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Executive Summary
This paper makes an effort to evaluate barriers such as employment, housing, and education that impede ex-offenders to live a life free of crime. Research has shown that ex-offenders do not have the appropriate means to support themselves when they re-enter the community. Some studies show that factors such as long-term incarceration, criminal records, and employment experience limit opportunities for ex-offenders to re-enter the workforce. In addition, ex-offenders do not have adequate housing resources, which increase the chances of recidivism as it is considered a risk factor for re-offending. The lack of education blocks ex-offenders to explore employment opportunities and financial stability; therefore, it leads them to a path of uncertainty that would challenge their success in the community, which means returning to the criminal justice system. 
For this reason, innovative strategies are presented, which would help improve these deficiencies and encourage the implementation of new ideas by providing mutual benefits for the organizations involved and ex-offenders. For instance, one of the major problems of resource programs is not the lack of the programs offered but the effectiveness of such. Most of these programs have not been proven to be effective and those programs that have been proven to be effective are not available in areas that need them, which does nothing to remove obstacles for offenders’ successful re-entry. 
Although there are limitations noted in this study, these limitations open the doors to continue future research about resource programs, their challenges, and the key for ex-offenders’ social reintegration.  It was found that building stronger partnerships between the criminal justice system and organizations involved allow our community to be more supportive of ex-offenders and these ex-offenders would have the opportunity to feel that they belong again.





















Facing the Challenges of Reentry and
The Validity of Effective Community Resource Programs
The mission of the criminal justice system is to provide offenders with court-ordered punishments, along with the tools and guidance to help them in their re-entry process (Travis, Solomon, & Waul, 2001); however, the reintegration process does not often happen as expected (James, 2015).  Nearly three-quarters of ex-offenders who were released in 2005 were back in the criminal justice system either for a subsequent offense or for violating the conditions of their probation/parole (James, 2015).
Despite paying their court-ordered punishment and serving their time, offenders face additional consequences that challenge their process of re-integration back into the community (Davis, Bahr, & Ward, 2012). Amongst the barriers that offenders face to live a pro-social life and improve their quality of life, offenders always struggle meeting their basic needs and are unable to meet society’s expectations (Maruna, 2011). Maruna noted that some ex-offenders are less likely to find stable employment, suitable housing, and opportunities to continue their education, as they do not have the resources available to achieve this. 
This paper will examine not only the offenders’ barriers for reentry, but also the factors that make their transition difficult such as long term incarceration, subsequent prison terms, social stigmatization, limited educational and cognitive skills, criminal history record, lack of higher education, affordable housing, and public assistance. In addition, the purpose of resource programs and their availability in the Travis County area will be reviewed. Community resource programs and reentry programs are provided to target the needs of offenders while smoothing their reintegration back into the community. It is believed that a better approach of the offender’s reintegration process will help the community better understand the needs of offenders to help them adjust to a life out of the criminal justice system. 
Employment
The majority of offenders who are released from a correctional institution have faced the challenges of meeting their personal and social needs.  Among these needs, employment seems to be the most difficult one for offenders to conquer (Raphael, 2007).  According to Raphael (2007), the prison population rate in the U.S. was five times higher than the European prison population. In 2005, about 2 million residents in the United States were housed in prison or jails (Raphael, 2007). In his study, Raphael (2007) found that among the offenders incarcerated, there was a high rate of offenders that held employment prior to their incarceration. 
It has been demonstrated that several factors such as long-term incarceration affect offenders in the labor market and this increases recidivism. Raphael (2007) explained that long-term incarceration and subsequent prison terms impeded offenders to maintain a stable employment experience. It was also indicated that almost two-thirds of offenders between the ages of 18 and 30 were arrested again years after released from prison.  This reoffending pattern made their reentry to society and labor market even harder. Raphael (2007) also indicated that social stigmatization affected offenders when attempting to re-enter the labor market to obtain legitimate employment, as their criminal history records unable these individuals to find a job.  Employers face a liability when hiring individuals with prior criminal convictions; therefore, they use pre-employment screening tools to determine the hiring eligibility of the individual (Raphael, 2007). Unfortunately, employers are reluctant to take the chance of hiring ex-offenders and the opportunities for these offenders to reintegrate back in the community are not near the real expectations (Raphael, 2007). In his study, Bonczar (2013) found that about 60 percent of employers would be less likely to hire applicants with criminal records compared to 8 percent of employers who reported to be less likely to hire individuals under the welfare system. Holzer, Raphael, and Stoll (2003) were able to demonstrate in their study that 90 percent of employers were willing to hire individuals under the welfare system, while 40 percent of employers were willing to hire ex-offenders only within certain employment fields such as construction or manufacturing.  States such as Alabama, Delaware, Iowa, Mississippi, and South Carolina ban ex-offenders to enter certain employment fields related to medicine, nursing, education, law, real estate among others, which prevents offenders from obtaining employment or even continuing their professional careers (Travis, Solomon, & Waul, 2001). This restriction prevents ex-offenders from building their employment skills leading them to return to criminal activities as a way of living to meet their basic needs. 
Among the limitations offenders face entering the labor market, their limited educational and cognitive skills greatly affect their chances of obtaining a stable employment (Travis et al., 2001). About 70 percent of ex-offenders who were released from prison lack a high school diploma (Travis et al., 2001). Furthermore, their limited job skills and work experience accumulated prior to incarceration might impede them from obtaining better paying jobs or even having connections with potential employers that would help them improve their job skills and adopt positive work habits (Holzer et al., 2003).
Ex-offenders’ attitudes and employment choices can also limit their availability in the labor market.  If ex-offenders are limited to low paying jobs with few benefits and no room to grow professionally within the organization, they are more likely to return to illegal activities as they find it easier to meet their basic needs this way (Holzer et al., 2003). Less than 5 percent of jobs that require minimum work experience do not encourage employees to continue learning and moving up, which discourage ex-offenders to continue working or even maintaining their employment (Holzer et al., 2003).
Factors that impede ex-offenders from obtaining stable employment such as long term-incarceration, social stigmatization, limited educational and cognitive skills, offenders attitudes and employment choices are barriers that discourage ex-offenders to look for employment opportunities or live independently after their release from prison. However, there are also positive ideas to change employment accessibility for ex-offenders and they will be discussed in this paper. 
Housing
Among the obstacles that ex-offenders face when exiting the prison system, housing is considered one of the largest risk factors for recidivism in ex-offenders (Parhar & Wormith, 2013). Studies have shown that some offenders’ failure to obtain adequate housing arraignments hurt them in adjusting to a pro-social and stable life (Meraux & Culhane, 2004). According to Travis et al. (2001), the Urban Institute study about the challenges of prisoner reentry in Illinois and Maryland in 2008 showed that about 80 percent of ex-offenders lived with family members after being released from prison and 25 percent of ex-offenders received financial support from their families. 
At least 66 percent of ex-offenders received support from family or close friends during the first month of being released from prison (Travis et al., 2001). It was also found that, 63 percent of ex-offenders in Cleveland lived in more than one location within the first year after their release (Travis et al., 2001). In his study, Thompson (2014) argued that suitable accommodations are important factors for ex-offenders to re-enter the community. It is interesting to note that even studies in England have shown the importance of living accommodations for ex-offenders. For instance, The Probation Board for Northern Ireland (PBNI) reported that about 29.6 percent of offenders who were released to general population had accommodation needs compared to 19.6 percent of ex-offenders who were placed on probation (2014).
In the United States, securing permanent housing for ex-offenders may lead offenders to face barriers to prevent them from accessing both private and public housing. In 1998, about 10 percent of offenders who were placed on parole in California were homeless.  In urban areas such as San Francisco, those numbers were 30-50 percent (Scally & Newman, 2003). Ex-offenders often face legal and community barriers when attempting to obtain suitable and affordable housing after serving their time and if these barriers continue, they will lack access to affordable housing or public housing assistance because of their crimes, which leads them to continue in the never-ending cycle of crime.
Ex-offenders are often denied access to housing because of their past criminal record histories.  Federal laws for public housing disqualify some ex-offenders and large management companies sometimes also impose policies that forbid some ex-offenders from renting a property due to their criminal records (Henderson, 2012).  Although these laws are intended to protect the safety of tenants, denying ex-offenders affordable housing, restricts them from adopting a pro-social life, as they do not have the necessary tools (Henderson, 2012). 
The federal Fair Housing Acts allows landlords to refuse tenancy to any individual who possesses a risk to other tenants and the community and the federal Anti-Drug Abuse Act also bans individuals with any prior drug charges or convictions access to public housing because of its goal to have a “drug free” community (Henderson, 2012). According to Henderson (2012), about 80 percent of landlords reported completing a criminal background check for prospective tenants in 2005. These discriminatory laws have only one outcome and that is recidivism will increase as the lack of opportunities for ex-offenders continue to grow.   
