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Introduction 
 
Securing stable employment is a critical factor in reducing recidivism among 
formerly incarcerated people.1 Every year, around 10,000 people are released 
from prison in New York, entering a labor market filled with barriers, 
restrictions, and stigma for those with conviction histories.2 Overcoming these 
challenges to secure a job is not easy, and it requires access to resources that 
help people build market-relevant skills. Without these, formerly incarcerated 
New Yorkers may struggle to find employment and reintegrate into society.3  
 
Recognizing this fact, New York State offers a variety of programs to help incarcerated people 
prepare for employment after release. For example, according to the State University of New York 
(SUNY), more than 30 Department of Corrections and Community Supervision (DOCCS) facilities 
have college-in-prison programs.4 And, for people incarcerated in New York State prisons who do not 
already have a postsecondary degree, history of employment, or professional license, participation in 
a vocational training program is mandatory.5 Although there is a substantial amount of research on 
the positive effects of college-in-prison programs, there is an overall lack of research focused on 
vocational training.6 However, according to a national analysis of 34 studies, participation in in-
prison vocational training reduces the likelihood of returning to prison by nearly one-third.7  
 
Vocational training in New York State prisons 
DOCCS provides its Vocational Education Program with the aim of improving incarcerated people’s 
“employment potential and ability to function in the community.”8 Across 41 facilities, the agency 
offers training in 27 trades and apprenticeships in 12 different trade areas.9 Throughout 2023, 
13,039 people incarcerated in New York State prisons participated in vocational education.10  
 
In 2022, recognizing the ongoing employment challenges people with conviction histories face, 
Governor Kathy Hochul launched the “Jails to Jobs” initiative, which aimed to connect formerly 
incarcerated New Yorkers with resources and education to improve reentry success.11 And since 
Commissioner Daniel Martuscello’s appointment in 2023, he and his leadership team have taken 
steps to improve vocational training and employment pathways by expanding access to digital 
literacy training, introducing new apprenticeship programs, and upgrading equipment. In December 
2024, DOCCS revised its Vocational Education Directive No. 4806 to include updated compliance 
standards and expanded support for young and disabled people in custody.12 
 
Overview of this study 
Inspired by these efforts, the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) conducted research to explore access to 
in-prison vocational programming and post-release employment pathways in New York State. Vera 
surveyed 104 people who were released from DOCCS facilities between January 2021 and October 
2024 about their experiences with vocational training while incarcerated and initial employment 
experiences after release. The findings suggest that making training curricula more relevant to job 
market opportunities, increasing job placement support, and finding more opportunities to earn 
externally recognized certifications may improve employment outcomes for people who participate in 
vocational training while incarcerated.   
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Vera also recommends that DOCCS expand accredited vocational programs and enhance 
partnerships with workforce development agencies, employers, and community-based organizations 
(CBOs). DOCCS should focus on creating more accredited programs in collaboration with state 
agencies and workforce development providers to better prepare people for New York’s labor market 
upon release. 
 
Although other barriers to employment exist—discrimination chief among them—the benefits of 
improving vocational training are clear. By boosting employment, reducing recidivism, and facilitating 
reintegration into society, improving in-prison training and investing in post-release job placement 
has the potential to improve safety for all New Yorkers.    
 

Methodology and Limitations 
 
Vera constructed a survey that asked people about their in-prison vocational training and post-
release employment experiences.13 From July to October 2024, on Vera’s behalf, reentry providers 
and community organizers circulated the survey to their program participants and people on their 
email lists, included it in their newsletters, and shared a flyer promoting the survey in their physical 
offices.14 Additionally, Vera staff recruited participants through personal networks and by setting up 
an informational stand at the Fortune Society over two days in August 2024, where people were 
given the opportunity to complete the survey in person.15  
 
Vera developed the survey after a review of the literature revealed gaps in the research regarding 
post-release employment outcomes in New York State. The survey consisted primarily of multiple-
choice questions with some optional open-ended opportunities to elaborate. The survey included 
questions about vocational training while incarcerated and employment after release.16  
 
