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Behind the walls 

Volunteers reach out to imprisoned women 
by Kathy Mas1tlis 

F
or more than 12 years, Vanderbilt women have been 
behind bars at the Tem1essee Prison for Women 
(TPW). Without fanfare or fame, your friends, col

leagues, and students have generously g iven their time, 
energy, and- in many cases - their hearts, to women 
\·vhose lives are largely invisible. 

Though temporary, these rela tionships between prison
er and volunteer form a 
bridge be t\.veen two separate 
and tmequal socie ties, bring
ing hope and awareness not 
only to those behind the 
barbed \ovire fence, but a lso 
to those who are h·ee to \Valk 
out again. 

One-on-one 

Despite the explosive growth in the number of incarcer
ated '"'omen (due primarily to changes in sentencing for 
drug-related crimes), women stil l represent a fraction of 
the total prison population. They are confined in a system 
primarily designed, built, and nm by men for men. Of the 
729 women curren tly imprisoned in Tetmessee, about 500 
are housed in Nashville; the rest are in cmmty ja ils. 

Who are these women 
locked up only a few min
utes' drive from the Va n
derbilt campus? According 
to figures fro m the Ten
nessee Department of Cor
rection, the average age is 
34. About 60% of the popu
la tion is Caucasian, the 
remaining 40% minority. 
Drug charges account for 
20'X, o f the female felo n 
population, and about 65% 
are incarcerated for v iolent 
crimes such as murder, 
robbery and assault. 

Hovv is it that Vanderbilt 
s tudents, s taff and faculty 
members find themselves 
sitting across a table from 
convicted felons? Like me, 
they were drawn to TPW by 
an announcement ca ll ing for 
voltmteers to work one-on
one with an incarcerated 
woman for an eighh ·veek 
program ca lled DECISIONS. 
This nationally recognized 
curriculum was brought to 

Kathy Masulis (left) celebrates with inmates and volunteers 
after a graduation ceremony tor participants in DECISIONS. 
Masulis is program coordinator tor the organization, which 
trains volunteers to teach life-planning and problem
solving skills to incarcerated women. 

But these s tatis tics don' t 
tell the whole s tory. Gertie 
Foshie, a DECISIONS vol
unteer since 1988, estimates 
that about half o f the 
'"'omen she has mentored 

Nashville in 1985 by Candy Markman (A&S '73). She saw 
the need for a pre-release program for women about to be 
paroled, who faced a myriad of problems upon re lease. 

DECTSTONS offers incarcerated women an opportunity 
to learn problem-solving and decision-making skills in a 
s upportive environment. bunate studen ts meet weekly as a 
group to learn a five-step decision-making process from a 
team of volunteer teachers. Later, each inmate meets pri
va tely with a volunteer partner, who helps the shtdent 
apply her new sk ills to her particular life situa tion. Thjs 
DECISIONS voltmteer may well be the only visitor the 
;mnate has during her incarcera tion. Since TPW is the only 
women's prison in the s tate, family members often live too 
far, or lack the means, to ma ke the trip to Nashville. 

have been convicted of vio
lent crimes. However, she makes an important d istinction 
be tween the crime and the individual. "These are not vio
lent people, for the most part," she insists. Literature from 
the JusticeWorks Community in 13rooklyn, N .Y. corrobo
ra tes Gertie's statement: "The majority of women in prison 
for vio lent offenses a re accused of crimes that involve a 
spouse, rela tive, or acquaintance. Many of the women are 
defending themselves against an abusive partner; they arc 
n ot a threat to community sa fety." 

That is the sihtation for at least some of the 72 women 
a t TPW serving life sentences for homicide, two of w hom 
a re on Death Row. Prior to 1992, "life w ith the possibility 
of parole" meant serv ing a minimum of 25 years. But new 
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Imprisoned women 
co11fillued jro111 pnge 1 

sentencing laws now mandate a mini
mum of 36 years behind bars for 
women who receive a life sentence. 
Fifty-three women a t TPVV live that 
reality. Some have opted to take 
DECISIONS, and contrary to the 
s tereotypes perpe tuated in movies 
and newspaper headlines, these 
women a re virtually indis tinguishable 
from their classmates charged with 
"paper crimes" (like forgery or 
e mbezzlement). 