Among the housing limitations offenders face, community barriers are also one of the key factors that influence how successful ex-offenders will be reentering the community (Henderson, 2012).  Community attitudes toward ex-offender re-entry can be negative. These attitudes and social perceptions always come to light when discussing subjects such as affordable housing for low-income and/or at-risk individuals (Scally & Newman, 2003). Unfortunately many community resources groups that support housing benefits are primarily focused on the property value and the financial growth that these resources will bring to their association rather than subsidizing housing facilities in effort to help ex-offenders get back on their feet (Galster, Pettit, Santiago, & Tatian, 2002).  A survey conducted in Missouri indicated that about 58 percent of residents reported that helping offenders with housing resources is a priority of the state not the local community (Garland, Wodahl, & Schuhmann, 2013).
A survey completed in 2005 in Massachusetts showed that 78 percent of residents agreed that one of the main causes for ex-offenders to recidivate is due to lack of housing resources  (Roberts, Doble, Clawson, Selton, & Briker, 2005).  In addition, 68 percent of those respondents reported that the offenders’ failure to successfully reenter the community is partially caused by limited halfway houses, as they are effective in helping ex-offenders participate in work release programs while in the process of re-entry (Roberts et al., 2005).  Another study conducted by Garland and colleagues (2014) indicated that 54 percent of respondents were in favor of having a transitional housing center in their neighborhood compared to only 28 percent that were against it. What this means is that public acceptance plays an important part in ex-offenders’ reentry process as it helps straighten the foundation of ex-offenders’ commitment to adopt a pro-social life (Garland et al., 2014).
Many jurisdictions have taken actions in enacting anti-discriminatory laws to protect those who have criminal histories to allow them to receive benefits to meet their basic needs. “Ban the Box” initiatives and others similar programs are examples and discussed later in this paper. 
Education
The inability of offenders to access higher education limits them to explore employment opportunities and maintain a suitable stable residency (Archer & Williams, 2003). Criminal histories and lack of financial support to afford college expenses are factors that contribute to the lack of community resources offered to ex-offenders to help them in their re-entry process. 
Previous studies have suggested that some ex-offenders have lower levels of education. As Solomon et al. (2004) noted, about 40 percent of prisoners did not have a high school diploma or GED. According to Weissman, Rosenthal, Warth, Wolf, and Messina, 92 million of people in the Unites States had criminal records (2009). Even though offenders serve their time in the criminal justice system, their criminal record histories haunt them even after their release from prison and this impedes them from successfully reintegrating in the community. Many ex-offenders face collateral consequences such as their inability to further their education and obtain a college degree (Weissman et al., 2009). 75 percent of four-year college applicants had criminal histories and schools used this information when making admissions decisions (Weissman et al., 2009). According to Pierce, Runyan, and Bangdiwala (2014), 61 percent of college institutions completed criminal background checks on prospective applicants. 
Many colleges and higher education institutions reserve the right to deny or accept an applicant. Many of these institutions see ex-offenders as a risk to the community creating a concern for public safety (Weissman et al., 2009). However, depriving ex-offenders the opportunity to pursue higher education will not deter criminal activities on college campuses and will not reduce recidivism (Weissman et al., 2009).
For those who are accepted into higher education institutions despite their criminal record histories, they face another challenge of affording their education, as they are not eligible for any federal student financial aid (Linton, 2011). According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, about 1.5 million individuals were ineligible to participate in the federal student aid program because of their criminal record (as cited by Linton, 2011).  Tuition cost is one of the factors that impedes ex-offenders from pursuing their education (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).
Many colleges that offer grants and scholarships programs through the state disqualify ex-offenders with prior felony convictions or drug related charges (Archer & Williams, 2003). An estimated 103,502 students reported to have been convicted of drug related charges between 2001 and 2002.  Approximately 39,537 of those students were denied student financial aid (Archer & Williams, 2003).
Many individuals consider furthering their education by attending graduate schools, as they see it as a motivation to continue developing their careers and growing professionally. Unfortunately those with criminal convictions are less likely to be considered for programs in the Public Service fields (Patrick, Connor, & Tewksbury, 2011). It is very interesting to note that individuals with criminal history records are not completely banned from criminology or criminal justice programs.  Many offenders are required to provide letters of recommendation, personal statements, submit to criminal background checks, and take Graduate Record Examinations (GRE) (Patrick et al., 2011). However, in their study, Patrick et al. (2011) showed that for many ex-offenders applying to criminal justice graduate programs was still a challenging process as many of them struggled in obtaining recommendation letters with their personal statements. Furthermore, it was found that 50 percent of graduate programs required background checks or at least one criminal background question for admission, and 100 percent of the programs that were evaluated required recommendation letters and to take the GRE (Patrick et al., 2011). Their study led to question whether ex-offenders will get access to equal education in the future as collateral consequences and criminal convictions are still barriers for offenders to further their education even though the initiative for change are there. 
This paper will not only examine the barriers that impede offenders to further their education but will also discuss the opportunities ex-offenders have in order to pursue a higher education degree and improve their quality of life by accessing to those available resources that will help them meet their social and personal needs. 
Probation in Lieu of incarceration
The issue of overcrowded correctional populations in the United States is not something new. Nearly 6.98 million offenders were supervised under the correctional system through parole and probation in 2011 (Glaze & Parks, 2011).  Although this figure seemed to be pretty high, the jail and prison population actually declined 1.4 % by the end of 2011 (Glaze & Parks, 2011). This decline was caused by the increase of probation population (Glaze & Parks, 2011). Probation has served as an alternative to prison.  It has been also perceived as a way of promoting rehabilitation while maintaining the safety of the community (Worrall, Schram, Hays, & Newman, 2001). Although the effectiveness of probation has not been sufficiently studied to prove if its programs and services are cost-effective, many probation programs focus on targeting the needs of the offenders to prevent future criminal behavior (Worrall et al., 2001).
Probationers are provided with options among community resources programs, in which rehabilitation, treatment services, substance abuse, educational, and job placement services are included. Worrall et al. (2001) concluded that probation is one of the most important parts of the criminal justice system and the supervision approach is as important as the probation services provided to probationers to include community resources and community based programs, which will be discussed more in detailed below. 
Community Resource Programs 
Community resource programs are designed to provide ex-offenders the necessary tools to help them reintegrate into the community while under supervision of the correctional system, specifically probation and parole (James, 2015). In his study, James (2015) noted that among the needs of the offenders to transition successfully in the community, employment, housing and education are factors that contribute most in reducing their recidivism and encouraging them to stay crime-free. 
Employment 
“Ban the Box” programs have become known nationwide as “fair change hiring” because it gives offenders the opportunity to obtain jobs without having to worry about their past criminal records. By 2016, over 23 states adopted this program, which requires private and public employers to consider prospective job candidates without performing to criminal backgrounds checks (Bergen & Bressler, 2016).  Ban the Box started as a campaign that encouraged employers to judge the prospective candidates for their merits and skills instead of their criminal histories. Although Ban the Box has created issues with regard to public safety and American values, legislation and executive orders regarding to unfair employment practices have been enacted since the 1960s and continue with the effort of understanding that America is a country that offers second chances (Bergen & Bressler, 2016). 
Texas’ Project Rio is a state government program that was implemented as a pilot study in 1985 with the purpose of helping offenders in their reintegration process by placing parolees in jobs upon release from prison (Finn, 1998). Six months before their release, specialists from Texas’ Project Rio assess offenders to gather information about their work history skills, and their social and personal communication skills (Finn, 1998). The program develops a plan that targets the occupational demands of the community where the offender will be soon released.  Specialists will also refer offenders to academic and vocational programs and will gather documentation such as birth certificates, social security cards, and school diplomas. In addition, specialists from the state funded program meet with participants within two years after their release and complete follow-ups every 90 days thereafter to check the offenders’ interviewing skills and status in the workforce (Finn, 1998).  As offenders are under supervision while in the program, they also complete a series of seven workbooks at their own pace, which provide guidance on how to improve family and social relations, techniques about civil and legal responsibilities, awareness of victims, family violence, personal health, substance abuse, and job preparation, which include interviewing skills (Finn, 1998).  
Texas’s Project Rio has served as a pilot for other states to take the same approach and implement similar state funded programs (Finn, 1998). For example, Georgia attempted to implement a similar program to Project Rio; however, this program was soon challenged, as the job placements that were provided were not realistic.  Offenders were not provided with the appropriate referrals to take care of education, substance abuse, and financial needs, which led them to re-offend again (Finn, 1998). In addition, the parole department did not work under the same umbrella of the correction department; which made it harder for the program to get the appropriate funds and for staff to guide and provide resources for offenders (Finn, 1998).  According to Finn (1998), about 69 percent of Project Rio Participants found employment compared to 39 percent of offenders that did not participate in the program. 
Project H.O.P.E (Helping Offenders Pursue Excellence) was another approach that the state of Indiana implemented in 2012 with the effort to assist offenders in employment, housing and educational needs (Paul & Fillmore, 2015). Offenders are given a second chance to become good citizens while reintegrating back into their communities. In addition to targeting the needs of offenders, Project H.O.P.E developed community partnerships with apartment complexes, childcare, adult education institutions, and treatment providers to allow offenders have access to their basic necessities to survive in the community (Paul & Fillmore, 2015). This new approach teaches offenders how to network and encourages them to maintain social relationships that will allow them to further their education and obtain stable employments (Paul & Fillmore, 2015). According to Paul and Fillmore (2015), of 416 ex-offenders that participated in Project H.O.P.E. 66 percent found employment in areas such as factories, food services, hotels, and landscaping. Three-quarters of those who found employment remained employed. Furthermore, 41 percent of offenders obtained educational degrees and only 19 percent returned to prison after their participation in the project.  These results encouraged the Indiana Department of Corrections to continue expanding this project, in which the main goal is to implement employment-coaching techniques.
