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By CAL THOMAS 
It didn’t seem to fit in President 

Donald Trump’s State of the Union 
address, perhaps something tossed in 
at the last minute, like a garnish. But 
there it was: “As America regains its 
strength, opportunity must be extended 
to all citizens. That is why this year we 
will embark on reforming our prisons, 
to help former inmates who have served 
their time get a second chance at life.”

Like Richard Nixon opening the door 
to China, only a Republican could pro-
pose prison reform and not be labeled 
“soft on crime.”

It is not news American prisons are 
overcrowded, cost too much to maintain 
and warehouse men and women, many 
of whom should not be there. There 
ought to be an alternative for nonvio-
lent, non-lethal offenders. Those being 
released from prison should be offered a 
second chance without the mark of Cain 
being stamped on them.

One step in that direction may be a 
recent story in the Washington Post. 
Ron Nelsen owns a garage door com-
pany in Las Vegas, but has had trouble 
finding people to work for him because 
of the falling unemployment rate. His 
assistant handed him a resume, and 
when Nelsen looked at it he discovered 
the applicant’s recent jobs were all in a 
state prison.

Nelsen decided to interview the 
man, Ian Black. “He was articulate and 
respectful, and he told me he’d been an 
idiot when he was younger.”

Still apprehensive, Nelsen took a 

chance on the convicted burglar and 
hired him. Black is part of a work 
release program. His parole hearing is 
set for this month. Nelsen calls Black 
“my best worker.”

Nelsen is not alone. As the Post 
reports, more businesses are starting to 
give ex-convicts a second chance. This 
is not some liberal “feel-good” idea. 
Even the conservative Koch Industries 
is hiring former inmates. Mark Holden, 
general counsel for Koch Industries, is 
quoted as saying, “What someone did 
on their worst day doesn’t define them 
forever.”

Ask yourself which approach is like-
ly to cut the recidivism rate, which 
remains especially high for those who 
can’t find meaningful work: A spirit of 
forgiveness, mercy and a second chance 
or branding someone as irredeemable? 
The question should answer itself.

If he follows through on his prom-
ise, Trump has an opportunity to go 
where few have gone before. As with 
his promise to free poor minority chil-
dren from their failed public schools, 
reforming America’s prison system and, 
indeed, America’s approach to incarcer-
ation, which has done little to redeem 
or reform anyone, would be a lasting 
legacy.

According to the nonprofit, nonpar-
tisan Prison Policy Initiative, which 
compiles data on our criminal justice 
system, “The American criminal justice 
system holds more than 2.3 million 

people in 1,719 state prisons, 102 fed-
eral prisons, 901 juvenile correctional 
facilities, 3,163 local jails and 76 Indian 
Country jails, as well as in military pris-
ons, immigration detention facilities, 
civil commitment centers and prisons in 
the U.S. territories.”

One in five prisoners in the federal 
prison system is there for nonviolent 
drug offenses. At the state and local lev-
els it is different and although most of 
the incarcerated are there for infractions 
unrelated to drugs, most states continue 
to arrest people for drug possession. 
As the PPI notes, “Drug arrests give 
residents of over-policed communities 
criminal records, which then reduce 
employment prospects and increase the 
likelihood of longer sentences for any 
future offenses.”

The trend of hiring former inmates 
who have served time for nonviolent 
offenses should be encouraged. Most 
prisoners will return to society. Will 
society welcome them with a job and 
a second chance, thus reducing the 
recidivism rate, or ostracize them and 
increase the chances they will commit 
new crimes against new victims in order 
to survive?

Nelsen is setting a good example. 
Others should follow, because who 
among us has not needed a second 
chance at something?

Thomas is a nationally syndicated 
columnist. His latest book is “What 
Works: Common Sense Solutions for a 
Stronger America.” He wrote this for the 
Washington Times.

Societal critics regularly opine that we live in a 
society where everybody gets a trophy.

We look back on the good old days when people 
and institutions had to accept coming up empty 
handed when it came to any sort of competition.

The University of Connecticut women are the 
top-ranked women’s basketball team in the country 
because they have the best record, best players and 
most national titles.

When it comes to college rankings of any kind, 
either for sports teams or for universities in gen-
eral, academia either pooh poohs the system when 
not ranked — or 
celebrates it when 
they are.

But sometimes, 
there is a ranking 
that, legitimately, 
is a nice reward 
for a school’s 
decades of work 
toward improve-
ment.

Hence, Eastern 
Connecticut State 
University’s rank-
ing last month as 
being among the 
top 10 colleges 
and universities in 
Connecticut.

The des-
ignation was 
awarded cour-
tesy of College 
Consensus, a new college review aggregator that 
regularly rates schools based on several criteria 
ranging from academics to other reviews to student 
assessments.

The ninth-place ranking of all schools in 
Connecticut is OK, but what really should bear 
mention was the ranking ECSU had among state 
schools in Connecticut.

