This Felon Wants A Job
In her excellent article in the Journal of Federal Probation (Federal Probation Vol 68 number 2), Dr Joan Petersilia reflects on the fact that more than 600,000 individuals will leave state prisons and return to whatever-it-is-they-call-home this year. She notes that President Bush even included this phenomenon in his State of the Union address and that the mandated sentencing structures of the last 15 years are overloading an already stressed parole and probation system. Reentry is the flavor of the month in Community Corrections and once again agencies across America are struggling to show that they have factored this function into their routine programming. But Dr. Petersilia has a few questions. 
· First, what exactly is a reentry program and how do you know if you are operating one?
· Second, what are the special needs of a formerly incarcerated population?

· Third, how do we measure the effectiveness of a reentry program?

 I am assuming that the good doctor is referring to adults incarcerated in the state prison systems but we should also remember that there are an equal number of adults who are serving sentences in county jail facilities, federal prisons, and an untold number of juveniles who are exiting state and local juvenile facilities. This is a whole lot of folks coming back on the street at any given time. Actually, according to my unofficial estimate, it is very close to 2000 people per day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. 
Since every thing parole and probation currently does in the first 90 days following an offender’s release can be classified as reentry services, I suppose we have to take a close look at what we actually do with any given offender during this time frame. We can hide behind the mantra that our agencies ‘broker services’ but that presupposes a PO actually running interference and advocating for the newly returned offender. I am beginning to fear that there is a great deal of difference between making a call to the local service agencies and actually taking a pro-active responsibility to see that the services are relevant, offender-oriented, and available.

In the olden days (last month) we would tell the offender to get a job upon his or her release from prison. His question, in response to this direction, was to ask “How can I get a job with a felony conviction”. This is a very good question and one that Community Corrections, of all agencies, should best be able to answer. Here’s a challenge. Put this article down and step down the hall and ask this same question of the first Parole or Probation Officer you encounter. Ask them what they say to the offender when she makes a statement like that about employment. Listen to the PO’s answer. Listen very carefully because this is the actuality of your efforts to instill employment transition services within your agency.

If the response is “How should I know’… ‘That’s their problem’… or ‘Send them to the unemployment office’, I would suggest that there is work to be done in your agency.

Recently the Oregon Department of Corrections installed an Alternative Incarceration Program (AIP) in a few selected state prisons. The idea, besides relieving overcrowding, is to offer an intensive 6 month in-custody program after the offender has served ½ of her original sentence. This opportunity comes complete with drug, alcohol, and cognitive programming. It is not available to sex offenders or Class A felons. My experience is that the bulk of the graduates are your typical drug, and drug-related felons. These people can earn an early release from prison early upon successful completion of this intense programming. The largest ‘time-cut’ I have personally witnessed is 19 months. During the first 90 days of supervision by my agency the selected offenders are still, technically, in custody. They show up as released inmates, not parolees or probationers, in our computer system. They are still technically ‘in custody’. Their release must be in the ‘best interest’ of the community, according to the standards of the local agency in general, and the supervising Parole Officer in particular. If they violate any condition of their release, they are returned to prison to serve the balance of their sentence. 

The State asked that the counties describe their ‘transition services’. Well, in my case I advised that we usually sent them off for more drug treatment and made a referral to the employment office. We also set a curfew, sometimes imposed electronic monitoring, and tracked attendance at AA or NA meetings. We also ordered weekly check-ins, the maintenance of a written log of all activities, and intensified urine testing. These carefully selected offenders appear in our office, newly released from prison, completely sober and at the height of their motivation. What we were offering in the field merely duplicated services that had been offered inside (eg: drug counseling) and didn’t make an effort towards the ‘transition’ to life on the street as a sober offender. Nor did it answer their question, “How can I get a job with a felony conviction?”
It turns out that there is an agency in this rural community called the Community Services Consortium (CSC), headed by a woman named Marie Jones. It handles many functions but the primary service I was interested in was ‘self-sufficiency’ for this newly released offender population. I was thinking in terms of a job for these people but I soon learned that CSC was mandated to monitor any file they opened for at least one year. During this year they were to track the complete progress of their clients in terms of self-sufficiency. I thought that maybe we could do some business.

In the interest of full disclosure let me remind the readers that our agency of Parole and Probation officers are experts in tactical supervision. We are armed and wear body armor in the field. We operate in a rural conservative county, as far as crime is concerned. So it is always a stretch to change our way of doing business and experiment with certain offenders in real-time situations. I personally believe that offenders need to occupy themselves in a pro-social manner or else it will just be a matter of time before they look up their old crime buddies and get back into the game. What better way to occupy time than a job. Plus, if the offenders learn the habits of scheduling and actually have to be somewhere for 8 hours per day, they will be watched by someone other than me for that period of time. Plus they might learn a job skill. Plus they might make some legal money.

The Community Services Consortium (CSC) was willing to take a chance and offer a full battery of skill assessment, job and education referral, and case management. The difference was that our agency offered to be involved every step of the way. We also guaranteed that no sex offenders would be referred to their agency. We also invited them to observe the cognitive programming that mirrored the efforts of the institution and are being offered in the Community Corrections Office. To that end, the CSC workers are now participating in what we call the Transition Employment Plan. Certainly there is no end to the needs of the offender population. I have previously reported on domestic violence, substance abuse, family and custody issues, and mental and other health problems. But this effort was to focus our very limited resources on this very limited category of releasees by zeroing in on employment as the defining factor of our transition services. 