The Illinois Department of Employment Security (IDES) introduced the Reentry Employment Services Program (RESP).  The purpose of IDES is to develop and maintain connections with employers and engage job seekers in the labor market (Illinois Department of Employment Security [IDES], n.d). This brings economic growth and reduces recidivism among offenders while providing stability to residents in Illinois (IDES, n.d).  The RESP assists ex-offenders in overcoming employment barriers. Ex-offenders are provided with job referrals and are provided with job preparation tools such as preparing resumes, cover letters, references letters, interview techniques as well as guidance to maintain professional and positive attitudes through workshops (IDES, n.d). In addition to this, ex-offenders are also provided with a list of accessible job openings with detailed information to include wage information, job occupations, region specific data about the education levels, and training opportunities (IDES, n.d). According to IDES (n.d), this detailed information encourages offenders to plan for their future by acquiring higher education and job training.
IDES partners with employers by offering free job postings and recruiting. IDES will help employers screen prospective job candidates and place them in job positions that would fulfill the job requirements (IDES, n.d).  In addition, employers who participate in the RESP are provided with different incentive programs such as Fidelity Bonding, which provides employers an insurance policy that protects them against employee dishonesty.  In other words, it enables employers to hire applicants that are considered to be at risk due to their past criminal records. This includes recovering substance abuse users (drugs and/or alcohol), ex-offenders, welfare recipients, individuals with a dishonorable military discharge, or those who lack work employment history due to incarceration or other matters (IDES, n.d). Furthermore, this bond also covers employees in order to prevent layoffs, and secures the opportunity to transfer or promote within the company or employment organization (IDES, n.d). Employers are also provided with the Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) (IDES, n.d). Employers who participate in the RESP and retain employees with criminal records, or any other individuals with significant barriers to employment are eligible to receive up to $1 million in tax credit each year under this program (IDES, n.d). In addition, the Ex-Offender Job Credit also allows employers who hire ex-offenders to apply for tax credit (IDES, n.d). In order for employers to receive this tax credit, a qualified ex-offender would have been formerly incarcerated in one of the Illinois adult correction facilities and was hired within the first year of their release from prison.
Ready 4 Work (Reentry, Retrain, Reintegrate) is a program that has been recognized nationally for assisting ex-offenders in their reentry process to the community and labor market. Ready 4 Work utilizes four approaches to include case management, life coaching, job training, and job placement assistance to guide ex-offenders toward a productive life (Ready 4 Work, n.d). Furthermore, Ready 4 Work partners with local businesses, community faith-based programs, and the judicial system to assist these individuals in their transition back to their communities (Ready 4 Work, n.d). Eligible individuals include ex-offenders who have not committed violent or sexual related crimes (Ready 4 Work, n.d). In addition, participating individuals will have to complete a criminal background check prior to entering the program. Once accepted, they will have to complete a four to six week training about career development, in which participants will be able to learn employment and life skills. In addition, participants will also benefit from life coaching, follow up community assistance, and random drug testing (Ready 4 Work, n.d).
Ready 4 Work partners with over 300 businesses and has helped over 1,500 ex-offenders to enter the labor market and obtain stable employment (Ready 4 Work, n.d). “The program has a 70 percent retention rate within the first year of a client’s employment, far exceeding standard retention rates” (Ready 4 Work, n.d, para. 2). With the successful rate of Ready 4 Work, a replicated pilot project called New Hope was introduced in 1998 in Jacksonville, Florida (Ready 4 Work, n.d). This program aimed to target neighborhoods’ criminal, poverty, and drug issues while teaching offenders life coaching techniques and understanding employers’ perspective of reluctance when hiring ex-offenders  (Ready 4 Work, n.d).
The Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) in New York is also one of the many programs that help ex-offenders in their reintegration back into the community and the labor market (Finn, 1998).  CEO originated from the Vera Institute of Justice in 1970s. The Vera Institute was a non-profit organization in New York (Finn, 1998). Its primary goal was to develop innovative programs within the criminal justice system to provide ex-offenders the tools to succeed in the community (Finn, 1998).  The Vera Institute later became The Center for Employment Opportunities. This organization also focuses on encouraging ex-offenders to maintain good work habits and provides the tools that will teach them structure and discipline at work (Finn, 1998). Ex-offenders are assessed to make sure they are placed in the right job that fit their employment skills (Finn, 1998). This program emerged as a result of the high recidivism rates of ex-offenders in New York (Finn, 1998). Ex-offenders were initially referred to this program temporarily as a resource to help them improve their social and employment skills; however, this program soon became a mandatory condition for ex-offenders once released (Finn, 1998).  CEO has partnerships with several agencies and employers to expand ex-offenders’ employment opportunities. Eligible participants for these programs include ex-offenders who have been released from New York’s correctional facilities and are required to enroll in this program as a condition of parole (Finn, 1998).  Ex-offenders with convictions of violent crimes or the ones who are ineligible to work in the United States are not allowed to participate in this program (Finn, 1998). Offenders complete an initial orientation and are required to participate and complete life skill classes. They are also required to participate in work crews, which help ex-offenders enhance their employment skills while getting paid to work (Finn, 1998). Work crews include custodial services, highway clean up, and city park maintenance. 
While in the program, ex-offenders are assigned jobs and are also encouraged to submit job applications, so they can obtain permanent jobs (Finn, 1998).  Upon graduation from this program, ex-offenders are expected to either have a permanent job or have scheduled job interviews (Finn, 1998).  CEO also serves as an employment agency, in which they provide services such as helping with work opportunity tax credit and human resources services. According to Finn, by 1996, 75 percent of ex-offenders who received job placements were in the same job after 1 month, 60 percent of those participants were still employed after 3 months, and 38 percent remained employed after 6 months. However, it was later found that the main reason for participants to become unemployed was due to drug relapse (Finn, 1998). Despite this, CEO became an inspiration for other agencies to take the same or similar approach (Finn, 1998). CEO's mission is to keep ex-offenders motivated by providing vocational and employment services that will prepare them to face the challenges encountered in the labor market as well as in the community (Finn, 1998).
Housing
As offenders return to their communities, they are expected to adopt a pro-social life, which will allow them to meet their social and personal needs. However, they often face challenges that hinder their successful reintegration back into society.  Housing is considered one of the essential factors for ex-offender to achieve a success in employment and education (Moraff, 2014). Many housing programs have been implemented with the effort of reduce recidivism and overcrowding in prisons. Of these released offenders, high risk-offenders are the ones who are more likely face housing barriers and therefore re-offend. Moraff (2014) says “being homeless makes it hard to move forward or find the social support from other necessary to be successful” (para.2). Although housing resources seem to be a pressing issue, there are housing programs that offer ex-offenders the support and stability they need to become proactive members of society. Next, there will be further explanation of these programs and how effective their goals are in the community. 
The State of Washington implemented a housing program called the Reentry Housing Pilot Program (RHPP). This program was created with the goal to assist high-risk offenders with stable, suitable, and supportive housing. Furthermore, it provides these individuals up to 12 months of housing support. Those offenders who are qualified and willing to participate in the program should be able to participate in treatment and secure stable employment (Lutze, Rosky, & Hamilton, 2014). RHPP works in conjunction with community justice centers, the corrections department, and other community programs such as social services, mental health services, substance abuse providers, and law enforcement. In their two-year evaluation of this program, Lutze, Bouffard, and Rosky, (2010) found 41% of RHPP participants were terminated due to non-compliance with the rules of the programs such as drug use, while 4% percent of participants were terminated due to new crimes committed. Lutze et al. (2014) studied the recidivism rate among participants in this program and found that providing services and housing to those who were homeless and at risk did reduce recidivism and provided high-risk offenders with a stable environment to help them get back on their feet, yet the effectiveness of this program remains a challenge (Lutze et al., 2014).
The Landlord Liaison Project (LLP) is a program that was developed in Seattle in 2009. This program partners with landlords, property managers, and service agents to provide affordable and accessible housing to those individuals who encounter barriers that make housing to be almost inaccessible (LLP, n.d). Among the individuals who might benefit from this program, homeless individuals, those with criminal record, and those with an eviction history are included.  Eligible participants can maintain their residence for one year and will be provided with case management and resources to help them build their skills that will allow them to obtain a long-term stability.  According to LLP (n.d), about 95% of its participants have been able to maintain housing stability.  LLP not only serves as a housing resource program for ex-offenders and homeless individuals but also as mediation support between the tenants and landlords to help solve any concerns or issues that may arise during the process (LLP, n.d). LLP also provides financial assistance for participants to ensure that their transition and placement are suitable (LLP, n.d).
