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February 6, 2015 

 

 

Dear Chairman Sensenbrenner and honorable members of the House of Representatives 

Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security,   

 

On behalf of Heartland Alliance’s National Initiatives on Poverty and Economic Opportunity, 

thank you for the opportunity to submit recommendations aimed at strengthening prison reform 

in the United States. We have spent the past 15 years studying and promoting best practices in 

policies and for programming for people with criminal records, and have worked on a number of 

cutting edge reentry initiatives.  

 

BACKGROUND.  

 

The United States has the highest incarceration rate in the world. The country has only 5% of the 

world's population, but one-quarter of its prisoners. Many prisons are overcrowded, house 10 

times as many mentally ill individuals as state hospitals, keep individuals locked up for long  

periods of time and hold a far greater percentage, of the country's minority population. Nearly 

two-thirds of those released every year return to prison and discrimination in employment and 

housing encumbers many who return to communities nationwide. 

 

Research continues to demonstrate that access to employment and education are important 

mitigating factors in preventing involvement in the criminal justice system and reducing the 

likelihood that individuals return to incarceration following release. Employment and education 

are key aspects of “smart on crime” approaches that seek to utilize justice system resources 

efficiently and encourage recidivism reduction efforts. To this end, our recommendations focus 

on ways in which a House of Representatives prison reform bill can create greater opportunities 

for individuals to access employment and education opportunities either as prevention and 

reentry strategies or as inside-the-wall approaches in order to ensure that a greater number of 

individuals are more prepared for employment – and less likely to recidivate - when released.   

 

RECOMMENDATIONS.  

 

 Support Prevention Efforts That Include Employment & Services for Youth at Risk of 

Criminal Justice Involvement. A key aspect of any prison reform bill should to be to 

prevent individuals, particularly at risk young men, from entering the criminal justice 

system in the first place. To this end, we highly recommend that any prison reform bill 

support efforts that seek to implement promising approaches that blend intensive 

employment interventions and services for this population. For example, new evidence 

demonstrates that participation in a youth summer jobs program can reduce violent crime 

among young people from highly disadvantaged neighborhoods—even more than a year 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/national-initiatives.html
http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2013/08/economist-explains-8
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p13.pdf
http://www.tacreports.org/storage/documents/treatment-behind-bars/treatment-behind-bars.pdf
http://www.tacreports.org/storage/documents/treatment-behind-bars/treatment-behind-bars.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p13.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p13.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/reentry/recidivism.cfm
http://msupress.org/books/book/?id=50-1D0-3438#.VMf1acaq7KB
http://www.justice.gov/ag/attorney-generals-smart-crime-initiative
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after the summer job has ended. Chicago’s One Summer Plus program offers eight weeks 

of subsidized, part-time summer employment and an adult job mentor to youth with 

barriers to employment.  A subset of participants also received Social Emotional Learning 

programming, which is based on the principles of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and is 

designed to help youth manage thoughts, emotions and behavior related to workplace 

success. An experimental study evaluating One Summer Plus found that over a 16 month 

follow up period, violent crime arrests among youth who were offered summer jobs 

decreased by 43 percent compared to youth who weren’t offered summer jobs. These 

impressive results suggest that employment interventions for youth can go a long way 

toward reducing young people’s risk-taking behavior, improving personal and public 

safety, and decreasing youth justice-system involvement.  

 

 We recommend that Chairman Sensenbrenner and leaders in the House of 

Representatives Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security craft 

prison reform legislation with a focus on supporting intensive crime prevention efforts 

that include employment interventions such as subsidized employment and 

transitional jobs aligned with services and supports that show promise in curbing 

criminal justice involvement.    

