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People involved in the correctional system in the U.S. tend to be undereducated and underem-
ployed compared to the general population. Roughly two-fifths of the people entering prison 
do not have a high school degree or General Educational Development (GED) credential,1 a 
rate which is three times higher than for adults in the U.S.2 The disparity for postsecondary 

education is even greater, where the rate at which adults have an associate’s degree or more is four 
times higher than what has been observed for prisoners.  

Due to the stigmatizing mark of a criminal record along with the association between education levels 
and employment3, relatively high rates of unemployment have been observed for correctional popula-
tions. A number of studies have shown that the pre-prison employment rate (in the year before coming 
to prison) for people in prison is no higher than 35 percent.4 Post-release employment rates have been 
found to increase shortly after individuals were released from prison but later decline5, eventually 
returning to pre-prison employment levels within a few years.6 
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Level Setting
Education Programming
The emphasis on providing education programming for correctional populations is due not only to the 
lower observed rates of educational attainment but also to the well-documented relationship between 
low educational achievement and increased antisocial behaviors.7 Education and employment have 
each been identified as moderate risk factors for recidivism, which is the metric often used to determine 
the effectiveness of correctional programming. Risk factors for recidivism have been categorized as 
major (history of antisocial behavior, antisocial personality pattern, antisocial cognition, and antiso-
cial associates), moderate (education/employment, family/marital, leisure/recreation, and substance 
abuse), and minor (low IQ and social class).8 

Meta-analyses of prison education research have shown that it reduces recidivism, although the effect 
sizes have ranged from modest9 to relatively large.10 Prison education has been found to be more 
effective in lowering recidivism when participants complete the course or program,11 and individuals 
with the largest education deficits tend to benefit more from this type of programming.12 Although 
participating in secondary-degree programs has been found to reduce recidivism by 30 percent,13 better 
results have often been observed for postsecondary education programming.14

While the literature has evaluated the impact of education programming on recidivism, it has also 
examined the effects on other important outcomes such as prison misconduct, post-release employ-
ment and return on investment (ROI). Although prior research has yielded mixed results regarding the 
impact of educational programming on prison misconduct,15 the literature has consistently shown that 
prison education improves post-release employment outcomes.16 Even though meta-analyses of prison 
education have generally reported modest reductions for recidivism, the ROI estimates have been 
relatively large. Indeed, research has reported a ROI of $19.62 for prison-based correctional education 
(basic and postsecondary) and $13.21 for vocational education.17 

Employment Programming
Obtaining employment is, as noted earlier, challenging for those involved in the correctional system 
due to the relatively low levels of educational attainment and the presence of a felony conviction. 
Having a job, however, has been shown to reduce recidivism,18 and individuals are less likely to commit 
crimes when they have stable, full-time employment.19 To address this moderate criminogenic need, 
correctional systems frequently provide individuals with employment programming, including prison 
labor opportunities as well as participation in programs such as work release. 
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The evidence suggests the effect of prison labor on recidivism is, at best, minimal. Although some 
research has reported that prison employment reduced recidivism,20 other studies have not found sig-
nificant effects overall.21 Conversely, the impact of prison labor on prison misconduct and post-release 
employment has generally been favorable.22 The most recent evaluation found that people who spent 
a greater proportion of their overall confinement time working a job in prison had less misconduct, 
lower recidivism, and increased post-release employment.23 The results from a cost-benefit analysis 
of correctional programming reported a ROI of $4.74 for the prison industry.24

Within the U.S., correctional agencies have long relied on the use of prison work release programs, which 
allow participants who are near the end of their prison terms to work in the community and return to a 
correctional or community residential facility during nonworking hours. Although most of the existing 
evaluations are outdated, the most recent research indicates work release produces a significant, 
albeit modest, reduction in recidivism.25 Prior research has consistently found positive results for 
employment, with the most recent evaluation showing that work release significantly increased the 
odds that participants found a job, the total hours they worked, and the total wages they earned.26 Given 
these findings, prior research has reported a ROI of $11.19 for work release and a benefit of nearly 
$6,900 per participant.27 In addition, an evaluation of a work release program in Minnesota reported a 
cost avoidance of nearly $700 per participant for a total of $350,000 annually.28

Policy Implications
Access to legal employment is key to reducing recidivism and the post-prison social disabilities that 
returning citizens endure. Extensive research has documented the interaction between employment 
and increased educational attainment as pivotal to reducing an individual’s propensity to recidivate.29 
Roughly 7.9 million people return to local communities from state prisons and local jails across the 
country each year.30 The status quo of fractious federal and state policies combined with insubstantial 
funding are incompatible with the enormity of reentry challenges.

