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From Prison to Community

A fter growing up being in trouble myself, I wanted 
to help others who have been in similar scenarios 
as I have. More often than not, the help I received 

was not from programs, court mandated or not, rather 
it was mainly from likeminded people who offered the 
most assistance. In the fall of 2010, I was awarded the 
Ronald E. McNair scholarship. From there, I teamed up 
with Professor Timothy Hilton and we began working 
on a project, of Native American Indians transitioning 
to community life after leaving prison.
 The research was conducted on Native Americans 
transitioning from prison to communities, both on and 
off reservations, in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula (U.P.). 
The goal of this research is to understand subjective 
experiences with reintegration, identify common barri-
ers and challenges associated with the return to commu-
nity life and uncover processes associated with successful 
and unsuccessful reintegration, while identifying unique 
opportunities and challenges for Native American ex-
offenders. Data suggests Native American communities 
and families often ease the transition from prison to civil-
ian life. Ex-offenders often reported feeling reassurance 
through their tribal membership, as they view this status 
as a pathway to securing housing, employment, healthcare 
and other services. Tribal affiliation, many reported, also 
gives them a sense of belonging and general comfort. 
 However, those returning to reservations often face 
substantial barriers to housing, employment and educa-
tion, in large part due to the tribes’ relationships with 
federal and state agencies that restrict tribal sovereignty 
and abilities to help members returning from prison. As 
a result of the Major Crimes Act, many Native American 
offenders serve sentences in federal prisons, far from 
their families, which can complicate transitions back 
to their home communities. In addition, many Native 
American ex-offenders are hampered by racism, geo-
graphic isolation and increasing competition for jobs. 

 Women with children related that they secured 
housing and explained that “living on the rez” had 
advantages and disadvantages. Close access to family 
and friends was seen as a major advantage, as it allowed 
them to secure childcare more easily, as well as other 
social supports. Access to jobs was seen as a major disad-
vantage, as the reservations on which these women lived 
were geographically and economically isolated. When 
asked whether they would choose to be on the reserva-
tion, if they had a choice to live elsewhere, both of these 
women said they would, because of the importance of 
tribal resources, both formal services, like health care 
and housing, and informal social supports. 
 Increasingly, tribal jobs that are available to ex-
offenders are low-wage, less than full-time and do not 
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One ex-offender described his “tribal number” or the 
identification number on tribal membership cards as his 
“greatest asset”. Loss of community, several participants 
explained, was the most difficult part of being in prison. 
All participants reported having lived on a reservation, 
prior to their imprisonment and all explained that help 
from the tribe, in the form of access to housing, jobs and 
employment, were critical resources. 
 Being a tribal member gave many participants a 
sense that there was help available, no matter what dif-
ficulties they faced. One participant had been prevented 
from returning to his reservation after this prison ban-

ished him from his reservation for 18 months, which 
disqualified him from tribal housing assistance, tribal 
employment and Indian Health services. At the time of 
the interview he was homeless and living outdoors, 15 
miles from his reservation. He described the difficulties 
he faced being away from the reservation and the injus-
tice of not being able to go home:
 ‘It’s really hard for me because I never lived off our res-
ervation on my own, in my life. I never did. I have always 
had people around me that would help me. Employment 
and background checks and everything else is really, real-
ly hard. The federal government sentenced me to the four 
months, then three months in the halfway house and they 
also sentenced me to be banished from my rez for 18 months. 
I’m still 9 months outside that, so that is pretty hard.’
  All participants, who reported being in recovery 
for substance abuse, explained that their culture was an 
invaluable asset in their recovery efforts. Recovery from 
addiction and spirituality were viewed as intricately con-
nected. For some, recovery offered an opportunity to 
begin to understand and appreciate Native American spir-
itual beliefs. For others, recovery offered a chance to revis-
it spiritual beliefs and religious practices of their past. One 
participant explained the personal and spiritual meaning 
of his recovery, which incorporates the Native American 
concept of the “Red Road”, the right path.
 ‘Walking the Red Road is what I rely on; it keeps me sober 
and…away from drugs, it’s what saved my life, literally. It’s a 
hard thing to put into words because it’s so personal to every-
one. It’s what I am trying to teach my grandchildren, they are 
out there in that circle dancing and I have never been more 
proud to be a Native American. There were times growing up 

offer health benefits other than tribal healthcare. The 
tribe, several explained, was viewed much like a family 
and even the act of applying for a tribal job was fraught 
with emotion. One participant described the process 
of applying for tribal jobs and, ultimately, successfully 
landing a position: 
 ‘When I applied for positions, the application itself 
was a resurfacing of the wounds. You could pay your debt 
to society, yet they still judge you for it. I was very lucky 
that the tribe was willing to overlook [his crime]…As you 
know with a tribe, we are all related, it’s more of a family 
than a business.’ 

