
Easing the Transition from Prison to Freedom
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KOJO NNAMDI: Hi, I'm Kojo
Nnamdi. Coming up on Public
Interest, 1,600 prisoners are
released from American prisons
and jails everyday. This year
some 600,000 prisoners will be
released. There are about 2
million people currently
incarcerated in the U.S., four
times the number of people in
prison in 1973. And most of
them will be released at some
point. And because the numbers
are so much greater than they
were 30 years ago, the concern
about where these individuals go and what they do is therefore that much greater.

While prison rehabilitation is a term we don't hear much these days, we join with the Urban Institute to talk
about how society is prepared to accommodate ex-offenders after the news.

(News break.)

KOJO NNAMDI: From WAMU at American University in Washington, this is Public Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi.

Maybe you've heard the numbers before: 1,600 prisoners being released in the United States daily, about
600,000 prisoners to be released this year. The prison population in the United States now stands at about 2
million, which is about four times the number of people who were incarcerated back in 1973. What this all
means is that most of those people will be getting out of jail or prison—prisons and jails that are located
generally in rural areas. However, most of those people will predictably be returning to urban areas, and
that's one of the reasons that in our continuing series with the Urban Institute, today we look at the issues
involving ex-offenders returning to communities after having been in prison.

I saw an interesting article by Walter Shapiro in USA Today back in May of this year, in which—quoting a little
bit of this article—he writes, "Responding to the get-tough political attitudes of the past two decades, prisons
across the nation have abandoned any pretense that rehabilitation plays a role in punishment. Prison
libraries, remedial education, and job training have been jettisoned as symbols of the mushy-headed
liberalism of the past."

Discussing his own experience with New York state prisons, Raul Russi, who is a former chair of the New York
state parole board says rehabilitation has lost. If they're doing it, they're not talking about it. It is within that
context that we now look at the issue of prisoners returning to communities.

Joining us in our Washington studio, Jeremy Travis is a senior fellow with the Urban Institute. Good to have
you here.

JEREMY TRAVIS: Nice to be here, thank you.

KOJO NNAMDI: And joining us by telephone from Ohio is Reginald Wilkinson, the director of the Ohio
Department of Rehabilitation and Correction. Welcome to you, Mr. Wilkinson.

REGINALD WILKINSON: Thank you very much.

KOJO NNAMDI: I don't know if you just heard my quote from Raul Russi, who is essentially saying that
rehabilitation in prisons, forget it, it's over, it doesn't happen. How do you respond?

REGINALD WILKINSON: Well, obviously I disagree. I'm sitting here right now looking out the window of
one of our prisons on our prison grounds, and I see inmates moving from one place to another, going to
school, leaving the dining hall, going to the chaplain's area, going to different types of substance abuse
programming sessions. The name of our department is the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction,
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and we're very proud of that. Obviously, there are varying degrees of rehabilitation programs that take place
across the country, but I absolutely disagree with the notion that rehabilitation is dead.

KOJO NNAMDI: Jeremy Travis, but there has been, it would appear, a reduction in the emphasis on
rehabilitation from the 1970s to the year 2000.

JEREMY TRAVIS: That's right, rehabilitation is not dead. It's gone underground, and it's been defunded, in
essence, over the past 20 years or so. And, more importantly, I think we've lost the sense, the notion that
people who we put in prison come out, and therefore we need to think about what condition they're going to
be in when they're released from prison. There's been a decline in participation, in education programs in
prison, in vocational programs in prison, in drug treatment programs in prison. And if you look back at our
history in the early 1970s, when we believed that rehabilitation was part of what it was that corrections
should be doing, we've traveled a long journey from that time, and we're paying the price.

KOJO NNAMDI: You can join this conversation at 1-800-433-8850, or you can e-mail us at 

Who then becomes responsible for reintroducing prisoners into society? Does it remain simply on the
ex-offenders themselves, or on the communities into which they're coming? How are those communities
organizing to do that?

JEREMY TRAVIS: I think this is the central question is whose job is it, and of course it's a shared
responsibility at the core you do have a responsibility that is borne by the prisoner. He or she has to take
some responsibility for their life, their actions, and be accountable, in that sense. But to say that it's only their
job is very short-sighted, and we have to ask who can play what role in the prison setting and the corrections
departments, and the programs that they offer are a very important ingredient. But increasingly what's
making this an interesting policy discussion in the country is that the communities around the country are
starting to ask what is the role that they can play, what is the role that they should play in managing the
return of a very large number of people to a very small number of communities, in part because it's in their
own self-interest that this be a more productive re-entry process.

KOJO NNAMDI: Let me talk about a very large number of people returning to a relatively small number of
communities. There doesn't seem to be any synchronized or any coordinated system for doing this; in every
state, in every local jurisdiction, release may take a different form, is that correct?