The Housing Crisis Center (HCC) provides long-term transitional housing that allows individuals to address any issues that contribute to their issues in housing stability (HCC, 2017). While benefiting from housing resources, clients are provided with case management, employment and financial education that will help them get back on their feet (HCC, 2017). Clients can participate in the program for up to 24 months. Clients must have the ability to show education and/or employment efficacy. HCC will be responsible for paying the client’s rent directly to the participating apartment complex and the client is responsible for paying the utilities (HCC, 2017). The good thing about this program is that there are not pre-existing conditions to qualify for this program. According to HCC (2017), 85 percent of clients are still housed after 1 year in the program, 79 percent have a mental illness or substance abuse issues, 16 percent have a physical disability, and 80 percent are able to decrease their debt and improve their finances. 
The Chicago Housing Authority (CHA) is one of the few federal, state, or local agencies that consider applicants with past criminal records (Bowen, 2015). The agency takes into account the type of offense and if the applicant is either under supervision or working with a social service agency to help the ex-offender adopt a pro-social life while in the community (Bowen, 2015).  The CHA gave ex-offenders housing vouchers and also allowed them to add relatives with criminal records to their lease agreements (Bowen, 2015). A fairly recent study showed that usually ex-offenders have to wait five years before they can get into CHA housing; this lack of support blocks ex-offenders from finding reasonable and affordable housing (Bradley, 2013).
States such as Arizona, California, Nevada, Illinois, New Jersey, and New York have implemented legislation about Certificates of Rehabilitation (CR) to help ex-offenders obtain public housing (Schneider, 2010). As every state has different laws to implement these initiatives and impose its requirements, CR generally requires ex-offenders to demonstrate that they have no new criminal charges for a certain period of time (Schneider, 2010). They are also required to provide verification of completed rehabilitative classes and counseling or any other completed program that can suffice as evidence that the ex-offender has been rehabilitated (Schneider, 2010). In addition, Public Housing Assistance (PHA) has the discretion to verify an ex-offender’s criminal record and decide whether the individual qualifies for public housing assistance, they would evaluate the seriousness of the crime, any completed rehabilitation treatment, and the time that has passed since their last conviction (Schneider, 2010). According to Schneider (2010), CR is helpful for PHA evaluations as it helps obtain a consistent analysis of the information provided. CR is a certificate offered by the state and serves as verification that the individuals have been rehabilitated by the state; it shows their good character, and their commitment to their rehabilitation. In addition, it allows them to benefit from public housing. As mentioned before, every state enacts its own laws to implement the CR program. For instance the New York CR program is mainly focused on assisting ex-offenders in obtaining employment whereas the Massachusetts CR program makes housing a priority (Schneider, 2010). Moreover, one the benefits that CR provides is that together with the Certificates of Rehabilitation and Recovery (CRR) it partners with substance abuse agencies, social services, and community resource agencies to help ex-offenders in their process of rehabilitation (Schneider, 2010). 
Some ex-offenders not only face the challenges of getting affordable housing because of their criminal records but because of mental illness as well. Housing First (HF) has become a program commonly known as “supported housing” for individuals with mental illness (Aubry et al., 2015). Individuals who participate in the program are tenants of private-market housing and are also offered Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) and Intensive Case Management (ICM) based on their needs (Aubry et al., 2015). There are no requirements to participate in this program, not even completed substance abuse treatments, abstinence from alcohol and/or drug use. For this reason, the program is known for its supportive housing instead of treatment housing (Aubry et al., 2015). 
According to Greenwood and Schaefer (2005), HF has become the main focus to address homeless individuals with mental illness. The majority of these individuals achieve housing stability. In their study, Aubry et al. (2015) found that private landlords supported the idea of renting to HF participants for pro-social and financial reasons. Landlords reported that they do not need to worry about collecting rent monthly as they received the money from the program (Aubry et al., 2015). Moreover, they expressed that renting to HF participants will help in these individuals’ reintegration to the community. HF tenants need to be adequately supported by the program and landlords’ requirements need to be met; otherwise, the program will not be effective and tenants will face evictions and housing instability (Aubry et al., 2015). Studies have shown that HF is an innovative idea to address homelessness. For instance, one study showed that individuals who participate in HF program were more likely to have housing stability (Gulcur, Stefancic, Tsemberis, & Fishcer, 2003). Another study showed that between 75% - 95% of HF participants had housing stability a year after participating in the program or being placed in another program called, rapid re-housing (Byrne, Treglia, Culhane, Kuhn, & Kane, 2015).
Although some of the programs mentioned in this section do not directly address the issue of ex-offenders and their lack of housing benefits, it certainly provides an insight of the current issue of the lack of housing benefits for those who suffer from mental health and substance abuse. Ex-offenders do not only face the challenge of having to carry their own criminal record but a sizable portion of them also suffer from mental health issues and substance abuse which keep them from obtaining stable housing and this triggers them to re-offend in the future.
Education
The high recidivism rate in offenders are due to the limited options they have to make end meets once released from prison, which makes the transition to reenter society even harder (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).  The lack of obtaining higher education is one of the limitations ex-offenders face exiting the criminal justice system as it limits them to expand their opportunities to achieve a better life (Archer & Williams, 2003).
Since the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1998, students convicted of drug-related offenses are ineligible for a grant, loan, or work assistance programs (The Legal Action Center, 2004). No other offenses, including violent crimes, alcohol related offenses, or sex offenses, are a result of automatic financial eligibility denial (The Legal Action Center, 2004).  It is very interesting to note that the HEA only restricts financial assistance to offenders that have been convicted of a crime (The Legal Action Center, 2004). In addition, offenders who have been convicted of a drug-related crime while in school might be still eligible for financial assistance by the end of their suspended period or if they provide completion of a substance abuse treatment and pass two random drug tests approved by the Secretary of Education (The Legal Action Center, 2004). 
According to the U.S Department of Education (2013), individuals with criminal records are not discouraged to apply for federal student aid; however, the seriousness of the offense are evaluated to determine eligibility.  The eligibility for those individuals who have committed sexual offenses and drug-related offenses might be limited if not restricted (U.S Department of Education, 2013). For instance, they are ineligible to apply for Pell Grants. On the other hand, those who are placed on probation, parole, and halfway houses may be eligible for federal student aid depending on the type of offense such as mentioned before (U.S Department of Education, 2013). 
Although there is not a lot of research available about resource programs that offer financial support to offenders in order to obtain a higher education once released from prison, it is noted that there are educational programs offered to inmates in prisons. These programs will be discussed briefly throughout this section. 
Mastrorilli (2016) explained in her article that the post-secondary approach in prisons was implemented based on the goal of rehabilitating offenders and providing tools to help them reintegrate back in the community. However, this program soon received public critics, as the public prison was viewed as national punishment rather than a way of rehabilitating offenders through education (Mastrorilli, 2016).  Prisoners are currently eligible to receive financial assistance based on the U.S. Department of Education rules for Pell Grants eligibility (Mastrorilli, 2016). The Second Chance Pell Program allow institutions of higher education to partner with federal and state correctional facilities to prepare offenders for employment once released. Part of the requirements for The Second Chance Pell Program is that participating offenders are eligible to receive grants within five years of their release and participating institutions must comply with the program evaluations and other requirements (Mastrorilli, 2016). Although there has been public concern about providing financial assistance to prisoners to attend college while incarcerated, advocates of this approach claim that the main goals of this program are to reduce recidivism and provide education that will lead prisoners to obtain employment and maintain a pro-social life once released from prison. Steurer and Smith (2003) found in their study that those inmates who participated in an educational program while incarcerated had a lower recidivism rate compared to those who did not participate in any educational program.  For instance, in Maryland the recidivism rate for those who participated in the program was 54 percent compared to those who did not participate with 57 percent. Similarly, in Minnesota the recidivism rate was 42 percent for those who participated compared to those who did not with 54 percent, and Ohio with a recidivism rate of 50 for those who participated compared to 58 percent for those who did not (Steurer & Smith, 2003). 
College Inside was a program that was developed by the Oregon Department of Corrections in 2007 with the goal to help inmates develop their skills and prepare them for employment and provide opportunities to further their education in the future (Simpkins, 2015). According to Simpkins (2015), since the implementation of this program, 77.4 percent of graduates continued working and/or attending school and only 3.8 percent returned to prison. In a study about the effectiveness of higher education in the North Carolina Transition Youth Offender Program (YOP), Ander and Noblit (2015) concluded that juveniles initially reported that they were not greatly in favor of school or being in school as they felt discriminated by the teachers and other students; however, in the YOP, they felt that the program was helpful as the staff and administrators cared about their learning process throughout the program. Although Ander and Noblit (2015) did not obtain recidivism rates for the effectiveness of this program, they certainly found that the effectiveness of higher education programs in prisons varies depending on the type of population, past school and personal experiences of inmates and their expected goals of the program. What is certain is that the program serves as an encouragement for youth to change their deviant behavior and stay away from trouble while incarcerated (Ander & Noblit, 2015).
On the other hand, Gould, Harkins, and Stevens (2015) studied the paradox of providing higher education to those who are incarcerated. They argued that most states perceived educational programs that are provided to prisoners as a luxury. Moreover, many departments of corrections allow prison education partners with local community colleges; however, this partnership may result in retribution rather than rehabilitation (Gould et al. 2015).  According to Gould et al. (2015) education is an important factor for prisoners’ success but funding for educational programs in prisons is still limited, as some state laws, (i.e., Washington) do not provide state funds for educational programs in prisons.  Gould et al. (2015) proposed that colleges should promote their mission to provide education to all including those underprivileged and the department of corrections should provide programs that focus on the rehabilitation of inmates. In addition, Gould et al. (2015) proposed that there should be collaboration, and communication among communities, local colleges, and the correctional departments to provide the best practices to inmates while incarcerated, and provide tools and life skills that will help them obtain employment once released into their communities. 