 While families were always described as important, 
family members were not always able to support partici-
pants, especially during incarceration. Seventy-five percent 
(75%) had served federal time, as opposed to state sentenc-
es and therefore, spent several years hundreds and, in some 
cases, thousands of miles from home. All explained that 
the only family contact they had, during their sentences, 
were emails, letters and phone calls, because their families 
lacked the financial resources to visit. 
 In some cases, incarceration meant losing custody of 
children. When possible, Native American children in 
CPS are placed with other Native Americans, as per the 
Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) and benefitted from 
ICWA during their incarceration; and in some cases, 
placed with extended family members. Placement with 
Native American families is not always possible, howev-
er. One woman explained her frustration with both los-
ing custody of her daughter, after her arrest, and her fear 
that her daughter will lose her cultural identify before 
they are reunited: 
 ‘I had not seen anyone from my family for almost 6 
years and it was pretty hard. Two of my kids are current-
ly with family, one is incarcerated and my oldest is in a 
Caucasian home, a white home. She is off the reservation. 
I don’t like it, it takes away from the way that we live, they 
don’t have stuff for her the we have here and it’s going to 
be a different transition for her coming back (to the res-
ervation). She still goes to pow wow’s and ceremonies, but 
she doesn’t ask questions when it’s over because she just goes 
right back to that house.’ 
 All participants listed tribal membership as the single 
most important factor in their community reintegration. 

Being a tribal member gave many participants a sense that there was help 
available, no matter what difficulties they faced.
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communities, many Native Americans often do so at great 
risk to themselves, their families and their tribes. 
 Federal, state and tribal governments should criti-
cally evaluate these policies and remove those that create 
systematic disadvantages for Native Americans. If Native 
Americans are subject to the provisions of the Major 
Crimes Act and receive federal sentences, for crimes in 
which others would receive a sentence in a state prison, 
efforts should be made to allow prisoners to serve time 
closer to family, in the nearest federal prisons. Tribal and 
criminal justice systems resources should be devoted to 
helping families remain connected to members serving 
prison sentences, especially those in prisons far from 
home. Requirements that restrict parolees from associat-
ing with other ex-felons should be removed on reserva-
tions, to allow Native American parolees to live fully as 
tribal members, participating in tribal events and men-
toring others facing similar difficulties. 
 Federal, state and tribal government agencies should 
collaborate in creating programs for returning parolees, to 
address their housing, employment, education and other 
service needs. Developing housing on reservations, for those 

being Native American was not too cool and now, without that 
spirituality and the family of the tribe I wouldn’t have pride. 
I do now…All I need in my life is my family and my people. 
A lot of times the courts mandate you to attend AA or other 
programs, which don’t fit everybody. Some of the programs 
meant nothing to me. The spirituality just felt right, you know. 
I started going to sweats, going to ceremonies and started being 
proud of being Native American. That spirituality is every day. 
I was lucky to have that choice where I did not have to attend 
mandated programs that are a lot more rigid with the steps…
to go back into society, to be a productive person. For Native 
people, we understand it that this way of life is here for you 
when you are ready.’ 
 Policies like the Major Crimes Act, HUD housing 
restrictions and parole conditions, restricting parolees from 
fraternizing with other ex-felons, create disadvantages for 
Native American parolees. In addition to creating dis-
advantages at an individual level, these policies also limit 
tribal sovereignty and their ability for self-determination 
by placing severe limits on tribes’ abilities to help mem-
bers returning to their communities. Whereas non-Natives 
leaving prison typically return to their families and home 
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Joe graduated in December 2013, with his Masters in Social 
Work, from Washington University in St. Louis, from the 
George Warren Brown School of Social Work. After gradu-
ation, Joe is planning on spending the next two years work-
ing in Indian County, then applying for a Ph.D. program and 
continues his research on prison re-entry programs in tribal 
communities. You can find more on this article in the publica-
tion called Color Behind Bars: Racism in the U.S. Prison 
System, in the spring of 2014.)