JEREMY TRAVIS: That's correct. We hear stories from jurisdictions around the country of people being
released in the middle of the night at a bus station with $20 in their pocket, and told basically that they're on
their own to go home; 20 percent of the 600,000 people being released from prison this year have no form of
legal supervision when they get out, so they're basically turned out of the prison's door. Other states try to
manage the process much more effectively and efficiently on both sides of the prison wall to make sure that
people who are leaving prison are prepared, that their families are prepared, that the communities are
prepared. Something as simple as making sure that somebody has medication, or that they have identification
papers so that they can apply for benefits, so that somebody knows where they're going to be and they have
a roof over their head. There's a lot that can be done that's fairly simple and straightforward to make the
process work much more smoothly.

KOJO NNAMDI: Jeremy Travis is a senior fellow with the Urban Institute, with whom we collaborate to bring
you this series of discussions on urban America. Reginald Wilkinson is the director of the Ohio Department of
Rehabilitation and Correction.

Mr. Wilkinson, Ohio has received some attention for its program for prisoner re-entry; could you tell us how it
works?

REGINALD WILKINSON: Sure. We have been doing what we call prisoner pre-release programs for many
years, which is focusing on a prisoner before he or she leaves within a four- to six-week period, and give
them a concentrated set of programming classes that will prepare them—or presumably prepare them—for
re-entry into the community. But we found that that was not effective. So what we're doing now is developing
something much more holistic and much more inclusive. So, in essence, what we are saying now is that the
day a person enters our prison system is the day we start planning for that person to re-enter society. So, we
want to develop portfolios of that person's accomplishment while they're in prison so that when they do leave
prison—and 98 percent of everybody who comes to prison does leave our correctional facility—that they will
be well prepared to re-enter society and not just come crime free or drug free, but they will actually support
themselves. They will become contributing citizens. They will actually help to financially support their families.
So, we're raising the bar in terms of our expectation levels of offenders when they re-enter society.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, you're also presumably raising the bar in terms of how much you're going to spend in
this process of rehabilitation, if you're going to start the minute the individual enters the correctional facility.
Could you tell us a little bit about what you mean by that? What in the process are you doing?

REGINALD WILKINSON: Well, for example, when a person comes in, we develop a profile of that person's
previous experiences, and then try and marry that with what we think will help that person to become that
productive citizen that I mentioned. So, in essence, we want to know their education level, we want to what
their job history is, we want to know what their medical histories are. We want to know how many people
they've victimized. We want to know where they did it. We want to know, in essence, the profile of the person
so that we can help that person develop a whole picture of that person re-entering society and becoming a
rehabilitated person—and we don't shy away from the word "rehabilitation" either, because we do think that
there are a number of cases where a person is actually being rehabilitated as a result of programs that
happen in prison.



happen in prison.

The New York Times on Friday cited Ohio, Michigan, and Maryland for the education programs that we're
offering persons in prison, and we know that there's a direct correlation between being well educated and not
committing crimes once you leave prison. And so that's where we're going to keep our focus despite the cost.
There are some things that we've been doing that we can do without. So we're going to save money in certain
areas and refocus it in areas where we know the programs work.

KOJO NNAMDI: Jeremy Travis, Reginald Wilkinson says the New York Times mentions Ohio, Michigan, and
Maryland. It seems to give truth to the statement that the exception proves the rule. The fact that it was so
easy to name those three states, I guess, implies that in the other 47 states there's not a great deal like that
that's going on.

JEREMY TRAVIS: Well, actually, that's not true. And I don't know who you ask the question to.

KOJO NNAMDI: Either/or. Go ahead.

JEREMY TRAVIS: It was Minnesota instead of Michigan. But this was just the focus of the correctional
education study. I'm sure there could be some other studies that would be inclusive of other states, but for
some reason these three states were the ones selected.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay. And most people, when they think of prisoners returning to society, think of probation
officers, they think of parole officers. Jeremy Travis, to what extent does that thinking really reflect reality?

JEREMY TRAVIS: Our traditional way of releasing people from prison is to put them on parole. This is a
time-honored part of the criminal justice system. But it's also the case that now 20 percent of the 600,000
people, or about 100,000 people, being released this year have no parole officer, no probation
officer—nobody, in essence, who is responsible for their re-integration. So, in that sense, as we've increased
by four-fold the number of people being released over the last 25 years, we're also seeing more people being
released without supervision.

And parole has also changed in its focus. It really has a somewhat conflicting mission statement right now,
which is both services and surveillance. Increasingly, parole officers are engaged in electronic monitoring or
drug testing, or things that are a part of a more surveillance or law enforcement approach. So there's a
debate within the profession as to what parole should do.