When it comes to higher education and offenders, financial assistance does not seem to be the only barrier. Ex-offenders who decide to continue their education are encountered with barriers such as being inadmissible to college due to their criminal records (Solomon, Osborne, LoBuglio, Mellow, & Mukamal, 2008).  Custer (2016) explained the reasoning behind criminal record checks for college admissions. According to Custer (2016), higher educational institutions review criminal histories to predict prospective students’ future behaviors and college applicants may be denied admission if they show a history of continuous violence or misconduct.  A study conducted by Runyan, Pierce, Shankar, and Bangdiwala (2013) showed that students who engaged in criminal activities prior to college, whether they admitted or not in their college applications, were more likely to be involved in misconduct or receive disciplinary actions while in college. However, Olszewska (2007) discovered in her study that criminal background checks were not a reliable predictor of college crime. However, North Carolina University  (UNC) reported that between 2001 and 2004, of 250,000 students enrolled in UNC, 21 students committed crimes on campus. 13 of these 21 students did not disclose their prior criminal record (University of North Carolina, 2004). 
Although ex-offenders face barriers when pursuing higher education, this opportunity provides positive outcomes that allow ex-offenders to see college as a way to grow as personal individuals and promote social change through their personal experiences (Halkovic, 2014).  In his study, Halkovic (2014) was able to show how prisoners who received education while incarcerated were more likely to engage in the community, share their stories, and serve as positive role models to advocate for more educational programs; furthermore, they helped create awareness to have more educational resources available to incarcerated individuals. According to Halkovic (2014), the College and Community Fellowship (CCF) and College Initiative (CI) programs in New York City showed success rates of offenders attending college after prison. Of 240 women who participated in CI, 158 graduated with a college degree and the recidivism rate was 2 percent over a 12-year period (College and Community Fellowship, 2016). The CI provided education to 250 students from 2009 to 2010 and reported a recidivism rate of 3.2 percent for those who enrolled at least in one semester of college (Sturm, Skolnick,  & Wu, 2010).
It has been shown that education is fundamental for ex-offenders’ rehabilitation and reintegration in their communities.  When obtaining higher education, ex-offenders are often faced with a variety of obstacles and limitations that impede their ability to improve their employment skills and obtain not only financial stability but also the personal confidence to succeed in their communities. Education inspires “the desire to do more and give back” (Halkovic and Greene, 2015, p. 772).
An Approach to Address Community Resource Programs
In the City Austin, Texas
Previous research shows the limitations ex-offenders face when attempting to achieve employment, housing stability, and higher education. The information provided in the sections above show that there are a variety of resource programs that focus on the immediate needs of ex-offenders in order for them to reintegrate back into their communities.  However, this evaluation has given direction to analyze the challenges that impede the successful implementation of resource programs but first a review of some of the steps the City of Austin and Travis County have taken to target these issues will be addressed below.  
Employment
The State of Texas implemented the Workforce Solutions program with the goal of helping job seekers to include ex-offenders to enhance their job skills and obtain employment. In 2013, the Texas Workforce Commission (TWC) partnered with 70 employers to provide employment to more than 14,000 individuals (The Texas Workforce Investment Council, 2014). Furthermore, the Texas Education Agency (TEA) developed work-training programs in selected colleges and higher education institutions with the goal of preparing these students for high demand careers (The Texas Workforce Investment Council, 2014). 
Travis County has participated in the Ban the Box program to remove unfair barriers to employment of individual with criminal records. In 2008, the City of Austin approved a Ban the Box policy in which questions about criminal backgrounds were removed from the online application. However, specific civilian jobs such as working closely with children, the disabled, and the elderly, will still require a criminal background investigation.  This reform was developed with the goal to increase job opportunities for individuals with criminal backgrounds. 
The city of Austin should develop partnership programs such as Project H.O.P.E. previously discussed, with private employers to hire ex-offenders as it has been proven that ex-offenders who find stable employment are more likely to maintain a crime free lifestyles and their transition back into their communities is smoother. 
The Travis County Reentry Roundtable Employment Subcommittee (RRT) developed community strategies with the goal of encouraging private employers to hire individuals with criminal records (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2007). However, they soon found out that private employers did not want to hire individuals with criminal records due to liability and safety concerns. Although, this seemed discouraging at first, in their survey RRT found that employers in the Austin area were willing to hire ex-offenders with certain restrictions such as having no felonies, discounting certain misdemeanors, no violent records, drug free for over 5 years, and having no aggravated, sexual, and/or child assaults among others (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2007). Employers were also able to provide feedback in regards to the hiring process for individuals with criminal records such as providing supportive services to these individuals hired with criminal records to help the retain their jobs. 
It is very interesting to note that the Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable has worked to change the hiring policies in regards to eligibility for individuals with criminal backgrounds.  According to the Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, (2007), although Travis County applications would include questions about criminal backgrounds, this did not necessarily mean applicants would be ineligible. They also concluded that although individuals with criminal records are selected for certain job positions, they would still face barriers such as a driver’s license suspensions that would impede these individuals to fully perform their job duties; which discourages them to continue applying or even keep their jobs (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2007).
The Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable (2007) proposed that questions about criminal records should be asked in a later stage of the hiring process to allow the hiring departments to build a perception about the applicant based on his/her knowledge and professional experience instead of his/her criminal record. Moreover, they also recommended that mitigating factors such as the age at the time of the offense, seriousness of the offense, and evidence of rehabilitation be considered before making any decision in the hiring process.  In addition, they proposed that the Travis County Human Resource Department should assist in training county managers in the recruiting and hiring process of individuals with criminal background checks (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2007).
The Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable and the Ending Community Homelessness Coalition (ECHO) got together in 2016 to develop strategies to address employment barriers that homeless individuals and individuals with criminal backgrounds often face. They focused on several plans to build partnerships with different agencies and organizations to include private employers, Austin Community College, and Workforce Solutions among others.  They concluded that employers should be more educated to understand the process of hiring individuals with criminal background checks and those who were homeless. The Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable and ECHO concluded that in order to promote accessible employment to these individuals, agencies and organization should apply three basic strategies: advocacy, education and collaboration to strengthen the relationship between the community and agencies that are open to give these individuals a second chance (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable and ECHO, 2016).
In addition, Big Austin Business Investment Growth was developed with the effort to train and assist ex-offenders who are looking to open their own business (Big Austin Business Investment Growth, n.d.).  Participants of the Big Austin’s Small Business and Job Creation Re-Entry Program (SBDJC-ERP) are provided with financial counseling and education management job skills to help them become self-employed (Big Austin Business Investment Growth, n.d). The eligibility requirements are that participants should be located within the Travis County area and should not have any prior history of violent offenses (Big Austin Business Investment Growth, n.d).
The Workforce Development Task Force was developed in 2013 with the goal of assisting ex-offenders in Travis County to look for stable employment (Travis County, n.d). Ex-offenders participating in this program are required to attend an orientation and assessed on their skills and aptitudes and then are referred to potential employers (Travis County, n.d). For those whose skills are not ready just yet, they are referred to local agencies with the effort to help these individuals enhance their skills (Travis County, n.d). Travis County Justice Planning maintains partnerships with organizations such as Big Austin, Capital IDEA, Austin Community College, Front Steps, Project Fresh Start, Goodwill Industries, Ascend Center for Learning, and Capital Area Food Bank. In addition to participating employers receiving the Work Opportunity Tax Credit, the program offers free fidelity bonds to participants to help them maintain their jobs and improve their employment skills while protecting participating employers against employee’s actions of dishonesty (Travis County, n.d). 
Austin M.O.VE Forward is non-profit organization that helps ex-offenders to enhance their life skills, provide career guidance, and job placement (Austin M.O.V.E. Forward, n.d).  The organization also specializes in helping ex-offenders manage barriers that hinder them to retain stable employment such as lack of transportation, a criminal record, lack of housing, food, and clothing (Austin M.O.V.E. Forward, n.d). 
Housing
As mentioned previously, ex-offenders also face challenges when attempting to find stable housing. Like many other cities in the United States, the City of Austin faces numerous obstacles to provide ex-offenders housing resources. The Austin/Travis County Roundtable (2016) found in their study that among the barriers for affordable housing, the “look-back period” seems to be an issue for prospective tenants.  The “look-back period” refers to the length of time between the offense and the ex-offenders’ release from the criminal justice system.  Because there is no formal guidance to determine these look-back periods, these prospective tenants’ eligibility for public housing in the Housing Choice Voucher Program (HCV Program) is unclear (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2016). Furthermore, criminal histories including drug and violent related offenses seem to be an issue as individuals with history of these types of crimes are considered to be a threat to other residents (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2016). According to the Austin/Travis County Roundtable (2016), burglary, theft, and sex related offenses are crimes which landlords and properties look more often to when screening applicants for housing. 41 of 56 properties reported that they would impose a ban requirement based on the severity of these offenses and it can go from 5 years to a lifetime. 18 out of the 80 interviewed properties reported that they take into consideration an applicant’s prior criminal record as evidence rather than as verification of predicting present or future criminal behavior (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2016). 
