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Jackie Cooperwood was seated at a cafeteria 
table before a regular Tuesday night meeting 
of Let’s Start.  She held her body straight.  
She radiated self-confidence. 
Healthy self-esteem is an earned attitude.  
Cooperwood was a heroin addict for 20 years.  
She was in and out of prison five times for 
stealing.  But eight years ago as part of an 
incarceration she came clean and began to 
follow a 12-step program.  When she was re-
leased she joined Let’s Start. 
What was the difference?  “I was willing,” she 
said.  “I was open-minded about what I was 
doing and why.” 
She was attracted to Let’s Start because “it 
was about helping women coming out of 
prison.  I remain teachable,” she said. 
She said she has become strong enough to 
“share my experience, my strength, my hope 
with others.” 
Cooperwood has earned certification as a cer-
tified nurse assistant and a certified medical 
technician, and in those roles she arranges 
activities and cares for the elderly.  She is 
also back in her sons’ lives.  They are Den-
nis Cooperwood, 26, and Damonte Clopton, 
11.  She is working to become even closer to 
them.   
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The St. Louis Business Journal 
selected Let’s Start board mem-
ber Cory Elliott one of its 40 Un-
der 40 business leaders in the St. 
Louis area.  More than 350 peo-
ple were considered for the 40 
Under 40 class of 2010. 
The award honors people 39 or 
younger for their contribution to 
the area in both career achieve-
ment and community work. 
Rob Hurtt, a section editor at the 
Business Journal, said Elliott, 37, 
“easily stood out.  She has a high 
position at one of the St. Louis area’s 
largest business.  She does a great 
deal at SSM.” 
Elliott is in charge of all services 
other than medical services at four 
SSM hospitals.  That includes things 
such as food services, laundry, se-
curity and renovation.  About 300 
people are on her team. 
She is also a wife and the mother 
of four children ranging in age from 
15 to 5.  She, her husband Chris 
and their children live in O’Fallon. 
In addition to  her work with Let’s 
Start, she is an active parent at her 
children’s schools and participates 
in her professional organization the 
Missouri Health Executives 
Group’s outreach programs. 

Elliott, a can -do type with a 
warm smile, said she volun-
teered at Let’s Start because 
she decided that she had to 
fill a hole in her life, and 
“because of everything I’ve 
been given, I needed to 
give.”  She said that when 
she does community work,  “I 
am living God’s purpose for 
me.” 
Her title is executive director 
for facilities support services 
SSM St. Louis North Operat-
ing Group. The hospitals are 
DePaul Health Center in 
Bridgeton, St. Joseph Hospi-
tal West in Lake St. Louis 
and St. Joseph Health Center 
campuses in St. Charles and 
Wentzville.  

�����������	�
��

�

����������������

Let’s Start’s Mission 
 
Let’s Start, Inc., a nonprofit or-
ganization led by and for for-
merly incarcerated women, aims 
to break the cycle of incarcera-
tion in families by using the per-
sonal experiences of its partici-
pants to support recovery, edu-
cate the community and inform 
policy. 



 
Nine- year -old Tashanna is a winning child.  She 
has as many thoughts in her head as braids on it.  
She is affectionate.  She chatters amiably and 
flashes an infectious smile.  She is the kind of child 
adults say can be anything she wants someday. 
But because her mother is in prison, she is at risk 
of doing poorly in school and following her mother 
into a life of drugs and prison life.  Research tells 
us that children of incarcerated parents are six 
time more likely to go to prison than are other chil-
dren.  That’s unless people like the women of Let’s 
Start can kindle the vision of a different life  and 
get them the help they needs to attain it. 
 
Let’s Start offers tutoring, counseling and a place 
to play without fear to the children every Tuesday 
while their mothers get strength and ideas from 
each other in Let’s Start’s support group. 
 
