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Gemeinschaft Job ‘Dream Come True'
New Director Amison Gets Her Chance '

By NICK DALBY
MNews-Record Staff Writer

Jennie Amison has been
through life’s wringer and sur-
vived. Now
it's time for a
little pay
back.
8 The 51-

year-old Nor-
i folk native is
| the new exec-
utive director
of Gemein-
schaft Home,
a residential
transitional program run by
the Virginia Department of
Corrections.

“'m excited about being
here,” she said. “It's a dream
come true — something I've
wanted to do for a long time.”

Amison is a graduate of
Norfolk State University and
holds a bachelor’s degree in
special education. She used
her degree to teach mentally
challenged children the ins
and outs of life in the Virginia
public school system. Some-
where along the line, she lost
touch with herself.

“I didn’t know who [ was,”
she said. “I decided to go back
to graduate school and get my
master’s degree.”

But graduate school didn't
last long. Halfway through
the process, she dropped out
to join the teaching staff at
the Southeastern Virginia
Training Center for the Men-
tally Retarded in Chesapeake.
She also developed a love af-
fair with aleohol.

Five years later, Amison
took a leave of absence from
her state job to address her
addiction and change her life.

Amison

“I was sick and tired of be-
ing sick and tired,” she admit-
ted. “I needed to find out who I
was before I could help others.”

Today Amison is a self-ad-
mitted happy and healthy re-
covering alcoholic with 11 years
of sobriety under her belt.

During those 11 years,
Amison became a certified
substance counselor for Vir-
ginia and joined the DOC to
work with people whose lives
have taken a wrong turn. She
believes it's her fate to assist
them in finding their way.

“That’s why God spared me,
to do the work I'm doing,” she
said. “You can save everybody.”

Since 1999, Amison has been
working for the DOC as the
eastern regional transitional
specialist at the Indian Creek
Correctional Center. She re-
places Jim Gilkeson, who will
coordinate the pilot program.

“It was a hard decision for
the DOC (to give me the posi-
tion),” she said. “But they
gave me a chance.”

Praise For The People

It's not a chance she is go-
ing to blow.

“I have to set a standard
for this community and the
people I work with,” she said.
“l run a tight ship.”

As for the community, Ami-
son has high praise for the
residents of Harrisonburg and
Rockingham County, who, for
the most part, have welcomed
Gemeinschaft Home and its
4] prison parolees.

“There are a whole lot of
communities where you can't
put a residential transition
center,” she said.

Gemeinschaft Home is a
respite for a select few felons

going from prison back into
society, and is operated under
contract with the DOC. It was
established in 1986 on Mount
Clinton Pike just beyond the
city limits of Harrisonburg in
Rockingham County.

Residents, who stay an av-
erage of about five months,
are required to hold a full-
time job and pay for their
room and board.

The vast majority of resi-
dents were imprisoned be-
cause of substance abuse. The
program does not accept sex
offenders or violent criminals.

Residents are required to
participate in addressing the
problems that led them to
drugs, crime and prison. Be-
fore they are turned out into
society, they have to demon-
strate they are ready to accept
the responsibility of becoming
productive members of society.

A survey of residents who
completed the Gemeinschaft
program in 1994 showed that
77 percent have not been incar-
cerated since leaving the pro-
gram and are still employed.

If Amison has her way, those
numbers will be going up.

“Someone held me to high
standards,” she recalled. “I
know these guys can do it to.”

And Amison doesn’t give up
on anyone or anything, espe-
cially herself. She plans to at-
tend Eastern Mennonite Uni-
versity or James Madison
University to complete her
master’s degree.

Staff writer Nick Dalby can
be reached by e-mail at ndal-
by@dnronline.com.