Over a four-month period, a total of 104 formerly incarcerated people completed the survey.17 The 
majority of respondents self-identified as Black (53 percent) or Hispanic or Latino (30 percent), with 
only 3 percent identifying as white (Table 1, see the Appendix for all tables).18 In comparison, as of 
October 2024, the DOCCS population was 49 percent Black, 24 percent Hispanic, and 23 percent 
white, with the remaining 4 percent made up of Native American, Asian, or other.19 A plurality of 
respondents (42 percent) had been incarcerated for between one and five years (Table 2), and 
roughly one-third of respondents were between ages 51 and 64 (Table 3).20 Eighty-four percent of 
the sample were men, 15 percent were women, and 1 percent was gender nonconforming/ 
nonbinary (Table 4). Respondents in the sample served at least part of their sentences at 29 
correctional facilities in total; 86 percent of the sample were incarcerated at some point in facilities 
that are still operational, while 14 percent were incarcerated in facilities that have since closed. 

 
Readers should keep in mind several limitations to the study. Given the small sample size and the 
sampling strategy, the study sample is not representative of the entire population of people released 
from New York State prisons from 2021 to 2024 and may not accurately reflect the broader 
population’s experiences. In particular, people in the survey sample skewed older than the full 
population of people released from prison: one-third of survey respondents were over 50 years old 
compared to roughly one-fifth of people released from prison in 2020 (Table 3).21 In addition, the 
survey sampled people returning home at the end of the COVID-19 pandemic, a period of severe 
staffing and program shortages in DOCCS facilities. DOCCS has actively introduced new programs 
since the new leadership in 2023 to meet emerging and high demand sectors.22 Therefore, program 
participation before 2023 does not reflect the recent improvements being made. 
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Despite this, Vera’s findings provide valuable insight into the experiences of formerly incarcerated 
people recently released in New York. The survey results also suggest areas for further research.  
 

Key Findings 
 
Participant experience with in-prison programming  
A majority of survey respondents reported being able to access at least one vocational training 
program and said they felt at least “somewhat proficient” in the trade area after completion. 
Specifically, 79 percent (n=82) of all 104 respondents reported enrolling in at least one vocational 
training program while incarcerated.23 People who completed their training reported similar results: 
of the 70 respondents who completed their training, nearly three quarters—51 people—noted that 
they felt either somewhat or extremely proficient in the trade area that they studied. Twelve of those 
who completed vocational training felt that they were either somewhat or extremely inexperienced 
after their training, and seven people felt neither proficient nor experienced after completion (Table 
5).  
 
Perceived limitations with current in-prison vocational training programs 
 
Operational barriers to access 
Despite DOCCS requiring access to vocational training for people in their custody, a substantial 
portion of survey respondents (42 percent) reported facing operational barriers to accessing this 
programming. These included long waiting lists due to limited program availability (15 people); 
impediments created by corrections officers (six people); and restrictions resultant from disciplinary 
records or housing unit location, including solitary confinement (six people) (Table 6). 
 
Issues with availability of external-certification programs 
Externally recognized credentials such as those issued by the Department of Labor (DOL) can help 
people demonstrate employability after release, making it easier to find a job.24 By contrast, a study 
involving formerly incarcerated job seekers found that while prison-issued certificates may be helpful 
in the labor market, they also complicate the job search by informing employers of job seekers’ time 
in prison.25 The majority of Vera’s survey respondents, however, received only DOCCS certificates at 
the end of their vocational training programs. Of the 70 people in Vera’s sample who completed 
vocational training, 47 respondents received a DOCCS certificate, four received either a DOL or 
industry-standard certificate, and two received both a DOCCS and external certificate. Seventeen 
respondents did not receive any certification upon completion (Table 7). The 2024 DOL Workforce 
Performance Report echoes these findings: only 12 percent of incarcerated people who participated 
in programming from 2022 to mid-2024 obtained third-party certifications, compared to more than 
80 percent who received “vocational job titles” or DOCCS certifications.26 
 