And, finally, we've reduced significantly the amount of money that's gone to this very important function that
parole plays in our society. There are fewer parole officers, higher caseloads. So I think parole is up for grabs
intellectually, conceptually, in terms of what role it should play. But this is a consequence of our spending
time and attention and money on building prisons at the expense of this inevitable process of leaving prison
and coming back home.

The other thing that members of the public hear a lot about, usually when it's associated with trouble or a
breakout, is halfway houses. We hear a great deal about halfway houses, and everybody now understands
that it's some kind of transitional point for ex-offenders, but communities routinely object to halfway houses
being placed in them.

KOJO NNAMDI: Tell us about the role of halfway houses, and about the role of nonprofits.

JEREMY TRAVIS: The halfway house idea is part of a larger idea, which is a transitional program in which
you move people in prison more gradually back to training them to life in the society, and you do that
through halfway houses, or work release, or furloughs, or a variety of different mechanisms. And those
mechanisms are much less frequently used today than they used to be almost 20 years ago.

In part, what we're seeing is the citing of these facilities, particularly halfway houses, and particularly here in
the District, as being very controversial. Neighbors of people returning home don't like the idea that there
would be a facility placed in their community, which is understandable but really unfortunate, because we
have to think about how we're going to manage the inevitable return of 600,000 people a year. We don't
have a choice about this. They are coming home, and we have to think about how to make that re-entry
more successful.

In bringing the last month or two of a period of imprisonment close to a community [we're setting things up]
so that the family can be reacquainted, so that the faith community can get involved, so that the workforce
development issues can happen. That's a sensible way to manage re-entry so that there's less crime, and
there's a better reconnection to the positive forces of society.

KOJO NNAMDI: We are talking about the re-entry of inmates into societies after their release, and there will
be some 600,000 prisoners released during the course of this year in the United States. And we are talking
with Jeremy Travis, senior fellow at the Urban Institute, and Reginald Wilkinson, director of the Ohio
Department of Rehabilitation and Correction.

We're going to take a short break, and then we'll be right back.

(Commercial break.)

KOJO NNAMDI: Welcome back, we're talking about the re-entry of prison inmates who are released into
communities across America. And before we took that break you heard Reginald Wilkinson, director of the
Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections, say that some 98 percent of individuals currently
incarcerated will be returning to communities.



Mr. Wilkinson, to what extent does your system use halfway houses, and what has been your experience with
them?

REGINALD WILKINSON: We use halfway houses quite a bit in Ohio, in two different ways. First of all, the
sentencing courts in Ohio use them to probation persons who have been convicted of sentences that are
probationable into halfway houses. In essence, it's somewhat of a diversion from prison. On the front end the
sentencing courts are used in halfway houses, and then we use them on the back end, too, for when
offenders are released from prison and their parole plans call for something more than just going home.
Oftentimes we need to ensure that more security is needed for persons. Oftentimes persons released from
prison don't have places to go, so we depend on halfway houses and other community-based options for
those offenders, so that we can ensure public safety as well as the continued development of that offender
being released from prison.

KOJO NNAMDI: Jeremy Travis, when we hear about halfway houses we hear about them in two ways: one,
communities objecting to halfway houses, and two, whenever there is a breakout, especially if it is
accompanied by a sensational crime perpetrated by an individual in a halfway house. Yet the prevalence of
halfway houses tends suggest that they work.

JEREMY TRAVIS: That's right, so we have to face some hard realities here. A halfway house is not quite the
same as a prison. It's a facility that gives people options of returning to work, returning to home, and that
brings with it a risk. And that's an unfortunate reality of this type of correctional program. So the point is that
this is an important ingredient in the reintegration plan to help people make that inevitable transition back to
home. Re-entry is not an option, so we have to think about how to make this process work more effectively,
and for greater safety.

KOJO NNAMDI: Joining us now is Errol Sull. He is the president of the Correctional Education Company.

Errol, welcome.

ERROL SULL: Thank you very much, Kojo.

KOJO NNAMDI: You bring a unique viewpoint on prisoner re-entry as a former inmate yourself. What were
your experiences when you were released, and why did that motivate you to do what you are now doing?

ERROL SULL: Well, I ran into the problems that we've been talking about and most people know about: very,
very little support on the outside. When I was incarcerated there were not many programs inside at all. So
the wonderful information that many inmates are getting today, in terms of transition, workforce
development, things like this, I did not have. And I was spurred on to help other inmates and other
ex-inmates, because I saw that there was a tremendous need for them to have some direction as to what to
do and where to go on the outside, not only in terms of finding employment, but staying out, which means
learning about how to budget, learning about families and things of this sort.

