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I want everyone  
to know about this  
special place of  
kindness in our  
community that 
cared for me when  
I needed it most.”

“

Jamal McGee



        The Center for Better Health showed Jamal mercy 
at a time when he needed it most.
        Benton Harbor resident, Jamal McGee, visited the 
Center for Better Health when he needed help getting his 
record expunged.
        Almost 20 years ago, he assaulted a police officer 
and faced up to 20 years in prison. 
        “My father told me not to go out that night, but  
I was just being a kid, drinking and partying with my  
friends,” said Jamal. 
        After serving one year and three months in the 
Berrien County Jail, and six months in bootcamp, he was  
released from custody. Jamal was determined to pursue  
a better path for his life that allowed him to exercise 
his true passions and stay out of trouble. 
        “Cooking saved my life and I have my grandma to  
thank for that,” said Jamal. “When I was a kid, other boys  
were playing outside or helping their dads work on cars  
while I was in the kitchen with my grandmother cooking 
cabbage, cornbread, red beans, and rice to perfection.”
        After getting out of prison, Jamal knew he wanted 

to fulfill his grandmother’s legacy. In 2004, he completed 
a 12-week course and received his culinary degree. 
        With a renewed confidence to accomplish more  
of his goals, Jamal took the initiative to file a petition to  
get his record expunged. He was eager to complete the  
expungement on his own, but soon became discouraged 
by the complexity of the process. He needed an  
expert’s help.
        One day while scrolling through Facebook, Jamal 
saw a video of Chokwe Pitchford, a legal navigator, 
talking about the services he provided and connected 
people to at the Center for Better Health in Benton Harbor. 
When Jamal heard “free legal services,” he immediately 
called to schedule an appointment. 
        “When I walked into the Center for Better Health,  
I approached the front desk for help with my  
expungement request,” said Jamal. “I ended up also 
leaving with food assistance, Medicaid, and Medicare. 
I was not working at the time so the free resources I 
received were crucial to my health and wellbeing and  
I am very grateful.”
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A place of kindness



        The Center for Better Health connected Jamal with 
a local partner, Legal Aid of Western Michigan, who 
helped get his record expunged.
        “It feels like the staff sensed I needed a little push 
asking for more help and they listened to me with 
open ears and hearts,” said Jamal. “They treated me  
like family.”
        The outstanding experience Jamal had at the center 
made him want to share those resources with his  
family, friends, and community so others could benefit 
as well. Understanding some people are hesitant to 
seek help, Jamal has made it his mission to share his 
story and bring as many people through the doors of  
100 W. Main Street in Benton Harbor as possible. 
        “Many times, people don’t want to leave their 
comfort zone which can make it hard to identify resources  
and seek help,” said Jamal. “I want everyone to know 
about this special place of kindness in our community 
that cared for me when I needed it most.”
        Learn more about services offered at the Center for  
Better Health by calling 269.408.2258 or clicking here.
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Access to free legal aid resources
Every Tuesday, the Center for Better Health 
offers legal aid to help community members 
navigate to resources that can assist with 
expungements, evictions, divorce, family law, 
public benefits, and tax assistance. You can  
call the center to schedule an appointment  
or walk-in on Tuesdays. 

Get started on your own time
Legal Aid of Western Michigan offers  
comprehensive, free legal aid services. For 
more information on education (expulsion 
hearings), criminal record expungements, tax 
controversies with the IRS, debt collection  
actions, bankruptcy, social security, disability, 
and public assistance representation,  
visit lawestmi.org

http://shlcenterforbetterhealth.org


More than half of Blacks in our community have been  
diagnosed with high blood pressure. One of our goals is to 
help residents get this condition under control as we work 
to improve the overall health of our community. I am more 
optimistic than ever that our efforts will meet with success. 

Before my current role as medical director of health equity 
for Spectrum Health Lakeland, I served as chief of cardiology 
at Research Medical Center in Kansas City, Missouri. I’m 
board-certified in internal medicine, cardiovascular disease, 
interventional cardiology, and nuclear cardiology. I have also  
volunteered at the American Heart Association for over 30 
years where I was named “National Physician of the Year.”  
I’m motivated to share my experiences and knowledge with 
you, to help prevent life-threatening outcomes and decrease 
health disparities right here in Southwest Michigan.

Spectrum Health Lakeland is committed to creating a culture  
of health—it’s why I came here. Together, we are dedicated 
to exceptional care and improving social determinants of 
health such as education and housing, while also breaking 
down structural barriers to good health.

