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Introduction

This book, which builds on the fi rst edition of From Vision to Action (2013), is 
a wonderful gift from Bridges Out of Poverty champions. The authors of these 
12 articles are people whose organizations and communities have applied Bridges 
concepts, gotten good results, and are now sharing their best practices and stories 
with us.

By “us” we mean those who are already engaged in developing Bridges 
initiatives. We want to know how Bridges was introduced, built, applied, and 
measured. We want to learn from the best-practice champions.

The second “us” comprises people who have just been introduced to Bridges; 
we’re attracted to the ideas but wonder how our organization or community can get 
an initiative off the ground. We want hope, inspiration, and concrete ideas.  

The third “us” involves individuals who are interested in doing something 
positive about poverty and our struggling communities, but we have only just heard 
about Bridges. We need to know that something works!

Readers will notice that the authors sometimes use terminology that can be 
rather foreign. That terminology, also known as the Bridges language, stems from 
the book Bridges Out of Poverty and related books and workshops. It holds the new 
information, core constructs, and expressions that becomes a common language for 
all initiatives and sites that make up the Bridges movement. To help with this, you 
will fi nd a glossary in the Appendix.

To get the most out of this book it helps to know that it is organized by what 
in Bridges language we call the Triple Lens. That means viewing all aspects of 
poverty, from causes to solutions, through the individual, organizational, and 
community lenses. The fi rst article is from the individual lens, followed by three 
from the organizational lens and eight from the community lens.
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Individual lens

1. Transformation Lies Inside the Confl ict, by James A. Martin, takes us with 
the author from incarceration and “not being able to see the door,” not being able 
to conceive of ever leaving confi nement, to college student and businessman. 
His transformation touches on his mentors, transformative mediation, confl ict 
resolution, understanding poverty, analyzing economic situations—and, ultimately, 
on power and action.

Editor’s note: For more about the individual lens, please see the links at the end 
of this introduction.

Organizational lens

2. Agency Change from the Inside Out: Implementing Bridges and Getting 
Ahead in the Traditional Nonprofi t Setting, by Sarah Estes-Smith, uses a case 
study to detail her Marin, California, organization’s customer-service processes 
and asks the questions, “Does any of this sound familiar?” She then outlines the 
changes the organization made in customer service after learning the 10 Bridges 
Constructs. (See Appendix A.) She calls for fl exibility and poses questions that 
demand attention.

3. Building from the Ground Up, by Dan Rosensweig, Ph.D., and Ryan Jacoby, 
is the story of a massive organizational transformation taken on by Habitat for 
Humanity of Greater Charlottesville, Virginia, in order to address the huge housing 
crisis faced by their community: “Now, instead of building single homes, we are 
building and rebuilding entire communities and transforming whole sections of 
town from isolated areas of low-income households into more vibrant and diverse 
mixed-income and mixed-use communities.”  

4. Ellis Medicine and the Evolving Schenectady Bridges Model Two Years 
Later, by Kellie Valenti, explains the context and structures behind actions like 
these: “One result of the use of the Bridges lens is the realization that healthcare 
services for people in poverty are most effective when they are both easily accessible 
and all encompassing. The initial vision for the outpatient campus focused on this 
dual need—the campus itself is on a good bus route, has plenty of easy parking, 
and is served by the hospital’s free community shuttle van; it offers full services 
including medical, dental, and mental health care, plus medical imaging and 
laboratory services.”
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Community lens

5. Starting a Local Bridges Initiative: Challenges and Solutions in Muskogee, 
Oklahoma, by Tom Martindale, describes the challenges, solutions, and results 
that arose during the development of a broad-based, foundation-supported initiative 
in Muskogee. Tom is a thought leader regarding a non-political, non-partisan 
approach to policies at all levels. He says, “This exposure to Bridges Constructs 
matters because in the bigger picture the policies at the higher levels usually matter 
most.” Tom further states that early in 2014 the Muskogee City Council passed a 
proclamation that “requires under-resourced individuals to be ‘at the table’ when 
discussions regarding poverty solutions are taking place … We understand it is the 
fi rst of its kind that actually puts in writing a city government pledge to … ensure 
that those most affected are at the table.”

