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ABSTRACT

The California State University (CSU) Project Rebound is a reentry
program that provides educational, social, financial, and case management to
formerly incarcerated college students (FICS) with the goal of helping them
become successful post-incarceration and post-graduation. However, there is a
penury of research on how Project Rebound actually helped FICS create pro-
social bonds and develop career preparation competencies. This exploratory
study is an attempt to fill this gap in the literature by looking at the outcomes of
formerly incarcerated college graduates who participated in a CSU-sponsored
reentry program. In this qualitative study, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 13 alumni of a specific Project Rebound program (N = 13).
Results from thematic analysis revealed five major themes. First, there is a broad
range of support that constitutes the career-building network of formerly
incarcerated college students. Second, respondents report a ‘mixed bag’ in terms
of career seeking experiences post-graduation. Third, despite progress, a lot
remains to be seen in terms of reintegrating formerly incarcerated college
graduates into the workplace. Fourth, deficiencies exist within the broad range of
support necessary for increased career outcomes. Fifth, graduates who were
proactive in regard to career building strategies reported more positive career
seeking experiences and increased job satisfaction. Implications of the findings
for theory, research, social work practice, and policy are discussed.

Keywords: FICGs, reentry programs, Project Rebound, qualitative data
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Problem Formulation

Throughout the past 40 years, the United States has led the world in
incarceration rates, far surpassing nations that have similar rates of violent crime
(Widra & Herring, 2021). In the era of mass incarceration, more Americans have
criminal records now than ever before. As of March 2021, 78.8 million American
citizens had criminal records (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2021), indicating
that approximately 37 percent of American adults are impacted by the criminal
justice system. Americans who have been previously incarcerated are subjected
to a multitude of socioeconomic barriers upon reentry. The American Bar
Association compiled a collection of the 45,000 state and federally imposed
“collateral consequences” that formerly incarcerated individuals may face upon
reentry (Mitchell, 2015). The term “collateral consequences” is used to describe
formal and informal sanctions that endure a lifetime following incarceration
(Stafford, 2006). Subsequently, formerly incarcerated individuals are faced with
barriers to housing, education, employment, licensure, public assistance,
substance abuse, and access to physical and mental health services (Duwe &
Clark, 2014; Pager et al., 2009; Runell, 2017).

The unemployment rate among formerly incarcerated individuals who
were actively looking for work was 27 percent in 2018, much higher than the

national rate of 3.9 percent that same year (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019).



Each year, 630,000 individuals are returning home and studies have shown that
60 percent of them will not be able to secure employment within the first year of
reentry (Society for Human Resource Management, 2012). Research shows that
unemployment is the number one indicator of re-arrest or re-incarceration, a term
referred to as recidivism (Lockwood et al., 2016). Policy makers have recognized
this trend since the late 19th century and have been implementing reintegration
strategies that include skill-based training and/or academic programs, often
offered in penal institutions (Coppedge & Strong, 2013).

The issue of unemployment among the formerly incarcerated population is
more severe for communities of color. African Americans are incarcerated at a
rate of 5.1 times that of white Americans, while Latinos are incarcerated at 1.4
times the rate of whites in America (Nellis, 2016). Due to disproportionately
higher rates of incarceration among minority populations, African Americans and
Latinos are frequently subjected to employment discrimination based on criminal
convictions. African American men who have been formerly incarcerated
experience an unemployment rate of 35.2 percent, while formerly incarcerated
African American women fare worse, with an unemployment rate of 43.6 percent
(Couloute & Kopf, 2018).

Vocational training and/or career technical education (CTE) has been
utilized to prepare inmates for employment after reentry in the U.S. These types
of programs are designed to increase skills and knowledge to perform a specific

occupational function or trade (Tesfai, 2014). During the early 20th century,



inmates worked in agricultural industrial institutions where they labored for the
private industry to offset the cost of institutional overhead (Coppedge & Strong,
2013). By 1936, institutions began to offer opportunities for apprenticeship
programs in occupations such as carpentry, plumbing, and automotive repair,
whereas women in federal prisons were encouraged to train in stenography,
typewriting, and nursing (Coppedge & Strong, 2013).

