
Knowing Your  
Rights Upon 

Release

Nationwide
Healthcare 
Resources

Getting around 
after  your  release

Pr ison 
Fellowship  
Re- entr y 

Resources 

ReturningCitizensMag.com

R etur ning
Ci t i zens

M agazine

JANUARY 2020

"The Official Magazine of the Justice Involved Community"

Inmates to 
Entrepreneurs
Founder
Br ian Hamilton



2

FROM THE
EDITORS DESK

CONTACT US

Returning Citizens Magazine

4222 Fortuna Center Place

Suite 649

Dumfries, VA 22025

info@returningcitizensmag.com

SUBSCRIPTIONS

All subscriptions are Annual 

Digital Subscription $19.99

Print Subscription $29.99 

plus $4.50 s/h

Digital & Print Combo $39.99
plus $4.50 s/h

Dear Friend,

Happy New Year! !  

2019 was a very busy and excit ing year for prison 
reform. We were happy to be a part  of  i t  by providing 
reentry resources to the just ice-involved inside and 
outside the walls. I look forward to leading the 
charge to take the magazine to the next  level in 
2020. We?ve got  our work cut  out  for us and we 
relish the challenge. The connect ions we?ve made in 
2019 will be inst rumental in achieving success in 
2020. Stay tuned as we unveil new partnerships this 
year with nat ional organizat ions to help you achieve 
success in returning to your communit ies. We look 
forward to helping you to achieve your reentry 
goals. We are ? t he of f i ci al  m agazin e of  t he 
just i ce- in volved com m un i t y.?

Unt il the next  issue,

Todd
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Brian Hamilton, founder of Inmate 
to Entrepreneur,  Inc.,  shares the 
mot ivat ion behind his nat ionwide 
program.  
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M essage f rom  RCM :  We are 
very excited to kick off  the New 
Year with our reentry partner,  
Inmates to Entrepreneurs,  Inc. 
If  you haven?t  heard of this 
organizat ion, boy are you in for 
a t reat !   Our magazine teamed 
up with Inmates to 
Entrepreneurs Nat ional Director 
of PR & Partnerships, Michelle 
Fishburne, to share with you the 
organizat ions humble 
beginnings and available reentry 

resources. 

We look forward to host ing the 
monthly Inmates to 
Entrepreneur column in our 
magazine to share best  pract ices 
as it  relates to reentry and 
entrepreneurship. We hope that  
you f ind addit ional reentry tools 
in their art icle helpful w ith your 
t ransit ion back into your 
communit ies around the U.S. 
Enjoy the art icle. 

Written by Brian Hamilton

Inmates to Entrepreneurs 
Inc.,  the 27-year-old program 
started by tech entrepreneur 
Brian Hamilton, started with 
a simple quest ion and a 
simple answer. Hamilton, 
who had just  graduated from 
MBA school,  had 
accompanied his friend, a 
pastor,  to a local correct ional 
facili ty as part  of  an outreach 
m inist ry program. Towards 
the end of the visit ,  Hamilton 
asked one of the prisoners 
what  he planned do when he 
got  out . ?Get a job? was the 
answer.  

That  answer bothered 
Hamilton. A lot . The year 
was 1992, the war on drugs 
was in full swing,  and there 
was no nat ional dialogue

INMATES TO ENTREPRENEURS INC.'S FREE ONLINE"STARTER U" VIDEO COURSE IS 
BEING USED IN ALL 50 STATES AND ON EDOVO TABLETS IN PRISONS AND JAILS 
IN30+ STATES.  FOUNDER BRIAN HAMILTON, WHO STARTED THIS PROGRAM 27 
YEARS AGO, STILL GOES INTO PRISONS TO TEACH WHAT HE KNOWS BEST? HOW TO 
START, RUN, AND GROW BUSINESSES.

INMATES TO 
ENTREPRENEURS INC:  
A NATIONWIDE 
MOVEMENT

Pictured below:  Inmates to Entrepreneurs founder Brian Hamilton
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about  ?second chances.? 
Get t ing a job if  you had a 
crim inal record was extremely 
hard for many and impossible 
for some. Start ing one?s own 
business seemed like a good 
alternat ive, and Hamilton 
knew a lot  about  how to do 
that .  

Hamilton grew up in a rough, 
low-income area of 
Connect icut . As a kid,  he 
started f inding ways to make 
money when he was about  
eight  years old. He focused on 
service businesses? doing 
tasks others didn?t  want  to do 
and they were willing to pay 
him to do. His lawn-mowing 
business took off  and by high 
school he had so many lawns 
to mow and landscaping jobs 
to do that  he hired some of his 
classmates.  

He was much more interested 
in his business and football in 
high school than in his 
schoolwork, and his low 
grades showed that . Hamilton 
pushed forward, though, and 
used the revenue from his 
landscaping business to 
at tend nearby Sacred Heart  
University. He was the f irst  in 
his family to go to college. 
Upon graduat ion, he sold his 
business to pay for business 
school at  Duke University. 
Unlike most  MBA students,  he 
went  pass-fai l. Hamilton was 
there solely to learn whatever 
it  was that  an MBA program is 
supposed to teach you about  
being an entrepreneur.  

