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Prison Fellowship® is the nation’s largest Christian nonprofit serving prisoners, former prisoners,
and their families, and a leading advocate for criminal justice reform. The organization was
founded in 1976 by Charles Colson, a former aide to President Nixon who served a seven-month
sentence for a Watergate-related crime. For over 40 years, Prison Fellowship has shared hope and
purpose with men and women in prison. Those who once broke the law are transformed and
mobilized to serve their community, replacing the cycle of crime with a cycle of renewal.
Our prison events, classes, and programs reach more than 375,000 prisoners each year. We have
over 11,200 Prison Fellowship volunteers across the United States who make it possible to serve
people in prison and more than 300,000 children of incarcerated parents annually. One hundred
and thirty federal prisons participate in our Angel Tree program and several federal prisons have
Prison Fellowship connection classes, which include Bible studies, recovery groups, and seminars
on topics covering marriage, anger management, and more.
FACING OUR REENTRY CRISIS
Prison Fellowship commends this subcommittee for highlighting the failure of our society to
provide a realistic pathway for those walking out of the criminal justice system. In its simplest
form, reentry is about a return to full citizenship. Ideally, this pathway ends with those on that
path being afforded the same rights and opportunities as every American citizen. Any exceptions
to this end goal must be grounded in due process and have a clear, demonstrated relationship to
public safety. Today, that pathway, at least by way of structure, does not exist in any clear,
straight-forward way for formerly incarcerated men and women. Success stories, including my
own, are primarily the result of grit, self-determination, the kindness of others, and, frankly,
beating the odds. Success stories are the exception, not the rule1 and apart from a pardon, even
success stories remain rife with arbitrary and punitive barriers. Both the federal government and
states are moving beyond the “lock-em-up and throw away the key” era, but reentry policy
continues to yield ineffective results, creating an opportunity for significant reform. To pave a
systemic pathway to reentry, it takes hard work and dedication on the part of the individual and it
takes acceptance and emancipation from the community—reentry is a two-way street. To
successfully pave this two-way street, it is critical to understand and address two issues: prison
culture and collateral consequences.
BUILDING A REENTRY PATHWAY IN PRISON: CHANGING PRISON CULTURE
Typically, “reentry” is understood to be the transitional timeframe from walking out of prison and
assimilating back into the community. While this timeframe is crucial, as most people return to
the criminal justice system within the first year of release,2 it is an incomplete view of reentry.
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While many are familiar with the statistic that each year more than 600,000 state and federal
prisoners come home to our communities,3 what many don’t know or understand is that most, if
not all, were subjected to a prison culture with norms that are antithetical to the norms of success.
Prison culture generally applauds values such as dishonesty and distrust, and this culture plays a
significant role in reentry outcomes. Questions like, “How are people spending their time in
prison?” and, perhaps more importantly, “How are people able to spend their time in prison?” are
critical when considering a successful transition back into society. The habits and values a person
practices in prison will be their same habits when reentering. We cannot expect that crossing the
threshold of the prison gates back into the community magically eliminates the anti-social attitudes
and behaviors that are prevalent within the culture of prison. We must no longer think of reentry
as a timeframe, but rather as a frame of mind. Successful reentry requires a culture shift and begins
at arrest.
For over 40 years, Prison Fellowship has operated from the premise that a person’s character is
not static—it can change. In order for that change to occur, there are necessary components (or
pressures) that must be present. In other words, change doesn’t occur spontaneously— it must be
cultivated—, and it requires intentionality. Currently, most prison environments and cultures
are not conducive to producing this change. For example, we know through research that learning
best occurs in a transparent and trust-centric environment, but these characteristics are the
antithesis of prison culture. We also know that the more observations and interactions that people
have of role models, the more likely they are to emulate and adopt those behaviors and attitudes—
change is more “caught” than “taught”. Sadly, positive examples are also not a constant
occurrence in prison culture. Lastly, research supports the adage that “practice makes perfect.”
The more frequently people practice positive behaviors, the more likely they are to adopt them as
their own, yet there are few purposeful opportunities in prison to practice positive behaviors.