Beginning in the 1960s, state prisons began to incorporate tertiary
education programs into their reformatory initiatives (Coppedge & Strong, 2013).
In 1972, federal Pell grants were available to qualifying incarcerated students
(Education Amendments, 1972); however, the Violent Crime Control and Law
Enforcement Act of 1994 created a “Pell ban” that endured for 26 years (Cantora
et al., 2020). In 2015, President Obama initiated the Second Chance Pell
Program, which allowed incarcerated students in up to 67 institutions to receive
federal funds for post-secondary education again--a program which has been
extended into the 2022-2023 award year (U.S. Department of Education, 2021).
Within the past five years, the population of college students with some criminal
history has skyrocketed (Silbert & Mukamal, 2020). This is due, in part, to
increased accessibility to educational programs in institutions (Duwe & Clark,
2014; Pelettier & Evans, 2019; Scott, 2016), the lift on the Pell ban for currently
incarcerated individuals (Mangen, 2021), and campus-based reentry programs
aimed at softening the transition from institutions to campuses (Anderson et al.,

2018; Murillo, 2021).



Purpose and Rationale of this Study

The purpose of this study was to aid in the identification of reentry
strategies which further successful career attainment among formerly
incarcerated college graduates (FICG). This study utilized a qualitative approach
to explore the post-graduation employment experiences of participants of a
campus-based reentry program. Policymakers have encouraged secondary and
tertiary education as a cornerstone of successful reentry and as a main deterrent
of recidivism (Cantora et al., 2020), which accrues exponential socioeconomic
costs (Graves & Rose, 2017). As a measure of the fiscal costs of incarceration in
2018, analysts reported that the Federal Bureau of Prisons spent $5.8 billion to
house inmates in federal penitentiaries, with an average inmate cost of $36,299
per year (Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2019). California spent an average of
$81,209 per inmate in prisons throughout the state during the 2018-2019 fiscal
year (Legislative Analyst's Office, 2019). The County of San Bernardino spent
$231 million on incarceration costs between 2015 and 2016, which accounted for
8 percent of its total county budget (Graves & Rose, 2017).

While extensive research has been conducted on the positive effects of
education on recidivism rates in the U.S. (Cantora et al., 2020, Davis et al.,
2013), little information has been gathered regarding the overall career outcomes
for FICG. FICG must deal with a multitude of issues when entering the
competitive labor market such as limited social capital, limited technical skills,

gaps in professional experience, underemployment, and intersectional



discrimination in addition to legal status. Although education is viewed as a
conduit to employment among the formerly incarcerated population, a recent
study has found that college graduates with no criminal records receive 50
percent more positive callbacks from employers than do college graduates with
criminal records (Cerda-Jara et al., 2020). Identifying and promoting career
building strategies among FICG will help alleviate the socioeconomic strain of
mass incarceration and recidivism. Moreover, assisting formerly incarcerated
college students with career development strategies can enhance individual and

community well-being among this marginalized population.

Significance of the Study for Social Work Practice

Americans who are directly involved in the criminal justice system are
disproportionately representative of many of the issues that social workers have
historically addressed. For instance, although 49 percent of former inmates
reported working prior to incarceration, 57 percent of men and 72 percent of
women surveyed reported living in poverty prior to incarceration (Rabuy & Koph,
2015). In one study, incarcerated individuals reported an annual median income
prior to incarceration of only $6,250 (Looney & Turner, 2018). Individuals who are
involved in the criminal justice system are also more likely to have grown up in
impoverished homes, within communities with high unemployment rates, and are
2 times more likely to come from single family homes (Looney & Turner, 2018).
Researchers analyzing the “foster care to prison pipeline” report that 90 percent

of foster youth will become involved with the criminal justice system before aging



out of foster care (Yamat, 2020). As much as 85 percent of the incarcerated
population report having some history of substance use, with 65 percent meeting
criteria for SUD (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2020). Data indicates that 50
percent of the nation’s incarcerated population are afflicted with mental iliness,
with 10-25 percent meeting criteria for conditions which cause significant
impairment (Collier, 2014).