In fact, Gi.J.my Brennan, an assistant 
p rofessor of linguistics, discovered for 
herself that "except for their history, 
the •.vomen I have met at TPW are not 
d ifferent from the people I meet else
vvhere." 

A superi.J.1tendent of a women's 
prison i.J.1 New York offers some 
insight into the personal his tories of 
female inmates in the June 1995 issue 
of The Prison foumnl. She s tates that 
65'Yo \Ve re victims of severe and pro
longed physical and sexual abuse. 
About one-quarter of the female 
inma tes had a ttempted suicide, and 
three-quarters had his tories of a lcohol 
and / or drug abuse. 

MOMMA, 
If" wr: 00 S VMP'N 
R E' AL. GAO WILl,.. 
TH ~ y I-E. r cJ s coME" 

JN THE"Rt:: w IT'H 
YOU? 

Most of these women have children 
of their own, who are farmed out to 
foster care, relatives, or institutional 
care while their mother is i.J.1 prison. 
Statis tics s uggest that when one per
son goes to prison, three othe rs go on 
welfa re. In a recent letter to the ed itor 
of The Tennessen11, a read er com
plained, "What's ridiculous is to con
cern ourselves with the welfare of a 

criminal's family." 
An important ele

ment missi.J.1g from 
most of these per
sonal histories is a 
positive role m ode l. 
Shirley Ora, Vander
bilt's Director of 
Donor Relations and 
a long time DECI
SIONS volunteer, 
rea lized after •.vork-

DECISIONS holds orienta-
Yet if we don't get 
involved, the illter
generational cycle of 
crime will conti.J.me. 
By empoweri.J.1g 
women to make bet
ter choices for them 
selves, DECISIONS 
hopes to lessen the 
likelihood that they 
will return to prison, 

tion for new volunteers each 
year in September and Jan
uary. After the training, vol
unteers meet with their 
inmate pa1tners for an hour 
each week during the eight
week course. For informa
tion, call the DCCISIONS 
office at 352-7218. 

ing with several 
i.J.unate partners tha t " they have 
missed out on a lot o f opportmtities 
and didn't have the kii1d of parenting 
I had. Child ren that are given love, 
nurturance, and education have so 
much more opporttmity to succeed." 
For example, one of Shirley's partners 
("Sue"), whose mo ther was a drug 
add ict, lived with her grandmother. 
But the g randmother died when Sue 
was 8 yea rs old, so she went to live 
\<V ith her atmt, who was sho t one 
night \Vith Sue sleep i.J.1g beside he r. 
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which in hm1 
increases the chance that their chil
dren will not repeat the cycle. 

This spring, we held three simulta
neous gradua tions at TPW for more 
than 40 women who began the DECI
SIONS program in February. Upon 
presenting diplom as to the ir partners, 
the voltmteers repeatedly echoed the 
sentiments of Torrie Jakes, a third
year law student who has mentored 
three p risoners: "Whatever the pro
gra m gives to inmates, it gives twice 
over to the volunteers." Differences 

dissolve in shared conversa tion. As 
they work thro ugh the curricultun 
together, voltmteers discover places 
within themselves where they are 
imprisoned. Inmates learn that some
one cares, and listens without judg
ment, and as trust builds they a re 
able to look w ithin themselves and 
find a place where they can be free. 

The power of relationship 
So we all learn that it is not really 

a question of " us" and " them." Tt is 
not even simply a question of indi
vidual culpability. The issues under
lying the burgeoning fe male prison 
population are much more complex, 
and we ca1mot pretend tha t they are 
confined to correctional faci lities. 
Drug and alcohol addiction, domestic 
violence, and sexual abuse permeate 
our society. Poverty, lack of educa
tion and marketable job skills fmther 
subvert the life chan ces of many 
incarcera ted women. The problems 
are daunting. But the power of re la
tionship is an awesome pmver, brillg
ing mvareness and hope. And as 
community volunteers and fema le 
offenders come together to share 
their s tories, and face the truth of 
their lives, change is possible for each 
of us . Then we are ready to tackle the 
systemic issues which p revent ( 
women from leading full , purp oseful 
lives . ~ 
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Please save and post. 