Part of the discussion on prison culture change must involve metrics. Currently, our prison
system’s success metrics are mostly framed by constitutional violations, violence rates, contraband
capture rates, and recidivism. Recidivism, however, measures failure, not success. The data points
that are glaringly missing are related to cultural assimilation and contribution, i.e., the outcomes
that we actually want. While recidivism is certainly an important data point, it is not the primary
outcome we should be chasing. Think about how this measurement system would work across
other social service sectors. Would you want to go to a hospital that only posted a success metric
of its death rate? While that is important, you would also want to know how many people
recovered and specifics to their recovery outcome. Did they go into remission, have to maintain
medication, or require ongoing medical assistance? In other words, you would want to know the
hospital’s success rate related to retaining or advancing a patient’s quality of life.
In the same light, why would we be satisfied with a low recidivism rate if the majority of those not
returning to prison were heavily reliant on safety net programs, addicted, or homeless? At Prison
Fellowship and as a society, we want more for people coming out of prison. We want them to be
engaged in civic activities; we want them to be positive public actors, invested in their
communities and advancing a pro-social worldview in the public square. We want people to work,
pay taxes, take care of their families, volunteer, and be positive catalysts in our communities.
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We want people to be good citizens.
Prison Fellowship has long recognized that prison culture is one of the leading causes of poor
criminal justice outcomes. Established in prisons across the country, the Prison Fellowship
Academy® guides incarcerated men and women through a yearlong, transformational journey.
Using evidence-based practices and life-changing curriculum, Academy participants develop and
practice the biblically based values of Good CitizenshipSM: responsibility, integrity, restoration,
community, productivity, and affirmation. In the Academy’s healthy community environment,
participants overcome the life-controlling issues that led to their incarceration. As they adopt and
apply the values of Good Citizenship, they acquire new life skills and replace criminal thinking
and behaviors with a renewed value system and life purpose. Academy graduates complete the
program as change agents, prepared to take their places as good citizens—productive and positive
contributors to their communities inside and outside of prison.
The reality of prison culture has directly informed the methodology of our Academy program. In
its more intensive versions, the Prison Fellowship Academy utilizes a full-time program manager
to develop and foster a pro-social community inside of prison. Prison Fellowship staff
intentionally work to carve out a pro-social space for men and women to practice prosocial values.
The Academy not only measures recidivism,4 but also measures the adoption of the values of Good
Citizenship.5 The Academy as well as other evidence-based programs and productive activities
are a critical foundation to building a constructive prison culture. The First Step Act of 2018, first
passed by the House Judiciary Committee, seeks to build this foundation, requiring that every
person incarcerated in the Bureau of Prisons is provided with opportunities to participate in
programs that meet his or her risks and needs.
The First Step Act recognizes that we can no longer afford to ignore the reality that prison culture
is a primary catalyst in poor reentry outcomes. Prison Fellowship believes that communities and
taxpayers want a better outcome from their criminal justice system and in order to see that
outcome, prisons must first and foremost provide a place for people to practice Good Citizenship,
fail, and then practice again. Once a culture of Good Citizenship is established, not only
can personal change be cultivated, but those who are changed (and changing), become changeagents. They bring about a values-based shift within the larger prison culture and are able
to seamlessly fold into our communities, to which most of them will one day return. With
programs like the Academy at hand, people who were once part of the problem become powerful
pieces to the solution.
The criminal justice system has become a social shaper in the United States that impacts millions
of people every year. It’s time we talk about the culture of that social shaper. When I entered the
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criminal justice system in 1999, I was quickly confronted with prison norms. Adapting to this
culture offered some sense of short-term safety and security, yet, my journey towards Good
Citizenship was perplexing. On one hand, it was easier to just live by the “prison code,” but I knew
that if I didn’t stretch my Good Citizenship muscles, I wouldn’t be as successful upon release.
However, when I tried to live by pro-social values, it put me at odds with the larger prison culture,
and the risk of that action was a loss in comfort and potentially safety. When confronted with this
choice, many will take the path of least resistance and remain stuck in a place that always looks
toward “tomorrow” to start the process of change. I believe hundreds of thousands of people are
stuck in this “in between,” and only by intentionally addressing the prison culture issue will we
provide true pathways to reentry—a pathway that begins with “today.”