Social workers are in a unique position to provide reentry services to the
formerly incarcerated population. Social work has always promoted advocacy for
oppressed and marginalized populations. Individuals who are involved in the
criminal justice system have experienced trauma relating to pre-carceral life
stressors, as well as institutionalization. Individuals who are reentering society
must often return to living situations that are incongruent with successful reentry.
Intersectional identities and social status also contribute to decreased
opportunities and/or social capital, which can negate students’ academic
achievement.

Following graduation, FICG continue to face barriers to employment and
licensure, even after obtaining college degrees and avoiding recidivism for
extensive lengths of time. Social workers who provide services to students upon
reentry should be aware of the multifaceted challenges and protective factors
that affect career outcomes for this population. This study will answer the

following three related questions:



1) What are the employment-seeking experiences of formerly
incarcerated college graduates who participated in a campus-based
reentry program in Southern California?

2) What are effective employment-building sources for formerly
incarcerated college graduates?

3) From a recipient perspective, how beneficial are a campus-based

reentry program’s career-building services?



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter consists of an analysis of the literature discussing challenges
and barriers faced among FICG including unemployment, recidivism, racial and
gender disparities, education level, and underemployment. This chapter will
discuss the impact of education on criminal desistance and career development.
This chapter will also present a background on reentry services provided in a
university setting. The final subsection of this chapter will apply a theoretical
perspective by examining the ecological systems theory which will allow

conceptualization of the issue.

Unemployment among the Formerly Incarcerated

The most influential factor on the incidence of recidivism is unemployment
(Lockwood et al., 2016). Unemployment among the formerly incarcerated
population is due to employers’ perception of the risks of repetition combined
with legal stigma that assigns formerly incarcerated individuals “negative
credentials” which endure a lifetime. (Pager, 2003; Sugie et al., 2019). Racial
disparities create further inequities in employment among the formerly
incarcerated population. Researchers found that white ex-offenders are more
likely to receive positive job outcomes (17.2%) than African American males with

no criminal history (15.2%) (Pager et al., 2009).



Underemployment

Obtaining better employment prospects is the main purpose of pursuing
higher education. In a National Gallup Poll administered among college
freshman, 88 percent of respondents reported that getting a better job was the
reason they were attending college (Strada Education Network & Gallup, 2017),
yet the research shows that college graduates are instead experiencing a
phenomenon known as “underemployment” (Schmitt & Boushey, 2011).
Underemployment can have both objective and subjective features and is
defined by an underutilization of skills, working less hours, and earning less
money (Livingstone, 2004). For instance, formerly incarcerated men have been
found to have access to gainful employment 9 weeks less per year and earn 11%
less wages than non-formerly incarcerated men (Duwe & Clark, 2014). Further,
underemployment has been linked to challenges with employee identity

formation, mental health, and wellbeing (McKee & Harvey, 2011).

Education and the Formerly Incarcerated

Due to increasing accessibility of education within institutions, college
students are beginning their academic careers while incarcerated (Copenhaver
et al., 2007; Leverentz et al., 2020; Mangan, 2021; Murillo, 2021). In June 2020,
there were 11,472 incarcerated students accessing higher education in
institutions, and approximately 20,000 formerly incarcerated students enrolled in
higher education within the community (Murrillo, 2021). The transition from

institution to college life can be especially challenging for the formerly



incarcerated student (Donaldson & Viera, 2021; Tietjan et al., 2020). In addition
to the challenges faced during reentry, students must also adapt to the university
setting (Anderson et al., 2019).

Structural issues are highly influential in an individual’s ability to
successfully obtain a college degree. Runell (2017) examines the challenges of
pursuing higher education from the formerly incarcerated perspective including
influences from pre-carceral life, financial and housing insecurity, and
stigmatization. Education and career training can facilitate the development of
social capital and economic mobility among formerly incarcerated individuals.
Further, research has found that education can increase the employability of
formerly incarcerated individuals by accounting for time lost to incarceration and
allowing the employer to focus on non-stigmatized aspects of the individual’s
identity (Owens, 2009). While there is no significant difference in post-release
employment attainment among secondary and post-secondary degree earners,
those who did earn post-secondary degrees while incarcerated reported working

more hours and earning more wages (Duwe & Clark, 2014).

