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 People often think that the prison system ends at the prison. However, one of the biggest 
challenges facing the current system is the reintegration of prisoners into society. Once they are 
released, ex-convicts have very few resources and virtually no support system in place to help ease 
their transition back into society. As a result, many end up back in prison. The US Department of 
Justice states that “more than 650,000 ex-offenders are released from prison every year, and studies 
show that approximately two-thirds will likely be rearrested within three years of release.” To study 
these recidivism rates, the Bureau of Justice followed prisoners for 9 years after their release, and in 
2005, they published alarming statistics. Almost 68% of the released prisoners were rearrested within 
three years, 79% within six years, and 83% within nine years. This is an important topic that has not 
received much attention, as crime and reintegration of ex-prisoners is not something brought up 
in everyday conversation. Our goal is to normalize this conversation and encourage people to get 
involved in this astronomical issue.
 Taking a step back, we began by broadening our approaches and assessing the values and 
concerns at play in a deliberation of reintegration. The values we are focusing on are Self-Respect 
and Progress, Consistency and Fairness, and Community. By taking steps to improve reintegration, 
fewer individuals may find themselves back in prison and help with the problems of overcrowding 
and recidivism.

Overview

“This year, some 600,000 inmates will be released from prison back into 
society. We know from long experience that if they can’t find work, or a 
home, or help, they are much more likely to commit more crimes and re-
turn to prison…. America is the land of the second chance, and when the 
gates of the prison open, the path ahead should lead to a better life.”

--President George W. Bush, 2004 State of the Union Address

Approach One:
Improving in-prison education, 
offering free tattoo removal, and 
substance abuse counseling.

Approach Two:
Providing career related 
development services and 
rescources.

Approach Three:
Increasing half houses and 
funding for half houses.



Approach One

Progressing Towards Release
 Self-respect and progress are two key values present in the lives of many. Unfortunately, for some 
individuals within the prison system, these values can seem difficult to obtain. Through measures includ-
ing improving the prison education system, providing tattoo removal, and offering substance abuse coun-
seling, individuals within the prison system may see improvement within their lives to feel better about 
themselves and more optimistic for their future.
 The goal of providing people education within prison is to make sure that they leave with a higher 
level of understanding of the world and useful, applicable skills that would actually help them get a job. 
Many people grow up in broken families which takes a toll on them while they are growing up and this 
is a way to help improve their lives. It has also been proven that inmates who participate in correctional 
education programs have 40% percent lower odds of returning to prison than those who do not, according 
to an article written by ‘The Nation’ (Chen). 
 Many prisoners possess tattoos that have affiliations with memories from their past that can make 
it more difficult to obtain a job upon release. In order to remedy this, tattoo removal services can allow 
prisoners to remove the images from their past life if they wish. Laser surgery can be used in most cases in 
order to penetrate the tattoo and remove the underlying color (Tattoo Removal). Prisoners may feel more 
confident about their appearance and have greater self-respect without their tattoos. Moreover, by pro-
viding this service to prisoners free of charge they may feel more compelled to have them removed since 
prices often fall above $500 (How Does Tattoo Removal Work?).
 In order to facilitate progress towards sobriety, the prison system can seek to expand its Residential 
Drug Abuse Program (RDAP). This program has seen success in reducing relapse and recidivism (Federal 
Bureau of Prisons). By expanding the program, more inmates will eligible to participate than had than 
before and high-need individuals will be admitted faster. In the program, inmates will live apart from the 
general population and participate in programming focusing on work, school, and vocations. As a result, 
inmates will progress towards a drug-free lifestyle and have more confidence.

PROS CONS
• While serving time, they will learn useful and ap-

plicable skills that they will use later in life when 
they have the ability to access them. 

• Culture shock can be dealt with by providing free 
mental health services. To help people cope with 
such a fast-paced world it is essential that people 
aren’t left alone. 

• To get out of prison culture, some prisoners 
might want to get their tattoos removed so as to 
better integrate into society.  

• Providing education also reduces recidivism rates 
by over 40%. 

• It will cost more money to provide tattoo 
removal and counseling.

• The tattoo removal process can take a long 
time to complete-- over a year in some cases.

• Counseling alone may not provide a per-
manent solution to drug addiction. Some 
prisoners may leave prison and quickly go 
back to using.