As Travis County and the City of Austin have identified housing barriers for ex-offenders, they proposed policy changes to implement look-back periods with reasonable time lengths in effort to promote fair housing and eliminate discrimination.  This proposed reform is still in process.  
It is known that individuals with criminal records are limited to receiving public assisted housing due to eligibility requirements. The Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable (2007) proposed that housing opportunities for ex-offenders should be enhanced to reduce recidivism and promote public safety.  They proposed that public housing authorities should consider applicants with criminal backgrounds on a case by case basis and make the eligibility decision based on the risk applicants pose to the community rather than what they did in the past (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2007). They also proposed that housing policies and reforms should change in which individuals with criminal histories should not be restricted to rent a house or lease an apartment unless it creates a public safety concern (Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable, 2007).
Although the Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable has proposed different strategies to improve the housing resources available to ex-offenders, other agencies have developed programs with the goal of helping these individuals in their reintegration process targeting their basic needs. For instance, Front Steps is a non-profit organization, whose goal is to guide and provide support to homeless individuals. Front Steps offers 58 units of supportive housing to eligible individuals and families. The U.S. Department of Housing and Housing Urban Development (HUD) helps provide this housing support (Front Steps, 2016). Besides supportive housing, Front Steps also offer intensive case management and other available services to assure the success of the individuals’ reintegration into the community and strengthens their social, financial, and personal skills. In addition, they partner with other agencies around the Travis County area such as Austin Travis County Integral Care, Foundation for the Homeless, Foundation Communities, and Streets of Hope Recovery Support group among others. They are looking forward to expand their supportive housing and establish an additional 350 housing units, in which, low-income, homeless, and disadvantaged individuals can utilize (Front Steps, 2016).
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) is a federal agency that focuses on providing assistance, supporting the rights of tenants, and educating the community on fair housing. This program helps any individual who has been discriminated through against any rental, financing, or sale under the Federal Housing Act. They investigate the complaint and make recommendations that best fit the victim of housing discrimination (Austin Tenant’s Council, n.d). A local program, Project Transitions, provides housing for individuals with HIV/AIDS (Project Transition, n.d). Participating individuals also receive personalized plans to help them strengthen their life skills, counseling, and educational/vocational resources that would prepare them to live an independent life while receiving the appropriate medical care for treatment (Project Transition, n.d). 
Foundation Communities provides affordable housing and case management services to help individuals with healthcare, transportation, and employment if needed; however, this program does have certain eligibility requirements to include no felony arrests, sex offenses or drug related charges (Foundation Communities, 2014).
Education
Unfortunately, when it comes to higher education resources for ex-offenders, the options are very limited. The City of Austin and Travis County have not developed programs that provide education resources; however, there are other agencies that offer opportunities for ex-offenders to continue their education. For instance, Austin Community College offered a program called Construction Gateway, in which ex-offenders were given the opportunity to obtain an Associate’s degree in Residential Construction Management. The ex-offenders were also provided with weekly mentoring sessions to help them stay on track; however, the program was suspended as of February 2011 (Austin Community College, n.d). Capital IDEA is a nonprofit, community-based organization that has been working in conjunction with local businesses and schools in the Austin area since 1998. (Capital IDEA, n.d). Their goal is to help individuals in need to achieve their education and career goals. Although this program does not focus specifically on ex-offenders, they offer a variety of services to include college PREP, ESL classes and financial assistance for college that ex-offenders can benefit from. Austin Learning Academy is an organization that offers GED and English classes along with education counseling to help participants in their transition into higher education and employment (Austin Learning Academy, 2014). The organization also offers additional programs to their students such as parenting classes, distance learning, reading workshops, and also provides accessible daycare for children of students participating in these programs (Austin Learning Academy, 2014). Austin M.OVE. Forward is another non-profit organization whose goals are to provide supportive assistance to individuals with criminal backgrounds to be more proactive, effective, and resourceful. (Austin M.O.V.E. Forward, n.d). This program provides career guidance and life skills training that would help participating individuals to find and retain stable employment (Austin M.O.V.E. Forward, n.d).
There are many other programs like the ones mentioned above throughout the Austin/Travis County area; however, there are still limited resources that provide ex-offenders the accessibility to obtain higher education and this needs to be addressed. Further options should be explored to take the appropriate action to target these ex-offenders’ needs.
Conclusion
This paper examines some of the barriers that ex-offenders face when attempting to re-integrate back into their communities. Employment, housing, and education are the barriers that ex-offenders face that pose major challenges during their reintegration process. Many studies have shown that when ex-offenders are unable to find stable employment, suitable housing, and education opportunities, it is due to the lack of available resources and therefore, ex-offenders would not be able to meet society’s needs (Travis et al., 2001; Archer & Williams, 2003; Raphael, 2007; Henderson, 2012; Thompson, 2014). As a result of this, ex-offenders reoffend and their rehabilitation process becomes harder to achieve.  Besides examining reentry barriers, this paper also discusses some of the factors such as social stigmatization, long-term incarceration, criminal history record, lack of higher education, affordable housing, and public assistance that make ex-offenders’ transition difficult and challenging. In addition, this paper discusses some of the current resource programs available in the City of Austin and proposes different approaches to reform polices and programs to help ex-offenders adjust to a life out of the criminal justice system and to educate the community to better understand the needs of the offender while in their rehabilitation process.
As discussed throughout this paper, many offenders who are released from prison often face challenges of meeting their basic needs. It has been shown that several factors such as long-term incarceration, social stigmatization, criminal records, and educational skills affect their accessibility to obtain stable employment. For instance, most employers do not perceive ex-offenders as reliable individuals; therefore, employers do not want to face the liability when hiring individuals with criminal convictions.  Although reforms have been implemented to encourage employers to take a chance on hiring ex-offenders, such as pre-employment screening tools, employers still seem to be reluctant to hire ex-offenders. In addition, ex-offenders often face employment limitations due to the lack of job skills and work experience due to incarceration.  Moreover, offenders’ attitudes and their employment choices can also influence in their ability to enter the labor market. As offenders encounter several challenges to find employment, offenders get discouraged because either their employment options are limited or employments benefits such as insurance and salary do not meet their expectations.  
Affordable housing is another barrier ex-offenders face when attempting to adjust to a pro-social life after prison. Although research shows that most ex-offenders rely on family members for financial and housing support while they get back on their feet, offenders still face barriers when accessing public and private housing. Studies discussed in this paper show that amongst the barriers ex-offenders face, legal and community barriers cause the lack of housing resources leading them to a never-ending cycle of crime. Ex-offenders are not well perceived by the community as good citizens, capable of being productive members of a community, which creates scarcity in housing resources.  Unfortunately, ex-offenders are often ineligible for public housing due to their criminal history. Furthermore, management companies impose laws that impede ex-offenders to rent on their own due to criminal records and the federal Fair Hosing Act restricts ex-offenders from affordable housing. As a result, these impositions and reforms create hatred and discriminatory laws that makes it difficult for ex-offenders to choose positive life environments.
The lack of higher education impedes ex-offenders to have a variety of employment opportunities. Criminal records and the unavailability of financial support limit ex-offenders’ ability to afford an education. Studies noted previously show that many college applicants get denied admission due to their criminal records and even if they do get accepted, they still face the challenge of paying for their education, as some of them are not eligible for financial aid or grants (Linton, 2011; U.S Department of Education, 2013). Studies have shown that although many higher education institutions reserve the right to accept or deny applicants with criminal records, many institutions are still skeptical about accepting ex-offenders as they are considered a risk to the community campus (Archer & Williams, 2003; Patrick et al., 2011). However, as noted in this paper, studies have shown that denying ex-offenders access to higher education does not deter crime on campuses. In fact, students who do not have criminal records commit most of the crime related incidents that happen on college campuses (Weissman et al., 2009; Pierce, Runyan, & Bangdiwala, 2014).
One of the main reasons why employment, housing, and education are contributing factors of high recidivism in ex-offenders is due to the scarcity of community resources offered. Reforms such as Ban the Box programs have been implemented with the effort to give ex-offenders the opportunity to enter the labor market without having to be affected or denied employment eligibility due to their criminal records (Bergen & Bressler, 2016). Ban the Box encourages employers to evaluate the applicants’ job skills, knowledge, and merits rather than their wrongdoing (Bergen & Bressler, 2016). Although the legislation of unfair employment was enacted in the 1960s, the community still needs to understand the reason behind second chances. Programs such as Texas’ Project Rio, Project H.O.P.E, IDES, Ready 4 Work, and CEO have demonstrated to be reliable and effective programs when addressing the problem of employment and offering opportunities to ex-offenders to overcome these challenges and enter the labor market. 
Housing is one of the fundamental factors for ex-offenders that helps to succeed once they re-enter their community. It is noted that individuals who face housing barriers are more likely to re-offend as they do not have enough social support and resources to move forward once released from prison.  Although housing programs seem to be a pressing issue as high-risk offenders are the ones facing major disadvantages, there have been programs that have showed their effectiveness in the community such as the RHPP, HCC, LLP, CHA, PHA, CR Program, CRR, and HF. These programs address the needs of the defenders to include mental health and substance abuse that triggers them to re-offend if they go untreated.