MY REENTRY JOURNEY
I was twenty-one years old when I robbed a bank at gunpoint. I was sentenced to serve fifteen
years in the Iowa penal system. My actions were a result of personal despair, selfishness, and
hopelessness. It caused harm to my victim, myself, the community, and my family and friends.
There are few helpful hands in prison, yet I was fortunate to find a few. Through those interactions,
I began to find purpose, value, and hope, and quickly realized that actions do not take place in a
vacuum. Crime harms people, breaks relationships, and has life-long consequences. I deeply
regretted my actions and looked forward to satisfying the debt that I owed.
During my incarceration, I did my best to prepare for my opportunity at a second chance. I had
confronted my actions, reconciled with my victim, graduated with honors with my undergraduate
degree, helped other men in prison obtain their GED, graduated from the Prison Fellowship
Academy program, spent time encouraging and challenging incarcerated adolescents, and spent
the last three months of my sentence studying for the law school admission test.
I walked out of the Iowa prison system thinking two things: I wasn’t the same man walking out
that I was walking in, and I wanted to make a positive difference. I deeply wanted to expiate my
guilt and prove to society that I could once again be a trusted and valued citizen.
When I was released, I began to put into practice what I had been taught. I sought out mentors,
engaged in the community, developed a new social network, got a job, and encouraged others to
do the same. Those practices and relationships led to other opportunities. I was accepted to law
school where I interned with a state juvenile court judge, served as president of the Honor Council,
drafted statutory reforms to eradicate domestic child-sex trafficking, and graduated magna cum
laude. I passed the Virginia bar exam (twice) and joined Prison Fellowship to advance the values
of hope and justice in the criminal justice system.
Though my name may be attached to these achievements, a very small amount of the recognition,
if any, should be attributed to me. The accolades belong to those along the way that sowed into
the soil of my life and believed that I could “make good” on my second chance. These are muchdeserved dividends earned on the thousands of dollars Iowa taxpayers paid for my bad decision
and the countless hours and resources several mentors gave to me along the way.
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The truth is, however, that achieving these successes was not an easy task and there are still
obstacles to overcome. I had to fight every step of the way to get where I am today. This is not to
say that it should be easy, but it is an arduous and continual process convincing landlords,
universities, professional licensing boards, churches, and even criminal justice officials that the
system can actually work, and that men and women can change with the right accountability,
resources, and opportunities. I learned early that my voice and accomplishments were not enough
to erase the vestiges of a felony conviction. I pursued relationships with judges, lawyers, faith
leaders, and other upstanding members of the community who often advocated on my behalf. Even
with their voices, however, my inability to obtain a license to practice law required a decade of
perseverance that included taking and passing the Virginia bar exam for a second time, hundreds
of pro-bono legal hours, six administrative hearings, and two appeals to the Virginia Supreme
Court. Despite this difficult path, I continued to challenge the men and women in our prisons to
reach for the stars, dream big, and take hold of their second chance, though there were times where
I wondered if my promoting such an unattainable challenge was unethical. Many of us who have
been in the criminal justice system have never envisioned ourselves beyond government subsidies
or a minimum-wage job. Unfortunately, even with supporting research6 and the tools and vision
to achieve personal success, we often remain relegated to places of continual failure or hit a glass
ceiling because of arbitrary collateral consequences.
After my release, I had the opportunity to assist men with basic reentry issues as they were
transitioning back into society from a period of incarceration. Time and time again, I witnessed
the majority of them give up on their dreams of success because of the second chance barriers that
clearly lay before them. The goals that we encourage men and women to set and work towards
during their incarceration quickly become shattered when faced with the uphill battles of housing,
employment, and social stigma. In most cases, giving up on these dreams did not result in
recidivism, but it did result in them accepting their place in society as second class citizens who
are unworthy of achieving certain levels of success or even representation.