6. A Constellation of Connections: Santa Rosa County’s Bridges to Prosperity, 
by Karen R. Barber, Ph.D., describes how a Florida school acted as the catalyst for 
the creation of a coalition of 88 organizations. They wove together partnerships and 
built organizational structures that transcended silos: “In hindsight, the progress 
Santa Rosa Bridges has made has been both swift and signifi cant. Although the 
lack of resources and support for the citizens of Santa Rosa appeared daunting, 
there was actually an abundance of groups working to support our citizens.”

7. Faith-Based Ministries and Public Schools: Building Bridges and Addressing 
Poverty—Together, by Chuck Holt and Sharon Ray, began their Bridges initiative 
in eastern Pennsylvania with the question, “What can I do to help you?” Steeped in 
Bridges Constructs, the catalysts in the faith ministry and school built a community 
approach that is focused on community fi rst, not individuals. They created agenda-
free organizations that exist for the greater good. Their secret? “We have largely 
abandoned formulas, techniques, and programs dealing with poverty remediation. 
Instead we have decided to embrace relationships.”

8. Bridges Financial Management Class: Building Confi dence, Competence, 
and Commitment for Financial Stability, by Bonnie Bazata and Scott Hancock, 
with Amber Werner. The northern Indiana Bridges Financial Management Class, 
which was developed by the authors, is slated to be made available to other 
communities. It is a “critical tool for people to build resources for the long haul” 
and is a natural follow-up to the Getting Ahead in a Just Gettin’-By World class. 
The course engages banks and provides fi nancial mentors to class members. Results 
are impressive!

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



xii

9. Bridging the Gap in Oklahoma: Integrating Bridges Strategies into 
Organizations and Communities, by Deborah Price, tells the story of the fi rst 
state in the U.S. to have a statewide Bridges initiative. The Arkansas-Oklahoma 
(A-OK) division of The Salvation Army has a two state SA initiative and provides 
the support and structure for Bridging the Gap in Oklahoma. This means supporting 
12 existing communities and starting new ones, as well as supporting certifi ed 
Bridges trainers and Getting Ahead facilitators. The Salvation Army, leading by 
example, is making detailed institutional changes. Bridging the Gap is partnering 
with the Department of Human Services, the Regional Food Bank of Oklahoma, 
the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, the Alliance for Economic Inclusion, 
the Oklahoma Department of Corrections, and the Offi ce of Homeland Security.

10. Schenectady Bridges Works Toward Long-Term, Communitywide Change, 
by Michael Saccocio, describes the three core components of the initiative: multi-
sector (eight total, including arts and entertainment), empowering employment, 
and developing indigenous leadership. Organizations that want to join must 
have a CEO onboard and a designated champion, “someone in the organization 
who is passionate about Bridges.” The champions meet monthly, sparking many 
innovations introduced in the article. The mantra at Schenectady Bridges is 
“Nobody owns it, and everybody owns it.” 

11. Using MPOWR and Bridges to Help Neighbors and Communities Become 
Whole, by Allan Barsema, with Gillian King-Cargile, starts with Al’s personal 
story of recovery that is the generative force behind all that he has done to 
build sophisticated software with case management capabilities and community 
collaboratives in Rockford, Illinois, to support others in recovery and in transition 
out of poverty. Bridges and MPOWR, which serves as the central nervous system 
for all of a community’s helping agencies and faith-based entities, come together to 
offer Bridges organizations and communities an evaluation and reporting tool that 
can help collaboratives operate above the silos and can create sustainable Bridges 
initiatives. 