Mondays: May 4, 11 , & 18 
Painting Journal Series, led by Julie Russell, teaches 
techniques for keeping your own painting journal. 
Pre-reg is tra tion required by May 1. SAE House (25th 
Avenue South and Kensing ton Place), 5 to 7 p.m. 
See article 011 page 4. 

Tuesdays: May 5, 12, 19 & 26 
Creative Life Planning Group continues to meet 
throughout the year to share problem-solving infor
mation with other women and provide s upport in life 
changes. Nev,, m embers welcome. Noon to 1 p.m. 

Saturday, May 9 
Artis t's Reception for Crossville artist Kathy E. Greer, 
2 to 4 p.m. Her kiln-fired glass pieces will be on dis
play from May 9 to Jtme 30. See article 011 page 6. 

Monday, May 11 
Book Group will discuss Alias Grace by Margaret 
Ah·vood. Lois Brown will facilitate. New members 
welcome. 5:15 to 6:15 p .m . 

Tuesday, May 12 
Decisions, Decisions: Women Approaching Retire
ment, \·vorkshop led by Katrin Bean, Certified Finan
cial Plarmer, for \Vomen expecting to retire in the nex t 
fev.' years. Among the topics she' ll cover are income 
needs, cash reserve, providing for spouse, retirement 
funds investment, Social Security, annuities, and 
health insurance. 218 Calhmm Hall, 4:30 refresh
ments; 5 to 7 p .m. workshop. No charge. 

Thursday, May 14 
Women's Health Initiative: Using Medicines Wisely. 
This program is part of a city-wide \oveek of events 
linking women \·vith health professionals for infonna
tion on how to use medicines wisely . A Vanderbilt 
specialis t \villlead this noon to 1 p.m. program at the 
Women's Center. Bring your lunch and take time to 
care for yourself. See related art ides 011 page 5. 

Thursdays: May 21 through July 9 
Body Image and Self-Esteem Group for \Vomen s taff, 
faculty and graduate students will be offered free of 
charge by the Psychological and Counseling Center 
each Thursday from 12:15 to 1:45 p.m. at the Worn
en's Center. Karen Silien, psychology intern, and 
Charissa Camp, clinical psychologis t, will facilitate 
the group. For regis tration call Silien or Camp at 
2-2571 for a short appointment to assess with them 
expectations for the group. 

Unless ol!tcrwise staled, al/ Jirogmnts orr held ot lite 
Cuninggint Center, Fmnklin Building, 3'16 West Side l~ow 

For 111ore iJ~f(mlla lion, plmsc m /1 322-4843. 

Nominations for 
Werthan Award 
due by June 8 

The Women 's Center has beg un 
accepting nominations for the annual 
Mary Jane Werthan Award, which 
honors a member of the university 
community who has made significant 
contributions to the advancement of 
women at Vanderbilt. 

Nominations should include a cur
ricullltll vitae for the nominee and any 
relevant supporting material and 
must be received by June 8. 

The award is named for Mary Jane 
Werthan, the first woman to become 
a life member of the Vanderbilt Board 
of Trust. The resolution that estab
lished the award in 1988 noted tha t it 
"honors tlu·ee qualities characteris tic 
of the firs t recipient for whom it is 
named : vision, pers istence, and extra
ordinary skill in interpersonal and 
institutional rela tions." Thanks to a 
generous gift made by Ms. Werthan 
las t year, the honoree receives a cash 
award of $1,000. 

The 1998 Mary Jane Werthan 
A\vard will be presented in the fall 
prior to the annual Margaret Cuning
gim Lecture. 

