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With one Court project soon to be launch, another was soon to begin.   

 

The Court’s mental health docket, STAR, was scheduled to receive Defendants beginning 

January 1, 2007.   The Ohio Supreme Court Specialty Docket coordinator was very 

involved in the STAR development and was encouraging the use of Bridges Out of 

Poverty within that program.  With limited county resources, a Supreme Court grant was 

provided to become a certified Bridges trainer in December 2006.  In route to San Diego, 

California for the training, “Getting Ahead In a Just-Gettin-by World”, authored by Philip 

E. DeVol (“Getting Ahead”), was read.  During that air flight two conclusions were 

reached:  First, Getting Ahead should be offered to any generational poverty defendant 

that was interested in planning their future; and Second, there had to be some mechanism 

to support these defendants after Getting Ahead was completed. The first training session 

was entered with these issues in mind. 

 

Randomly seated at a table with people from throughout the United States, a conversation 

on Getting Ahead was initiated with the question raised: Then what?  As providence 

would have it, a representative from Move the Mountain was seated to my left and spoke 

of the Circles Campaign.  Circles aliens persons from generational poverty with middle 

and upper economic class individuals who create a relationship and develop resources.  It 

is a mentoring based philosophy that has been successful in Ames, Iowa.   

 

The second issue was addressed, now to focus on the first.  How was Getting Ahead 

going to be offered to defendants? 

 

During dinner on the last evening of the training session, Phil DeVol indicated that 

Columbiana County had some of the most experienced Bridges trainers and Getting 

Ahead facilitators in the nation.  Upon receiving the contact information, an e-mail of 

introduction was sent to representatives from Kent State University and Youngstown 

State University with a request of a meeting.   While those at the table had experience and 

a willingness to be part of the Court’s initiative, none had access to necessary funding. 

Directors of Community Action Agency (“CAA”), One Stop, Department of Job & 

Family Services (“DJFS”), and local ministerial associations attended the next meeting.  

With policy makers at the table and an issue posed to them, a grant was written through 

DJFS for Kent State to offer Getting Ahead to TANF eligible participants for fiscal year 

2007-2008 and later 2008-2009.  These efforts resulted in the formation of an ad hoc 

committee known as “Bridges to Opportunity”.     
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With continued support from the Ohio Supreme Court, training in Circles was received in 

November 2007.  In order to implement a mentoring program for Getting Ahead 

graduates, support from the community at large was needed.  In January 2008 Bridges 

training was offered to private employers and faith leaders.  The Court took the Bridges 

concept to community organizations (Ruritan, Lions, Rotary) and to the faith based 

community (local ministerial associations).  A two-day training opportunity was offered 

in November 2008 with the first day focusing on individuals within the community and 

the second day focusing on eleven (11) private employers.  Approximately 75 individuals 

were trained in Bridges in that two (2) day session.   

 

Through the efforts of the Ad Hoc Committee, it was apparent that the Bridges concept 

was accepted and supported by our county.  The Ad Hoc Committee was dissolved; a 

none profit Ohio corporation was formed with 501©(3) status; and the countywide 

initiative became known as Getting Ahead In Columbiana County, Inc. beginning July 

2009. 

 

The Court was invited to participate in a statewide train the trainer program for Bridges 

in the Courts during December 2009, hosted by the Ohio Supreme Court.  As a result of 

this training opportunity, five individual in our county became certified Bridges trainers.  

 

Bridges has been adopted by the social service agencies throughout the county.  Annually 

Bridges training is offered to employees of these agencies with policy changes 

implemented within the agencies.  The County Educational Service Center (“ESC”) has 

adopted “Frameworks” with employees trained in “Frameworks” and certified as trainers.  

These certified trainers have trained educators and staffs of the eleven county public 

school districts.  Two of the districts host ESC monthly to instruct educators in 

addressing barriers for low-income students and offer Getting Ahead to parents.  A 

Christian School and one city school district has incorporated Getting Ahead in class 

curriculum.  Kent State University has incorporated Getting Ahead in a remedial course 

curriculum for freshman in order to increase student retention.  Both of the hospitals in 

the county have adopted Bridges for their staff and Getting Ahead for new hires to reduce 

employee turnover.  Three of the county’s private employers have adopted Bridges in the 

workplace with two employers giving hiring preference to Getting Ahead graduates. 

 

   

While the Court has been a partner in this countywide initiative, which affects defendants 

indirectly, there are several involvements that directly impact defendants.  