Earning back the public’s trust after committing a crime should not be an easy task, but it must be
a realistic and attainable one if we want to increase public safety. The billions of taxpayer dollars
poured into rehabilitation programs every year amount to nothing more than a colossal waste if we
as a society don’t allow the men and women walking out of prison doors to practice the
rehabilitation we are so adamantly preaching. In effect, we spend billions of dollars teaching
incarcerated men and women how to build a new car (i.e., a new life), provide the appropriate
parts, and give them the keys, but when the prison doors open, there are no roads. And where the
brave forge ahead to make their own roads, they quickly run out of gas. This proverbial “pulling
the football from Charlie Brown” approach only seeds discontent and distrust and reinforces the
anti-social behaviors that many in the corrections arena are working so hard to reduce.
When I walked out of the prison system, the most impactful thought I left with was that if we want
people in prison to succeed, we need to change the way we “do” prison in the United States. The
pathway to successful reentry begins with providing opportunities to practice Good Citizenship in
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prison. However, as I began to pursue my second chance after my release and work with others,
it became quickly evident that the reentry pathway cannot stop at the prison gate.
THE PATHWAY PAST PRISON: ADDRESSING COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES
The overuse and general acceptance of collateral consequences is cause for genuine concern.
Taxpayers and victims of crime count on a return for their investment in the criminal justice system
and imposing arbitrary and perpetual civil punishments as a result of a criminal conviction greatly
diminishes that return. Under the Constitution, each reentry story begins with due process. To
protect that formative American belief, we should apply serious scrutiny to processes that restrict
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”7 The reach of due process to limit one’s liberty,
however, cannot stretch beyond the point when the punishment is paid in full. The scope of
limiting a person’s “liberty” was never meant to be applied for a lifetime or to keep people in an
indefinite second prison; however, that is the reality in the criminal justice system. Most criminal
defendants are not aware of the breadth and longevity of the consequences of a guilty verdict or
pleading guilty. Collateral consequences are hidden, life-limiting restrictions on personal liberty,
and whether those restraints need additional due process should seriously be considered.8
Even after paying their debt to society, the 70 million men and women with criminal records in
America continue to face systematic and often life-long barriers to second chance opportunities.
After someone has completed their traditional sentence, Prison Fellowship believes only
restrictions to personal liberty that have a demonstrated and substantial link to protecting public
safety should be permissible. Even in these limited cases, the restrictions should be anticipated at
the time of sentencing as part of the defendant's proportional punishment, and notification of all
such consequences should be given to the defendant during the trial process.
The term “collateral consequences” is a fairly new term referring to the “wide-range of statusrelated penalties, sanctions, and restrictions that are permitted or required by law because of a
criminal conviction even if not included in the court’s sentence.”9 As this subcommittee is aware,
collateral consequences include, among other limitations, the loss or restriction of employment or
professional license, eviction from public housing, ineligibility for welfare benefits, loss of right
to hold public office, serve in the military, volunteer, or sit on a jury. Collateral consequences may
also include the loss of parental rights, exclusion from government contracts, and the inability to
live in certain areas. Practically, the stigma associated with a criminal conviction almost always
results in the permanent loss of standing within the community.
Collateral consequences have been a familiar feature in the American justice system since colonial
times and garnered some reform interest among legal scholars in the 1970s.10 Recently, however,
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there has been an increasing awareness on the issue of collateral consequences.11 The reasons for
this increased concern are likely related to the rising prison population, the ballooning of the
criminal justice system, and technological advances in providing background searches.12 Today,
the Justice Center at the Council of State Governments has identified over 44,000 legal collateral
consequences in existence13 and approximately sixty-five to seventy million Americans (1 in 3
adults) have a criminal conviction.14 Additionally, the expanse of the administrative governmental
agency has created a bureaucratic web making the reprieve from collateral consequences much
more difficult to successfully navigate. In fact, one of the most misunderstood aspects of collateral
consequences is that the majority of them are not legally or statutorily imposed.15 The limited
number of collateral consequences that are actually enforced are imposed legally through
legislative action and are typically the most commonly known, including prohibitions on firearms,
voting, serving on a jury, and holding public office. The majority of collateral consequences,
however, are imposed by independent rulemaking through administrative agencies that classify a
criminal conviction or a corresponding lack of “moral character” as the means for disqualification
from some type of governmental assistance or benefit. In addition, there is a powerful cultural
element to the stigma of a criminal conviction, which is mostly seen in the form of background
checks conducted for employment, housing, and volunteer opportunities and poor use of this
information by decision makers.