 Support Pre-Release Strategies that Offer Education and Training. A primary goal of any 

prison reform bill should be ensuring that the prison system is rehabilitative. One 

important rehabilitative aspect of the prison system should be to prepare individuals who 

will be released to be successful in employment when returning to communities. Indeed, 

time and again research has demonstrated that employment can make a strong 

contribution to recidivism reduction efforts.  To this end, we highly recommend that a 

prison reform bill include a focus on ensuring that education and training services are 

available to individuals while incarcerated in order to support work readiness and 

preparedness for employment. There is strong evidence that correctional education 

programs work. According to the Vera Institute for Justice, individuals who participate in 

correctional education programs are 43 percent less likely to return to prison within three 

years of release than those who did not participate. Also, participation in postsecondary 

education programs reduces an individual’s risk of recidivating by 16 percentage points 

compared to those who do not participate. The odds of finding employment are also 

better for individuals who participate in an academic or vocational education program 

compared to individuals who do not.   

 We recommend that Chairman Sensenbrenner and leaders in the House of 

Representatives Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security craft 

prison reform legislation that supports a wide array of education and training programs 

inside-the-walls geared toward preparing individuals who are incarcerated to get and 

keep employment when released. Key components of such provisions should be:  

o A focus on assessment to ensure that individuals are offered education and 

training opportunities that match their skills, interests, and aptitudes;  

o The development of individual training and education plans in order to guide 

education and training goals;  

o Making a range of relevant education and training programs available to 

individuals while incarcerated including but not limited to GED preparation and 

completion, academic coursework leading toward credentials, postsecondary 

education, and vocational training and apprenticeships that are contextualized 

http://www.onesummerchicago.org/
http://www.casel.org/social-and-emotional-learning/
http://www.nacbt.org/whatiscbt.htm
http://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Final.Reentry-and-Employment.pp_.pdf
http://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Final.Reentry-and-Employment.pp_.pdf
http://www.vera.org/blog/learning-behind-barsthe-effectiveness-education-prisons
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when appropriate to reinforce learning. Emphasis should be placed on 

education and training leading toward credential attainment in order to support 

greater employability and partnerships with community colleges should be 

explored to ensure that education and training is locally salient;   

o A focus on ensuring that any training curriculum and degree program leading 

toward industry recognized credentials be informed by employers and be 

consistent with sectors that offer low barriers to entry for individuals who have 

a criminal record;  

o Especially in resource constrained environments, priority should be given to 

serving individuals who are within 5 years of release from incarceration;  

o Make available peer mentoring opportunities among students and training 

cohorts as well as financial education and coaching prior to release; 

o Require that correctional release planning efforts address inmate transition 

needs. Release planning should be intended to help newly released inmates 

access services important to their success in the community, thus reducing 

their likelihood of recidivism. Vital to the employment transition is help 

(including financial) in obtaining documentation, including a driver’s license, 

Social Security card, and birth certificate, and other documents required by 

employers; 

o Ensure quality and consistent exchanges of information between the prison 

system and probation and parole to ensure that education and training efforts 

that began or were completed while individuals were incarcerated are 

leveraged in job search efforts.    

 

 Support Reentry Interventions that Include Transitional Jobs programs for the Most at 

Risk of Recidivating. Individuals who have been recently released from prison face a 

number of barriers to employment such as long gaps in work history and the stigma of a 

criminal record. These barriers are frequently compounded by many other factors such as 

unstable housing, low literacy, lack of identification or other documents, substance abuse 

and mental health issues, and child support arrearages. Moreover, individuals on 

conditional release, such as parole or probation, typically must meet stringent conditions 

such as drug testing and reporting requirements that can interfere with work. Yet most 

people reentering communities from prison desperately need income as soon as they are 

released in order to secure housing and meet other basic needs. It is estimated that up to 

60 percent of formerly incarcerated individuals are unemployed one year after their 

release. The Transitional Jobs (TJ) strategy has shown promise in helping people 

reentering from prison gain valuable work experience and stay out of prison by providing 

recently released prisoners with immediate paid income, work experience, work readiness 

training and supportive services. The strategy is one of the most rigorously and 

continuously evaluated of all employment approaches targeted at individuals who face 

barriers to employment – including individuals returning from incarceration. Research 

demonstrates that even during severe economic downturns, transitional jobs programs 

get and keep individuals employed and earning a paycheck. Transitional jobs contribute 

to lowering recidivism.  In a recent study, Transitional Jobs programs contributed to 

decreasing recidivism up to 50 percent on several measures, such as re-arrest and re-

incarceration for a new crime – especially for individuals who were most at risk of 

returning to incarceration. Transitional Jobs programs have been shown to reducing public 

benefits receipt and improve the lives of children. These programs have shown to have 

positive effects on the health of employers, and the share of resources spent in 

http://www.transitionaljobs.net/
http://www.heartlandalliance.org/ntjn/about/faq.html
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communities by transitional jobs workers has shown to have a positive economic ripple 

effect into communities. The financial benefits of these programs have been shown to far 

outweigh the costs. A recent evaluation of a reentry-focused TJ program found that every 