About 60 per cent of women who go to prison in 
the U.S. have children.  When  mothers go to 
prison their children suffer feelings of abandon-
ment, isolation, anger and often fear that  some-
thing they have done caused the imprisonment .  
They often are ashamed, stigmatized and isolated.  
 
Little research exists on the feelings of these chil-
dren and how to reach them.  Courtney McDer-
mott, assistant director of Let’s Start, and Sara 
Barwinski, a therapist, have noticed that the feel-
ings of children who have lost their mothers to 
prison, in some ways coincide with the feelings of  
children  whose parents have died.  They are do-
ing research comparing the two in hopes of better 
caring for the children of women in prison. 
 

Sister Jackie Toben, SSND, along with Roosevelt 
Roberts, Jillian Palacios and Taylor Shelton, alll who 
took part in Let’s Start’s support efforts for children, 
are holding support  meetings in the University City 
School District for youngsters whose parents are in 
prison .  The idea is similar to Let’s Start  but here kids 
share their experiences to support other kids. 

SCHOOL BASED CHGROUP 

LET’S START WITH THE KIDS 

LET’S START THE BUS 
 

Every other month Let’s Start takes about 26 chil-
dren and their guardians to the Women’s E astern 
Reception, Diagnostic and Correctional Center in 
Vandalia, MO.  The idea is simple:  children love 
their mothers and need to see them. 
 

A mother who is in contact with her children while 
she is in prison has a better chance of staying off 
drugs and out of prison, according to the Missouri 
Department of Corrections and Let’s Start. 
 

Tashanna knows none of this when she gets on the 
bus.  She only knows that she will be able to hug 
and kiss her mom. 
 

Tashanna told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch:  “We 
had a great time...When we  had to go, my mom 
said ,’Give me a kiss and give me a big ol’hug’.  I 
gave her like 13 hugs.  We were so happy.” 
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An unlikely trio got to know each other at a recent 
Let’s Start meeting.  Two were students, seniors at 
Mary Institute and St. Louis Country Day School 
(MICDS) in Ladue.  The third was an ex-heroin ad-
dict and former thief who has built a new life free of 
drugs and crime with the help of the women of Let’s 
Start. 
 
The students, Iris Chuang and Reece Parkinson, 
were interviewing Joan Darcy.  Darcy has been out 
of prison and clean for over a decade.  At one point 
in her life she was a prostitute and did up to 40 hits 
of heroin a day. 
. 
Chuang and Parkinson are making a documentary 
for one of their classes.  The documentary had to be 
about a social justice group.  They picked Let’s Start 
out of a list of agencies because they had never 
heard of anything like it. 
 
When the students turned on the camera, Darcy told 
them why Let’s Start works.  She said she came to 
Let’s Start before she had committed to coming 
clean.  She watched and listened.  She said the 
women who were building a new life had a calm, a 
freedom from stress that she wanted.  She said the 
women looked healthy.  Their life stories were simi-
lar to hers.  If they could make it, she figured she 
could make it. 
 

And the other women helped her, as she now helps 
other women. 
 

She said with great pride that she has earned  her 
high school equivalency degree since coming clean. 
She has reached out with love and responsibility to 
her children and is helping raise her grandchildren.  
Darcy said of the change, “I learned I am a miracle.  
Not a piece of junk.” 
 

