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Diminishing the Barriers to Prisoner Reentry 

Scope of the Problem

       Currently the U.S. has the highest number of 
imprisoned persons than any other country. According to 
the American Civil Liberties Union, prisoners in the U.S. 
account for about one quarter of the whole prisoner 
population on earth, but represents only an overall 
population that is representative of 5% of the world’s 
population (ACLU 2015). Over-incarceration in the U.S. 
inevitably strips potentially productive members away 
from society and is a costly and ineffective way in 
remedying the underlying problems that cause crime. 
After a sentence is served it is often difficult to find a job 
or reintegrate into society due to the negative stigma 
associated with serving time; effectively removing that 
individual from competing in society and bettering their 
situation (Austin 2004). Limited job opportunity is 
problematic as convicted citizens have little chance to be 
rehabilitated back into the community if there is no 
opportunity for them to participate and make a living. 
This will most likely cause ex-convicts to resort to illegal 
avenues to make a living, thereby initiating a vicious 
cycle of crime. Greater levels of job instability precipitate 
greater arrest rates, therefore job opportunity after serving 
time is essential in reducing recidivism and easing 
prisoner reentry (Sampson and Laub 1993).

       Now, more than ever, has it become more apparent 
that policy change is necessary to remedy the many issues 
that exist in the criminal justice system like institutional 
racism, the destruction of opportunity after prison, and 

the disproportionate punitive effects on people of lower 
socioeconomic class. 

Past Policy

       The issue of recidivism and difficulties of prisoners 
transitioning back into society has largely been ignored in 
order to pursue more popular policy. In the last decade or 
so, we have seen a greater policy response to prisoner 
reentry. The rate of mass incarceration skyrocketed after 
Bill Clinton’s  passing of mandatory minimum sentencing 
laws in the “tough on crime” era, repercussions from 
these laws are 
still felt today. 
Recently, there 
has been policy 
response 
pertaining to the 
riddance of 
mandatory 
minimum 
sentences that 
has bipartisan 
support in 
Congress. The 
Sentencing 
Reform Act of 
2015 proposes to 
rid of minimum sentencing provisions on petty crimes 
and allow judges more discretion (Simpson 2015). This 
old policy of “tough on crime” has long exceeded its 
relevance and was a policy made in fear and irrationality 
and hopefully will be reversed in the near future.

The Capital Region community will, hopefully, be able to address the needs and concerns of former 
prisoners reintegrating back into the community, by analyzing existing policies that pertain to 
prisoner reentry and potential policy alternatives with a goal of diminishing the barriers of reentry, 
like limited job opportunities.
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Current Policy

       President Obama has made proactive strides while in 
office to increase prisoner reentry feasibility into society 
and decrease the risk of recidivism. Under President 
Obama’s leadership the Bureau of Justice 
Administration’s Justice Reinvestment Initiative was 
founded. This initiative diminishes state expenditures on 
correctional spending and instead reallocates that money 
to prisoner reentry task forces and policies (Dietrich and 
Vallas 2015). It is also important to consider the 
individual circumstances that make ex-convicts more 
susceptible to relapsing into the criminal system and not 
properly integrating into society like lack of education, 
job opportunity, and economic independence. 

       In 1994, the Federal Government removed its 
funding of college programs in prison systems. New York 
State followed in those footsteps and too removed all 
funding for college education programs in correctional 
facilities. Then, in 1998 a program by the name of 
Hudson Link was formed by a group of inmates at Sing 
Sing Correctional Facility with the help of college 
educators and various community leaders (Hudson Link 
2015). Hudson Link is a completely privately funded 
program that allows prisoners the opportunity to take 
courses that are credit bearing. This program not only 
offers college classes, but it also helps train the prisoners 
in programs. An example of this is the job readiness 
program which teaches the inmates interview skills along 
with preparing them with a laptop and employment 
opportunities. This program was once known as Zero 
Percent which represented the recidivism rate of the 

program. As 
the program 
has expanded 
to more 
prisons, the 
recidivism 
rate has risen 
to two percent  
(Hudson Link 
2015). This 
number is still 
well below 
the national 
average of 
sixty six 
percent (NIJ 

2014). The annual cost to have one adult incarcerated for 
one year in New York State is $60,000 (Hudson Link 
2015). The cost for Hudson Link to provide education for 
an inmate is $5,000 per year (Hudson Link 2015). 
Educating the inmates and keeping them out of the prison 

system saves New York taxpayers more than ten million 
dollars per year (Hudson Link 2015). Five correctional 
facilities in New York have the Hudson Link program. 
There are also five colleges that sponsor these prisoner 
education 
programs, 
including Siena 
College 
(Hudson Link 
2015). 