KOJO NNAMDI: What year were you released?

ERROL SULL: 1985.

KOJO NNAMDI: Did your parole officer play any significant role in your transition?

ERROL SULL: Not really. The parole officers unfortunately then—and even more so today—are so burdened
with their caseloads that even though many of them have their hearts in the right place, they just don't have
the time to really work with the ex-offenders. So my parole officer really did not play the role that he would
have liked to have played with me, and he mentioned that to me. He just had so many people on his
caseload. We have the same thing today: We have so many ex-inmates out there who are pretty much on
their own, because their parole officers are just so overburdened with caseloads.

KOJO NNAMDI: Tell us a little bit about the Correctional Education Company.

ERROL SULL: We specialize in developing correctional education materials, books, video programs that deal
specifically with different areas of transition—how to find employment, how to keep employment,
communicative skills—[and] motivational tapes. I do a large number of seminars and keynotes all around the
United States and abroad on these same topics. And we have a newsletter, as well. We're totally devoted to
helping the inmates, ex-inmates, and especially [those] inside correctional facilities, with the ultimate goal of
keeping the ex-inmate out for good.

KOJO NNAMDI: Your family—in particular your mother, it's my understanding—provided you with a lot of
support when you were released. How crucial was that support?

ERROL SULL: Very crucial. When you have somebody, a positive role model you can fall back on, and
someone who is there to help you, and someone who is there to give you not just financial support, but
someone who really is there that you can talk with, and someone who believes in you, which is so important,
a role model, that becomes especially important. Unfortunately, with many ex-inmates getting out they don't
have the positive role model. And I always try to approach it from a worst-case scenario: What does one do,
in fact, if one does not have any type of positive role model, whether it be family member or otherwise?

KOJO NNAMDI: Tell us a little bit about the response in your own community when you were released.

ERROL SULL: My response was very similar to what many other ex-inmates found. In fact, it was very
interesting. I first tried to find employment, because I really did not know what I wanted to do when I got out



[and was] starting all over again. And there were several companies who told me flat out they did not want to
hire me because I was an ex-inmate. I was eventually hired in the position as a managing editor of a
newspaper, and the newspaper was just about ready to come out. Well, they ran a story on me in the paper
saying that I was an ex-inmate and I was going to be running this paper, and they made it out to be as if the
worst possible person in the world had come back to the city. But to the support and to the credit of the
people in the city, there were an overwhelming number of calls in my behalf, two-thirds to one-third saying,
the guy did his time, the guy is okay, let him get on with his life. So there are a lot of people out there who
believe that ex-inmates ought to be given an opportunity to get on with their lives. If I could just say one
other thing—

KOJO NNAMDI: Sure.

ERROL SULL: I think Jeremy Travis really hit it on the head. He talked before about how rehabilitation has
gone underground. One thing that's not been mentioned, even though there've been a lot of these official
programs that have been done away with, what's happened is there have been so many ex-inmates in the
workforce today, as you said, we have—if you include the extra 100,000 inmates that are getting out, and
not on parole—we have almost 700,000 people getting out this year. They are not going to Australia, they're
not going to England, they're staying here. But what's happened over the past few years is so many of them
have started with employment. Employers have begun to see just how really good these ex-inmates are as
workers.

The other phenomenon is the job fair. It started about six years ago down in Texas. It has become a major
phenomenon around the country that, again, has educated so many employers as to the value of hiring
ex-offenders, that every time an institution now has a job fair, the second, third, or fourth year, et cetera,
they always have more employers coming. So there is this ongoing creation of rehab programs that's taken
on a life of itself beyond the formal programs in prison and out.

KOJO NNAMDI: Errol Sull is president of the Correctional Education Company. Thank you for joining us.

ERROL SULL: My pleasure.

KOJO NNAMDI: Reginald Wilkinson, any similar experiences?

REGINALD WILKINSON: Yes, I agree with everything the gentleman mentioned. The job fair piece is really
important. We try to conduct job fairs both inside the prison and out. We have found that employers are really
interested in hiring good people, if they can prove that they're going to be good workers. And I think our
mission to help prepare prisoners to be good workers, both in attitude and in skills. And the benefit is just
astronomical to a person who hires an ex-offender who will work hard for that company. We're holding our
breath. Just a few months ago when the economy was so great, we had employers knocking on our doors.
Well, now that the economy across the country has soured just a bit, some of those employers have gone
underground. So we really have to work that much harder now to rekindle that enthusiasm about hiring
ex-offenders.

KOJO NNAMDI: Jeremy?