Project Rebound

Project Rebound was founded at California State University San Francisco
by Professor John Irwin in 1967. In 2016, the program was implemented on the
campus of California State University San Bernardino. Project Rebound is now
offered at 14 of the state’s 23 CSU campuses. As a transitional reentry program

providing services in an educational setting, Project Rebound offers support to

10



currently and formerly incarcerated students in the form of financial assistance,
academic support, community and campus resource linkage, political and legal
advocacy, and professional development opportunities, with the overarching goal
of increasing participants’ career outcomes (Anderson et al., 2019; Murillo 2021).
A program outcomes evaluation shows that Project Rebound has maintained a
100 percent retention rate with 66.7 percent of participants on track to graduate
in spring of the year of the study. Participants of this program have a zero

percent recidivism rate.

Employability

Formerly incarcerated students benefit from institutional-based education
in a variety of ways in addition to decreased recidivism, such as 1) the
development of personal skills and attributes, 2) building prosocial networks, and
3) strengthening prosocial bonds to traditional institutions (Pelletier & Evans,
2019). To prepare students for graduation and employment, stakeholders
including employers, university personnel, graduates, and students suggest that
these strategies are most beneficial to further job outcomes: work experience
including part-time work, extracurricular activities, volunteerism, career advice,
registering with professional associations, and networking (Kinash et al., 2016).
Overall, researchers found cohesion among students and employers in the
importance of work experience, whereas students and faculty both reported

career advice was essential to employability (Kinash et al., 2016).
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Capital, commonly perceived as financial assets or wealth, has come to
be understood as including any elements that increase access and provide
benefits for the individual (Bourdieu, 1986; Tomlinson, 2017). A conceptualized
approach to the formulation of capital among college graduates which combines
the dimensions of human, social, identity, cultural, and psycho-social capital; has
been given the term, “graduate capital” (Tomlinson, 2017). Human capital
incorporates hard skills and technical knowledge and can be measured by
production, job performance, and skill application (Becker, 1994). Social capital
includes networking and interpersonal relationships which can enhance
opportunities in career development (Bourdieu, 1986). Identity capital pertains to
professional narratives and career insight which serve to stabilize individuals
within the positions they hold in the workforce (Strangleman, 2012). Cultural
capital embodied awareness of diversity and cultural confidence which allows the
employee to become sensitive to cultural expression among individuals and
organizations (Bourdieu, 1986). Finally, psychosocial capital encapsulates
resilience, self-efficacy, and adaptability, allowing an employee to utilize

adversity as a source of personal and professional growth (Chen & Lim, 2012).

Ban the Box

In addition to efforts to increase employability factors among the formerly
incarcerated population, Ban the Box initiatives have also been legislated in 29
states throughout the nation (Hank, 2017). The Fair Chance Act was passed in

California in 2018 (California Department of Fair Employment and Housing,

12



2022). Ban the box policies make it illegal for employers to inquire about past
convictions on the job application. In fact, employers under Ban the Box policies
may only ask about past convictions following a conditional job offer (Hank,
2017). While these policies are intended to disallow blanket bans and exclusion
based on legal status, some researchers posit that these policies have had
unintended discriminative effects for applicants from minority populations (Agan

& Starr, 2018).

Theories Guiding Conceptualization

An individual’s development is conditioned within the unique interface of
multiple levels of systems that constitute his/her/their environment. Using
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) definitions of the microsystem, the mesosystem, the
exosystem, the macrosystem, and the chronosystem, one can view the
challenges of reentry and reintegration experienced by formerly incarcerated
college graduates at all levels throughout their lifespan. The ecological systems
theory proposes that humans exist in an interrelated, dynamic set of systems that
function within the laws of reciprocity and equifinality (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).
The formerly incarcerated college graduate population is surrounded by systems
that create barriers and opportunities.