After graduat ing from Duke in 
1990, Brian was the m inority 
business consultant  for the 

SBA in the state of North 
Carolina. While there, he met 
his friend, Reverend Robert  J. 
Harris (aka ?Rev?). Two years 
later,  he went  into that  f irst  
prison with Rev, who had 
been doing prison m inist ry 
work for a long t ime.  

When the simple ?What are 
you going to do when you get  
out?? quest ion was met with 
the simple ?Get a job? 
answer,  Hamilton started 
thinking. Employment 
discrim inat ion against  people 
with crim inal records was 
widespread at  the t ime, as it  is 
today. When a person could 
not  f ind a job to pay for their 
food, clothing, and shelter,  
they st i ll had to f ind a way to 
support  themselves. For 
many, that  meant  

reoffending. In 1992, 68 
percent  of people released 
from prison were rearrested 
within three years. 

To Hamilton, the solut ion 
seemed obvious. If  a person 
cannot  get  a job working for 
others,  they can create their 
own job by start ing a 
business. As an SBA 
contractor,  Hamilton was 
already teaching people 
outside the walls how to start  
businesses, so he decided to 
go into prisons and teach 
people as a volunteer. He 
knew that  not  everyone he 
taught  was going to be an 
entrepreneur,  but  he f igured 
that  some of them might  need 
those lessons to support  
themselves, even as a 
temporary measure, when 

 Inmates to Entrepreneurs Board Member Scott 
Jennings at Prison to Proprietorship Act press 
conference with U.S. Congresswoman Nydia Velázquez.
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they got  out . And, at  a 
m inimum, he would be giving 
them some insights into 
business, which would help 
them understand how future 
employers approach topics 
like customer service and 
market ing.  

Hamilton teamed up with 
Reverend Harris to start  
Inmates to Entrepreneurs and 
began teaching in prisons. At  
the same t ime, Hamilton 
cont inued his own 
entrepreneurial endeavors. He 
saw a need for safe,  clean, 
well-li t  laundromats, so he 
purchased and rehabbed what  
grew to be a chain of 
laundromats. Never one to 
set t le,  when the winning idea 
for a software program that  
could help small businesses 
f inally occurred to him, he 

sold the laundromats and 
launched Sageworks, which 
was to become one of the 
country?s f irst  f inancial 
technology companies.  

As Sageworks grew and went  
through inevitable growing 
pains, Hamilton was st i ll 
going into prisons and 
teaching entrepreneurship. 
What  he learned is that  people 
who have served t ime in 
prison often are well-suited to 
be entrepreneurs because they 
already have an 
entrepreneurial m indset  and 
know how to persevere when 
setbacks occur.  

?Because of various adverse 
circumstances in and outside 
of jai l,  many people who end 
up in prison have had to think 
outside the box from a very 

young age. That?s an 
incredible asset  for them,? 
noted Hamilton. Looked at  
from this perspect ive, the 
people in his classes began to 
see themselves, and their 
potent ial,  dif ferent ly. Inmates 
to Entrepreneurs grew as 
people began hearing of his 
work.  

Lawrence Carpenter,  who had 
been in prison tw ice before 
launching a 
mult im illion-dollar 
commercial cleaning business, 
approached Hamilton about  
helping out . Carpenter,  who 
now is the Chairman of 
Inmates to Entrepreneurs and 
recent ly was featured in Black 
Enterprise?s ?Success Beyond 
Bars? series,  started off  small.  
He began his cleaning 
business by collect ing the 

Pictured to the left:  Inmate to Entrepreneurs Board of Directors members 
Lawrence Carpenter and Scott Jennings, along with program participants.
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apartment  guides he found in 
the grocery store and then 
fax ing a let ter to each 
apartment  complex, offering 
his services.  When Carpenter 
included this story in his 
Inmates to Entrepreneurs 
classes, the react ion was 
immediate? he had given 
students an example of how it  
could be done.  

Scot t  Jennings, who also spent  
t ime in prison and started his 
business small,  w ith just  $75 
and a pick-up t ruck, joined 
Inmates to Entrepreneurs as 
an instructor and board 
member as well. Jennings f irst  
realized that  he was an 
entrepreneur when he was in 
prison and at tended one of 
Hamilton?s classes.  

?I always had the 
entrepreneurial spiri t ,? 
explained Jennings, 
?However,  I never had any 
guidance or mentoring. While 
incarcerated, I was asking a lot  
of  quest ions about  li fe. Brian 
showed up when I was the 
most  pliable. Listening and 
asking quest ions for a few 
hours changed my approach.?  