JEREMY TRAVIS: It's an interesting time to be talking about this issue, because as Mr. Wilkinson just
mentioned, the economy is much weaker than it was six months ago, and many say that we're headed for a
recession. And at the same time we have another phenomenon kicking in, which is the effective date of some
of the welfare reform limitations that will deny some very poor people continued benefits. And the third thing
that's happened, sort of without people really noticing it over the past decade, is that we have increased the
barriers to reintegration by denying ex-offenders access to things like public housing, Section 8 housing,
education benefits, student loans, the right to vote. A number of additional barriers have been placed in the
way of people who want to try to find their way back into mainstream society. So maybe six months ago we
would have thought this would be a good time, because of the strong economy. But, I think, in fact, now is
going to be a very hard time for the returning inmates.

KOJO NNAMDI: Let's go to the phones, and to Melvin in Tempe, Arizona.

Melvin, you're on the air. Go ahead please.

CALLER: Hello, how are you doing. Thanks for taking my call.

KOJO NNAMDI: You're welcome. Go right ahead, Melvin.

CALLER: Yes, I am particularly interested in this program, because I am an ex-offender. And I just want to
make a comment on the importance of having rehabilitation programs inside prison, and as well as having
some type of vehicles so the offenders can reintegrate back into society. The first comment that I would like
to make about the importance of rehabilitation programs inside a prison is that those programs engender
hope inside the population there, and optimism. When the prison is run just solely on [an attitude of] "lock
them up" and security, it engenders despair and violence.

The second thing is that having a vehicle or avenue that can help ex-offenders to reintegrate back into society
is very important, too, because again it also engenders hope, it gives ex-offenders choices, some viable
choices. And another thing about the vehicles for reintegration back into society is that it gives these men and
women some type of structure, which is badly needed. And that's what the halfway houses or the work
furlough program does, it gives them some type of structure and some supervision. And many of the people
being released into society definitely need that, because of their former lifestyle.



KOJO NNAMDI: Melvin, how were you able to find assistance?

CALLER: Well, I was pretty—once I got out?

KOJO NNAMDI: Yes.

CALLER: My family and friends' support. There wasn't formal assistance for me, because one of the callers
did mention that POs (parole officers) are overburdened. But I did have a very good parole officer who was
very empathetic, and I must also admit that I did fall back into some criminal activity when I got out. But my
PO who—he didn't [return me to prison for violating parole], because he was looking at more than that one
incident. And I was out for quite a time, but he didn't [return me to prison], and it's good that he didn't
[return me to prison], because I have a master's degree now, I'm going to a Ph.D. program, homeowner and
all of that other stuff.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay. Melvin, thank you very much for your call.

CALLER: Okay.

KOJO NNAMDI: The fact that he said his PO didn't [return him to prison for violating parole], Jeremy Travis,
it's my understanding that a fairly high percentage of people who are currently incarcerated are incarcerated
because of violations of parole, and I guess that also speaks to the overburdened nature of the work that
parole officers have to do; sometimes they can't take the time that might be necessary.

JEREMY TRAVIS: Right. When people are under correctional supervision in the community, they're
supervised by a parole officer, and they usually have conditions that they have to maintain. They have to
have a job, stay at a certain address, keep weekly appointments or monthly appointments, and the like. And
failure to do any of those things can give the parole officer grounds for violating the person's release status
and potentially sending them back to prison. If you look at the longer view here, we've seen a significant
increase in the number of people coming in the front door of prisons who are there because they violated the
terms of their condition on their last release. So this is an area where states are very interested now in trying
to manage the parole process more efficiently, so they can keep down some of the prison costs, which are
really staggering at the state level.

KOJO NNAMDI: And Reginald Wilkinson, Melvin said he did get involved in some criminal activity after he got
out of jail, but he didn't go back, and now he seems to be doing fairly well. It's my understanding that very
often corrections officials are looking at a kind of window, maybe a two- or three-year window that if, indeed,
an ex-offender does not get back into trouble during that period of time the likelihood of returning or of
recidivism is greatly reduced. Is that correct?

REGINALD WILKINSON: Yes, that's absolutely true. Most statisticians studying recidivism know that if a
person does not violate either the terms and conditions of his or her release or commit any crime within a
three-year period, the likelihood of that person returning to crime is going to be pretty remote. We also know
that the older you get, the less likely it is that you might commit crimes.

When we're taking about supervising persons after their release from prison, it's very important that that
process be managed well within that short period of time after he or she is released, because that is the time
that an offender is going to be more vulnerable.

KOJO NNAMDI: This is Public Interest; I'm Kojo Nnamdi.

Back to the telephones. Now on to Morgan in Williamsburg, Virginia.

Morgan, go ahead please.