Market relevance of available programs and perceived barriers to employment 
Of the 70 respondents who completed their vocational programs, more than half (n=39) found 
employment after release. However, of the 39 respondents who completed vocational training and 
found employment, 23 (59 percent) indicated that they did not use the skills or credentials obtained 
during their vocational training in their employment, and only 11 people (28 percent) reported 
finding jobs in fields corresponding to their vocational training.27  
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Of people who reported facing barriers to employment (n=67), discrimination due to a conviction 
record was the top perceived barrier (35 people) (Table 8). However, the other top answers related in 
some way to how prepared respondents were for the job market upon release: a lack of experience 
in the field (27 people) and not having the right degree, certificate, or credential (24 people). Other 
barriers identified by respondents pointed to questions over the content of their training, with 
respondents noting a lack of enough modern/digital skills (16 people) and insufficient education or 
training (15 people).28   
 
Of course, vocational training cannot solve every issue for job seekers with conviction histories, 
especially issues related to discrimination and bias, but high-quality training that correlates to 
available job opportunities can nevertheless help improve employment outcomes.29 
 
First employment after release  
Securing employment within the first year after release proved challenging for many respondents. 
Age discrimination may be at least partially responsible; 60 percent of survey respondents were ages 
41 or older, and criminal records aside, the AARP reports that a majority of people ages 40 to 65 
have seen or experienced age-related workplace discrimination.30 Even so, of the people in Vera’s 
sample who were released before 2024 (Vera excluded people released in 2024, who may not have 
had adequate time to start their job search) and who were looking for employment, 41 out of 68  
respondents (60 percent) found employment within one year of release (Table 9).31 Among those 
who found employment (n=45), only half (n=23) indicated that their income covered basic 
household expenses. Although formerly incarcerated people are not the only ones who struggle to 
find jobs that pay living wages, the importance of covering basic household expenses may be greater 
for formerly incarcerated New Yorkers: research shows that 42 percent of those released from 
DOCCS facilities to New York City end up in shelters, and the lack of stable housing can increase 
rates of recidivism.32   
 
Vera’s survey results align with national research showing that the jobs available to formerly 
incarcerated people often lack sufficient wages.33 Overall, at the time of survey completion, half 
(n=42) of all survey respondents who were able and wanting to work were unemployed, suggesting 
the immense challenge of finding employment after release (Table 10).34 Of respondents who were 
released before 2024 and found employment post-release, almost all (40 out of 45) reported having 
consistent working hours at their first job, but other measures of the quality of employment varied 
substantially.35 Specifically, more than half (26 out of 45) of those who found employment indicated 
that their hourly wage at their first job was $19 an hour or less (Table 11), and 17 out of the 26 
respondents with this hourly wage range indicated that their income did not cover their basic 
household expenses.  
 
Union-affiliated jobs provide opportunities for economic mobility, job security, strong workplace 
protections, and career advancement. However, formerly incarcerated people often face barriers to 
these jobs, such as a lack of transferable experience, certifications, and documentation.36 In Vera’s 
sample, eight of those who found employment noted that they had a union membership in their first 
job after release (Table 12).37 Strengthening union connections during vocational training could 
expand access not just to employment generally, but specifically to well-paying union jobs with good 
job security.  
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Recommendations 
Vera’s findings suggest the need for DOCCS to enhance its vocational training programs to provide 
clear pathways to stable employment for people returning home. Although recent changes under 
Commissioner Martuscello’s leadership and the recent expansion of Tuition Assistance Program 
funds to incarcerated students represent a promising shift in priorities, practical implementation 
remains critical.38 Further, programs must not only exist but also be accessible to all, supported by 
adequate staffing, and—to the extent possible given resource constraints and the unexpected 
disruptions common in prisons—free from barriers that hinder participation.  
 