Additionally, the internet has increased access to criminal record information and the ease at which
background checks can be conducted. This has extended collateral consequences to simple arrests,
even in instances where the case is dismissed, an individual successfully pursues a diversion
program, or there is a not-guilty verdict. States have begun to reconcile this unjust outcome by
attempting to keep arrest records confidential from public purview,16 providing certificates of
rehabilitation,17 or passing policies that automatically clear certain criminal records known as
Clean Slate laws.18
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PERVERSE FEDERAL INCENTIVES AND COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES
In certain instances, the federal government has incentivized states to adopt collateral
consequences by withholding federal dollars if those collateral consequences are not properly
implemented. For example, states face a reduction of federal transportation funding if they do not
revoke or suspend “for at least 6 months, [] the driver’s license of any individual who is convicted
. . . of any violation of the Controlled Substances Act, or any drug offense.”19 This restriction is
not directly related to any driving offense and is a classic example of a collateral consequence that
does not have a nexus to the criminal conduct.
Additionally, as a result of the “War on Drugs,” the federal government began to implement “user
accountability” provisions that precluded men and women with a drug conviction from certain
federal benefits. Under the Anti-Drug Abuse Act,20 these provisions denied certain federal benefits
such as access to grants, federal student loans, and professional licenses to people convicted of
drug offenses. In 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act21
(the Welfare Reform Act) instituted a lifelong ban on Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP, formerly Food Stamps) for people convicted of drug crimes. Realizing that these postconviction sanctions did not address the drug issue, Congress eventually lessened the rigid
restrictions under the Drug Abuse Act, but the lifelong restrictions related to SNAP benefits remain
in force unless state legislatures reject or modify it.22 Punishing men and women by refusing to
allow them life-sustaining benefits is an immoral and regressive approach to criminal punishment.
Again, instituting consequences that are not rationally related to the crime impedes public safety
and is a disproportionate response to criminal behavior.
These federal examples highlight the fact that several, if not most, of collateral consequences are
not rationally related to the criminal conduct. One of the strongest examples of that disconnect
involves victim compensation funds. State victim compensation funds are funded by criminal
fines and taxpayer dollars and offer monetary assistance to victims and survivors of violent crime.
Unfortunately, eleven states disqualify a victim’s ability to receive compensation if that person has
a felony conviction.23
The encouraging news is that both Republicans and Democrats are beginning to see the hypocrisy
in spending millions of taxpayer dollars on reentry services in one bill but creating overwhelming
obstacles with another. As former Virginia Attorney General Ken Cuccinelli stated, “If we really
believe no one is beyond redemption we need to stop throwing away that key.”24 Refraining from
the arbitrary expansion of collateral consequences is a good step in that direction, and Congress is
increasingly committing to that goal. Prison Fellowship was pleased to see the passage in
December 2019 of the Fair Chance Act (H.R. 1076). This legislation, introduced by Ranking
Member Doug Collins (R-GA) and the late Elijah Cummings (D-MD), delays inquiries into an
19
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applicant’s criminal history by federal agencies and among federal primary contractors.25 By
doing this, the Fair Chance Act, building off the positive policy outcomes of comparable laws in
states and municipalities, provides formerly incarcerated individuals with the opportunity to
present their aptitudes and skills during the federal hiring process.26
ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF POOR REENTRY POLICY
Perhaps the greatest impact of failed reentry policy is found in the employment sector. More than
half of former prisoners make no earnings in the first year after incarceration.27 At the height of
the Great Recession, the 27 percent unemployment rate of the formerly incarcerated was five times
the national rate and “higher than the total U.S. unemployment rate during any historical period,
including the Great Depression.”28 Lacking access to meaningful work and the social capital,
pride, and new skills such work provides, old cycles of crime and addiction trap all too many
returning citizens.29 Additionally, prison culture impedes the development of soft or non-cognitive
skills like empathy, integrity, and responsibility, which impacts the opportunity to move outside
the margins and up the economic ladder.30
These frustrating data points do not signify only losses for returning citizens. This subcommittee
should likewise consider how our economy suffers as a result of our failure to unlock employment
opportunities for individuals with a criminal record. A four-year study of the John Hopkins medical
system found how employees with a criminal record “were more likely to stay in their jobs for
more than three years” than their peers without prior convictions.31 Research from Northeastern
University highlights the comparable, and sometimes greater, rates of length of tenure, loyalty to
employer, and workplace conduct among individuals with a criminal record relative to other
colleagues.32 Our nation’s single largest employer—the military—has long benefited from the
contributions of formerly incarcerated men and women. A detailed study of 1.3 million enlistment
records found that “individuals who have been arrested for felony-level offenses have similar
attrition rates to those with no criminal record.33 They are no more likely to be discharged for the
negative reasons employers often assume (such as misconduct or poor work performance) . . .