Not allowing ex-offenders to have the opportunity to get an education limits them to achieve a better life. Since the HEA was enacted in 1998, students with drug related convictions are ineligible for grants, loans and work assistance programs.  However, if students were convicted of a drug related crime while in school, they might be still eligible for financial aid as long as they are able to provide clean random drug tests and a certificate a completion of a substance abuse treatment. Although individuals are not discouraged to apply for financial aid, several factors such as the seriousness and the type of offense will be evaluated to determine eligibility. Furthermore, those who are placed on probation, parole, or in transitional housing might be eligible for financial assistance if they meet the eligibility requirements. 
The research reviewed for this paper led to the conclusion that there is not a lot of information about educational resource programs for ex-offenders; however, it was noted that there are a variety of educational resources and programs offered to inmates while in correctional facilities. Research has shown that the most effective way to rehabilitate offenders is through education rather than punishment and isolation. Therefore, programs such as the Second Chance Pell Program, College Inside, and YOP provide inmates with skills that prepare them for employment once released for prison.  However, providing higher education to inmates in prison soon created controversies as it was argued that even though providing higher education in correctional facilities was a good idea to encourage rehabilitation, educational funds should be provided to students who were out in the community and in need of financial assistance. Previous studies noted in this paper were able to demonstrate the effectiveness of providing education in prisons as it allows them to obtain life and social skills that would help in their reintegration process. 
For those who are reintegrated back into their community and decide to continue their education, they not only encounter barriers such as financial assistance but also the possibility of being inadmissible to college due to their criminal records.  Previous studies have shown that institutions of higher education often check criminal backgrounds as they predict prospective students’ future behaviors based on past criminal behaviors.  However, other studies have shown that this prediction is not accurate. Furthermore, some other studies concluded that most students who commit crimes on college campuses do not have prior criminal records. Providing ex-offenders the opportunity to pursue an education enhances their personal, social, and employment skills. Moreover, providing education to individuals in correctional facilities would likely reduce the risk of re-offending once they re-integrate back into the community. 
Agencies such as TWC and TEA have implemented programs with the effort to provide employment resources for ex-offenders. In addition, Travis County made reforms, in which questions about criminal background checks have been removed in online applications.  The City of Austin and Travis County have made efforts to improve the community resources available to ex-offenders. Committees such as the Austin/Travis County Roundtable have begun reforming policies to provide more accessible employment resources for ex-offenders by allowing them the opportunity to apply for jobs without having to worry about their criminal backgrounds. This has been followed by other agencies such as ECHO, Big Austin Business Investment Growth, The Workforce Development Task Force, Capital IDEA, Austin Community College, Front Steps, Project Fresh Start, and Goodwill Industries. The Austin Center for Learning and the Capital Area Food Bank have maintained partnerships with Travis County to provide job placement to ex-offenders while also providing career guidance and life coaching skills. Austin M.O.V.E is another organization that provides ex-offenders basic needs to maintain a stable employment such as clothing, transportation, food, and shelter. 
Austin/Travis County Reentry Roundtable has also worked in addressing housing needs for ex-offenders by examining the issue of the “look-back period” and proposing reform changes in regard to housing resources. In addition, other agencies such as Front Steps, The U.S. Department of Housing, and Housing and Urban Development, and Project Transitions provide housing resources and even case management to help them in their recovery process; moreover, programs such as and the Housing Urban Development and the Federal Housing Act focus on any discriminatory laws that would impede ex-offenders to obtain housing. 
Although Education resources are limited in Travis County, there are some agencies and organizations such as Austin Community College, Capital IDEA, Austin Learning Academy, and Austin M.O.V.E that works with ex-offenders and provide them programs such as GED, ESL classes, financial assistance, counseling, career guidance, and even accessible daycare. 
Employment, housing, and education are important factors to consider when releasing offenders to their communities. It has been proven that the more resources and educational opportunities ex-offenders have while in their re-integration process, the more likely this reintegration will succeed.  Although, the resources and programs mentioned in this paper seem to be promising strategies, there are still gaps and inconclusive limitations to address these important factors and, thus, there are some recommendations noted below.
Recommendations
 The problem of community resource programs and the lack of available resources have been noted. Previous research has shown that there are programs that have been proven to be effective and therefore, these programs should be expanded to those cities, counties and states in need. Travis County has made efforts to improve the community resources programs offered to ex-offenders in the Austin area. However, recommendations are made to improve the effectiveness of these programs in the areas of employment, housing, and education.
Employment
The City of Austin should partner with various employers to include employment staffing agencies that are willing to hire individuals with criminal records and promote jobs that would not only provide continued training but opportunities to grow within the organization. It has been shown that most employers do not want to hire ex-offenders, as they do not want to take on the liability, however, employers can be provided financial incentives for hiring, retaining and promoting employees. Furthermore, it is noted that employers who are willing to hire ex-offenders, do so only excluding those with past violent, sexual and drug related convictions.  
Employers should be encouraged to avoid excluding prospective applicants based on the type of offenses committed in the past. Although the City of Austin is the first city in Texas to participate in Ban the Box to reform employment for ex-offenders, there are still some employers that are reluctant to hire ex-offenders based on certain type of offenses.  Employers should be encouraged to expand their hiring opportunities to those convicted of major crimes such as drugs, violent, and sex related offenses. 
Most of these individuals are under the supervision of the criminal justice system either by the parole or probation department. Therefore, employers that hire these individuals should be able to maintain communication with these departments in regards to the employee’s work performance and to address work related issues as they come. This way, employees will be encouraged to take accountability for their actions while maintaining a pro-social life. Additionally, criminal justice agencies such as corrections, parole, and the probation department should expand their partnerships to staff agencies. Staff agencies are known for placing prospective employees with employers that match their jobs skills.  If this partnership is strengthened, then it will allow ex-offenders to have more job opportunities. Furthermore, employers should be encouraged to offer benefits to include medical insurance, vacation, job promotions, and salary raises by merit to employed ex-offenders. This way, employees would be encouraged to be committed to their jobs, improving their job skills, and moving up the ladder, if eligible. 
In addition to encouraging employers, ex-offenders should be provided with the necessary job skills to look for employment on their own. Many correctional facilities offer vocational trades and workshops to train and prepare inmates to obtain employment after prison/jail; however, those who are placed on probation do not always receive this type of help. Probation is an alternative to incarceration, in which the probationer will be supervised under the system for a period of time to demonstrate his good behavior while maintaining a pro-social life. However, some probationers still struggle finding stable employment for a variety of reasons. The probation department should either develop employment workshops or develop partnerships with agencies that offer employment workshops, as this would help prepare probationers to find and maintain employment. Perhaps, these workshops can be set as a condition of probation if the individual is found in need of employment skills. 
As some probationers are required to complete community service hours, the probation department should be open to the idea of having probationers perform their required hours at participating agencies that give them the opportunity to enhance their employment skills, for example, clerical skills, landscaping, art, carpentry, welding, coaching sports, mentoring, dog training, cooking, general labor, among others. If probationers demonstrate the appropriate skills, they can have the opportunity to apply to jobs within the agency they had volunteered. The agency would already know their work and performance, which can increase the possibility of being hired and expand their job opportunities doing something they like to do. 
Additionally, probationers often face the challenge of driver’s license suspensions, which limits the employment options and lack of transportation. Perhaps, driver’s license suspension should be restricted instead of suspended for those who demonstrate legitimate reasons of operating a vehicle for employment and personal reasons, such as taking care of family members.
Partnerships between the probation department, private employers, and staffing agencies allow them to join forces in effort to accomplish the goal of rehabilitating ex-offender while maintaining the safety of the community. Each agency should be clear in their role, maintaining effective communication, remembering the ultimate goal for their partnership, the mutual benefits and contributions to their partnerships, and the social benefits for such. 
These partnerships have been made with various correctional systems throughout the country and although private employers seemed to be reluctant, they all supported offenders’ rehabilitation; however, this does not appear to be enough to continue building partnerships throughout probation departments as well. Perhaps employers’ assistance program projects can be implemented with the effort to gather more extensive information about the willingness of local employers to be involved with the probation department and other criminal justice agencies. For instance, many ex-offenders have received previous employment training that would help them prepare for employment that provides the opportunity to grow and show that they can be disciplined, responsible, and committed to their job.  Strengthening partnerships would not only help build a strong community support but also would help in build the economy by promoting positive brand awareness and community conscious companies while helping the community.
Reforming laws about driver’s license restrictions is not an easy process, as the legislature would have to be involved; however, proposals can be made, in which driver’s licenses can be limited and set with certain restrictions instead of suspended; as this would only create a burden for ex-offenders to maintain stable employment and therefore, the never-ending cycle of lack of resources and high recidivism rates continue.  Perhaps the Austin/Travis Roundtable committee or a research team from the probation department can work on this proposal to demonstrate that it would be cost effective to limit and/or implement restrictions in driver’s licenses rather than suspending them all together.  This proposal should not be at a great expense for the probation department or the Austin/Travis Roundtable committee besides the time consumed completing and presenting the proposal. 