The following recommendations incorporate findings from Vera’s survey alongside Vera’s broader 
research on best practices for prison education and vocational training. The recommendations aim 
to build on DOCCS’s recent initiatives and offer strategies to measure and enhance their 
effectiveness.39 
 

1. Expand and update accredited vocational training and apprenticeship programs. 

a. Reduce operational barriers to existing vocational programming. Because many 
facilities have staffing challenges, DOCCS should work with the Public Employees 
Federation, the union representing DOCCS’s vocational program staff, to find 
solutions that will allow it to expand access to vocational programs throughout its 
facilities. Solutions can include partnerships with labor unions and SUNY to supply 
local instructors who can offer statewide accredited courses. 

b. Expand access to accredited programming. DOCCS should expand work with SUNY 
and other college programs to help people who participate in vocational programs 
receive transferable credit that enables them to continue their education after 
release. Additionally, access to SUNY instructors could expand the availability of 
programs in remote facilities near SUNY campuses, which might otherwise struggle 
to recruit instructors.  

c. Expand access to programming aligned with labor market needs. DOCCS should 
work with the DOL to help vocational programs prioritize building skills helpful for 
formerly incarcerated people to find jobs that pay a living wage. A recent report by 
Vera, The Labor Market for People with Conviction Histories: An Examination of 
Access to Good Jobs, identified well-paying jobs in growth industries that are 
accessible to formerly incarcerated New Yorkers with different educational 
backgrounds.40 Other than electrical vocational training, DOCCS’s current offerings 
do not align with the jobs mentioned in that report.41 

2. Work with partners to provide structured job readiness and mentoring services.  

a. Strengthen partnerships with community-based organizations (CBOs) and 
employers. DOCCS should develop new relationships and build on existing 
partnerships with reentry- and employment-focused CBOs and employers to provide 
more job-readiness training, job fairs, and mentorship programs to incarcerated 
people that can continue after they return home.42 In addition, DOCCS can invite 
employers facing labor shortages to tour facilities, learn about accredited vocational 
programs, and host virtual interviews before release. Only six respondents to Vera’s 
survey reported receiving job placement assistance from DOCCS while incarcerated. 
The lack of structured support for job placement highlights an opportunity for 



 
Vera Institute of Justice • From Prisons to Jobs   8 

  
 

partnerships with workforce development agencies to better connect people with 
employment opportunities. 

b. Create new pre-apprenticeship programs. Many unions offer apprenticeship 
programs, but it is likely logistically challenging to enroll incarcerated people into 
these programs. DOCCS should expand existing relationships with unions and 
employers to build out union pre-apprenticeship programs that will improve pathways 
to union membership and employment, enabling people to begin relevant training 
and coursework while incarcerated that they can continue post-release. 

i. Although Vera’s survey did not specifically ask about apprenticeship 
participation, apprenticeship programs provide a critical pathway to stable 
employment—yet access remains extremely limited for incarcerated people in 
New York prisons. According to the New York State Department of Labor’s 
2024 workforce performance report, which provides information about 
vocational education and workforce development programs across a variety 
of state agencies, only 25 incarcerated people completed DOCCS 
apprenticeship programs from 2022 to mid-2024.43 Apprenticeships behind 
bars can significantly improve employment outcomes, reduce recidivism, and 
increase post-release wages, but are often underused due to limited program 
availability, a lack of employer partnerships, and restrictive eligibility 
criteria.44 

c. Offer more accredited vocational programs. CBOs—such as the Center for 
Employment Opportunities and Pathways To Apprenticeship—can help facilitate 
accredited vocational programs and job-readiness training while working with unions 
to build out prison pre-apprenticeship programs.45  

3. Develop data infrastructure so that DOCCS and its partners can track, analyze, and 
share outcomes of vocational training and employment programs, as well as long-term 
effectiveness measures such as post-release employment rates. 

a. Evaluate in-prison program access and success. Greater data availability will help 
DOCCS measure access to and the success of vocational training by tracking 
program-level participation rates, certificates received, and apprenticeship programs 
completed. 

b. Track longitudinal employment outcomes after release. DOCCS can collaborate 
with workforce development programs, CBOs that support post-release employment, 
employers who participated in pre-apprenticeship programs, and other stakeholders 
to gather and analyze data to track the outcomes of vocational training programs. By 
tracking and publishing post-release employment data such as employment rates, 
wages, and retention, which are already collected for people on parole, DOCCS and 
external stakeholders can ensure program efficacy and implement evidence-based 
improvements. 