individuals with felony-level criminal backgrounds are promoted more quickly and to higher ranks
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than other enlistees [emphasis added].”34 Successful integration of former prisoners could yield
gains of $78 to $87 billion annually to the United States gross domestic product.35 The
overwhelming majority of returning citizens stand ready to energetically contribute to our
economy. They now await our collective decision to create avenues of second chances and
restoration.
RECOMMENDATIONS
There are several legislative actions Congress can take that will improve our reentry outcomes.
First, Congress can create some guidelines for agencies regarding the administration and relief
requirements for collateral consequences. Providing clear definitions for phrases such as “crime
of moral turpitude” as well as requiring that all collateral consequences be “substantially related
to the criminal conduct” are small first steps that can have a big impact.
Second, Congress can implement a “collateral consequences impact statement” that would provide
necessary scrutiny to any new collateral consequence. Congress could likewise consider a sunset
provision requiring any new collateral consequence to be revisited after a certain number of years
and repealed if the barrier showed no substantial evidence of public safety benefit. Both of these
options would provide a check against the growth of collateral consequences as well as reinforce
their proper role within the law. Additionally, Congress can proactively pass reforms to remove
unnecessary federal collateral consequences already in existence. For example, individuals with
a state or federal drug felony conviction are not eligible for the American Opportunity Tax Credit.
Prison Fellowship asks Congress to remove this collateral sanction that makes it more difficult for
formerly incarcerated individuals, who have already paid their debt to society, to pursue higher
education and provide for their families (e.g. ED ACCESS Act).36
Third, Congress should pass bipartisan reforms that will infuse greater opportunities for
transformation in American corrections culture, specifically Pell Grant restoration for incarcerated
students. A RAND study showed that participants in correctional education had 48 percent lower
odds of recidivating than those who did not.37 Today, an unprecedent range of organizations,
including Prison Fellowship, the National District Attorneys Association, Business Roundtable,
U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and higher education leaders, including HELP Chairman Lamar
Alexander, Education and Labor Chairman Bobby Scott, and Secretary of Education Betsy Devos,
have expressed their support for restoration of Pell Grant eligibility for incarcerated students. It’s
important to note that just because an incarcerated student receives a Pell Grant does not mean that
opportunities will shrink for other students. “[B]y law, all eligible students who apply for Pell
grants receive them.”38 Indeed, the amount or availability of a Pell grant bears no relationship to
34
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the number of applicants, but instead is based on the “total maximum Pell grant minus the student’s
[Expected Family Contribution]; or the Cost of Attendance minus the student’s [Expected Family
Contribution].”39 By providing a clear mechanism of federal financial aid, Pell Grant restoration
will enable more of our incarcerated neighbors to pursue avenues of redemption within and beyond
prison walls. We urge members of this committee to consider cosponsorship of the bipartisan
REAL Act (H.R. 2168), introduced by Congressmen Jim Banks (R-IN) and Danny Davis (D-IL).40
Fourth, we request that Congress exercise its funding and oversight powers to ensure the historic,
bipartisan First Step Act truly achieves its goal of creating more constructive culture in federal
prisons. We urge members of Congress to fully fund the legislation and press the Bureau of Prisons
(BOP) to address the clear gaps in evidence-based programming and productive activities.41
Additionally, Congress should ensure the Bureau of Prisons complies with the First Step Act’s
focus on expanded BOP partnerships with non-profit and faith-based organizations providing
effective, evidence-based programming.42 Prison Fellowship eagerly awaits the opportunity to
expand the Academy program in federal facilities. Finally, the legislation recognizes that new
programming will have more positive outcomes when combined with meaningful incentives for
participation and successful completion, whether through certain privileges during incarceration
or, depending on a prisoner’s recidivism risk level and sentence type, changes in pre-release
custody level.43 Congress must ensure the BOP and Department of Justice meaningfully develop
and implement these incentives.