Chuang and Parkinson conducted interviews with 
many of the women and their children.  Parkinson 
said the project was showing them a world they had 
only dimly known existed.  In contrast to the women, 
he said, “Everything in our lives drags us to suc-
cess.” 
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Let’s Start participant Cynthia Stevenson/Johnson re-
cently went to a statewide conference on helping 
women released from prison build new lives.  She came 
back with contacts, ideas  and the conviction that she 
and Let’s Start were on the right track. 
The Missouri Department of Corrections sponsored the 
conference.  About 20 groups and agencies partici-
pated, including support and government groups and 
inpatient and outpatient addiction treatment agencies. 
Stevenson/Johnson said the number of groups there 
was a victory.  She brought back a canvas tote filled 
with brochures and cards of agencies that might be a 
help to the women in Let’s Start.  She said that just ten 
years ago, there were just a handful of groups in the 
field. 
The director of Let’s Start ,Sister Jackie Toben, SSND, 
explained the growth.  “People are becoming aware of 
the fact that when you are addicted, you need treat-
ment.  Jail alone doesn’t do it.” 
Stevenson/Johnson went to prison when she was 45 
for shoplifting.  She had been stealing to support a her-
oin habit for 26 years. She spent five years in prison 
and has been drug -free for 15 years.  She says she 
found the support she needed at Let’s Start, where 
other women with experiences like hers, share their 
stories, help each other and show each other that a 
clean, law -abiding life is possible and desirable.  She is 
outreach and advocacy coordinator for Let’s Start and 
is raising four grandchildren and caring for a son who 
was paralyzed in a gang shooting. 
Her manner is cheerful, pleasant.  She is proud that she 
is using her experiences to help others.  She is kind to 
all but won’t be lied to. 
Stevenson/Johnson said that other groups at the con-
ference asked her to come and speak to their clients.  
They wanted her both to tell her own story and to talk 
about Let’s Start.  They said they saw her as proof that 
a new life was possible.  She said those requests 
strengthened her resolve. 
She said, “I’m more confident that what I’m doing is 
right and that Let’s Start is on the right track.  The con-
ference gave me the motivation to go on.  When a per-
son gets out of prison they should never give up.” 

Stevenson/Johnson Attends Conference 

Students  Produce Let’s Start  Video Students  Produce Let’s Start  Video 

�Why did I want to change?  I was tired of getting high.  I was tired of going to jail.  I started coming to Let’s Start and this 
group made me feel stronger.  Now, I’m free!  I’m clean!  I’m involved!” 

                                                                                          —- A Let’s Start Participant 



���������	
����
�
����

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
�

� � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� � �  � � � � � � � � �

! � � 	 � � � � � � " � � � � � �
� � � � �# � � � � � �
� �$ � � 	 � � � � � �
� � � � �%� � � � � �
%� � � � � �&&� � � �

� 	 � � � �  � � � � � � � �
� � � �  �& � � � 	 � � � �

' �& � ' � � � � � � � �
' �&� � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � 	 �&� � �
� 	 � � � � � � � � � � � �  �

�

Let’s Start is grateful to our many friends and donors.  Without you, the support we 

offer to women and children would not be possible.  We want to share with you 

some of the activities and events  Let’s Start sponsors in 2010.: 

· Sunday, Feb. 21—Bus trip to the prison for children 

· Tuesday, Feb. 23—”Stories of Hope” performed at Let’s Start group meeting 

· Tuesday, March 9—Let’s Start board meeting 

· Sunday, April 18—Bus trip to the prison for children 

· Friday, June 18—Let’s Start Day at City Coffee House & Creperie 

· Sunday, June 20—Bus trip to the prison for children 

· Saturday, July 17—Let’s Start luncheon at St. Vincent’s 

· Sunday, August 15—Bus trip to the prison for children 

· Saturday, Sept. 18—Let’s Start the Music: An Evening with Denise Thimes 
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Everybody  needs a friend, a fan, and Let’s Start is now on  
FACEBOOK  to share our story with our friends. 

If you are a Facebook member, just go to the far right- hand corner 

of your Facebook home page and type Let’s Start, Inc. Put  your  

cursor on the little magnifying glass icon and hit enter and you are 

in internet contact with Let’s Start. 

 

· Facebook allows you to be up- to- the- minute on Let’s Start’s  
      activities 
· You can engage in an Internet conversation with other fans. 
· You can get  to this newsletter. 
· You can see a slide show featuring the loving and joyous  

women, children and volunteers who are Let’s Start. 
 
Facebook membership is free. Just type in www.facebook.com 

and sign up. Get your friends to be fans too. Facebook is a new 

way to get the word out about Let’s Start. 
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