
February 2016 Comments        www.saferfoundation.org 

 
 
 

 

Illinois WIOA Workforce Unified 
Strategic Development Plan 
Safer Foundation Comments  

 
Safer Foundation 
Victor Dickson 
President & CEO 
Victor.Dickson@Saferfoundation.org 
 

Safer Foundation is pleased to submit its comments regarding Illinois’ Workforce 
Innovation and Opportunity Act Unified State Plan for Program Years 2016-2020. 

The following comments build upon the desired direction of workforce development 
outlined in the draft plan by encouraging - greater targeting within WIOA’s priority population; 
improved accessibility to reentry and training services; direct employer engagement and 
education to complement and enhance sector partnerships; deliberate implementation of career 
pathways. 

Target Population 

The Unified Plan and WIOA should include parolees as well as people with 
criminal records in estimating the target population1.  

[Attachment C: Target Population Characteristics] 

The report does not capture the prevalence of people with criminal records. In the target 
population count in Attachment C parolee numbers are used as a proxy for the justice involved. 
By this measure, the Second Chance Act plan would need to serve 28,000 people. 
Unfortunately the problem is much bigger since people with criminal records continue to face 
barriers beyond parole thereby affecting their chances of being hired or trained. WIOA could 
therefore take a nuanced view of the justice involved population.  

3.9 million Illinois residents out the state’s 9 million adults   have a criminal record.2 Even 
after exiting the justice system, their employment applications are often judged on the basis of 
their criminal record irrespective of the type of offense or how long ago it occurred. Moreover, a 
majority of the parole population has a high school diploma / GED or less.3 Considering the 

1 Indeed this group overlaps with several others like the long term unemployed, dislocated. But they also have a 
unique set of challenges when employment decisions are made based on background checks.  
2 Hlavach, L.E. “Illinois Senate favors expanded tax credit to hire ex-offenders.” The Southern Illinoisan. Mar 18, 
2013.Emsellem, Maurice. Rodriguez, Michelle Natividad. “65 Million ‘Need Not Apply’: The Case for Reforming 
Criminal Background Checks for Employment.” The National Employment Law Project. March 2011. 
3 IDOC FY 12, 13, 14. High School graduates ~ 18%- 19%. A nearly equal number have a GED.  
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magnitude of this problem we recommend that the State plan provides focus equivalent to the  
population impacted.  

Illinois also grapples with a 48 per cent recidivism rate4 meaning nearly half of the 
people released from prison are likely to be back within three years of release. This occurs at 
great expense to taxpayers. In their 2015 analysis, the Sentencing Policy Advisory Council 
estimated that one event of recidivism cost $188,746. At this rate, recidivism will have cost 
Illinois $16.7 billion by 2020.  

Improving employment outcomes for people with criminal records is one of the most 
successful methods of improving reentry of returning citizens to their communities and reducing 
recidivism. A preliminary July 2014 Illinois Results First Cost Benefit Analysis, produced by the 
Illinois Sentencing Policy Advisory Council (SPAC)5, identified Employment Training & Job 
Assistance in the Community as having the best benefit to cost ratio of any effort to reduce 
reconvictions. Furthermore leveraging federal funds towards reentry services aligns with Illinois’ 
financial situation and policy priorities. Training and employing people with criminal records 
would reduce Illinois’ corrections costs amid the ongoing budget impasse. Reentry as a WIOA 
focus area also fits into Governor Rauner’s goal of reducing prison population by 25 per cent by 
2025.6 

WIOA may also consider leveraging the 21st Century Workforce Development Fund 
Advisory Committee in implementing its vision with solutions similar to the ones discussed in 
this comment. The Advisory Committee is comprised of a diverse group of practitioners and 
administrators including the Illinois Department of Commerce, Illinois Department of Human 
Services, Illinois Department of Corrections, with a strong commitment to innovative workforce 
strategies for disadvantaged job seekers.  

Employer engagement and a commitment to good jobs 

Aligning with the guiding principles of the plan, successful sector strategies must be 
demand driven (by employers), and require strong business partnerships at all levels. 
Collaboration with and representation from employers to identify their needs and show how a 
return on investment of their time can be achieved should be more evident in the plan, as is the 
need for collaboration and engagement with those organizations delivering services. This 
engagement will align strategies with demand driven needs of the employer partners.  