$1 invested in the program yielded up to almost $4 in returned benefits to the community 

and taxpayer.  

 
 We recommend that Chairman Sensenbrenner and leaders in the House of 

Representatives Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security craft 

prison reform legislation that supports the implementation of reentry programs that 

include transitional jobs programs targeted at individuals most at risk of recidivating. 

We recommend that any prison reform bill allow for all components of the transitional 

jobs strategy to be implemented with available resources and include a definition of 

transitional jobs programs that is consistent with other criminal justice legislation such 

as the bipartisan Second Chance Act.i  
 

OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS.  

 
 Promote No Wrong Door Approaches to Accessing Employment. Because of the 

complexity of social service systems, mandates of parole, probation, court systems which 

may create barriers to work, and challenges accessing the public workforce system many 

people who have recently released from incarceration find it difficult to navigate life when 

released from incarceration and may feel rejected or frustrated in their efforts to obtain 

assistance or seek guidance with regard to employment services. Ultimately, this may 

discourage individuals from accessing support in getting and keeping employment and 

drive them to stop looking for employment or enter into the underground economy which 

increases the likelihood that they will recidivate. Moreover, we know that no single 

federal, state, or local agency or system has the capacity, knowledge, or resources to 

increase economic opportunity for individuals who have a criminal record or who are 

recently released from incarceration single-handedly. Ultimately, connecting individuals 

who have a criminal record and who are recently released from incarceration to economic 

opportunity requires the commitment of a myriad of federal, state, and local public 

systems, funding streams, and programs along with countless more community-based 

organizations, employers, and others. "No Wrong Door" refers to a service system that 

assists individuals to connect with desired services regardless of the agency where they 

try to gain access. To this end, we highly recommend that Chairman Sensenbrenner and 

leaders in the House of Representatives Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and 

Homeland Security craft prison reform legislation that supports systems level 

collaboration and “No Wrong Door” approaches to accessing employment services  to 

ensure that individuals with a criminal record and those who are reentering from 

incarceration are served directly or by seamless referral processes to employment 

services that meet their needs and interests.  

 

 Explore the Accrual of Child Support. Approximately 65 million working-age Americans 

have a criminal record. Research shows that employment is key to both reentry success 

and to preventing recidivism – both of which lead to safer communities, lower costs, and 

stronger families. Unfortunately many individuals with criminal records are barred from 

filling certain jobs by federal or state laws. States, for example, have collectively adopted 

more than 30,000 laws that significantly restrict access for people with criminal records, 

according to the American Bar Association. Recognizing that many such barriers fail to 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/ntjn/about/faq.html
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increase public safety, U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder urged states to evaluate and 

remove laws that prevent people from living and working productively. Continuing this 

effort and providing support to it will be critical moving forward. On top of hiring 

challenges, many prisoners accrue considerable debt while imprisoned that subjects 

them to significant wage garnishments upon release. For example, parents have faced 

overwhelming judgments for child support arrears that accrued while they were 

incarcerated. This serves as a considerable disincentive to work and puts people at risk of 

reincarceration. Fortunately the federal Office of Child Support Enforcement has issued a 

Notice of Proposed Rulemaking that includes provisions that allow the courts to consider 

the loss of income due to incarceration and make adjustments to payment amounts – 

solutions proven to increase the likelihood that noncustodial parents will have more 

involvement in their children's lives and fulfill their financial obligations. We recommend 

that Chairman Sensenbrenner and leaders in the House of Representatives 

Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security craft prison reform legislation 

that examines the new proposed rule and explores an in-prison strategy to ensure that 

child support accruals are suspended.  