CALLER: Thank you for taking my call. I just want to say, you know, we are all more concerned, a
heightened sense of need for safety now, and I see this as a safety issue, as well. I want to just address the
political issue of this, in the climate that your two panelists feel there is politically for shifting in the political
wind. And maybe to suggest to the listener that any time someone is running for public office we need to ask
them, "What are you doing to make sure these folks are returning to our communities better, not worse off?"
Because incarceration does tend to, in my experience—and I've worked for quite a number of years in a
correctional setting—make people angrier, it educates them in crime, it teaches the opposite values of our
society. It makes addictions worse, and most of these folks are there due to addictions. The mentally ill are
made worse by that process.

KOJO NNAMDI: So your question has to do with political will?

CALLER: What are we seeing, is there any shift politically? Are people beginning to recognize—

KOJO NNAMDI: Let me have Jeremy Travis respond to that, Morgan.

JEREMY TRAVIS: Morgan raises a really important question, which is where is the mood of the public and
their elected officials right now on this issue? And I detect that there is a shift, actually, in the mood, and
there's a broader consensus now that we have to pay attention to the issue of re-entry and the related
questions of sentencing. And why is that? I think in part it's because we now have very low crime rates, the
lowest crime rates in a generation. Secondly, the great prison expansion boom is really virtually over. We're
seeing a leveling off now of the prison populations after 25 years of unrelenting growth

And third, as Morgan indicated, there is a willingness to think again about the question of preparing people
for release. And so from the right to left side of the political spectrum, in Washington as well as in the states



and at the community level, there seems to be an openness to thinking differently and coming up with new
approaches, and recognizing the reality that everybody who is put in prison comes home, and the real
question is, how do we want those who go to prison to be prepared for their inevitable return?

KOJO NNAMDI: Are you noticing the same thing, Reginald Wilkinson?

REGINALD WILKINSON: Absolutely. Our population here in Ohio has decreased from 49,000 to 43,000 in
the last three years. I have not heard any rhetoric from any politician while they are running for office in
terms of getting tough on crime. It's absolutely remarkable, but it's a welcome change that we aren't talking
about that. In fact, a number of persons now are talking about rehabilitation programs. They know that the
money we have spent—we're talking billions and billions of dollars—on prisons over the last 20 years or so
can be better spent doing other things.

KOJO NNAMDI: Allow me to interrupt; we've got to take a short break.

Morgan, thank you for your call.

We'll be right back.

(Commercial break.)

KOJO NNAMDI: Welcome back. We're talking about ex-offenders being released from prison and returning to
communities, and the preparations that are made or that are not made for them, with Reginald Wilkinson,
director of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and correction, and Jeremy Travis, senior fellow with the
Urban Institute.

Jeremy Travis, to what extent do nonprofits and faith-based organizations pick up the slack—if indeed over
the course of the past 20 years or so there's been a reduction in rehabilitation programs that are government
sponsored—to what extent have nonprofits and faith-based organizations attempted to fill that gap?

JEREMY TRAVIS: I think there's a new interest on the part of nonprofits and faith-based organizations, and
community organizations generally, to find a role for themselves in the re-entry process. They start with the
realization that the people coming out of prison are coming back to a very small number of communities, and
that the four-fold increase in imprisonment is having a detrimental affect on those communities, on their labor
markets, on their families, on their social service infrastructure. So a number of community organizations and
the foundations and other governmental institutions that fund them are asking this question: What role can
they play, in addition to the role that the parole and corrections agencies play, in managing the re-entry
process better?

So in Baltimore, for example, we see the Enterprise Foundation working with housing organizations, and
ex-offender groups, and workforce preparation programs, and family organizations, meeting with prisoners as
they're about to come out of prison, and basically asking them what assistance they might need as they come
back. So this is a very exciting, promising development to see these nongovernmental agencies starting to
play a creative role.

KOJO NNAMDI: And joining us now by telephone is Elizabeth Gaynes, who is executive director of the
Osborne Association.

Elizabeth Gaynes, welcome.

ELIZABETH GAYNES: Thank you.

KOJO NNAMDI: The Osborne Association in New York has been doing precisely what Jeremy Travis has been
talking about, and that is facilitating the re-entry process for ex-prisoners for how long?

ELIZABETH GAYNES: Almost 75 years.

KOJO NNAMDI: How did you get involved?

ELIZABETH GAYNES: I'm a recovering lawyer. I discovered that watching people go in and out of the
system, when you win you lose and when you lose you lose, and that it would be more useful to focus on the
kinds of solutions for people, that when people get into trouble there's usually a reason, there's problems with
their families, they don't have work, they're not educated, they have addictions. And that creating those kind
of interventions would probably produce a better result.

KOJO NNAMDI: What specifically does the Osborne Foundation do?