It was ranked the second-best state school in the 
Nutmeg State, behind only UConn, the nationally 
ranked Connecticut flagship school.

Only UConn and ECSU were among the Top 10. 
Ivy League school Yale University was, not surpris-
ingly, the top college in Connecticut.

You know what? That’s pretty darn good.
It means ECSU, once considered the smallest 

and least-regarded school in the Connecticut State 
University System decades ago, is now the top 
school in the four-university system.

Given the past two decades of work at the 
Willimantic campus, this is not surprising.

From new dorms, athletic facilities, academic 
buildings and infrastructure, the ECSU of, say, the 
mid-1980s, is far cry from what you’d see today.

In fact, a student from today would hardly recog-
nize ECSU if they took a trip in a time machine.

So, while some may decry the legitimacy of this 
ranking, the truth is Eastern is the best state school 
in Connecticut — outside of UConn.

And that’s not a bad trophy to put in your trophy 
case.
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 Our View

By WILLIAM H. FREY
“Build a wall and my generation will 

tear it down,” read a sign held by a 
young anti-Trump protester at a recent 
rally, a cry reiterated by U.S. Rep. 
Joseph P. Kennedy III of Massachusetts 
in his response to President Donald 
Trump’s State of the Union address. 

That sentiment could serve as a slo-
gan for millennials, now in their 20s and 
early 30s, who are well placed to serve 
as a bridge between the older adult pop-
ulation and the Americans who are now 
in their teenage years or younger.

One major fault line in our divided 
America is generational. The last three 
presidential elections, for example, 
showed a sharp split along the dimen-
sion of age. In each, those over 40 voted 
primarily for the Republican candidate, 
while younger people voted primarily 
for the Democrat. This divide, evident 
in areas other than politics, has demo-
graphic and cultural underpinnings.

Forty-four percent of millennials 
are racial minorities: Latinos, blacks, 
Asians and other smaller groups. Three 
out of 10 are first- or second-gen-
eration Americans, and 1 out of 6 are 
multilingual. Millennials are thus on 
the front lines of the nation’s diversity 
shift, between the baby boomers and 
Gen Xers who are more white, and 
the post-millennials, sometimes called 
Generation Z, who are less white. By 
the year 2035, millennials’ elders will 
be 65 percent white, and those younger 
than them, who will make up nearly half 
of the population, will be 46 percent 
white.

Whereas older whites express fears 
of what the changing racial and eth-
nic demography means for the nation’s 
future and possibly their own safety 
— fears fanned by Trump’s signature 
positions on immigration and policing 
— millennials are known for their toler-
ance.

Nearly 1 in 7 millennial marriages is 
multiracial, compared to 1 in 20 among 
baby boomers when they were the same 
age. In contrast to adults over 35, a 
majority of millennials believe, since 
the 1950s, American culture and way 
of life have mostly changed for the bet-
ter. They are also more likely to believe 
immigrants strengthen the country and 
America’s best days lie ahead.

It’s not just millennials of color who 
support a more diverse America as 
well as the politicians who promote it. 
Millennial whites, far more than older 
whites, also espouse favorable views of 
immigration and the nation’s future.

If millennials are to succeed economi-
cally, and to lay the social groundwork 
for the highly diverse generations that 
follow, we urgently need to invest in 
a variety of education and safety-net 
programs. While millennials as a whole 
have achieved higher levels of post-
secondary and college educations than 
their elders, black and Latino millenni-
als have fared decidedly worse than their 
white peers on those measures, as well 
as on home ownership and income — 
often a consequence of under-resourced 

schools and community services.
The current administration is doing 

the opposite of what’s necessary. Fueled 
by an older political base that does 
not view diverse millennial families as 
their children and grandchildren, Trump 
and the Republican-controlled Congress 
tried to gut the Affordable Care Act and 
passed a tax law that will dramatically 
increase the federal debt, paving the 
way for cuts in domestic programs that 
would aid young families.

Damage will continue unless, and 
until, the demographic clout of millen-
nials and their successors is more fully 
realized — clout potentially delayed at 
the ballot box by racially targeted voter 
suppression and gerrymandering.

Political leaders need to view millen-
nials and their children, both native and 
foreign born, as the core of America’s 
future labor force and prepare them for 
a more globalized economy. At the same 
time, they should make the case to their 
too often fearful political base that they 
have a co-dependent relationship with 
this racially diverse America. While mil-
lennials will benefit from government 
investments in their well-being today, 
older Americans will benefit from their 
contributions to Social Security and 
Medicare for decades to come.

Frey is a senior fellow with the 
Metropolitan Policy Program at the 
Brookings Institution and author of the 
report “The Millennial Generation: 
A Demographic Bridge to America’s 
Diverse Future.” He wrote this for the 
Los Angeles Times.
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