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Innovative Partnership Sets Former Female Inmates 
on the Path to Self Sufficiency  

Unprecedented Graduation is the Result of Pilot Program Established by County’s  
Office of Women’s Policy, Department of Correction and Community Agencies   

 
SAN JOSE-CALIF.—They have started climbing a ladder aimed at providing a meaningful alternative to returning 

to incarceration. Today, six former female inmates from the Elmwood Correctional Complex in Milpitas graduated 

from the Ladder Project 2009. 
 

The innovative collaboration seeks to set participants on the path to self sufficiency. Initiated by the County of 

Santa Clara Office of Women’s Policy, Habitat for Humanity Silicon Valley, the Department of Correction, the 

Commission on the Status of Women and supporting local organizations, the Ladder Project facilitates the 

transition of qualified former female inmates into training opportunities in construction, a field traditionally occupied 

by men. 
 

“The Ladder Project is a perfect example of putting hope into action,” said Supervisor Liz Kniss, President of the 

County of Santa Clara Board of Supervisors. “As our population of incarcerated women is primarily composed of 

single mothers and caretakers, this partnership demonstrates that with their commitment to develop the required 

skills and the community’s support, they can avoid going back to jail, expand their job opportunities, provide for 

themselves and their families.” 
 

Surveys conducted by the Office of Women’s Policy and the Commission on the Status of Women have found that  

finding gainful employment is one of the greatest obstacles inmates face upon release.  Female inmates have  

identified job training as a priority to their successful re-entry into society. 
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The Ladder project seeks to create an ongoing, sustainable program that begins in the jail system and supports 

the transition of qualified females into training opportunities in the construction field. 

 

“The Ladder Project is a proactive response to the unique needs of the female inmate population, so they can 

successfully exit the jail system,” said Edward Flores, Chief of County of Santa Clara Department of Correction. 

 “The program is a success because all stakeholders are fully committed to the participants’ success.” 
 

Ladder Project participants were identified while at Elmwood and went through an extensive application process.  

Once selected, they participated on a math tutorial program designed around construction. Upon release from 

custody, Ladder Project participants completed a stipend-based internship of approximately 100 hours within 8 

weeks. Interns received childcare support, shelter and housing services, communication skills and even college 

credit through Foothill College. The internship provided participants basic construction skills, mentorship and 

construction tools. It also has positioned the participants for an apprenticeship program or community college.  

The program also recruited volunteer mentors who committed for one year to support, guide and promote self 

reliance among participants. 
 
 
“The interns in the Ladder Project, like so many women today, are faced with multiple challenges in supporting 

their families” said Esther Peralez-Dieckmann, Director of the County of Santa Clara Office of Woman’s Policy.  

“This partnership shows that even in difficult economic times, people who are willing to step out of the box and 

engage in meaningful collaboration, can effectively create change and open new opportunities for women.” 

 

A key aspect of the Ladder Project is the mentoring component.  Volunteer mentors, mostly from the Jewish 

Community Relations Council of Silicon Valley, provide support and mentorship so that the women successfully 

complete their internship.  

 

 “The face of poverty is largely female and more families than ever are headed by single women” stated Diane 

Fisher, Executive Director of the Jewish Community Relations Council of Silicon Valley.  “It is fitting that this 

celebration of breaking the cycle of women in poverty coincides with the Feast of Esther on the Jewish calendar 

(3/20), a day that commemorates the power of a single woman to exercise courage in changing society.  Each 

intern and mentor in this program was truly dedicated to changing a life.” 

 

-more- 
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According to 2006 data compiled by the Jewish Council for Public Affairs, there were 36.5 million people in the 

United States living in poverty: 21 million of them were women. Recent studies show that 36.9 percent of female-

headed, single-parent households are poor, compared 17.6 percent of male-headed, single-parent households. 

Women are 45 percent more likely to be poor than men and they make up 70 percent of the elderly poor 

population. Three-quarters of the adult Medicaid population and more than half of the Medicare population are 

women. In 2000, 84 percent of the households receiving Section 8 housing certificates and vouchers were headed 

by women and in FY 2006, more than 8 million women, infants and children relied on the Special Supplemental 

Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) every month. 

 

Of the eight women who began the program, six successfully completed the program, one already has secured 

full-time employment. The other graduates will pursue enrollment in college, more intensive training, and formal 

apprenticeships in construction. 
 
 
 

About the LADDER Project:   
 

The Ladder Project is a gender-responsive pilot program and collaborative effort to take women from custody to 
the path of self sufficiency through mentorship and an internship program in construction.  Supporting 
organizations include InnVision the Way Home, the Santa Clara and San Benito Building and Trades Council, 
Vision Literacy, Foothill College and the Jewish Community Relations Council (JCRC) of Silicon Valley. 
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