ELIZABETH GAYNES: Well, we work with people inside prison, teaching parenting and providing discharge
and transitional planning to prepare them, linking them with their families, which we think is the key to
successful re-entry. And then when they get out, help them find jobs, access to treatment, and health care,
and work the hardest on helping them reunify with their families.

KOJO NNAMDI: In what way must ex-offenders be psychologically and maybe mentally prepared to handle a
society that may have changed significantly since they left it?

ELIZABETH GAYNES: Well, society invariably has changed, as have their families, and prisons, even ones
that are well-intended, in order to be well-managed are not encouraging people to make a lot of choices and
to use a lot of initiatives. So people come out with low initiatives, impaired ability to make choices, and
they've been living usually in a hostile environment where they become angry. They come out [and] none of
those are particularly useful skills either in getting along with your family or in succeeding on the workplace.



So, programs in prisons need to prepare people in a variety of ways, mostly by exposing them to real-life
situations. And by helping them stay more connected to their families.

KOJO NNAMDI: Jeremy Travis?

JEREMY TRAVIS: I think the moment of transition, the moment of leaving the environment that Liz Gaynes
just described and going back to a community that may have changed, but even if it hasn't changed a lot
because you've been in for a short time is very different from the prison environment that you just left. I think
that in addition to the programming that we're talking about, new ways of thinking about managing that
transition and recognizing the differences between those two environments have enormous potential. And
Osborne and others have been doing this for a long time. And I think we, as a society, need to be much more
willing to invest in the types of pre-release programs that both Director Wilkinson and Ms. Gaynes are talking
about.

KOJO NNAMDI: Reginald Wilkinson, we're talking in large measure about men. About 6 percent of the prison
population consists of women, but the women who are in the prison system almost invariably are mothers
themselves. So we're talking about people who have to reunite the families from which they've been away for
a while. What does the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction offer in that regard?

REGINALD WILKINSON: Well, there are a number of programs, but they're not just mothers, in many
cases; they're also victims of crime. Many of them have been battered, they suffer a number of psychological
ailments along the way, so we know that we must pay an awful lot of attention to all of our prisoners, but
especially to some of the female offenders. So we have programs where we reunite kids with their parents on
the weekends. We have a nursery where mothers who are doing 18 months or less can actually have their
babies with them while they're in prison. That's controversial to some, but it actually works. We know that
there needs to be an awful lot of parenting classes and programs that will allow them to rebond with their
kids, and we don't ignore the men as well. We know that many of the women are mothers, but we know that
many of the men are fathers, and that's exactly what we want them to be once they leave prison.

KOJO NNAMDI: The Osborne Association, Liz Gaynes, focuses on family, and family support, is that correct?

ELIZABETH GAYNES: Yes. We think they're the least expensive and most viable re-entry plan and support
for people. Unfortunately, prisons are not geared to helping families. They're very, very far away from where
people live. They have phone systems where they have significant surcharges, so that if inmates want to stay
connected to their families, families have to pay huge collect phone calls. It's expensive to visit. And families
are often not well treated in many prisons where they visit. And so families, it's very difficult for them to stay
connected when someone is incarcerated, which of course makes it more difficult for a returning prisoner to
reintegrate. So a lot of our focus is on helping keep that bond while people are in.

Director Wilkinson is right, fathers are the majority, there's probably 1.5 million or more children in America
today that have a mother, a father, in prison, and these kids are high risk themselves.

KOJO NNAMDI: David in San Francisco, California, thank you for waiting. You're on the air. David, go ahead,
please.

CALLER: Yes, no trouble. I appreciate this show. I've been paying attention. There's an organization out here
in California called Concerned Legal Professionals, California Concerned Legal Professionals, but it's actually
nationwide as well. And they ran an article a couple of issues ago in their magazine Verdict that described
how in California the political will to release under parole and probation has completely dried up, where
before—10, 15, 20 years ago—a prisoner had approximately a 48 percent chance of being released, at this
point now it's 1.5 to 2 percent. And so the desperation, the violence, the abandonment, the suicide rate
among prisoners has just really magnified, and then that, of course, puts staff at risk, it puts the whole prison
system at risk for damages through all sorts of different problems.

And so the idea of redemption versus just retribution is really at issue here. And when we get politicians who
know nothing about the prison system that, for example, right now—

KOJO NNAMDI: Jeremy Travis and others were making the point that there seems to be a change in the
climate. Jeremy, David apparently doesn't feel that that change in the climate has blown California away yet.

JEREMY TRAVIS: What David is referring to is the decline in the percentage of releases that are made by
parole boards, and he's absolutely right. It used to be in this country that virtually everybody who was
released from a state prison was released because the parole board met and decided that they were ready.
They were ready because they had participated in prison programs, and they were ready because they had a
home to go back to, and the like.

