
Program supports 
inmates reentry 
into mainstream 

By EMILY SCHENDEL 
Reentry into society follow-

ing incarceration can be chal-
lenging to say the least, how-
ever one Westby resident and 
her team have been working 
tirelessly to make that process 
easier in any way they can. 

Sue Kastensen encountered 
the idea of hiring someone 
who was incarcerated in 1999, 
while operating her lip balm 
and skin care business, Sun 
Dog-now owned by Dr. Bron-
ners. 

"The idea came to me after 
an employee asked me to hire 
someone who was on their way 
out of prison," said Kastensen. 
"They were still incarcerated 
at the time so talking to them 
helped me understand the 
challenges of someone who is 
incarcerated, and this was the 
time before Google or other 
search engine resources so it 
opened me up to challenges 
employers face with learning 
about their options with hiring 
incarcerated individuals." 

For the next 10 years, the 
idea floated around and work 
was done until eventually in 
2009 Kastensen was able to 
found Fair Shake as a non-
profit organization dedicated 
to offering resources to incar-
cerated individuals. 

"I was seeing this huge 
problem, it took seeing it from 
one person, to see that it's a 
nation wide thing, and it just 
bubbled to the top for me," 
said Kastensen "I spent time 
saying 'Someone's got to do 
something!' but then I realized 
it had to be us."  

'Reentry hardware store' 
Fair Shake is what Kas-

tensen describes as 'free re-
entry hardware store' offer-
ing tools and materials for 
individuals to build their own 
reentry projects. The resource 
accesses available from Fair 
Shake are vast. They include 
lists of food pantries and soup 
kitchens, as well as tutorials 
on building computer skills. 

"A good percentage (of 
these individuals) have never 
worked prior to incarceration, 
coming home and getting a job 
can be a huge challenge," Kas-
tensen noted. "So, we want to 
offer all of the tools for that 
and more, people can come 
and take what they need when 
they're good and ready, not 
when someone is telling them 
they need it." 

The website is simple and 
cohesive for individuals to 
navigate, but also has been 
transformed into software that 
is currently available in about 
30 percent of federal prisons 
in resource rooms or libraries 
for individuals to use at their 
will. Many reentry coordina-
tors also provide information 
from the website to individu-
als, as well as further develop-
ing programs and information 
that work individually for their 
population. 

"We are seeing this op-
portunity to be a information 
hub," Kastensen observed, as 
she hears stories of inmates 
and reentry coordinators shar-
ing resources from the site, 
but also developing their own 
around the model. 

Another opportunity for ac-
cess to Fair Shake is having 
the website become part of 
the limited Internet access that 
will be available to incarcer-
ated people. 

"It's really huge that we can 
participate in this," Kastensen 
said of the change. "Wisconsin 
is doing something really pro-
gressive, getting other states 
interested in what we're doing 
and incarcerated people will 
be able to access Fair Shake in 
real time, so as soon as we put 
an update on there they will be 
able to access it." 

The skills taught through 
the tutorials also help indi-
viduals once they are released 
from incarceration. Fair Shake 
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