       Governor 
Cuomo’s 
brainchild 
called the Work 
For Success 
program aimed 
at easing 
prisoner reentry as well. This program, implemented 
through the New York State Department of Labor in 
2012, claims that it will help to “reduce recidivism, 
promote economic development, and improve public 
safety throughout New York State” (New York State 
Department of Labor 2015). Cuomo’s policy involves 
partnering with nonprofit organizations to give formerly 
incarcerated persons job training in various work 
industries. The New York State Department of Labor 
offers to send resumes of qualified individuals to the 
businesses interested, or the businesses can get in touch 
directly with the nine non-profit organizations throughout 
New York State that receive the training. In addition to 
being pre-trained, the formerly incarcerated are pre-
screened. The potential employees in this program can be 
hired for work immediately. If a business hires a formerly 
incarcerated person through this program, free human 
resources services are provided (New York State 
Department of Labor 2015). 

       This policy provides tax credit incentives to hire 
formerly incarcerated people saying that a business could 
“earn up to $2,400 in tax credits for each formerly 
incarcerated person” that is hired (New York State 
Department of Labor 2015). Being employed greatly 
reduces the likelihood of having a relapse in criminal 
activity (Soloman et. al 2004). Diminished recidivism 
expected as a result of the program would in turn reduce 
New York State prison costs saving the State 
approximately $18,700 per year for each person not being 
imprisoned again (New York State Department of Labor 
2015).  Success of this program can be seen through 
Cuomo’s report that as of February 2015, over 9,400 
formerly incarcerated people have been employed 
through the Work For Success program since its 
implementation two years earlier (House 2015). 
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Key Organizations

These organizations are all instrumental in 
decreasing recidivism and increasing the 
likelihood of successful prisoner reentry 
locally and larger, at the state level.  

• Hudson Link:
The Hudson Link program, founded in 1998, 
provides educational opportunities to 
prisoners to break the cycle of crime and 
poverty through education. The rate of 
recidivism of ex-convicts that have received 
an education through the Hudson Link 
program is 2%, compared to the national 
average 43%. (Hudson Link 2010)
   

• NYS Department of Labor: 
The NYS Department of Labor is 
spearheading efforts under Governor Cuomo 
to implement policies like the Work for 
Success program which aims to “reduce 
recidivism, promote economic development, 
and improve public safety throughout New 
York State” (NYS Department of Labor 
2015). 

• County Reentry Task Force:
This program falls under the NYS 
Department of Labor and provides all the 
counties in NY with County based Reentry 
Task Forces “which devise community-
specific offender reentry strategies and 
coordinate services for offenders who are 
released from prison” (NYS Division of 
Criminal Services 2015).

Policy Options and Recommendations

Decreasing Job Barriers  

A steady and consistent job is essential to 
reduce recidivism. Diminished job 
opportunity and job stability are the 
number one reasons why ex-convicts revert 
back into their criminal ways to make ends 
meet. So it absolutely necessary that ex-
convicts have means to compete 
economically in society.

Increasing Education Opportunities

In order to be competitive in the job market 
today it has become increasingly necessary 
to have higher education. Education is also 
an important factor to reduce recidivism, if  
ex-convicts are being educated their not 
only increasing their opportunities but they 
have a sense that there is a vested interest 
in their betterment. 

Change the Culture of Punishment 

This is by far the heaviest task of them all, 
but as long as the American justice system 
remains focused on punitive action to 
remedy the ills of society then there will 
always be unnecessary and egregious 
levels of mass incarceration. 



Glossary of Terms

Mandatory Minimum Sentencing: sentencing laws undermine justice by preventing judges from fitting the punishment 
to the individual and the circumstances of their offenses (Famm 2016).
Recidivism: a person's relapse into criminal behavior, often after the person receives sanctions or undergoes intervention 
for a previous crime (NIJ 2014).
Prisoner Reentry: is a broad term used to refer to issues related to the transition of offenders from prison to community 
supervision. Reentry on this site refers to persons released from State or Federal prisons or discharged from State parole, 
Federal parole, or Federal Supervised Release.(Bureau of Justice Statistics 2016).
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