 

 Support Assessment Processes. Evidence from the field and research continue to 

demonstrate that the use of assessment tools can go a long way toward ensuring that 

individuals returning from the criminal justice system receive the right mix of supports 

and services – including the right type and intensity of employment interventions. In 

reality, many agencies struggle with finding and using the best screening and assessment 

instruments for their particular population. There are many different screening and 

assessment instruments —each with its own strengths and weaknesses. Evidence from 

the field suggests, however, that assessments that screening for cognitive and executive 

functioning and focusing on identifying individual strengths can be especially valuable in 

coordinating an appropriate mix of services and supports as well as targeting employment 

interventions. In addition, evidence from the criminal justice field suggests that 

combinations of criminogenic risk and criminogenic needs assessments can be especially 

useful in guiding decisions about services, placements, and supervision. We recommend 

that Chairman Sensenbrenner and leaders in the House of Representatives 

Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security craft prison reform legislation 

with a focus on exploring, supporting, and continuing to utilize assessment processes to 

ensure that individuals returning from incarceration are provided with the right mix of 

services and supports – including employment – to support success.  
 

 Promote Data Sharing Among Systems. Because individuals returning from incarceration 

often engage with multiple public systems it is valuable to extent possible to have access 

to data that helps paint an accurate picture of the parole and probation interaction, 

employment, training, and education levels, past work experience, engagement with other 

public systems, case management, child support involvement and needs of returning 

citizens. Despite this, in many states and communities public data systems do not “talk” 

to one another, often have duplicative information, and are difficult to extract data from. 

To this end, we recommend that Chairman Sensenbrenner and leaders in the House of 

Representatives Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security craft prison 

reform legislation with a focus on exploring and supporting data sharing efforts by states 

and communities in order to increase efficiency, provide individuals returning from 

incarceration the most appropriate services, and avoid service duplication.  

 

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2014-11-17/pdf/2014-26822.pdf
http://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Final.Reentry-and-Employment.pp_.pdf
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ABOUT US:  

 

Heartland Alliance’s National Initiatives on Poverty & Economic Opportunity ensure that 

everyone who wants to work has the tools and opportunities to do so. Our initiatives address 

chronic unemployment though the capturing and dissemination of best practices, seeding of 

research on promising practices, field building activities, and policy change. We are 

strategically aligned and frequently collaborate with thousands of employment, training and 

service providers, anti-poverty, workforce, reentry, and homelessness advocates, 

researchers, and government officials among others. We frequently provide technical 

assistance and consultation to localities and states to develop and strengthen interventions 

for low-income adults and youth with barriers to employment.   
 

 

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT:  

 

Melissa Young I Director 

Heartland Alliance’s National Initiatives on Poverty & Economic Opportunity  

myoung@heartlandalliance.org  

312.870.4944 

 

                                                           
i  Second Chance Act Reauthorization Bill. The term ‘Transitional Jobs strategy’ means an employment strategy for youth 

and adults who are chronically unemployed or those that have barriers to employment that— (A) is conducted by State, 

tribal, and local governments, State, tribal, and local work-force boards, and nonprofit organizations; (B) provides time-

limited employment using individual placements, team placements, and social enterprise placements, without dis-placing 

existing employees; (C) pays wages in accordance with applicable law, but in no event less than the higher of the rate 

specified in section 6(a)(1) of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 (29 U.S.C. 206(a)(1)) or the applicable State or local 

minimum wage law, which are subsidized, in whole or in part, by public funds; (D) combines time-limited employment with 

activities that promote skill development, remove barriers to employment, and lead to unsubsidized employment such as a 

thorough orientation and individual assessment, job readiness and life skills training, case management and supportive 

services, adult education and training, child support-related services, job retention support and incentives, and other 

similar activities; (E) places participants into unsubsidized employment; and (F) provides job retention, re-employment 

services, and continuing and vocational education to ensure continuing participation in unsubsidized employment and 

identification of opportunities for advancement. 

 

http://www.heartlandalliance.org/national-initiatives.html
mailto:myoung@heartlandalliance.org