Housing
The City of Austin and Travis County have made efforts to look into the eligible requirements of the HCV program for ex-offenders. In some instances, ex-offenders are still affected by housing eligibility requirements due to their criminal records.
Leasing apartments should be encouraged to allow ex-offenders rent an apartment as long as they have stable employment, are able to demonstrate that they have been able to maintain their sobriety by providing certificates of rehabilitation, and maintain a life free of crime. For those who are placed on probation, the probation department should expand partnerships with various leasing agents at apartment complexes around the area to allow ex-offenders access to housing.  Participating complexes should be able to maintain contact with the probation department and be informed of any non-compliance with the lease agreement and disruptive behaviors. Supervising officers should conduct home visits to make sure offenders are in good housing conditions and obtain additional information about the living conditions of ex-offenders.
The City of Austin and Travis County should adopt a similar approach to the Housing Crisis Center. Once ex-offenders are released from the criminal justice and able to rent an apartment in a participating leasing agency, they should be monitored under the program for a limited time and hold the client accountable for paying a percentage of their rent once they obtain stable employment. While in the program, ex-offenders would be provided with employment assistance, which can include resume writing and interviewing skills. For those who need special assistance such as mental or medical health services, they should be provided with the appropriate resources. The difference between the Housing Crisis Center and this proposed approach is that the program will not pay 100 percent of their rent, but instead will pay for a certain amount, encourage ex-offenders to obtain stable employment, and use the tools and resources provided while in the program, so they can be able to support themselves in the future. This program can replace public housing and housing voucher programs for ineligible ex-offenders. It reduces housing financial resources for every individual in the program and provides such services that will help these ex-offenders become independent individuals again. 
For those who have adopted a pro-social life and have been able to maintain a life free of crime, they should not be limited to lease a residential property due to their criminal history. Ex-offenders might be crime free for years and they are still ineligible to rent a residential property due to their criminal history. Although the City of Austin and Travis County have made efforts to improve anti-discriminatory laws to include criminal background checks, ex-offenders should be allowed to show proof of their rehabilitation such as completion of substance abuse treatments, classes (theft class, drug offender class, DWI class, etc), and mental health services if applicable. In addition, offenders should be able to demonstrate that they are able to maintain stable employment that indicate the ex-offender’s desire to continue a pro-social life at the time of signing a lease for a residential property (apartment or house).  These certificates of rehabilitation should be court ordered and should also serve as a way to restore ex-offenders’ citizenship rights such as expanding housing and employments options. These certificates of rehabilitation can be obtained from the probation department; however, probationers should meet certain eligibility requirements that must prove their rehabilitation and willingness to live a productive life, abiding by the laws. 
The City of Austin receives approximately between $150,000-$320,000 annual funding from HUD. (Neighborhood Housing and Community Development Office {NHCD} 2016). The City of Austin allocates this revenue to the NHCD to implement initiatives that would expand employment opportunities for low-income families to reduce homelessness. The NHCD has implemented different housing plans to support fair housing, fair lending and provide resources for low-income families.  Instead of spending funds on providing free housing, funds should be distributed to create employment workshops that would generate housing stability, so these individuals can achieve and independent life. 
The benefit of offering employment workshops to ex-offenders is that most of these workshops are offered in non-profit organizations. Perhaps these workshops can be added to the Travis County Workforce Development Program at very low cost from $ 3000- $5000, which includes the purchases of computers, simple office desks, and office supplies. Furthermore, employment opportunities such as mentoring, career coaching, or other instruction can be generated at an hourly rate from $18.00- $25.00, depending on experience.  Internships, and volunteering can supplement these positions to lower the budget cost.
In addition, the benefit of having ex-offenders provided certificates of rehabilitation at the time of leasing a residential property would alleviate the owner’s concerns about having to deal with an “ex-offender.” Most ex-offenders who have been in previous alcohol/drug abuse treatments are provided with original copies of certificates of rehabilitation and given certain tools to follow that would help them maintain their sobriety. Therefore, these certificates of completion should be a minimal cost for the department.  Ex-offenders should be able to document that they have maintained their sobriety for 1-3 years instead of 5 years to a lifetime as stipulated in ban requirements noted in the Travis County Roundtable reports.  
Education
It is clear that there are plenty of education resources for inmates in prisons while there is a scarcity of resources for those ex-offenders that are in the community. Therefore, the probation department should offer workshops and resources that provide ex-offenders information regarding financial assistance, college and universities, and available vocational and professional programs. Perhaps local colleges and universities may partner with the probation department to mentor ex-offenders and even offer internships in various programs of their interest. This way, ex-offenders can have the opportunity to explore their career choices. In addition to literacy programs around the city, college workshops should be provided specifically to ex-offenders in the community who are interested in furthering their education but do not know where to start. 
Many ex-offenders are ineligible for grants, student loans, and even scholarships due to their criminal record. Financial assistance programs should be developed to help ex-offenders pay for their education. Ex-offenders should be able to apply for scholarships and work-study programs such as mentoring other ex-offenders, life coaching skills, and literacy classes for those in need. Although some ex-offenders are still eligible to receive Pell grants, scholarships, and work-study programs would enhance ex-offenders’ self-sufficiency, encourage them to have accountability for their actions, and show appreciation for their efforts by taking steps to improve their lives by helping others who are on the same path they once were.  Furthermore, once ex-offenders are accepted in the program of their choice, they should be encouraged to volunteer in agencies that would help them practice what they learned throughout the semester and expand their knowledge about their future career. 
Additionally, colleges and universities should be open to the idea of admitting ex-offenders as it has been shown that education can potentially improve ex-offenders lives and reduce recidivism. Prospective applicants who are considered to be “high-risk” either for the type of offense, or the severity of the crime should not be denied admission but rather be placed on a probationary period that would allow them to demonstrate their desire and focus on their education. 
According to the Travis County Fiscal Year 2016 budget summary (2016), Travis County has an annual budget of $123.5 million for correction and rehabilitation, which accounts for 18.23 % percent of the entire budget.  Perhaps education workshops can be implemented the same way as the proposed employment workshops mentioned above as part of their rehabilitation process.  In addition, partnerships between the probation department and educational institutions would open doors for education that would allow individuals to explore career opportunities, training services and other educational resources. In addition, educational institutions might provide education conferences free of charge with the help of local non-profit organizations with the effort to encourage ex-offenders to further their education. 
It might not be easy to reform federal financial assistance to help ex-offenders further their education; however, educational institutions can reform admission and eligibility requirements, in which students with criminal records can be able to benefit for financial assistance such as work-study programs and scholarships. The success of these ex-offenders as students in given programs would be the success for education institutions that give an opportunity to these individuals to achieve their goals and obtain a stable life. 
Limitations
This research has found many community resource programs available to ex-offenders. It is just a matter of knowing how to apply them effectively and make them available to ex-offenders in the community. However, as every other study, there were some limitations found.  
First, although this research intended to be informative of the current available resource programs, there were many resources programs without realistic goals. Perhaps some of them have proven to be effective in certain individuals; however, there is limited information provided that shows how tolerable the community and employers are to accept ex-offenders in the community. If this level of acceptance does not meet society’s expectations, then ex-offenders will be less likely to reintegrate in their communities and community resources will not only be scarce but they would continue to be limited as well. 
Second, there are many housing resource programs that have been proposed to change policies in regards to housing restrictions for ex-offenders. However, there are limited studies that show the possibility or even the effectiveness of having apartment complexes allow ex-offenders the possibility to lease an apartment. 
Third, surprisingly, there are many education resources that offer literacy programs and some vocational trades available for ex-offenders in the community; however, there are limited studies that demonstrate effective resources to help and guide ex-offenders to continue their education if they chose to do so. Although there are few studies that discuss the possibility of acceptance of ex-offenders’ admission to higher education institutions and removing criminal background checks from applications, it is still unclear what resources ex-offenders have available or which institutions are open to accept them. In addition, there is limited information about financial assistance for those who would like to continue their education. Even though the Federal Department of Education allows ex-offenders to apply for federal student aid and certain Pell grants, those with serious convictions or arrests such as drug, sexual, or violent crimes are not eligible for much financial assistance, which creates a burden in their goal to continue their education. As a result of this, education resources are scarce for these individuals.
Lastly, it is found that although the resource programs noted in this paper appear to be successful, there is little research to prove their reliability and effectiveness. Furthermore, there is not a comprehensive list of resource programs that serve as a guide to implement or encourage future research. 
Future Research 
Ex-offenders’ reintegration to the community is a pressing issue that was noted in this paper.  Future research should focus on effective strategies to involve the community in the process of ex-offenders’ reintegration. This way, there would be resource programs available and offenders’ reintegration in the community would be more successful. Some of the resource programs found through out this research are not completely reliable; therefore, it is recommended that the effectiveness of resource programs be evaluated as this encourages examination and implementation of programs to the appropriate population. Furthermore, future research should be guided to include education resources for ex-offenders. It is noted that there is a lot of research done for programs that provide education in prisons but not to ex-offenders in the community. Therefore, future research should be focused on exploring innovative ideas and programs to promote education for these non-incarcerated individuals. 
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