Reducing employment barriers for returning citizens requires practitioners and policymakers to enact 
policies at a scale commensurate with the decarceration rate. State and federal policies must be aligned 
and braided into an overarching policy framework to synchronously address the interlocking issues 
citizens encounter on reentry. Increasing access to gainful employment for returning citizens relies on 
seamlessly articulating multi-jurisdictional policies into a coordinated strategy across three (3) critical 
pillars: workforce training, educational upgrading, and regulatory employment barriers.
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Accordingly, our recommendations include:

• Short-Term Reform
• Deepen Pell Grant Investments for Incarcerated Individuals

• Medium-Term Reform
• Expand Pre-Release Workforce Development Services

• Long-Term Reform 
• Reform Employment-based Criminal Background Checks

Short-Term Reforms
Deepen Pell Grant Investments for Incarcerated Individuals
Without a doubt, education and employment are linked. The approved COVID-19 Economic Relief legislation 
reinstated the Pell Grant eligibility for incarcerated students. This legislation reversed approximately three 
decades of government-sanctioned educational segregation. Included in this legislation, the government 
funded Pell Grant’s minimum eligibility requires applicants to have earned either a high school diploma or 
GED. Data shows that nearly two in three (64 percent) incarcerated adults have a high school credential, 
clearing the way for them to take advantage of the Pell Grant repeal 31 However, 30 percent of incarcerated 
adults have not earned a high school credential. As a result, these individuals are considered ineligible for 
the Pell Grant unless enrolled in a career pathway program. We believe the COVID-19 Economic Relief legisla-
tion’s revival of the Pell Grant eligibility for incarcerated students will increase their access to postsecondary 
training. Yet it is too early to determine all of the legislation’s effect on inmates’ educational achievements.

There are important questions about the functional literacy levels of the incarcerated adult population. 
Incarcerated adults with a high school diploma or less have significantly lower numeracy literacy 
levels than the U.S. adult population. Attaining a high school credential does not necessarily correlate 
to functional literacy. According to Rampey and others, 43 percent of incarcerated adults with a high 
school credential have low literacy and numeracy rates. Literacy rates among incarcerated adults 
without a high school diploma were even more alarming; 79 percent of these adults had low numeracy 
and literacy rates.32 The implication of these abysmal literacy statistics is grave, especially when trans-
lated into functional competencies. Adults scoring below basic on OECD’s aptitude test can perform 
basic arithmetic and read relatively short primary printed texts. However, individuals with low aptitude 
scores are likely to encounter difficulties with higher-order cognitive reasoning tasks, including drawing 
low-level inferences or interpreting basic statistics (OECD, 2013).33 These disquieting figures point to 
systematic functional illiteracy challenges within the incarcerated population.

It is urgent that policymakers address systemic remedial educational needs along with increasing 
access to postsecondary education for incarcerated students and structural education gaps. The 
impact of functional literacy challenges can limit the effectiveness of policies aimed at expanding 
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access to postsecondary educational programming. Evidence shows that participation in correc-
tional educational programming can increase the probability of finding post-release employment.34 
Furthermore, President Biden should commission a task force to study fundamental educational com-
petencies, functional literacy, numeracy, and digital literacy levels of the incarcerated adult population. 
This task force should also have a national advisory board of experts to study structural deficiencies 
and propose recommendations for digitizing education programs, providing qualified educators, and 
increasing access to educational resources.

It is important to note that only upgrading educational quality will not increase access to employment for 
returning citizens. Generally, in the U.S. labor market, individuals with a high school diploma experience 
substantially higher unemployment rates than their peers with a college degree. In 2020, the unemploy-
ment rate of individuals with a high school diploma was 63.6 percent higher than that of college-educated 
persons with a bachelor’s degree.35 Furthermore, the tremendous earnings gap between workers based 
on educational attainment mirrors employment disparities. Workers a high school credential earned 40 
percent lower median wages than those with a bachelor’s degree. Similarly, individuals with less than a 
high school diploma earned nearly 53 percent less than their college-educated peers.36 Altogether, these 
labor market statistics show the benefits of a college education. Additional supporting evidence from 
a RAND Corporation meta-study suggested that inmate access to occupational training coupled with 
academic training were associated with a 43 percent reduction in probability to recidivate. 