Primarily, microsystems, which are interpersonal relationships with others
and immediate settings, are essential to the fundamental necessities of
reintegration. Not only are these relationships the underpinning of desistance

among FICG, but they are also early indicators of the inclination toward

13



delinquency. The mesosystem encapsulates the dynamic relationships between
the individual’s major settings such as the family setting, the university setting,
and the reentry service provider setting. When referring to the exosystem,
Bronfenbrenner examines the social structures that surround, but do not directly
contact, the individual. Some examples of these structures for formerly
incarcerated college graduates include the labor market, governmental agencies,
and informal social networks. The macrosystem in which the formerly
incarcerated college student exists consists of legal and political institutions
which contribute to the deviant label assumed, as well as the social and cultural
systems which reinforce the associated stigma. Finally, the chronosystem
considers changes to the individual and social ecology across the lifespan.
Social work researchers (e.g., Contreras, 2019; Koehler & Parrell, 2020;
Navarro, 2019; Ramirez & Rodriguez, 2019) have evaluated the theoretical
quality of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model, using the Theory Evaluation Scale
(TES) developed by social work experts Rigaud Joseph and Mark J. Macgowan
in the late 2010s (Joseph & Macgowan, 2019). The TES is the only
transdisciplinary theory-analysis instrument available in the literature (Joseph,
2022). Scholars and researchers have used this measure to appraise various
social work theories (Drew et al., 2021; Joseph, 2020a; Joseph, 2020b; Joseph,
2021; Joseph et al., 2022; Stoeffler & Joseph, 2020). Despite its limitations,

mainly in terms of empiricism, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model was found to

14



have excellent overall quality under the TES (Contreras, 2019; Koehler & Parrell,

2020; Navarro, 2019; Ramirez & Rodriguez, 2019).

Summary

Unemployment among the formerly incarcerated population is partially due
to employers’ perception of the risks of repetition of lawbreaking behaviors. The
racial disparity among whites and minorities seems to also be a contributing
factor in the unemployment rates. While education level is a significant factor
when employment is being considered, many of these individuals have
completed a post-secondary degree and still face a disparity in their employment.
Furthermore, underemployment continues to be an issue with this population.
This study seeks to explore and add to the knowledge and understanding of the

underemployment and unemployment of the FICG population.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODS

Introduction

This study explored the job seeking experiences of formerly incarcerated
college graduates who participated in an on-campus reentry program. Career
preparation services provided by one California State University (CSU) Project
Rebound, and the community were explored and evaluated by respondents. This
chapter explains the specific methods used to facilitate this study including the
design, the sampling methods, strategies for data collection including
instrumentation, procedures employed, efforts implemented to protect human

subjects, and data analysis.

Study Design

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the career outcomes of graduate
participants of a CSU Project Rebound since its inception, and to identify which
services provided have contributed to the employability of formerly incarcerated
college graduates. This study used a qualitative, cross-sectional exploratory
research design to gain insight into the career-seeking experiences of formerly
incarcerated college graduates. The proposed study explores this subject and
contributes to the literature. In addition, this study identifies strategies for

assisting formerly incarcerated college students with career development.

16



One limitation to a qualitative research design is that the researchers
obtained a small sample size. This factor prevented findings from being
generalizable to the entire population. Another limitation to the qualitative design
is the subjective nature of the responses, which are contingent on the
respondents’ memory. As a cross-sectional research design, the proposed study
only accounts for experiences at one point in time. In addition, the participants'
graduation timeline can also be a limitation to the results. Participants graduated
for at least 1 year prior to the study, which limits the amount of time for

successful career opportunities.

Sampling

The researchers obtained contact information of participant graduates of
the Project Rebound program from the agency. Agency approval has been
provided for the release of this information. The researchers drew from a sample
frame of 30 graduated students. The respondents are graduates who participated
in a CSU Project Rebound program. Students who are eligible to participate in
Project Rebound must be formerly incarcerated or have been involved with the
criminal justice system and admitted to a university that hosts a CSU Project
Rebound program. The demographic makeup of Project Rebound participants is
diverse and reflective of their environment. The participant population contained
individuals who identify as male, female, non-binary and/or other. Respondents
have all graduated with a bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, or a doctoral

degree. This study used a non-probability, purposive sampling method. The

17



respondents selected were Project Rebound participant graduates who
graduated at least one year prior to the interview and have engaged in job-

searching activities post-graduation.

Data Collection and Instruments

The researchers administered an interview guide containing 8 qualitative
guestions. In addition, the researchers collected demographic information using a
Quialtrics survey. The data was collected through semi-structured interviews
conducted via Zoom or telephone. The researchers collected demographic
information, college major and degree, current job, and graduation date. The
researchers also collected qualitative data relatin