Women's vu Is pub lished montl11y 
September through June at the Margaret 
Cunlnggim Women's Center. Vanderbilt 
Universi ty, Nashville, Tennessee. 
Campus address: 3 16 West Side Row. 
Mailing address: Box 1513. Sta tion B. 
Nashville. TN 37235. Phone: (6 15) 322-4843. 
Fox: (615) 343-D940. E-mail address: 
womenctr@ctrvox.Vonderbllt.edu. 

Linda Manning, director 
Judith Tefft Helfer. assistant director 

for programs 
Barbara Clarke. librarian 
Gladys Holt. offic e manager 
Lynn Green, editor (direc t d /a/343-4367) 
Nino Kutty, reporter 
Cindy Brown. ca rtoonist 

This is a copyrighted publication. Articles may 
be reproduced with permission of the editor. 
LeHers to the editor are welcome. Send them 
(typed. signed. and with a daytime phone 
number. please) to the above address. 
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Series of zvorkshops 
teaches techniques 
for painting journal 

Julie Russell, '"'hose April ·work
shop on keeping a "painting journal" 
was enthusiils tically received, \Vill 

return in May to lead a series of pro
grams on the subject. 

Russell, a local artis t, yoga and 
T'ai-Ji instructor, d escribes the paint
ing journal as "a visual path into 
yourself." She says the journaling 
technique can be used successfully by 
a rtists and those v.•ho have never 
picked up a brush. During the series, 
Russell will cover topics such as affir
mations, feelings, fun painting and 
drawing exercises, and dreams. 

The workshops will be offered on 
Monday nights, May 4, 11 & 18, from 
5 to 7 p.m. at the former SAE House. 
Participants can attend all tlu-ee ses
sions for $27 or one session only for 
$15. Cost for students is $17 for the 
series, or $7 for one session. Call the 
Women's Center at 322-4843 to regis
ter. Pre-registration is required by 
Mayl. 

Class size is limited to 15; a mini
mum registration of 10 participants is 
required for the series to be held . 

JaNiece Vincz explains one of her 
journal entries to the group during a 
painting journal workshop in April. 
Vincz Is an HRS specialist with Human 
Resource Services. 
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In the library . 

An eclectic look at southern women 
A new addition to the field of sou thern women's stud ies is Women of 

tile American South: A Multiculturnl R ender (New York University Press, 
1997). Edited by Christie Anne Farnham, an associate professor of history 
at Iowa Sta te University, the vol
ume is intended to be more 
inclusive than many other works 
on southern women. Only one of 
the contributions, that by noted 
historia n Atme Firor Scott, has 
been published elsewhere. 

The editor, who co-wrote one 
of the 17 selections, includes an introduction to each chapter, explaining 
the relevant historical backgrmmd. Among the diverse topics are: the eco
nomic life of Choctaw women between 950 and 1830; southern Jewish 
women; women of Appalachia; Cherokee women; southern lesbian histo
ry; black women and the right to vote; and southern vvomen and second 
wave feminism. 

Historian Linda K. Kerber has gathered selections from her work on 
women 's his tory in Townrd mt Intellectunl History of Women: Essnys 
(University of North Carolina Press, 1997). The use of the word "tmvard" 
in the book's title is intended to suggest that the chronicling of women's 
his tory is not yet complete. Kerber says she hopes " that these essays, 
focused as they are on core legal ideas and some key concepts that have 
undergirded our systems of gender relations, will point toward the next 
revision of the major themes in U.S. intellectual his tory." 

In the introduction, Kerber, a professor of history a t the University of 
Iowa, explains the importance and historical background of each selec
tion . The writer also discusses her struggles as a woman faculty member 
who helped pave the way for a later generation of female historians. 