All employers are not alike, and while there are many good (or high-road) employers, 
that provide great opportunities with good pay and benefits (and there is evidence to show the 
positive impact this has on business7), there are also those that don’t pay as well, provide no 
benefits, inconsistent work hours or less desirable working conditions. Driving partnerships with 
high road employers with good jobs should be a primary focus, however, there should also be a 
focus on educating those employers that are not. These employers still provide clients access to 
needed opportunities too, and they are important to help low-skilled individuals make ends meet 
while they develop their skills.  Services should be stratified to better serve high road employers, 
while retaining access to all opportunities.   

4 State of Illinois Sentencing Policy Advisory Council, “Illinois First Results: The High Cost of Recidivism,” (June 
2015), available at http://www.icjia.state.il.us/spac/pdf/Illinois_Results_First_1015.pdf. 
5 Kathryn Saltmarsh, “Illinois Results First Cost-Benefit Analysis,” Illinois Sentencing Policy Advisory Council (July 15, 
2014) (presented in December 2014 board meeting). 
6 Executive Order 15-14 (Feb. 11, 2015). 
7 Ton, Z. (2014) The Good Jobs Strategy: How the Smartest Companies Invest in Employees to Lower Costs and 
Boost Profits. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
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Making career pathways accessible 

The Unified State Plan includes among its guiding principles: career pathways to jobs of 
today and tomorrow, access and opportunity for all populations, and cross-agency collaboration 
and alignment for developing and/or promoting career pathways and industry recognized 
stackable credentials. Under Strategy 3: Career Pathways for Economic Advancement, the 
activities suggest implementing efforts to introduce low-skilled youth and adults to occupational 
opportunities through bridge programs and to having uniformity to how these pathways are 
presented via technical assistance guides for workforce system partners. These are important 
steps to take but need to be advanced in ways that address the multiple barriers that confront 
these individuals. Making career pathway information available has to be intentional and go 
beyond awareness building. Local and regional system members must have the resources: 

• To adopt a uniform career pathways definition across programs and workforce partners. 

• To meet the various target populations “where they are” and actively engage in dialogue 
within communities about what these career pathways actually mean in terms of 
opportunity, workforce system responsibility and personal responsibility. There are a 
number of community-based organizations that act on behalf of target populations and 
advocate for their employability and employment. These organizations have established 
networks of resources that can be beneficial to improving workforce development 
outcomes.  

• Integrate job readiness training, transitional jobs, and coaching as part of the educational 
and employment continuum that supports career pathway progression. Engage both 
employers and community-based intermediaries. Develop solutions for target 
populations into sectoral training and employment that attend to their unique and 
distinctive barriers. 

• Take a short-term and long-term view on career pathways. (A) Work proactively with 
core partners and employers to address skills gaps for “Leading” occupational 
opportunities; (B) Orient the educational systems and other partners to “Emerging” 
occupational opportunities and implement interventions that address recognized barriers 
to employment through various employer-driven and client-centered training strategies. 

Solutions: target populations, sector training and employment 

Reentry centers should be established in high reentry neighborhoods to provide 
access to employment specific reentry services like Certificates of Rehabilitation and job 
readiness training, industry training and to specific employer partners. This should be 
integrated with regional plans where applicable with oversight from DCEO, IDOC and 
ICJIA.  

The plan’s emphasis on accessible opportunities for all populations, particularly those 
with high unemployment fits well with the need to serve people with criminal records.  

 Every year, 30,000 people are released from state prison and 70,000 from Cook County 
jail89. Those communities where prisoner re-entry is the highest are the same communities with 

8 Illinois Department of Corrections. Fiscal Year 2014 Report. 
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the highest levels of poverty and unemployment and lowest levels of education. They are also 
the most unsafe to live in.  The fact that these areas are wholly underserved compounds the 
disadvantage of having a criminal record along with limited mobility on reentry. “Chicago 
Communities and Prison Reentry” (2005) described the community context to which male 
prisoners returned to Chicago’s 77 communities. They found that over half of released prisoners 
returned to seven communities with similar economic and demographic characteristics such as 
below average high school graduation rates, above average poverty rates and crime rates, 
etc.10 

Considering the magnitude of reentry, not nearly enough of WIOA’s comprehensive one-stop 
centers are located in these high return neighborhoods. In 201511, 65 of Illinois’1197 zip codes 
had more than 100 returning parolees ranging from 100 to 1100 parolees. Under half of these 
65 reentry zip codes had one or more one-stop career centers established under Workforce 
Investment Act of 1998. One-stop centers were particularly few for the 10 zip codes with the 
highest returning citizens with over 400 parolees.12 