After 20 years of running 
Sageworks and leading 
Inmates to Entrepreneurs,  
Hamilton sold Sageworks in 
2018 to a private equity f irm . 
The sale enabled Hamilton to 
expand Inmates to 
Entrepreneurs and start  a 
foundat ion, the Brian 
Hamilton Foundat ion, 
dedicated to providing free 
entrepreneurship educat ion. 
The foundat ion?s slogan, 
?Entrepreneurship for all,? 

underscores Hamilton?s 
message that  owning your 
own business is not  
something reserved for people 
with money and advanced 
degrees.  

Inmates to Entrepreneurs? 
programs have now expanded 
beyond the live in-prison 
classes that  Brian and others,  
like Carpenter and Jennings, 
have been leading for years. 
Inmates to Entrepreneurs now 
has outside-the-walls 
eight-week courses in 
communit ies all over North 
Carolina. The courses? 
graduat ion rate is 77 percent  
and 65 percent  of students 
already have their f irst  
customers by the t ime they 
graduate. Students have 
launched a wide array of 
businesses, including 
landscaping, cleaning 
services, auto detailing, and 
catering, to name just  a few.  

One of the 2018 graduates, 
Don Brown, recent ly won the 
NC Rural Center?s ?2019 NC 
Rural Entrepreneur of the 
Year? award for opening a 
community gym in his 
hometown. Brown?s mentor 
was none other than 
Hamilton?s student ,  Scot t  
Jennings, who started his own 
successful f i tness equipment 
service and repair company. 
Brown, like Jennings, wants 
to help those who also are 
seeking a second chance 
through entrepreneurship. 
?Now that  I have started my 
own company, i t  gives me the 
opportunity for li f t ing others 
when they return to society,? 

Brown explained. 

The success of Inmates to 
Entrepreneurs? North Carolina 
programs mot ivated Hamilton 
to create a free online ?how to 
start ,  run, and grow a 
business? video course that  
would be available to people 
no matter where they lived. 
The result ,  STARTER U, is 
now being used by people 
throughout  the country,  in all 
50 states. The problem, 
though, was that  i t  was not  
available to people in prisons 
and jai ls because most  
detent ion facili t ies do not  give 
prisoners access to the 
Internet .  

In September 2019, Hamilton 
teamed up with Edovo CEO 
Brian Hill to provide STARTER 
U on Edovo tablets,  which 
current ly are in prisons and 
jai ls in more than 30 states. As 
Edovo tablets enter new 
facili t ies,  so will STARTER U. 
In its f irst  two and half  
months in prisons, STARTER 
U was taken by more than 
4,200 people. Inmates to 
Entrepreneurs now regularly 
receives let ters from people 
who are incarcerated about  
the course.  

In 1992 when Hamilton f irst  
started teaching in prisons, 
the idea of teaching people 
with crim inal records how to 
start  their own businesses was 
very unusual. Fortunately,  in 
the past  ten years sim ilar 
organizat ions throughout  the 
country have sprung up, 
teaching entrepreneurship in 
prisons and upon reentry. 
?Second chance 
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entrepreneurship? has 
become such a movement that  
now even the U.S. Congress is 
considering bipart isan 
legislat ion to provide business 
t raining inside prisons and in 
reentry programs.  

The NEW START Act  
legislat ion, in the Senate, 
would provide for $100,000 to 
$500,000 grants to reentry 
organizat ions that  provide 
entrepreneurship t raining, as 
well as support ing program 
resources. The Prison to 
Proprietorship Act  bi lls,  in the 
House of Representat ives, 
would provide for 
entrepreneurship t raining 
inside federal prisons, as well 
as entrepreneurship t raining 
and support  services upon 
reentry.  

Inmates to Entrepreneurs 
board member Scot t  Jennings 

spoke at  the press conference 
where Congresswoman 
Velazquez and Congressman 
Jeffries announced the Prison 
to Proprietorship Act . He 
noted, w ith hope, that  ?there 
will be thousands and 
thousands of success stories 
like m ine? because of the 
legislat ion and programs like 
Inmates to Entrepreneurs.  

?I know the profound impact  
entrepreneurship classes and 
mentoring can have,? 
explained Jennings, ?It  is hard 
for people with records to get  
jobs. If  people cannot  earn a 
living to support  themselves, 
they will of ten end up back in 
prison. We can teach them 
how to be their own boss. And 
we should start  while they are 
in prison, w ith t ime to start  
preparing for their return.? 

Jennings? expressions of 

concern, and determ inat ion, 
are just if ied. While the 
nat ional recidivism rate within 
three years of release st i ll 
remains stubbornly high at  68 
percent ,  the rate is 
dramat ically lower for those 
who obtain employment 
within the f irst  six  months.  

With this nat ional movement 
for second chance 
entrepreneurship,  there is 
hope that  those who cannot  
f ind employment working for 
others will start  businesses for 
themselves and move 
forward, living full lives 
outside the walls.  

To learn  m ore about  In m at es t o En t repren eurs, go t o: 
ht tps:/ / inmatestoentrepreneurs.org/

To st ar t  t ak in g STARTER U, go t o: 
ht tps:/ / inmatestoentrepreneurs.org/ programs/ online-course/

 