This focus does not replace the urinalysis or other services outlined above. What it does do is bring the CSC worker and the PO into a ‘handoff’ from a 3 hour cognitive release orientation by Community Corrections which then leads directly, the following day, to a battery of testing and referrals by a partner agency. Failure to report for these services is enough grounds to return the offender to State prison, so the stakes are high for the participants. I also need to remind  the reader that this program is also available to releasees from the local county jail, where we put on the different hat of a Probation officer as our agency handles both types of cases. 

As Dr. Peterselia also points out in her article, it has been known for the last 10 years that actual damage can occur by placing low risk offenders in programs with higher risk offenders. As I understand it, this means that when lower risk (to re-offend) populations are exposed to a higher risk population they can actually wind up committing more crimes, sooner, than if they had had no programming at all. My own unscientific observation is that individual PO’s can also increase the failure rate for these kind of people. A sarcastic tone, a disbelieving stare, and snide comment can have repercussions never imagined by the PO.  I remember several offenders over the years that would quote a previous PO’s statement predicting that the clients were destined for failure. 

By having the offender join a ‘team’ if you will, comprised of his supervising officer, a job counselor, and the program service delivery people (cognitive, drug, whatever) we are giving the illusion of a welcoming committee. But this welcoming committee has some very high expectations, some great connections, and substantial amount of power over the offender. For better or worse his or her immediate future hinges on how well this team, a team actually headed by the offender, can succeed in its' short term goals of sobriety, employment, and stable residence. All it takes to unravel this coalition is for the offender to sense disrespect or the anticipation of failure for them to lose the heart and the motivation they arrived with as a result of their exposure to 6 months of cognitive and motivational programming.
How easy it is for a PO to destroy whatever little chance an offender has to succeed in her transition with just one little comment, or one overheard cynical remark. In this case the person with the most doubts of success should always be the offender themself. His team is rooting for him but will not hesitate to take swift action if the community is placed at risk. Working with society’s failures quickly leads to cynicism and dark humor. It is probably not possible to avoid this aspect of our jobs as POs. After all, we do get to witness the most remarkable behavior in America on a daily basis. But it is ethically wrong to let this inevitable dark humor spill over into our actual interactions with the offenders themselves.
The other thing that has occurred to me is that we, in the field, need to build on, not repeat, the program experiences delivered in the institution. It has become very plain to me that AIP graduates are light years ahead of the typical rag tag mandated resistive group of offenders typically attending drug treatment without this type of mental preparation and motivation. I have come to define the institutional programming as residential treatment, albeit in-custody treatment. So upon release it’s OK with me if the offender just joins a support group like AA rather than attending outpatient treatment. I realize that this will cause concern among my colleagues in the substance abuse treatment field. Of course the first positive urine test, or any request by the offender, can result in re-referral to treatment. But at this point I think I am willing to place my bet on ‘time-eaters’. Time-eaters are events, obligations, and interaction that the offender is required to attend. And the primary one I have been able to identify is a j-o-b. It is a funny thing about self-worth. For all the bragging and pro-criminal trash talk I hear, it is the employed offender who usually starts to value his relationships, himself, and his family in a more meaningful manner when he actually earns and contributes to these people. He tends to value what he has earned. This is probably the oldest information on earth but that does not make it any less true.
Drug counseling, day reporting, job placement, surveillance, and education can all be part of a reentry process. Most enlightened professionals probably would like to start reentry with the new prisoner’s very first contact with prison staff on the day they begin to serve their sentence. These institutions understand that everyone who is not executed or who does not die of natural causes will eventually get out again. So a valid assessment for skills, substances, and cognition would be a terrific start of the entire transition process. This can occur on day one of a prisoner’s sentence. Teaching critical thinking about past beliefs and behavior coupled with a healthy dose of motivation by all institution staff will certainly give a better idea of which offenders are appropriate candidates for rewards such as an early release. Clear definitions of terms such as ‘employment programs’ will allow community partners to have a clear view of expectations and limitations imposed on all partner agencies. For the record I will describe our ‘employment program’ for early release, transitioning, prisoners.
The Community Corrections Office, in conjunction with the Community Services Consortium, will accept a limited number of early releasees to serve the remainder of their sentence in the local community. These offenders will have had a minimum of 6 months of intensive cognitive/behavioral and substance abuse programming while in custody. This programming will be evidence based. Thirty days prior to release, a conference call will occur which will include the institution counselor, substance abuse counselor, local PO, a representative of CSC and the offender. The offender will disclose his history. He will have created his own release plan which will have been approved by the institution counselor and will be investigated by the field officer. He will be given reporting instructions. He will meet with his PO, out of custody, the day following his or her physical release. The next day he will be in a three hour cognitive based class to debrief his experiences with institution programming and review his own release plan. He will be oriented to the AIP program. He will be given an appointment to meet with his self-sufficiency counselor on the following day where he will receive a full battery of assessment for the job / school / training market. He or she will complete a resume and practice mock employment interviews using the services of CSC. He will be referred to a subsistence job if he does not have his own employment arranged. He will work towards better and more stable employment, over the next 90 days, before being paroled. Failure to maintain sobriety or active involvement with all aspects of the release plan will be grounds for immediate return to incarceration.

There, that wasn’t so hard was it? We have sketched a reward-based, pro-social, cognitive/behavioral experience offered immediately upon release. Engagement with the offender is consistent and well planned. Existing resources are used. Expectations are clear and consequences are swift and sure.

 Dr Petersilia’s article is a must-read for any agency struggling with release transition services. What was personally eye opening was the comment that every agency already has some form of transition services when you look at it from the perspective of the recently released offender. The question is,  are we doing more harm than good, given the experience of the offender in navigating that transition program.
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