Gender nnd Families (Pine Forge Press, 1998) by Scott Coltrane is a vol
ume in "The Gender Lens" series. The writer, a sociologist at the Universi
ty of California, Riverside, shows how inseparably gender and family life 
are connected . The concept of what constihttes a family changes over time 
and varies greatly from culture to culture and within segments of our 
society. Similarly there arc great va riations about what it means to be 
male or female and \Vhat behavior is considered appropria te for each gen
der. The writer uses many examples from popular culture to illus trate 
changing ideas about gender, family li fe and gender inequality. He dis
cusses the development of gender identity in child ren; the function of 
family rituals; evolving ideas about gender, the family and work; the divi
sion of housework and child care; love and marriage; and how families 
and ideas about gender are likely to change in the future. 

O ther new acquisitions include: Beyond Motlterlwod: Choosing n Life 
Wit/tout Cltildreu by )eatme Safer; Reflected Glory: Tlte Life of Pnmeln 
Clwrcltill Hnrrimn11 by Sally Bedell Smith; and Personal His tory, the 
Pulitzer Prize-witming autobiography by Wnshi11gfo11 Post publisher 
Katharine Graham. ml 
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Using medicines wisely 

Health initiative targets zuo1nen as 1nanagers of ja1nily 1nedication 

by A1111e Moore 
Associnte Professor for lite Practice of Nursing, 
Vnnrler/Ji/1 Sclwvl of Nursing 

W omen are the major consumers of health care services in the United 
States. They are frequently in charge of health care for the family, 

often buying and dispensing various types of medications. Since up to 50% 
of consumers possess limited knowledge regarding the use, misuse, side 
effects and actions of medications, it is imperative that educational initia
tives include this focus as a directive, with vvomen as 
the primary target popu lation. 

The U.S. Food and Drug Administra tion (FDA) is 
responding to the need with a national health initia
tive d esigned to provide women with information 
on "Using Medicines Wisely." The initiative comes 
to Nashville during the week of Mother's Day, May 
10 (see box nt right). 

By providing information to women, particularly 
those over 45 years of age, this health program is 
designed to counter some of the common misconcep
tions about medications. Over-the-counter products, 
for example, are assumed by many consumers to be less 
capable of producing side effects than prescription medications. In fact, 
even common over-the-cmmter medications like Tylenol have serious and 
even deadly side effects if used incorrectly. 

Megadosing vitamins has become a trend in the U.S., particularly among 
women. But the idea that "more is better" does not hold true in this case. 
Vitamin A, for example, can lead to liver damage if consumed in large 
amounts. And a recent study of Vitamin C found that large doses can cause 
genetic damage (see excerpt below). 

Herbal remedies, which are gaining populari ty with consumers as alter
natives to traditional medicines, are not regulated by the FDA As a result, 
little information is available on dosing, side effects and misuse. Anecdotal 
evidence exists that comfrey tea, chaparral leaf and germander, all common
ly used herbal agents, may be associated with li ver disease. 

Women should be educated to follow label directions on all medicines, 
prescriptive as well as over-the-counter. A ttention should be paid, as well, 
to expiration dates. The effectiveness of medication may be lost or altered 
significantly if it is taken after the expiration date. 

Health ca re providers should be mindful that women a re generally 
responsible for administering medicine to their fam ilies. Emphasis on the 
proper ways to take medicines shou ld be routinely included in a holistic 
plan of care. 

Study finds peril in taking high vitamin C supplement 
Those \Vho think that if a little vitamin Cis good more must be better, 

should think again, says a team of British researchers, who found that a 
supplement of 500 milligrams a day could damage people's genes. 

Many Americans take that much, or more, in hopes of preventing colds 
and reaping the widely celebrated antioxidant benefits of vitamin C. TI1e 
researchers fmmd that a t the SOD-milligram level, vitamin C promoted 
genetic damage by free radicals to a part of the DNA . . . 

Tlte New York Times, April 9, 1998 

May 1998 

Campus, community 
events offer advice 
on using medic ines 

Do you often find yoltl'self in a 
grocery or drug store aisle h·ying 
to choose the correct over-the
counter medicine for an a iling 
family member? 

Do you struggle to keep track 
of prescription medicines for an 
aging relative or for yourself? 

