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Tujauna S. White, Marketing Specialist, Michigan State Industries; 
Co-Author PAWS with a Cause Program

Michigan State Industries (MSI) 
Chippewa Garment Operation 
located in Kincheloe, MI 
manufactures a wide range of 
garments for MDOC facilities and 
MSI’s external customer base.  MSI 
Plant Manager, Pennie Clymer and 
Industries Production Supervisors 
Krystal Harter, Chris Vandermeer 
and Rob Torp have done an 
incredible job fostering a positive 
and productive work environment 
while providing work skills training 
to offenders.  As a 2025 NCIA 
Honor Roll Recipient, Pennie was selected for her positive attitude and collaborative spirit which came as no 
surprise when the operation was recently highlighted for their custom embroidered puppy power designs in 
a transformative partnership with MDOC’s Leader Dog Programs.  

Since 2009, the MDOC Department has collaborated with 
community partners such as Paws with a Cause, Leader 
Dogs for the Blind, Blue Star Service Dogs, Pawsitive Futures 
Program, various ability centers, and dozens of local 
animal shelters providing basic obedience training for over 
3,000 canines.  Each offender handler is chosen based on 
misconduct history and staff recommendation. Individuals 
interested in a dog program must apply and participate in 
an interview process before being selected. Once selected, 
participants are trained in providing basic obedience training, 
command training, pre-task training, and much more to the 
dog they are paired with. The MDOC’s dog programs benefit 
the trainers, the facility staff, the communities, and the dogs. 

During training, if the dogs prove to be better skilled for a 
different type of service, they experience a career change. 
Canines trained in MDOC facilities have been placed with 
U.S. Customs and Border Protection, Police Departments, 
Crisis Response Dog Teams, and schools and hospitals for 
support dogs. Currently, 25 active dog training programs are 
taking place in 20 MDOC facilities. 

MICHIGAN STATE INDUSTRIES
CHIPPEWA GARMENT OPERATION 
Provides Fresh Threads for MDOC Leader Dog Programs

Chippewa Garment
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The MDOC Wellness Program introduced 2 canines, 
Handle and Franklin as Wellness Response Dogs 
who were originally trained as assistance dogs 
and selected for a career change after recognizing 
the benefits a trained dog would provide MDOC 
employees.

Handle, adopted through the PAWS with a Cause 
Program, and Franklin adopted through the Delta 
Animal Shelter Program both received months of 
practicing behavioral skills needed for becoming a 
wellness dog.  They also received a (PurPl) evaluation 
through the PAWS with a CAUSE purposeful 
placement within the MDOC.  The duo canine 
team spend their time supporting staff who wish to 
see them at their worksites, after critical events, or 
as requested for a presence at a specific location 
providing comfort to those in need. 

Handle and Franklin show up at each MDOC 
worksite looking very puppy professional with custom 
embroidered vests designed by the MSI Chippewa 
Garment Operation.  

A new partnership between Paws with A Cause 
(PAWS) and Chippewa Garment Operation has 
given hundreds of PAWS dogs a bold new look sewn 
with purpose and care, reflecting the organization’s 
refreshed brand and updated mission.

Sewing with Purpose

Through this collaboration, inmates enrolled in the career Sewing Program at the correctional facility crafted 
150 capes for breeding dogs, 455 for puppies in foster homes, and 400 for assistance dogs placed 
with PAWS clients across the country. The new capes, vests, and harness items worn at every stage of a 
PAWS dog’s journey, serve as identifiers, helping the public recognize the important work these dogs are 
doing—whether they’re learning basic obedience skills, supporting the next generation of working dogs, or 
providing safety and independence for individuals with disabilities.

Chippewa’s garment operation connection to PAWS was established 
through the organization’s broader Prison Partner Program. In this 
program, PAWS dogs live in a Michigan prison for up to six months, 
undergoing advanced obedience training.

The sewing program at Chippewa Correctional Facility is designed 
to teach inmates practical skills that they can use after their release. 
Participants in the program learn the intricacies of sewing, from the 
basics to more advanced techniques, allowing them to create high-
quality vests, capes and accessories for the PAWS dogs. This initiative 
not only fosters a sense of accomplishment among the inmates but 
also provides them with a constructive way to spend their time.
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Skills Development

Inmates involved in the sewing program gain valuable skills that can be translated into future employment 
opportunities. These skills include:

 • Sewing Techniques: From 
threading a needle to operating a 
sewing machine, inmates learn the 
fundamentals of sewing.

 • Pattern Design: Understanding 
how to read and create patterns is a 
crucial skill that inmates develop.

 • Quality Control: Ensuring that 
each vest and cape meets the high 
standards required for service dogs.

Vocational Training and 
Community Impact

Chippewa’s Sewing Program offers 
vocational training that empowers 
participants to acquire practical 
skills, explore future career paths, 
and contribute to the community 
meaningfully. “We’re proud our 
sewing program could contribute 
to such an important cause,” said 
Pennie Clymer, Plant Manager 
for Michigan State Industries at 
Chippewa Correctional Facility. “It’s 
so cool to know these capes will be 
worn by dogs on their path to change 
someone’s life.”

For PAWS, the sentiment is mutual. 
“At its core, this is what our mission 
is all about—building partnerships 
that empower lives,” said Michele 
Suchovsky, Chief Executive Officer 
at PAWS. “Whether it’s a person 
receiving their first assistance dog or 
an inmate learning a new skill, these 
collaborations are changing lives and strengthening communities.”

Celebrating New Beginnings

To celebrate the new look, PAWS hosted an ice cream party for clients, volunteers, and dogs, where each 
received their freshly sewn cape before returning to their important work and training. With their new capes, 
PAWS dogs now proudly represent a brand rooted in optimism, inclusion, and community. Behind every 
cape is a reminder: the path to life-changing partnerships begins with community support.

Article continues on page 25



About Paws with 
A Cause

Since 1979, Paws 
with A Cause 
(PAWS) has been 
transforming lives 
and strengthening 
communities 
through partnerships 
with custom-trained 
working dogs. PAWS 
assistance and 
facility dogs have 
helped thousands 
of people thrive, 

providing opportunities to live with independence, 
confidence, and companionship. Serving over 20 
states across the country, PAWS is accredited by 
Assistance Dogs International and a member of 
Animal Assisted Services International. 

Looking Forward

The collaboration between Chippewa Garment 
Operation and PAWS with a Cause is a shining 
example of how innovative programs can create 
positive outcomes for everyone involved. As the 
program continues to grow, there is hope that more 
correctional facilities will adopt similar initiatives, 
further expanding the reach and impact of such 
partnerships.

This program not only enhances the lives of those 
who receive a service dog but also positively 
transforms the lives of the inmates involved, 
creating ripples of change throughout the 
community and Building Bridges to Success.
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