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The Vera Fellows Program began in September 2008. The program was the brainchild of Jeremy Travis, President of John Jay College, and Herb Sturz, the founder of the Vera Institute of Justice. Travis’s and Sturz’s idea was to introduce qualified student candidates to a rich field experience where they could gain “knowledge through doing” (one of Herb’s favorite sayings) while at the same time exploring issues of social justice in a rigorous academic setting that would encourage them to see the connections among theory, research, and practice. Vera Fellows receive a $1000 stipend per semester for their internship work and 3 credits per semester for their attendance at a weekly academic seminar. The program requires a two semester commitment.
The Agency Placements

Our Fellows intern 8-10 hours a week at a revolving group of agencies spun off from the Vera Institute of Justice, and at Vera itself. Most placements last for an entire year in order to provide the deepest possible engagement with a particular set of issues. The contract that the agency makes with us is no less demanding than what we ask of the Fellows. Each agency has agreed to provide special mentorship to the student who joins them. Well beyond merely supervising tasks, the agency mentors really take students’ learning seriously and provide them with both a close supportive relationship and a window onto the inner workings of an NGO. 

Fellows have worked on projects that include research on the California prison system and New York’s Rockefeller drug laws, designing surveys to test how domestic violence courts are servicing their clients, working on hiring strategies for people with disabilities, creating programs to involve parents in the education of at risk youth, and more. Fellows do one-to-one client work in prisoner reentry and in bail expedition, work on security in transitional housing for formerly homeless people, oversee Fatherhood groups, research grants, and work on newsletters aimed at funders. 
The Academic Seminar

Fellows enroll in a two-semester six-credit course while they are interning at the agencies. The Vera Seminar is housed in the Interdisciplinary Studies Program at John Jay College where it is taught by three professors from three different disciplines. The seminar runs for an intense two hours, once a week. Fellows read a variety of original texts about social justice; these are incredibly diverse and raise many contentious debates about political rhetoric, the role of the government, structural violence, personal trauma, and other salient issues. Because the class is interdisciplinary, students have an opportunity to compare and contrast the methods and assumptions of different disciplines. 
During the second semester, the Vera fellows themselves write the syllabus. At the end of the first semester, under professorial tutelage, students develop a reading list, an assignment, and a lesson plan for an issue they would like to teach in the spring semester. Their lessons have been some of the most educational of the year and have included work on prison privatization, gender differences in criminal justice outcomes, gang activity, and child maltreatment interventions.

We also have many guest speakers who join us in seminar to bring their special insights into social and criminal justice. We have an active blog that keeps the classroom conversations going.
Special events


Some of our best work is done outside the classroom. Each year, fellows have joined Michael Jacobson, the Vera Institute Director, and a rotating slate of Vera staff to learn the process of spinning off an agency from the inception of the demonstration project to the final legal and financial cord cutting. We have toured the criminal courts, visited alternative educational programs for youth adjudicated delinquent, and seen the bail process close-up. We also attend an occasional Broadway show.
Our alumni

Perhaps the most gratifying part of the Vera experience has been to watch students graduate and make use of what they have learned. Since the program’s inception, three Vera fellows have been hired by the agencies with which they interned. Two other Fellows have taken jobs with different NGOs and attribute their successful job searches to having completed the Vera internship.

We have an active Alumni Association. Former Fellows attend our events, blog with us, and come to our classes to share their experiences. They keep in touch with former mentors and attend events at the various spinoff agencies.

For further information, contact Prof. Abby Stein at 212-237-8453 or astein@jjay.cuny.edu.  