12. Advancing Bridges for Sustainable Communities—and Country, by 
Al Rivett, president, Advancing Bridges, Inc. describes the past and future of 
an independent nonprofi t organization composed of Bridges and Getting Ahead 
communities from across the United States. The membership is made up of people 
and organizations that apply Bridges Constructs and, with growing support, can 
play a big role in the expansion of the Bridges movement.© H
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This is a story of transformative mediation with oneself and with 
the community and how one man applied the concepts found in 
Investigations into Economic Class in America to rebuild his life and 
live his future story.

On May 22, 2002, when I was 22 years old, I was sentenced to serve 10 years at 
an Ohio state prison. My mind went numb, and everything around me started 

to move in slow motion as the deputies handcuffed me and escorted me out of the 
courtroom. I stared in disbelief as I watched my family walk past me. My mother told 
me years later: “A mother never feels so powerless and helpless as when you see your 
youngest son get taken away by the sheriff’s deputies in handcuffs; it was more than 
I could bear to see.” 

When sentenced to prison for such a long period of time at such a young age, it 
seemed like I could not foresee an end to my prison term. I had never been in prison 
before. Now I could not visualize myself being on the outside again. In prison it is 
referred to as “not being able to see the door.” I could not see any way out. I could 
not conceive of ever leaving confi nement.

The fi rst couple months inside I spent looking back over everything that happened 
to me in the past 22 years that led me to this point. I was in special education classes 
my whole life. When I got older, the educators at school started sending me to 

TRANSFORMATION LIES 
INSIDE THE CONFLICT

by James A. Martin
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occupational programs, so I learned how to sort clothes and items at a donation 
center, and in a different program I worked in equine management, learning how 
to handle and care for horses. They were “educational” programs with little to no 
academic aspect, so I dropped out of high school in 11th grade without learning 
how to read. Life on the streets seemed a lot more productive than the school 
programs they were placing me in just to push me through the educational system. 

I recently found out (at age 34) that all I have is attention defi cit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). It is sad because, when I was younger, everyone (outside of school) 
told me time after time that I was smart and that I was blessed with wisdom. Everyone 
at my former church used to tell me that I was in God’s favor. However, when it 
came to school, that feeling of confi dence evaporated. Teachers never told me that I 
was special or smart like my church, family, and friends did. Psychologists tested me 
every year, and they never told me or my parents the results. After the testing periods 
the doctors would just leave the room, and they never spoke of the tests again. I 
continued to remain in special education classes. I remember saying to myself as a kid 
after each year of testing, “I am still broken.” I thought the testing would show signs 
that I was getting better; instead, it apparently showed no improvement. My hopes of 
being placed in a regular classroom were never fulfi lled. 

The nightlife and selling drugs became a way of life for me at a young age. 
I had early exposure as a teenager to nightclubs and drinking, along with all the 
good and bad things that a life of crime brings you—new clothing, nice cars, and 
other worldly things. Now that I look back, I realize that I have always been a 
businessman. Selling drugs was a way of expressing myself, and I thought I was 
successful at my underground venture. Not having a proper education, I felt that 
selling drugs was the only way I could earn a living at such a young age. I was not 
the biggest dealer around, but I did earn a living.

Living a life of crime gives you an unrealistic boost of confi dence to the level of 
overconfi dence, so that you think the downfall will never come. The madness has 
to stop at some point, or you will be stopped unwillingly by arrest or death. There 
are some who make it; however, like myself, there are many more who don’t. As I 
sat in my prison cell, I could see that my former life ended abruptly, just as it did for 
a lot of the other inmates around me. Thankfully our former lives did not end with 
our deaths. I realized that having my false sense of security shattered was one of 
the results of a life of crime. You get into the criminal mindset and start to believe 
that you can get away with anything, and then reality catches up with you, and your 
sense of security breaks down, and before you realize what is happening, you get © H
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indicted. The reality sets in that “I’m not going to get caught” and “I’m smarter 
than the police” no longer exist, are not real concepts anymore. Your certainty that 
you are invincible cracks and crumbles. The criminal lifestyle is an addiction. Like 
any other drug, you stop thinking clearly after using it for a long period of time.