Approach Two

Professional Development
 When prisoners are finally released from prison, they are often 
released into a situation where they either need to create a new life for 
themselves or go back into the habits and lifestyle that led them to jail 
in the first place. What they mainly lack is employment, and perhaps 
more devastating is the lack of means to gain employment in the first 
place, driving them back to the same situations that landed them in 
prison. This approach would provide career development services and 
resources to give prisoners more opportunities to find success when 
they get out of jail.
 The unemployment rate among ex-offenders is approximately 
27% (Coulette & Kopf). Compared to the national unemployment rate 
that was around 4% in 2018, we can see that the unemployment rate for 
former prisoners is over five times more than the national rate. Howev-
er, this isn’t for the lack of trying. The report notes that 93.8% of ex-con-
victs aged 25-44 are either employed or actively looking for work, over 
10% more than the same group in the general population. By providing 
career development services, these prisoners can be connected to jobs, 
lowering the difference in unemployment rates.
         This approach would emphasize the continued support of 
ex-criminals over the course of several years as needed. While several 
institutes provide adults pre-release handbooks to help prisoners rein-
tegrate, support generally does not continue after release. The group of 
ex-criminals (roughly 55%) that find employment have median earn-
ings of just over $10,000 in the first year after leaving prison (Looney & 
Turner). This means they are earning less than someone working full 
time on minimum wage. By prolonging support, these prisoners can get 
connected with the jobs they need in order to better themselves finan-
cially.
         Looking at the resources already available in the community, 
this approach is clearly practical. Specifically, at Penn State, we have 
career development services, as well as the Professional Attire Closet. 
We can almost use these services as a model to frame this approach. 
Beyond this, many communities in Pennsylvania and throughout the 
United States sponsor job fairs and have used-clothing stores, like 
Goodwill. It is clear that many of the resources are already in place in 
many communities and just need to be oriented in a way to best serve 
criminals.
         Using cost-benefit analysis on this approach, we can see that 
much of the costs are borne up front, but future benefits are much more 
substantial when this approach is implemented correctly. While the 
government and the other agencies that would be responsible for this 
program would have to meet the cost of labor and resources, the benefit 
to the economy and livelihood of former prisoners would more than 
make up for it.

PROS

CONS

• This approach helps pris-
oners identify strengths 
and retrain skills

• Breaks the stigma of 
ex-prisoners in society

• Connects prisoners to 
employers and job fits

• Encourages volunteering 
to build experiences and 
skills to put on a resume 
and to rebuild connec-
tions with society and the 
community

• Helps prisoners find pos-
itive role models through 
professional support and 
counseling, which would 
decrease the likelihood 
of them returning to the 
streets and back to prison

• Potentially high up-front 
costs

• May be difficult to provide 
adequate support to a large 
number of prisoners

• Could face some resistance 
from prisoners in getting 
them to join the program

• Resources may not be 
readily available in some 
locations

• May be difficult to find 
people willing to work with 
prisoners



CONSPROS

Approach Three
Providing Housing To Convicted Criminals

• Costs money to provide housing assistance
• Runs the risk of the ex-prisoners’ behavior 

not becoming improved (may steal, be dis-
honest, anger issues, etc.)

• Other employers/customers may not be com-
fortable with the ex-cons

• Costs money for training and hiring staff to 
facilitate the training for jobs

 Most halfway houses and community-owned housing projects for convicted criminals require that resi-
dents refrain from using drugs and alcohol to remain able to stay in these homes. This can provide much-need-
ed help in maintaining sobriety for individuals with newfound freedom outside the walls of a jail. When crimi-
nals with a previous history of using or abusing substances, such as drugs or alcohol, are released from jail in a 
traditional manner and are left on their own, they are extremely likely to return to the same town, with the same 
people, and partake in the same activities, subjecting themselves to risk of beginning to use the same substances 
once again. Strict guidelines and assistance from staff can help individuals refrain from using drugs and alcohol 
in a negative manner.  In addition to keeping these individuals from using drugs and alcohol again, this can help 
the community see them in a more positive light and prove that they can be clean again.  Their rehabilitation 
will reduce the stigma of people who have been in prison (DiZerega).
 Recidivism is defined as “the tendency of a convicted criminal to re-offend”. Research has shown that 
even a short stay in a halfway house or community-owned housing project significantly reduces the likelihood 
of an individual committing a crime of the same type or a different type.  Providing people with the help they 
need can reduce the chances of them going back to drugs, alcohol, violence, or whatever put them in prison in 
the first place.  People who have been in jail are also ten times more likely to be homeless when they get out of 
jail, so by giving them somewhere to go will keep them off the streets, reducing rates of released convict home-
lessness (Couloute).
 Job counseling and assistance with applications can be given to residents of halfway houses in order to 
establish permanent and legitimate employment. Regular income can help give ex-criminals a means to find 
their own homes and other necessities for everyday successful living to keep them out of prison.  This will also 
help reintegrate people back into society and help out the community as well as themselves (Wiltz).

• Provides a  place where released individuals 
can begin to seperate themselves from their 
previous situation

• Provides proffesional help and companionship 
with returing to the working world

• Aids in the reduction of drug and substance 
uses
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