 

1. Ohio Benefit Bank.   In January 2010 the Court was accepted as a registered site 

for Ohio Benefit Bank. The Ohio Benefit Bank is an internet-based, counselor-

assisted service that connects low-and moderate-income families to tax credits 

and work supports.  The counselors assist those in need with the completion and 

submission of state and federal tax returns at no cost.   The counselor further 

assists with the free application for federal student aid, food assistance, Medicaid, 

childcare and home energy assistance program, along with many other forms of 
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community supports.  In Ohio, more than $1.7 billion dollars in federal tax credits 

and work support programs are unclaimed by Ohio citizens.  With a limited court 

staff, the counselor for Ohio Benefit Bank was provided through Community 

Action Agency re-employment program for individuals over the age of 55, at no 

cost to the court.  The counselor maintained office hours at the court Monday, 

Tuesday and Thursday from 8:00 AM until 2:00 PM.  Materials were distributed 

to defendants as they waited for their case to be called.  During a period of three 

months, no defendant participated in the Ohio Benefit Bank services offered 

through the court.  A few reasons why defendants did not use the Court as a 

registration site are:  1) there are several other sites within a few blocks of the 

courthouse serving the defendants; 2) reluctance to disclose confidential financial 

information to a court hosted program (Many of the defendants receive court 

appointed counsel and fear loss of court appointed counsel.  Also, many of the 

criminal defendants are also defendants in civil matter with judgments taken 

against them.  There is concern that the information will be used to benefit the 

judgment creditor); and 3) the public does not associate the court as a provider of 

social services with the defendants looking to other agencies for assistance.  Due 

to lack of participation, the Court closed the Ohio Benefit Bank site. 

 

2. Poverty Simulation.  Getting Ahead in Columbiana County, Inc. hosted a 

poverty simulation at the Lisbon High School.  The simulation was facilitated by 

Second Harvest Food Bank at no cost to the community.  It was held in the 

evening from 5:00 – 8:30 PM with a light dinner provided by DJFS.  Over 40 

individuals participated from various economic backgrounds, including several 

defendants.  One of the participants was the director of the county CAA.  She was 

so impacted by the experience that CAA purchased the rights to the poverty 

simulation and has trained fifteen (15) individuals to facilitate future simulations 

for our community.  The poverty simulation is a powerful tool to educate private 

employers on the impact of economic class in the workplace and to make persons 

from poverty understands that they are not in an isolated situation.   

 

3. Bridges Training.  The Ohio Supreme Court adopted a four-year strategy to 

address economic issues in the judicial system through Bridges Out of Poverty.  

The first phase of this program was hosting a “train the trainer” session in 

December 2009 with fourteen (14) counties participating.  Columbiana County 

sent five (5) representatives from various support agencies: one from DJFS; one 

from ESC; one from Kent State University; and two from a private employer.  

These representatives are now certified Bridges trainers.  They are training 

employees for our social service agencies; educators in our public school districts; 

staff and students at Kent State University; and employees in the private 

workforce.  Defendants are being served at the social service agencies by Bridge’s 

trained employees; are understanding the educational challenges their child face 

in obtaining a high school diploma; and are possessing the skills needed to obtain 

post high school education and maintain employment.   
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4. Getting Ahead.   The Columbiana County DJFS funded Getting Ahead through a 

grant to Kent State University in fiscal years 2007-2008 and 2008-2009.  To 

participate, the defendant had to meet TANF eligibility.  The court referred 40 

defendants to these Getting Ahead classes, which were offered at three sites 

throughout the county.  Of the 40 referred defendants, 23 were graduated from 

Getting Ahead.  In fiscal year 2009-2010, the funding source became One Stop 

through a federal stimulus grant.  One class was offered in the fall 2009 with no 

other session held do to funding issues.  Defendants referred to One Stop were not 

accepted into the Getting Ahead class due to unacceptable risk for completion.  

The Court looked to other funding sources.  In 2010 through application by DJFS 

the County received one of six Together Ohio grants for the fiscal year 2010-

2011.  This grant provided funding for the development of the county’s mentoring 

program; offered Getting Ahead to 29 TANF eligible participants; and employed 

a part time coordinator for countywide Bridges initiative.  The Court referred 

defendants to these Getting Ahead classes but only 28% of the defendants meet 

the TANF eligibility requirements.  In order to provide defendants without minor 

children the opportunity to participate in Getting Ahead, the Court offered its own 

program beginning September 8, 2010.   Funding of the Court’s Getting Ahead 

program was through a private donation at a total cost of $1025.00.  The costs 

included: fee paid to the facilitator of $750.00; workbooks for each of the 5 

participants totaling $100.00; miscellaneous supplies of coffee, tea, cups, 

calculators, flip chart, folders, pens, high lighters, tablets, and snacks totaling 

$100.00; and graduation luncheon of $75.00.  The sessions were held at the 

Municipal Court House conference room on Wednesday afternoon from 12:30-

3:30 PM.  The defendants received community service credit against 

fines/costs/fees at the rate of $10.00/hour for each hour of attendance or 30 hours 

credit if all classes are attended.  Passes for the county’s public transport system 

known as CARTS were available to defendants with transportation needs.  In 

January 2011 the County Commissioners allocated $3,000 for the Getting Ahead 

program for Defendants.  It is offered twice a year with a session in spring and 

one in the fall lasting 10 weeks each.  The course is held at Kent State University 

Salem Branch. The probation officer identifies 30 defendants for each session 

with the objective to accept 10 into each class.  The court has a total of 42 

defendants that have completed Getting Ahead with a recidivism rate of 21%. 