Prison is a culture 
The prison culture has its own history and behavioral norms. Feeling lost with no 
way out, I also felt it was necessary to get involved with the prison population, a 
diverse group of people who had developed their own ways of, and rules of, living 
in confi nement. I had to learn in depth the ways of communication. For example, 
interpreting the body language of large groups, small groups, and individuals is 
very important. Reading body language lets you know the mood of the group or 
individual. This form of nonverbal communication empowers you to approach the 
group or individual in a safe and productive way. 

Prison has its own economy as well; you can even say it has its own politics. The 
way of life inside prison is a completely different system than it is on the outside. 
It disturbs me now to think I spent nine years in a correctional institution because, 
after so long, you cannot help but adopt the prison mindset to be able to survive in 
the prison environment.

For my fi rst three and a half years in prison, I adapted to this new way of living. 
Being involved in this new culture and not being able to see the end, not being 
able to see a way out, my main activity was drugs, using them and trading them 
in the prison’s underground marketplace. I was very involved in the prison drug 
experience because it was familiar, which meant that for those fi rst three and a 
half years I was also constantly in and out of segregation and drug rehabilitation 
programs inside the institution. The last time I was in a drug rehab program, I 
spent nearly six months in solitary confi nement except when I was allowed out 
to attend rehabilitation classes. I lost my father and grandmother both during this 
time. I could not attend their funerals because I was under restricted sanctions. That 
experience transformed my life, and I started participating in recovery programs 
and religious services and made them my goals. After three and a half years of 
adapting poorly to the new culture I found myself in, that change in focus was a 
new way to deal successfully with my new culture, new way of living, and new 
reality.© H
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My fi rst mentors 
During my incarceration I found my fi rst mentor. Everyone in the prison called 
him Mr. Isaiah. He was an elderly man who had been incarcerated for a very long 
time. Mr. Isaiah was the most highly educated man I had ever met. He shared with 
me his viewpoint on social and economic policies, personal achievement, and self-
help, which helped me to grow intellectually. He is the reason I decided to educate 
myself. I remember his words so clearly when he found out that I did not know how 
to read. He looked me straight in the eyes and said, “What else do you have to do? 
Being sentenced to 10 years, what else is on your schedule that you cannot spend 
the time to teach yourself how to read?” From that point on I signed up for school 
again, and I’ve been going ever since. 

In an interview with Ruby Payne I watched on the Internet recently, she says, 
“The big key about whether you get educated or not honestly has to do with 
relationships, it really does. In fact, I heard Tony Bates speak in Ireland last year; 
he did a study of 15,000 kids against 1.5 million data points, and the one data 
point that gets the highest correlation of how successful you are in life is whether 
or not you had one good adult in your life” (aha! Process, 2013). I agree with Dr. 
Payne because this happened in my life. If I hadn’t met Mr. Isaiah, I wouldn’t have 
made education a personal goal, and I wouldn’t now be seeking a degree in higher 
education. I would not be writing this chapter if it was not for my fi rst educated 
mentor.

Mr. Moore, another important mentor in my life, was one of the teachers at the 
school housed within the prison. Attendance in Mr. Moore’s class was mandatory 
for 90 days when I fi rst entered prison. He asked me to do my schoolwork, and I 
refused because I felt I was never getting out. I was now a convicted felon, and I 
fi gured I wouldn’t need to know how to read anyway. I didn’t understand why Mr. 
Moore was just content with me sitting in his class as long as I didn’t speak or make 
any disruptions, doing the bare minimum not to get in trouble. Mr. Moore was 
waiting on me. He knew that one day I would transform and would want to learn. 

Mr. Moore was a very interesting man and challenged our class in a unique way. 
I am grateful for him because he worked with me one-on-one as much as he could. 
I used to ask him why he worked with me so much, and he replied, “If you save one 
man, that one man will save 15, and if that one man saves 15, it is my hope that they 
will each save 15 more.” I don’t know where Mr. Moore got that statement, and he 
said it to me only one time, but it stuck with me.
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