To the Center for Better Health staff members, thank  
you for leading this effort to improve health, inspire hope, 
and save lives.

To our patients and clients, thank you for trusting us with 
your care and helping us to build a community where  
everyone can achieve their best health.  

Sincerely, 

Willie E. Lawrence, MD
Medical Director of Heath Equity, Spectrum Health Lakeland
Medical Director, Center for Better Health, Benton Harbor
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A message from  
Willie E. Lawrence, MD 

Credentials and education:
       •  Interventional cardiology fellowship at  
          Johns Hopkins Hospital 
       •  Internal medicine residency at Brigham and  
          Women’s Hospital 
       •  Medical degree from Harvard Medical School 



Services utilized at 
Center for Better Health:
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Data and evaluation
Center for Better Health Data (11/2/2020-12/22/2021)

At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Black population in Berrien County, 
more than 70% of whom resided in Benton Harbor, were more than twice as likely 
to get sick, be hospitalized, and die from COVID-19. To confront these inequities, 
the Center for Better Health was established with funding from the Michigan  
Coronavirus Task Force on Racial Disparities. Once the grant period ended,  
Spectrum Health Lakeland provided additional resources to keep the center open. 
Today the center continues to meet clients where they are, build trust, and serve  
as a positive presence in Benton Harbor and the surrounding community.  

Through funding and partnerships, the center offers health screenings and coaching,  
mental health care, and legal navigation services at a location that is easily  
accessible for residents. Staff at the Center for Better Health are available to assist 
with employment opportunities, government benefits, legal navigation, mental  
health counseling, social service navigation, and health coaching, among other 
services. Health screenings and immunizations are available including flu shots, 
COVID-19 vaccine and booster shots, blood pressure readings, virtual mental 
wellness visits, cholesterol and blood sugar checks. Area residents can also  
obtain free personal protective equipment including masks, hand sanitizer, and soap. 

Total mental 
health visits

788

Total cardio 
visits

207

Total visits for 
health screenings

630

Total navigation 
visits

1,008
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Terrel, 37



The COVID-19 pandemic has changed many parts of our lives, including daily routines. When it comes to your 
physical health, it’s no surprise that you might need to start over or renew some healthy habits. Community influencer, 
and Spectrum Health Lakeland team member, Terrel Atterbery shares his personal journey to healthy living, including 
four simple tips that helped him stay on track and avoid unhealthy choices.

Set clear goals
Try to set goals that are clearly defined, realistic, and will achieve results you will be proud of. We all know  
prioritizing our health is not always easy, but it’s worth it, and the positive results will  
help you stay motivated as your journey unfolds. 

Not holding yourself accountable can keep you from achieving the goals you set.  
One idea to help you stay consistent is committing to work out with another  
person two days a week. Another option could be working out in the  
morning versus the evening to increase your energy during the day.

Create a plan around food
To achieve the results you want, an important first step is  
becoming aware of how food affects your body. Our bodies are  
all different, so each individual needs to learn about what  
works for them. If you need additional guidance, follow these  
tips from the American Heart Association:

        •  Aim to eat five to nine servings of fruits and vegetables daily.

        •  Drink primarily water, limit caffeine and soda intake.

        •  Choose foods that are low in  salt (sodium).

        •  Eat less canned, frozen, and processed foods.

        •  Eat three balanced meals per day.

        •  Limit saturated fat and avoid  trans-fat. 

Change your perspective 
Whether you are looking to relieve stress,  
lose excess weight, or feel better emotionally, it is important to 
set a vision of who you want to be by the end of your journey.  
Sometimes all it takes is reframing your perspective. For ex-
ample, if you struggled to get to the gym since the pandemic 
started, head outdoors instead. Discover local trails or parks to 
run or walk at. Or create your own at-home routine. 

Always look ahead
Many diseases and health problems can be prevented later in 
life by taking small steps to be healthy now. Let today be the 
first day you choose to get your health back on track. 
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Everyone deserves  
to feel safe, cared for,  
and listened to.

The Center for Better Health has a team of counselors available  
to talk; email centerforbetterhealth@spectrumhealth.org or call  
269.408.2258 for an appointment. 

Are you or someone close to you struggling with  
sadness, anxiety, loneliness, stress, or loss?  Have you 
been struggling with balancing work and home? Talking 
with a trustworthy professional could help. Get free and 
local resources at 100 W. Main St. in Benton Harbor.

People in our community have cited mental health  
concerns as one of the most important health issues 
facing Berrien County. 

Remember, you are worth it


