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The most successful vocational programs are those that provide incarcerated workers with a fair
wage, safe working conditions, and marketable skills and training that will help them to find
employment after release. These programs should provide opportunities for advancement,
certifications of completed training, certifications of work performance achievements, and
employment-based recommendation letters from supervisors. Programs should provide
vocational training in professions that are forecast for job growth. Moreover, these programs
should include post-release employment services to connect incarcerated workers to long-term
employment after their release, and incarcerated workers should be released from prison with a
guaranteed, secure job placement.

Prison work programs that provide vocational training should be expanded to provide
incarcerated workers with real wages and job skills development that meaningfully prepare them
for success upon release and improve public safety. Research has found that joblessness is the
single most important predictor of recidivism.! Vocational programs can boost formerly
incarcerated individuals’ job prospects by almost 30 percent.” A November 2021 study of
California’s prison industry program found that “participants were significantly less likely to be
arrested at one, two and three years post release” than incarcerated people who were waitlisted
for the program.® The federal government’s UNICOR prison industries program has been shown
to reduce recidivism by 24 percent and participants in the program are more likely to be
employed after release from prison than similarly situated individuals, yet the program has a
25,000-person waitlist and employs only 8 percent of workers incarcerated in federal prisons.*
Expanding these programs makes good economic sense: Money spent on vocational programs in
the short term translates into long-term gains through reduced recidivism rates.’

Incarcerated workers are eager to learn new job skills: More than 70 percent of incarcerated
workers rank skills-learning as a very important reason for working.® However, the promise of
providing incarcerated people with transferable skills and work experience for their eventual
reentry into society often proves illusory. In reality, the vast majority of work programs in
prisons involve menial and repetitive tasks that provide workers with no marketable skills or
training.” Of the nation’s approximately 800,000 workers incarcerated in prisons, more than 80
percent perform typically low-paid maintenance work.® Some workers pick up cigarette butts
from cracks in the pavement outside; others rake rocks in the yard or are simply told to go
outside and stand in the rain.® Almost 70 percent of currently incarcerated workers surveyed by
the ACLU reported that they received no formal job training. '

The ACLU’s research shows that better-paid prison industries jobs are declining, while
maintenance jobs increasingly represent a larger share of work assignments. The number of
incarcerated workers employed in state prison industries programs has been dropping in recent
years, from 91,043 in 2008'! to 51,569 in 2021.!% Vocational training programs are declining in
prisons across the country, cut from state correctional budgets. The rate of participation in job
training programs has fallen nationwide among people incarcerated in state prisons, according to
analysis of the Bureau of Justice Statistics surveys of people in prisons conducted periodically
between 1986 and 2016.13

In Illinois, as state funding for vocational programs provided by community colleges has
dropped, so too has participation in and access to these programs.'# In 2002, around 6,000



incarcerated people participated in over 130 vocational programs. But just seven years later, the
number of vocational programs had fallen to 100, leaving over a thousand fewer incarcerated
people with the opportunity to take part.'> N’ Ashid Abdul Latif, a formerly incarcerated worker,
shared his experience witnessing this regression first-hand in California: “They took away the
better jobs over time—those that taught us engine repair and other valuable trades. They should
bring back jobs people can use when they get home.” !

Even vocational programs often fail to meet their full potential. Incarcerated workers report that
vocational programs often involve training on outdated equipment no longer used outside of
prison walls,!” described by one formerly incarcerated worker as “stuff from the dinosaur era.
A state legislative audit of the Louisiana Prison Enterprises program found that one-third of
incarcerated people working in the state prison industries program are trained for jobs that are
projected to decrease in the labor market, such as garment factory work and agriculture, finding
that “many...may not be learning job skills that could help them after they are released.”'” A
state legislative audit of Mississippi’s correctional industries program likewise found it is
providing “work skills in occupations for which there were expected to be few to no job
prospects in Mississippi.”?
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We should invest in valuable work and education programs designed to enhance
incarcerated individuals’ prospects of securing employment and becoming self-sufficient
upon release and improve public safety.

e The federal and state governments should allocate funding for prison work programs that
provide incarcerated workers with marketable skills and training that will help them to
find employment after release.

e Programs should provide opportunities for advancement, certifications of completed
training, certifications of work performance achievements, and employment-based
recommendation letters from supervisors. Programs should provide vocational training in
professions that are forecast for job growth.

e Expand post-release employment services to connect incarcerated workers to long-term
employment after their release. Incarcerated workers should be released from prison with
a guaranteed, secure job placement.

e The federal and state governments should expand access to post-secondary education in
prison by reinstating Pell grants in all U.S. states and territories, to increase employment
rates and earnings for the formerly incarcerated.
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