Increasing access to quality academic education and occupational skills-based training that builds a 
skill base to meet the needs of the current labor market will significantly increase access to sustainable 
post-prison employment opportunities. Based on promising evaluation results, the Biden Administration 
should authorize the Department of Labor’s (DOL) expansion of its Pell Grant Short-Term Training 
experiments to include incarcerated adults. The DOL Pell experimental studies examined the impact 
of expanding Pell Grants’ use for occupational training and short-term training programs for underem-
ployed individuals and unemployed individuals. Recently released findings were positive: post-bachelor 
participants were 36.7 percent more likely than nonparticipants to complete occupational training in 
high-demand fields, including health and information technology. 

Not only were similar results obtained in short-term occupational training lasting less than 15 weeks, but 
also students were 15 percentage points more likely to enroll in additional educational programs and 
eight percentage points more likely to complete training. In short-term occupational training programs, 

62

C H A P T E R   6 A  R E P O RT B Y  T H E  B R O O K I N G S - A E I  W O R K I N G  G R O U P  O N  C R I M I N A L  J U S T I C E  R E F O R M 

Increasing access to quality academic education 
and occupational skills-based training that builds 
a skill base to meet the needs of the current 
labor market will significantly increase access to 
sustainable post-prison employment opportunities. 



students selected trade skill pathways in transportation and materials moving, health professions, 
and construction. Strikingly, the program’s positive effects—enrollment and completion—were most 
pronounced for dislocated workers and those facing employment challenges.37 

The debate surrounding the long-term employment and wage gains associated with short-term occu-
pational training remains unsettled. Without credible data-driven evidence, questions about benefits 
for incarcerated adults will be even more contentious. Interactions between employment and adja-
cent barriers such as housing insecurity, lack of adequate transportation, and community supervision 
restrictions increase recidivism risk. The federal government should evaluate the efficacy of expanding 
the Pell Grant experiments on sustainable employment and wage quality. Additionally, the task force 
should examine the effects of applying the Obama-era Gainful Employment rule to experimental Pell 
programs to evaluate whether the accountability framework increases access to relevant, high-quality 
skill development training.

Medium-Term Reforms
Expand Pre-Release Workforce Development Services
Policymakers should strive to align the timing of holistic services with expanded access to educational 
training to improve reentry success rates. It is essential to match policy that supports the intersecting 
barriers returning citizens face on reentry. The federal government should center the public work-
force development system in policy responses aimed at improving quality employment outcomes for 
returning citizens. DOL’s now-dormant pilot, Linking to Employment Activities Pre-Release (LEAP), is 
an excellent policy candidate. Through LEAP, DOL established 20 jail-based job training centers to link 
incarcerated adults to the workforce system during incarceration to strengthen their connection to the 
labor market and enhance their employment readiness. 

LEAP provided robust evidence on the types of workforce development services that improve post-
carceral employment outcomes using a continuity-of-care model centered on linking pre-release 
services to post-release employment supports. Upon conclusion, 85 percent of LEAP’s scattered-site 
participants had increased their workforce readiness level, as measured by observed outcomes or 
improvements in job readiness pre- and post-testing.38 

Although LEAP sites failed to meet planned-retention and tracked-employment targets, program evalua-
tors reasoned that data collection deficiencies may have contributed to systematic underreporting and 
resulted in deflated impact metrics. Despite data collection challenges, LEAP succeeded in reducing 
recidivism for program participants; evaluators reported an overall recidivism rate of 20 percent after 
one year of participants’ release. Roughly 75 percent of LEAP sites reported recidivism rates lower 
than the programmatic target of 22 percent.39
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The favorable results for LEAP are consistent with other research that has evaluated the effectiveness 
of employment programming that is designed to provide a continuum of services that begins within the 
correctional facility and continues in the community following release. In an evaluation of Minnesota’s 
EMPLOY program, which provided participants with employment assistance 90 days prior to release 
from prison and continued for up to one year after release, the results showed that it significantly 
reduced rearrest by 35 percent. Program participants were also more likely to find and maintain a job 
after their release from prison than their comparison group counterparts, resulting in more total wages 
earned.40 Due to these results, a cost-benefit analyses revealed that EMPLOY generated a ROI of $6.45 
for a total of $2.8 million in costs avoided annually.41

Despite LEAP’s promising results, structural barriers such as criminal background checks, conflicts with 
supervision requirements, and housing insecurity, among other issues, dampened the pilot’s employ-
ment and educational gains. Nonetheless, LEAP and EMPLOY provide a propitious proof of concept on 
siting pre-release workforce development services within the prison system and leveraging strategic 
partnerships with external community-based organizations and correctional system decisionmakers to 
bolster the framework’s design. The federal government should reauthorize the LEAP pilot, build upon 
lessons learned, and fund the next iteration at a scale that increases the program’s impact. 