And it's now about 30 or 40 percent across the country of people who are released that way. And that's both
because parole boards are politically very sensitive in the way that David described. They're gun-shy in lots of
ways, and because we have increased the number of people who are released by virtue of the sentencing
structure. They're just released automatically. We call it truth in sentencing, we call it mandatory minimums,
we have different names for it. So there is a very pronounced shift in the way that people are released, and
that affects in the ways that he's described life in the prison, because people are not looking forward to their
release through a parole board system.

CALLER: I wanted to add something, and that is that under this current security, the USA Patriot Act, that
the Bush administration has said that they're going to cut back on investigation in order to keep security high.
They mentioned that the drug war is essentially going to be scaled back, but they also are going to be scaling



back the corporate crime investigations, the insider trading investigations, they're going to cut back all sorts
of normal crime measures, in other words: the study of crime and the—

KOJO NNAMDI: What do you see as the relationship between that and the prison population?

CALLER: Well, specifically, it's two-fold. One is, in the next 5 and 10 years, if they don't study crime, if they
don't do any investigation into crime, then crime is going to flourish across America, and it's going to make
more of this heavy-handed clampdown on more jails. In other words, the prison industrial complex—

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay. Let me see if I can get a response to that issue, David.

JEREMY TRAVIS: I think it's an open question right now how the post-September 11th world is going to
affect crime rates, apprehension patterns by the police, the relationship between the federal enforcement
agencies like the FBI, DEA, and the like, and local law enforcement. I think that very much remains to be
seen. But I think there is, nonetheless, from the Bush administration in particular, an interest in the re-entry
issue. The Department of Justice, along with Labor and Education, HHS, and Housing and Urban
Development, are now putting together a solicitation to ask communities to apply for funds for re-entry
programs. So that's a recognition on the part of this administration as well as the prior one that we have to
pay attention to this issue.

KOJO NNAMDI: This is Public Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi.

David, thank you very much for your call.

On to Nick in Indianapolis, Indiana. Nick, you're on the air. Go ahead, please.

CALLER: I just want to talk about, I think that there's a couple of phases that precede criminals actually
winding up in prison, the first being the juvenile system. And I think that that's where most rehabilitation
needs to take place. And the second would be the role that probation plays in the prison system. And I think
overpopulation of jails has really led to the abuse of probation, and I think probation, while it's a good thing,
is being far too overused, and it's a really highly ineffective way of dealing with criminals. And I think that
those two things really need to be keyed on before you actually release prisoners into the population, because
you might not have as many criminals that you would be releasing into the population if you can solve those
problems in earlier phases.

KOJO NNAMDI: Reginald Wilkinson, I agree. The issue of juvenile justice is a big one. Probation has been
discussed for many years about needing to be reinvented. Certainly the jail systems across the country are
having a problem. But we stand the risk, however, when we start to segment all the various components of
the justice process, of leaving some of this out. We need to make sure that the entire justice process is
looked at under a critical eye so that we can do the right thing. And we think right now, focusing on re-entry
is that right thing.

KOJO NNAMDI: Nick, thank you very much for your call.

Liz Gaynes, the one thing we haven't had the opportunity to talk about are those prisoners who had
substance abuse problems before they got into prison. The assumption on the part of many in the public is
that drugs are not accessible in prison. That is often not true. Who do they turn to for help if they get out and
they still have such a habit?

ELIZABETH GAYNES: Well, they will come out, maybe if not with a habit, just because they don't have
access to drugs doesn't mean you're in recovery, and they will go back into the same sort of service system
for treatment as others, and that's a system that is, obviously, underfunded and underavailable in the
community and elsewhere. But—in general, I think the prisons try to provide treatment, but in that
environment it really has to be tested when people come out. That's why you need these kind of re-entry
systems in which people get total support; just drug treatment isn't going to do it. People are not—if drugs
were sucked up out of the universe tomorrow, we would have people with difficulty getting along, and—young
people. And I think the guy said, you know, it was juveniles. You know, half of the people that are in custody
as juveniles have adult relatives who are incarcerated. We're still not working with people inside to make sure
that their families are following them. We create a lot of stigma and shame, and think that people with
criminals in their families are bad people. And those are the kinds of things that make people go back to
drugs when they come out.

KOJO NNAMDI: Elizabeth Gaynes is an executive director of the Osborne Association. Jeremy Travis is a
senior fellow with the Urban Institute. Reginald Wilkinson is director of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation
and Correction.

Unfortunately, our time has come to an end. But thanks to all of you for joining us. This has been Public
Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi.
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