4. Conduct further research into the delivery and impact of vocational training in DOCCS 
facilities. 

a. Vera’s findings point to the need for additional research, which should be conducted 
by an independent party, such as a local university. To begin, a survey that utilizes a 
representative sample would be essential to better examine the relationship between 
in-prison vocational training and post-release employment. Future research should 
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also examine how participation in vocational training affects people’s long-term 
employment outcomes, including job stability and wage growth after release. 
Vocational training programs may allow people to gain skills beyond their formal 
training area and further research should explore how these competencies translate 
to employment post release.46 In addition, interviews with formerly incarcerated 
people, employers, and workforce development agencies would help identify which 
programs are most effective in supporting employment post-release and how to 
expand access to stable jobs. 

Improving vocational training in New York’s prisons will not solve every employment issue 
formerly incarcerated New Yorkers face. Even so, improving the quality of vocational training 
and providing greater job placement assistance to people upon release is an important step 
in supporting New Yorkers returning home.  
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Appendix: Demographics and Select Survey Responses 

 

 

Figure 1  

Flow chart of study sample 
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Demographics of Survey Respondents (Total 104 respondents) 

 

Table 1  

Race/ethnicity 

Race/ethnicity Frequency Percentage 

American Indian or Alaska Native 3 2.9 
Asian/Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 2 1.9 
Black or African American 55 52.9 
Hispanic, Spanish, or Latino* 31 29.8 
Middle Eastern or North African 1 1.0 
Multiracial 7 6.7 
Other (Please specify) 2 1.9 
White 3 2.9 
Total 104 100.0 

Note: 83 percent of respondents identified as Black or African American (52.9 percent) or Hispanic, Spanish, 
or Latino (29.8 percent). As a result, the sample overrepresents Hispanic and underrepresents non-Hispanic 
white in the DOCCS population. In October 2024, the DOCCS population was 22.8 percent white, 49.3 percent 
Black, 23.7 percent Hispanic, 0.9 percent Native American, 0.8 percent Asian, and 2.4 percent other. Source: 
New York State Department of Correction and Community Supervision (DOCCS), Undercustody October 1, 
2024 NYS-DOCCS (Albany, NY: DOCCS, October 1, 2024), 
https://doccs.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2024/10/2024_10_01-uc-profile.pdf.  

*This category includes three people who identified as both Black or African American and Hispanic and four 
people who identified as both white and Hispanic.  

 
Table 2  

Length of incarceration  

Length of incarceration Frequency Percentage 

1 year to 5 years 44 42.3 
6 years to 10 years 18 17.3 
11 years to 15 years 11 10.6 
16 years to 20 years 7 6.7 
21 years to 25 years  7 6.7 
26 years to 30 years 10 9.6 
31 years or more  7 6.7 
Total 104 99.9* 

*Percentage total adds to less than 100 percent due to rounding. 

 
  

https://doccs.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2024/10/2024_10_01-uc-profile.pdf
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Table 3  

Age 

Age Frequency Percentage 

19–24 2 1.9 
25–30 16 15.4 
31–40  24 23.1 
41–50 25 24.0 
51–64 34 32.7 
65+ 3 2.9 
Total 104 100.0 

 

 

Table 4  

Gender 

Gender Frequency Percentage 

Gender nonconforming/Nonbinary 1 1.0 
Man 87 83.7 
Transgender woman 1 1.0 
Woman 15 14.4 
Total 104 100.1* 

*Percentage total adds to more than 100 percent due to rounding. 
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Breakdown of responses to select survey questions 

 

Table 5  

Proficiency of skills in trade area studied 

(Sample = 70 respondents who completed the DOCCS vocational requirement) 

Q24. Did you master entry level skills or become 
proficient in the trade area you studied? 

Frequency Percentage 

After training:   
I was extremely proficient. 30 42.9 
I was somewhat proficient. 21 30 
I was neither proficient nor inexperienced. 7 10 
I was somewhat inexperienced. 6 8.6 
I was extremely inexperienced. 6 8.6 
Total 70 100.1* 

*Percentage total adds to more than 100 percent due to rounding. 

