Partners #18- Our Children
Kids of Convicts
Narrator
Alexius Shadwick lives with her grandparents on Saint Louis, Missouri’s north side.  She is like most ten-year-olds - except for the fact that her father is in prison.  
Alexius Shadwick 

Hi!  Good afternoon.  My name is Alexius. What I’m going to show you today is pictures of my Daddy.  This one here, my Daddy signed me up and I took a picture with Santa Friend- the Grunch! Here is me and my Daddy. I’m hugging my Daddy so much, God love him.  And now I’m going to go and cook my pancakes.
Martez Shadwick - inmate
This beautiful 10 year old – she’s helpful, she’s playful.  She loves to make people laugh, smile… In my eyes, she’s an angel.  I got found guilty of murder and robbery and two counts of armed criminal action but I’m not going to be in here for long.

Narrator
Martez Shadwick has spent the past six years here at the Potosi Correctional Center in rural Missouri.  It is considered Level 5 - the highest degree of custody in the state. The majority of the inmates here are in for life, life without parole, or capital punishment. 

Visitation is limited for its inmates. These visitor booths provide some contact, but any meaningful exchange is restricted.  That was true until the University of Missouri’s 4-H program stepped in to help children with inmate parents.

Rob Wilkerson – University of Missouri 
L.I.F.E. stands for Living Interactive Family Education.  We use a term called ‘enhanced visitation’. And the whole idea is that the contact-that intimate contact with the child- you know, the hugging, the kissing, the putting your arms around them.  It helps to develop the bond between the child and the parent because before they were not allowed to do that.  And now they can.
Narrator
But before inmates can enjoy the benefits of quality family time, they are required to attend a number of workshops that teach parenting and communication skills.
Lynna Lawson – University of Missouri
I’m glad that you guys are all here today for our 4-H Life Parenting meeting and today we’re going to talk about self esteem with your children. 

Narrator
Lynna Lawson helped start L.I.F.E. a few years ago when a wife of a death row inmate wanted better visitation rights for her children.  It is financed by a grant from CSREES’s Children, Youth and Families At Risk program. Lynna and Rob Wilkerson now operate  L.I.F.E. in several Missouri prisons.
Rob Wilkerson 

When they first started the program, a lot of the community had some issues with it… they viewed it as more of a program for offenders or coddling offenders.  And over the course of the years, they’ve realized that the program’s for the youth and a kid deserves to have a relationship with his father.  These are children – they’re victims too.  They’ve committed no crimes.  They’ve done nothing wrong.  They’ve just happened to be born into a bad circumstance.

Narrator
Two kids who have benefited from the LIFE program are Justin and Austin Reed.  Their father, Sam, has served more than half of his 13-year sentence.
Mona Reed – wife of Sam Reed
I think it’s helped a lot.  They get to do different activities with their dad.  It’s been tough at times, ya’ know.  They see other kids with their dads going fishing-doing all the father-son things. I try to take them fishing now and then – do different things with them-but it’s not the same.

Sam Reed - inmate
I feel ashamed, but then again if they learn from this situation in my life and it keeps them out of prison, then that’s fine with me.  It really fills a place in our lives right now where we’re separated but… one time out of the month we’re able to be a family.

Rob Wilkerson 

You want to pick up your sheets? We’ll get started.  Every 4-H meeting we start out with the pledge of allegiance and Alexius will start us with that.
Narrator
On today’s visit, Alexius Shadwick is with her grandmother.  And Mona Reed brought Justin and Austin.  The group gets a chance to play charades.  It offers a time to laugh, to work together, to just be together.
Martez Shadwick 

 Me and her can really communicate. We can talk more.  I can bond with her more.  By me going through the parenting classes, I can learn about what I should do in certain situations.  This program, man – since I’ve been here – it’s helped me change.  You know what I’m sayin’?  It has helped me to strive and to get out there to be there for my daughter. And I love her, man.
Rob Wilkerson 
Once they’ve got this relationship with their child, they’re vested.  They have something to lose. So there is an incentive there for the offenders to stay out of trouble.

Sam Reed 

I think we’re all tired of hiding behind a mask, you know.  I think we’re all tired of making excuses for ourselves… and believe it or not… we kind of got a family going here of our own to be able to trust each others input and … not be too timid or shy or feel like we’re going to be in threat of exposing ourselves and our thoughts.  They help keep my mind out of here. I’m not focusing on what’s going on in here, but I’m thinking about the future when we’re going to be together and be a complete family again out there in the free world.
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