Fifth, we ask for support of federal certificates of rehabilitation and entrepreneurship funding.
Returning citizens in at least sixteen states and the District of Columbia can apply for a certificate
of rehabilitation to better access employment and housing opportunities and obtain waivers for
collateral sanctions.44 Congress should likewise create a pathway for obtaining a certificate of
rehabilitation for individuals with federal convictions who seek to demonstrate their commitment
to law-abiding citizenship and successful reentry (e.g. RE-ENTER Act).45 Prison Fellowship also
supports legislation that would expand access for current and former federal prisoners to small
business mentor and training programs (e.g. Prison to Proprietorship for Formerly Incarcerated
Act; Prison to Proprietorship Act).46
Lastly, in order for there to be a shift in how our society views men and women with a criminal
conviction, there must be a cultural transformation that extends beyond the halls of Congress and
39
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into our places of worship and communities. Examining the issue from a moral lens is necessary
to achieve the desired change. Excluding someone from a clear and just path to restoration takes
away that person’s incentive to transform their life, take responsibility for their own affairs, and
provide for their own family.
This cultural transformation starts with changing our language. Labels are powerful, and our
society has plenty for people who have been through the criminal justice system and have the
record to show for it: Felon. Offender. Convict. Criminal. Even inmate casts a dark shadow in its
rightful context. An inmate is just a number—identified by numbers on a uniform. Personhood is
revoked. When we call people offenders and convicts, we identify them by what they have done,
not by their basic human dignity. Similar sentiment has helped fuel changes in how we refer to
people with disabilities. The term “returning citizen” has grown in popularity, but recent Barna
polling commissioned by Prison Fellowship shows that less than one-quarter of Americans are
familiar with this more positive label and one-third of Americans prefer to continue using
stigmatizing language like ex-offender.47 To overcome these deep-seated views about people with
a criminal record, intense education and awareness-building campaigns are necessary.
Countries including Singapore48 and Fiji49 have taken on the cultural aspects of collateral
consequences and have had striking results. Prison Fellowship’s Second Chance® Month has
created spaces for just this cultural reimagining. Since launching in April 2017, Prison Fellowship
has spearheaded the nationwide effort to raise awareness about collateral consequences and unlock
brighter futures for people with a criminal record. Over 360 businesses, churches, and
organizations50 have joined Prison Fellowship to raise awareness about the restrictions and stigma
facing individuals with a criminal record and to celebrate second chances during April through
press, policy briefings, "Second Chance Sunday" services held by churches, prayer walks, social
media campaigns, and annual resolutions and proclamations. In April 2019, 23 state governors,
the District of Columbia, and the White House issued Second Chance Month proclamations. With
the expected reintroduction of these resolutions in the coming month, members of this committee
can take a simple but meaningful step to promote conversations in public policy and our
communities about second chances and restoration.
CONCLUSION
“There is a latent, pervasive attitude in our society which stresses the generic unworthiness of the
criminal—his permanent unfitness to live in ‘decent society.’ He is seen as an unredeemable,
permanently flawed, ever-threatening deviant. Proper citizens are felt to be menaced or degraded
by consorting with him, whether or not he has ‘paid his debt.’”51
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Though the notion of second chances is a concept deeply rooted within the fabric of American
society, extending this hope to the millions of adults with a criminal conviction in this country
remains a work in progress. Counterproductive cultural norms in our prisons and arbitrary
collateral consequences place irrational limitations on the ability of men and women to effectively
reentry society at their highest potential and relegate millions of Americans to second class
citizenship. Prison Fellowship is committed to the presupposition that all people have intrinsic
value and are salvageable, and we are committed to paving the road of reconciliation from our
prisons into our communities. We hope to see you on that road.
Respectfully submitted,
Jesse Wiese, J.D. (soon to be esquire)
National Director, Academy Advancement
Prison Fellowship
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