If so, a women's health pro
gram in May could give you vital 
information you need to make 
informed decisions. The Women's 
Center, the School of Nursing and 
the Medical Center are coordinat
ing several local events as part of 
the FDA's national health initia
tive for women, "Using Medicines 
vVisely." 

• Members of the Vanderbilt 
conm1wtity can learn about using 
tnedicines in a lunch-hoLU' pro
gram at the Women's Center 
ThLU'sday, May 14. Literature on 
medication and other women's 
health issues will be available at 
the program. 

• Health Plus/Wellness Center 
will also distribute literature to 
Vanderbilt faculty and staff. 

• Free screenings, including 
b lood pressure checks, vision 
screenings, and height and weight 
checks, will be available at the 
Vine Hill Conummity Clinic on 
May 14 from 9 to 11 a.m. and 
from 1 to 3 p.m. 

• Educational literature, includ
ing a "My Medicines" brochure 
with a chart for keeping track of 

medications, will 
be available at the 
Madison Primary 
Care Clinic and 
the Breast Center 
in the Village at 
Vanderbilt. 
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Striking co[ors: 
Artist creates new style of stained glass 

11 A J hen artist Kathy Greer began working with s tained g lass, she 
. II V quickly discovered that she disliked the technique of using copper 
foil and lead solder to hold the g lass pieces in place. Using her own inge
nuity and determination, she crea ted a new process for fusing g lass 

A photograph shows the geometric 
patterns, but not the vivid colors, in 
Kathy Greer's glass work. 

pieces. Greer is seeking a patent for 
the p rocess, •..vhich elimina tes the 
need for using toxic metal s cmd cre
ates a brighter and more vibrant fin
ished p roduct. 

Visitors to the Women's Center ca n 
see a selection of Greer's s ta ined glass 
pieces in "Striking Colors: Kiln-Fired 
Glass," on exhibit from May 9 to }tme 
30. A reception in her honor will be 
held Sah1rday, May 9 from 2 to 4 p .m . 

Greer, who lives and works in 
Crossville, bega n experimenting with 
kiln-fired g lass in 1989. She learned 
tha t when certain colors of g lass are 
fired in a kiln, they h1rn into d ifferent 
colors in a process know n as "strik
ing." Trying to anticipate this color 
change is part o f the cha llenge for the 
g lass artis t. 

Greer wi ll also be an exhibitor at 
the TACA Show in Centem1ial Park May 1-3. Her work and studio have 
been previously fea tmed on the Pl3S p rogram, "Te1messee Crossroads." 

~Ill/ ion r/lf)ee{(f-na visitors nre invited to drop by the Women's Center on 
Snturdny, Mny 23 for nn Open House from 9 n.m. to 110011. Greer's stnined 
glnss pieces will be 011 display in our first-floor exhibit spnce. 

Announcements 

Detour on the infobahn 
Readers of our April issue who 

tried to access the Women's Center 
web page may have been sty mied by 
the fact that •..ve printed an incorrect 
address fo r the site. The address 
should have been listed as: 
wwlv.vanderbilt.edu/WomensCenter/womenctr.hlm 

The web page includes articles 
from back issues of 1'\lomen's VU, 
announcements of Women's Center 
news, and an up-to-date calendar of 
even ts. 

Health fair for veterans 
The Nashville VA Medical Center 

will hos t a "Health Fair Extravaganza 
for Women Veterans" Sa tmday, May 
16 from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. The event is 
focused on teaching wom.en how to 
care fo r themselves. Fema le veterans 
will have an oppor ttmity to neh·vork 
w ith other women veterans and ca n 
receive medication consultation . 

Aid for victims of violence 
A group for children and their 

caregivers who have witnessed 
domes tic abuse is being sponsored by 
the YWCA and Family and Chil
dren's Serv ice. "Child ren Facing 
Domestic Violence: Through the Eyes 
of a Child" will mee t on Wednesday 
nights for e ig ht weekly sessions, 
beginning May 13. For info rmation, 
call Phyllis Darn at 832-9220. 
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