 

5.  Mentoring Program.    The Together Ohio grant provided the necessary funding 

to allow our community to advance the mentoring program for Getting Ahead 

graduates.  A part-time coordinator was employed with ten (10) individual 

retained to serve as mentor trainers.  The individuals selected to serve as mentor 

trainers made formal application of the position including references, fingerprints, 

criminal background checks, and personal interviews.  These individuals were 

paid a stipend and were required be in the workforce at least 10 years or retired.  

They were required to attend 8 hours of Bridges training and 8 hours of mentor 

training.  Their responsibilities include recruiting mentor volunteers and providing 

necessary support to the mentors as they serve the Getting Ahead graduates.  

Volunteer mentors were recruited through friends, family, social connections, and 
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presentations to the faith community.  The objective was to provide 2-3 mentors 

for each Getting Ahead graduate, or a total of 80-120 volunteer mentors.   The 

Volunteer Mentor was required to complete an application, which included 

contact information, career/education experience, law violations, and mentor’s 

interest summary.    The applicant provided three references, attended an 

interview, was finger printed with a criminal background check completed, and 

attended a mentor training workshop which includes 4 hours of Bridges training 

and 4 hours of mentor training.   The mentoring program provided guidelines to 

the participants, including:  do not put yourself in danger; no financial 

relationships between the volunteer mentor and Getting Ahead graduate; do not 

take advantage of the Getting Ahead graduate; confidentiality; refrain from 

unsolicited advice; respect the religious beliefs of both parties; and no form of 

abuse will be tolerated.  The volunteer mentor was encouraged to: be an 

encourager; listen; share; introduce the Getting Ahead graduate to their friends, 

family, and co-workers; invite them to community events; keep an open mind; 

demonstrate appreciation and respect; have fun together; set boundaries; and ask 

for help when needed.  The volunteer mentor was matched with a Getting Ahead 

graduate based upon gender, geographic location, interests (common interest in 

sports, hobbies, etc.) and resources needed by the Getting Ahead graduate that the 

volunteer mentor could provide.  This matching process was performed by the 

coordinator but could be declined by either the Getting Ahead graduate and/or the 

volunteer mentor.  The volunteer mentor agreed to meet with the Getting Ahead 

graduate at least two times per month and to have contact with their mentor 

trainer at least 2 times per month.  They were required to complete a brief report 

sheet at the end of each month to allow for program evaluation.   A total of 20 

mentor volunteers were trained with 16 matched with a Getting Ahead graduate.  

The challenges of our community were sustainable funding of the mentor 

program and recruiting enough volunteer mentors to meet the needs of the Getting 

Ahead graduates.  It was hoped that the none profit corporation would be a 

recipient of sufficient tax-deductible donations and/or grants to continue the 

initiative.  Our community was not able to sustain this formal mentoring program.   

 

In 2013 a modified mentoring opportunity for the Getting Ahead graduates was 

initiated.  The Getting Ahead facilitator continues a relationship with the 

graduates for a period of nine (9) months in the role for a mentor.  The facilitator 

meets with the graduates at least monthly as a group and on an individual basis 

based upon the defendant’s requirements.  The facilitator/mentor received 

compensation of $750.  The group meets a Kent State University, parks, library, 

or other public venues.  The graduates receive credit against costs/fines at the rate 

of $10.00/hour or community service for each group session attended. 

 

6. Private Employers.  Training of representatives from 11 private employers 

within our community occurred in November 2008.  As a result of this 

introduction to the private sector, two of the county’s manufacturing employers 

began giving hiring preference to Getting Ahead graduates in June 2011.  The 

graduate is placed with the employer through a local employment agency for a 
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probation period of 90 days.  After completion of the probation period, the 

permanent employee receives $10.00 per hour with opportunities for advancement 

to earn $13.00 per hour.   Consistent overtime at time and a half is available. They 

receive paid holidays and vacation, 401k, health insurance, and disability pay.  

The employer will also pay for technical training if the employee desires to 

further his/her education.   

 

7. Employment of Getting Ahead Graduates.    In 2010-2011 seven defendants 

graduated from Getting Ahead and gained employment.  Prior to obtaining 

employment, these defendants received annual public assistance totaling 

$100,440.  After gaining employment, the annual public assistance was reduced to 

$46,032 for an annual savings of $54,408.  These seven defendants also increased 

their annual earned income by $68,592.      

 

8. Barriers for Defendants.  The community needs to identify barriers for persons 

from generational poverty and address those barriers by working with policy 

makers.   This is the goal of the Court for 2014.  
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