 
Table 6  

Barriers faced while accessing vocational training programs 

(Sample = 44 respondents who faced barriers to vocational training programs) 

Q16. Please elaborate on the barriers you faced when 
trying to access vocational training programs. 

Frequency Percentage 

Long waitlists or no space in programs. 15 34.1 
Felt that the correction officers prevented them from 
accessing vocational training.  

6 13.6 

Were not eligible for vocational training because of their 
disciplinary records or were being held in solitary.  

6 13.6 

The facility didn't offer vocational training, had limited 
programming because of lack staffing and/or supplies, or 
felt that the training materials were inadequate.  

5 11.4 

Already satisfied their vocational requirement prior to 
prison or were not allowed to take more than one.  

5 11.4 

Was not eligible for vocational training because of their 
sentence. 

3 6.8 

Was forced to do a work assignment full time and not 
allowed to do vocational training. 

3 6.8 

Moved facilities before completing their vocational training 
and was not allowed to start a new one.  

1 2.3 

Total* 44 100 
*The question was open-ended and respondents could identify more than one barrier. Responses were 
recategorized by researchers. 
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Table 7  

Source of license or certification received upon completion of program 

(Sample = 70 respondents who completed the DOCCS vocational requirement) 

Q25. Which of the following best describes the source of 
the license or certificate you received upon completing 
the program? Select all that apply. 

Frequency Percentage 

DOCCS 47 67.1 
DOL 2 2.9 
Industry 2 2.9 
Industry and DOL 1 1.4 
Industry and DOL and DOCCS 1 1.4 
Did not receive a license or certificate.  17 24.3 
Total 70 100 

 
 
 

Table 8  

Barriers to finding first employment  

(Sample = 67 people who note that they faced barriers to finding employment) 
 

Q37. What barriers to employment did/do you face in 
finding your first employment? Please select all that 
apply. 

Frequency Percentage 

I face discrimination due to my criminal record  35 52.2 
I don't have enough experience in the field  27 40.3 
I don't have the right degree, certificate or credential  24 35.8 
I don't have enough modern / digital skills  16 23.9 
I have insufficient education or training  15 22.4 
I don't have a driver's license  11 16.4 
I don't have a large professional network  9 13.4 
I don't have access to reliable transportation  9 13.4 
I face discrimination due to my age  6 9.0 
I have a disability  6 9.0 
Total* 158  

*Respondents could identify more than one barrier. Due to this, percentages add to more than 100 percent. 
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Table 9  

Length of time to find employment upon release  

(Sample = 104 respondents) 
 

Q27. How long did it take you to find employment upon 
release? 

Frequency Percentage 

Released before 2024   
Did not find employment upon release 23 33.8 
More than 12 months upon release 4 5.9 
Within 12 months of release 41 60.3 
Total 68 100 

 

 

Table 10  

Current employment status 

(Sample = 84, all respondents who were intentionally seeking employment)  

Q61. What best describes your current employment 
status?  

Frequency Percentage 

Employed 42 50.0 
Unemployed 42 50.0 
Total* 84 100.0 

*Excludes 20 people who were not looking for work or who were unable to work.  
 
 
Table 11  
 
Hourly wages 
 
(Sample = 45 respondents who were released prior to 2024 and found employment post-release) 
 

Q32. How much were you paid hourly? (excluding those 
released in 2024) 

Frequency Percentage 

Less than $15 6 13.3 
$15–19 20 44.4 
$20–24 6 13.3 
$25–29 6 13.3 
$30+ 6 13.3 
I am not paid hourly. 1 2.2 
Total 45 99.8* 

*Percentage total adds to less than 100 percent due to rounding. 
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Table 12 
 
Union Membership 
 
(Sample = 56 respondents who found employment regardless of participation in training) 
 

Q34. Were you a member of a union? Frequency Percentage 
I am not sure 6 10.7 
No there is a union but I am/was not a member 14 25 
No there is/was no union 28 50 
Yes 8 14.3 
Total 56 100 
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