exiting prison, should be created to house those without 
other housing resources. Programs should also be created to 
help those in prison maintain contact with family and other 
tribal members during incarceration. This will help make 
the transition home an easier one post-release. Additional 
resources should be created for families with members serv-
ing prison sentences, to allow children to remain with other 
family members or, at least, remain in the tribe. This may 
require outreach to create more foster care options within 
tribes. Whatever programs are created to assist Native 
Americans transitioning from prisons to communities, ser-
vices should respect Native American cultures and build on, 
rather than compromise, traditional methods of helping by 
tribes and families. Policies that prevent families from tak-
ing in other family members, after being released from pris-
on, and restrict ex-felons, who successfully reintegrated into 
tribal communities, from mentoring new parolees should 
be reconsidered. These policies not only make community 
reintegration difficult, they also undermine traditional val-
ues and basic tribal sovereignty. 
 Finally, reentry programs should be designed to fos-
ter reintegration, in every sense of the word. Existing 
programs designed around reducing recidivism and pro-
moting employment and housing stability are valuable, 
but they do not fully reflect communities’ nor parol-
ees’ interests and values. The concept of reintegration 
encompasses more than just having formal employment 
and an official residence and staying out of prison. It 
is also includes reestablishing meaningful roles within 
communities and families, contributing to community 
and family life and becoming immersed in cultural and 
spiritual aspects of an area. For many Native Americans, 
reintegration is as much, or more, about living as a mem-
ber of a tribe, giving to others in the community and 
engaging in cultural and spiritual activities, than having 
formal employment and an official residence. ✦

(Joseph S. Masters was born in Munising, Michigan and is a 
member of the Sualt Ste. Marie tribe of Chippewa Indians. 
He has a 14-year old daughter named Liliana Loonsfoot 
Masters. In 2009, Joe returned to school, at Northern 
Michigan University, and graduated with his BSW, with 
a minor cluster in Human Behavior and American Indian 
Studies. During that time, he was the recipient of the Ronald 
E. McNair Scholarship. Joe partnered with Dr. Timothy Hilton 
and conducted research on American Indians returning to the 
reservations after being in prison. Joe has been a Kathryn M. 
Buder scholar, at the George Warren Brown School of Social 
work, since fall 2012. Joe’s concentration is Mental Health and 
Administration. He is currently conducting is concentration 
practicum, at the Buder Center, under Dr. Tovar, on Hunting, 
Fishing and Gathering and also on the Two Spirits Project. 

before serious symptoms arise from untreated or currently 
undetected disease.
 Mr. Sawyer Stone, like many graduate students, has 
a family with him in Ruston. This award will help allevi-
ate some of the common stresses associated with full-time 
education and other financial obligations. AIGC was priv-
ileged to meet and award Mr. Stone with a check and cer-
tificate, at the Annual Choctaw Scholarship Advisement 
Program’s Ivy League and Friends event, in Durant, 
Oklahoma, on November 11, 2013. Mr. Stone was accom-
panied by his parents and grandparents, who beamed with 
pride, as they watched him accept the award in front of 
many dignitaries from the Choctaw Nation, his fellow stu-
dents, representatives from colleges and universities across 
the country and tribal royalty.
 The Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma Scholarship 
Advisement Program was created in late 2006 to increase 
college graduation rates among Choctaw students. SAP now 
serves over 10,000 Choctaw students nationwide, ranging 
from high school through graduate school. Services include 
college counseling, admission test preparation and fee pay-
ment, summer programs, college fairs, peer mentoring, 
competitive scholarships and much more. ✦ 

For more information about SAP please visit  
www.choctawnation-sap.com. 

AIGC would like to thank the Choctaw Nation SAP for this 
opportunity and for additional funding to investigate how to 
similarly impact Law and Master’s students, as well as another 
Ph.D. student, in 2014.

(Melvin Monette, Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa, is the 
Director of Graduate and Special Programs at AIGC)
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