Table 1. Communities IDOC Releases FY1413 Cook County Jail Releases FY1214 
Englewood (60636, 60621) 882 3,510 
North & South Lawndale 
(60608,60623,60632) 

2,324 2,325 

East & West Garfield Park (60612, 60624) 1,079 2,277 
Humboldt Park & Austin (60651, 60644) 1,385 2,201 
Total 5,670 12,591 

 
Table 3.4,15 Zip Code: Community Population % Individuals Below 

Poverty Level 
% of Labor Force 
Unemployed 

Violent Crime 
Rate16 

60636: West Englewood 40,164 38.8% 35.1% 1.6 
60621: Englewood 32,619 48.5% 36.0% 2.3 
60608: North & South Lawndale 78,952 29.1% 15.2% 0.5 
60623: North & South Lawndale 87,836 39.3% 17.8% 0.7 
60632: North & South Lawndale 91,357 23.3% 14.6% 0.4 
60612: East & West Garfield Park 35,598 34.9% 17.2% 0.9 
60624: East & West Garfield Park 39,706 46.9% 21.8% 3.7 
60651: Humboldt Park (& Austin) 60,938 32.0% 20.2% 1.3 
60644: Austin (& Humboldt Park) 49,615 36.8% 24.5% 1.6 

 

 

 

 

9 Illinois Supreme Court Administrative Office of the Illinois Courts, “Circuit Court of Cook County Pretrial Operational 
Review,” (March 2014), available at 
http://www.illinoiscourts.gov/SupremeCourt/Reports/Pretrial/Pretrial_Operational_Review_Report.pdf. 
10 Visher, C. & Farrell, J., “Chicago Communities and Prison Reentry, (2005) Washington, DC: Urban Institute. 
11  Calculations based on 2015 IDOC data, and a search of one stop career centers in Illinois. 
12 Calculated from the career center location directory. 
http://www.servicelocator.org/search/CategorySearch_Resnew.asp?zip=&city=&state=IL&proximity=25&usertype=Fo
rWorkers&Category=WorkersServices&x=10&y=2 
13 IDOC FY14 release data. 
14 Based upon an analyses of data from the Illinois Department of Corrections by Dr. David Olson,  Loyola University 
of Chicago. 
http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_13_5YR_DP03&src=pt 
16 Crime in ChicagoLand (www.chicagotribune.com) http://crime.chicagotribune.com/chicago/community. 
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WIOA’s state strategy should include direct employer-trainer-intermediary 

partnerships that emphasize career pathways.  

[Chapter 4: “State Vision, Principles, Goals and Strategies.” Illinois WIOA Unified Plan, p 
29] 

WIOA’s state plan should include not only sector partnerships whereby regional work 
force boards convene priority sector partnerships  but also employer engagement with 
intermediaries and trainers. Such an approach where employers interact and work closely with 
apprentices (with supervisory and quality support from CBOs) would greatly ease reentry for  
people with criminal records by not delaying training until state-issued evidence of rehabilitation 
has been furnished17. Additionally, on the basis of their performance they can quickly work 
towards becoming financially self-sufficient. Under such a framework employers too would be 
able to “grow their own” thereby helping forge internal career pathways for entry level workers 
through partnerships with reliable community-based training and reentry organizations. 
Likewise, if WIOA invests in transitional jobs, it should be with the goal of leading to living wage, 
career employment.  

Training to Work already provides a blueprint for employer-led training though in the 
context of institutions. At its Adult Transition Centers, Safer Foundation has leveraged Chicago 
Community Trust as well as Training to Work funds to implement training and placement in 
specific industries like CNC, welding, food services and CDL. Here are some measure of 
outcomes achieved from its vocational training and placement at the  Adult Transition Centers 
(Cross Roads and North Lawndale). 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 Approval rates for such measures are quite low. They also typically involve a wait period. For instance, the 
Certificate of Good Conduct has a waiting period of one year. The lengthy timeline runs counter to the evidence that 
the risk of recidivism is the highest in the first year after release.  

Deliverable Description Contract Target YTD Actual 

Clients Enrolled 125 158 

Complete Occupational Training 
(Industry Credential) 

60 149 

Entered Employment (Qtr. 1) 100 128 

Employment Retention Rate (Qtrs. 
2&3) 

70 83 

Average Earnings (after exit) $9 p/h ($9,360 over 
6mths) 

$12.63 p/h 

Recidivism (1 yr. after exit) 28 3 

   

Results FY14/16  
DOL’s Training to Work 1 Training Results (T2W2 too early) 
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