

donate to Amherst Community Connections. Donations to ACC will 

go towards assisting people in finding access to housing and em-

ployment. As we find housing for the homeless, we reduce the num-

ber of people forced to sleep outside at Puffer’s Pond. We also main-

tain a friendly, clean environment for community members to enjoy 

the outdoors. Visit our Valley Gives page to learn more: https://

valley-gives.org/designee/amherst-community-connections. 

James is a tattoo artist by trade, pictured is 

one of his pieces. 

Puffers Pond. 
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A Life Not Wasted 
By  Gabe Zarkadas 

Nora is a young-spirited artist who has come a long way 
from home. She grew up on an Apache Native American 
reservation in Arizona, where she learned many of the skills 
that have become crucial for her life throughout the years. 
As a child, Nora never knew her father—she and her sisters 
were raised by a single mother. 
 
Nora’s battle with homelessness began late in life. After los-
ing two husbands to the Vietnam war–both of whom devel-
oped PTSD–she decided to give marriage one more try. Af-
ter moving around the country, she ended up in Texas with 
her most recent husband. From there, they received the 
news that her husband’s mother had fallen sick. Nora spent 
every dollar to her name to get themselves to Massachusetts 
so that her husband could say goodbye. 
 
With virtually no money, Nora and her husband were forced 
to camp in the woods for over two years. However, this life-
style was not new to Nora. Living on the reservation, she 
learned how to fish, hunt, collect edible plants, build fires, 

and built insolated shelters with minimal resources. In many ways, as a Native American, Nora was already 
greatly prepared for this minimalist lifestyle and she talks about it fondly. 
 
Nora often explains how she feels out of place living in a city—even a small one. On many occasions, we have 
had conversations about some of the larger problems our society is faced with today. This conversation typical-
ly leads back to greed. Nora grew up in a culture of com-
munal living and egalitarian sharing. She has spent her 
life taking only what she needs from the earth, and be-
ing as resourceful as possible. The contemporary urban 
and suburban living that many of us have normalized, is 
something Nora never experienced as a child. Whenever 
she has needed to kill an animal for food, she was taught 
to use every possible part of the animal to ensure that its 
life was not wasted. In fact, the Apache Indian prayer 
that she lives her life by states: “Treat the Earth and all 
that dwell therein with respect; Remain close to the 
Great Spirit; Show great respect for your fellow beings.”  

 
Nora met the folks at 
ACC roughly five to six 
years ago. Hwei-Ling 
helped her get placed 
on a waiting list for a 
government subsi-
dized senior housing 
project. After about a 
year on the waiting list, Nora’s name was finally called. She now lives quietly 
in her quaint apartment that bears a stronger resemblance to a Native Ameri-
can art museum than a home. She spends much of her time making crafts to 
fill her home with, as well as to give to friends. This keeps her busy, and lets 
her express her creativity at home. As of recently, she has decided to get her 
driver’s license in the hopes that it will bring her a greater sense of independ-
ence. Although she has trouble reading, she is persistent in achieving this 
goal. Nora has been coming to ACC three days a week to study the driver’s 
manual and learn to read. She hopes to eventually purchase a moped or mo-
torized scooter to give her the mobility she has been lacking over the years.  
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Nora, pictured left, holding up a bear pelt she hunted her-

self. 

The walls of Nora’s apartment, pictured, are covered in 

her artwork—clothing, bags, headdresses, pelts, etc. 

Nora wearing one of the head-

dresses she has made. 
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SNAP Fails to Snap into Place 
By Kimya Hedayat-Zadeh  

Customers at the Department of Motor Vehicles can not only ap-

ply for a driver’s license, but can also register to vote and decide if 

they would like to be an organ donor. It’s a simple one-stop pro-

cess, however, it is not so for public benefits. The applications for 

various social services are separate and require individuals to 

jump through multiple hoops. For public health insurance, or 

MassHealth, and food stamps (the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-

tance Program or SNAP) the applicant must make less 

than $1,962 and $990 each month, respectively. SNAP also re-

quires a phone or in-person interview after the initial application. 

“The reason for an interview is not clear,” said Hwei-Ling Greeney, the Director of Amherst Community Con-

nections, a social service agency, “and it takes a lot of time and effort for people who can’t afford a cell phone 

or have trouble accessing public transportation to make it.” 

Anthony Polk, 25, receives assistance from both Mass Health and SNAP. For now, since there is an interview 

required, he recommends going in-person. “Calling and talking to someone is a little bit more longer than go-

ing into the Department of Transitional Assistance office,” Polk said. “If you go in, I think it’s easier for people 

to have that face-time and talk to somebody about their food stamps.” Polk explained that a little patience is 

required in the waiting room, but worth it to be able to eat. 

There is hope that the applications for MassHealth and SNAP will merge. The state Senate’s Ways and Means 

Committee debated whether to spend $1 million to create a common application for MassHealth and SNAP, 

but, ultimately, this was not included in the fiscal year 2017 budget. Greeney said she wonders whether in the 

future other public benefits, like a free phone and public housing, could also be mainstreamed into a common 

application. 

“Right now, people have to apply to these benefits separately,” Greeney said. “It is hard for those who are ex-

periencing homelessness. They are having a tough time keeping up with all the paperwork. Let us make the 

system consumer-friendly. Cutting down paperwork is good for the office workers too.” 

There were plans to include subsidized housing benefits in the common application a year after the initial 

merging of MassHealth and SNAP benefits. A future potential budget might include $1.9 million dollars for 

new caseworkers to help with enrollment in the public benefits program and $1 million to devoted to the de-

velopment of a portal, determined by the state’s Health and Human Services office and the health connector. 

For now, more than 570,000 people who receive MassHealth benefits also qualify for SNAP, but do not re-

ceive food stamps, according to a report by the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute. As part of the effort to 

close the SNAP gap, state Auditor Suzanne Bump will begin an audit in the upcoming year that looks at the 

barriers that individuals face in accessing public benefits 

programs. 

“We are still in the very preliminary stages of planning 

that audit so we cannot yet provide a timeline on when the 

audit will be released publicly, or what it will look like,” 

said Mike Wessler, Bump’s communications manager. 

“That being said, since the Department of Transitional As-

sistance is an administrator of several public assistance 

programs, we do anticipate that we will examine aspects of 

the work they do. Other public benefits programs may be 

included as well.” 

ACC’s Office Hours 
• Monday—Friday: 8:30-noon walk ins; noon—5 

by appointment at ACC’s office 

• Contact us at (413) 345-0737 

• Located in the Amherst Unitarian Meeting-

house, use the Kellogg Ave entrance. 

• 121 North Pleasant Street, P.O. Box 141        

Amherst, MA 01004  