LEAP’s reauthorization in conjunction with the First Step Act (reauthorization of the Second Chance 
Act) would weave crucial funding streams into a comprehensive policy response. In the final analysis, 
Second Chance Act (SCA) Adult Demonstration pilots showed that multijurisdictional funding supports 
and a follow-through-care approach to reentry increased employment outcomes and wages for program 
participants. Individuals included in the SCA treatment group were more likely to be employed and 
earned an average $1,800 more than nonparticipants; this wage differential represents a 70 percent 
improvement in employment earnings. Although the SCA program did not reduce the probability of 
recidivism, participants were more likely to report receiving cognitive behavioral therapy, housing 
support, and job search assistance.42

Long-Term Reforms
Reform Employment-based Criminal Background Checks
Successfully reintegrating formerly incarcerated individuals depends on policymakers’ abilities to 
close structural remedial education gaps and increase access to high-quality occupational skills-
based training. Inattention to the large number of fundamental employment barriers challenges the 
effectiveness of any policy intervention. Criminal background checks present substantial hurdles to 
gainful employment even for college-educated, justice-involved persons. Criminal background checks 
function like a double-edged sword. Research has found that employers who conducted criminal 
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background checks were more likely to hire Black men.43 However, in the absence of background 
checks, employers overestimated the relationship between visible minority markers and criminality, 
leading them to statistically discriminate against Black men and those with weak employment records; 
these assumption patterns resulted in reduced employment opportunities.44 The intersection of criminal 
records and stigmatized perceptions of criminality amplifies the social disadvantage for justice-involved 
persons. In essence, having a criminal record poses considerable obstacles to returning citizens, 
especially those without a college degree.

After two decades of steady momentum across states and local municipalities, efforts to promote 
fair chance hiring culminated in the passage of the Fair Chance to Compete for Jobs Act of 2019.45 
Research on the effects of ban-the-box policies is still emerging. However, several formative studies 
have shown counterproductive or de minimis effects of fair chance hiring policies on employment.46 
Similarly, another study found that ban-the-box policies reduced the employment rate of individuals 
with criminal records by 2.4 percentage points.47 These studies, among others, suggest that well-in-
tentioned fair chance hiring policies may lead to counterproductive effects that disadvantage intended 
beneficiaries, further muddying returning citizens’ employment landscape. 

Employers’ growing and widespread use of algorithmic criminal background checks raise serious 
concerns about background check data, particularly as robust data protection regulations continue 
to lag behind market innovations. The algorithmic background-checking cottage industry is fraught 
with harmful data mining practices that frustrate individuals’ efforts to find gainful employment due 
to collateral data errors.48 Policymakers should target other consequential screening barriers, such 
as the accuracy of criminal records that have been shown to adversely affect employment prospects.

Recommendations for Future Research
We suggest three promising avenues for future research to extend what we know about education 
and employment programming effectiveness for correctional populations. First, policymakers should 
expand research efforts to deepen our understanding of pre-release training programs. These efforts 
should rely on rigorous evaluation methods, including randomized controlled trials. 

Second, while interventions that provide a continuum of service delivery from the institution to the com-
munity have generally yielded the best employment and recidivism outcomes, future research should 
examine the extent to which a continuum of care improves outcomes compared to services delivered 
only in prison or in the community. Finally, future research should focus on the extent to which functional 
literacy and digital illiteracy rates stymie incarcerated persons’ educational attainment pursuits and 
weaken their connection to gainful employment. Moreover, researchers should focus on identifying 
intersectional solutions, including educational models, with the potential to reduce literacy barriers.
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Conclusion
The employability of returning citizens is a moral imperative and should be a central focal point of the 
criminal justice reform agenda. Increased educational attainment and connections to employment 
moderate recidivism risk factors; however, unimodal interventions seldomly yield sustainable out-
comes. Addressing employability alone ignores attendant social vulnerabilities that returning citizens 
experience; formerly incarcerated women, in particular, are susceptible to adverse outcomes. The 
understandable effect of collateral consequences of incarceration should inform the scope of reentry 
policies. Furthermore, rigorous evidence-based research and robust evaluation strategies must inform 
comprehensive reintegration reforms. 

Beyond employment, incarcerated persons contend with a morass of social and legal barriers that 
compound the social disadvantage of a felony label and increase recidivism risk.49 Adopting an inter-
disciplinary approach to reentry policy formulation is critical to resolving crucial disconnects, reduce 
social exclusion, and improve post-prison employment outcomes for returning citizens.
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