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WE CAN’T
UNDO THE
ACTS THAT
LAND YOUNG
MEN IN
PRISON.
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BUT WE CAN
DO MORE
TO KEEP THEM
FROM
COMMITTING
CRIMES AGAIN.
We can re-examine,
re-imagine, and
re-build our approach
to preventing recidivism.
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”When you get out, you,ve got
,
nothing. So it s easy to resort
back to crime. Finding an
alternative is the problem.”
—LUCAS *, CURRENTLY INCARCERATED

”

”

Prison wants you to change, but the
,
day you get out, they re not going to
,
help you. It s no wonder we end up
coming back.”

Even though I got a job and was
going to college, I still didn,t have
inner peace with myself. That,s why
guys like me violate parole.”

— ERIC, CURRENTLY INCARCERATED

— STEPHEN, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

*

All names were changed to protect identities.
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FOR MEN WHO ARE
18–25 YEARS OLD,
THE STATISTICS
ARE BLEAK.

Nearly two-thirds of them reoffend
within three years of release.
But science shows that at this age,
their brains are still developing.
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THESE ARE YOUNG
PEOPLE IN THE
PROCESS OF
FORMING THEIR
IDENTITIES.
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”My dad used to beat the
hell out of me—until I was
12 years old and they found
him overdosed in a park.”
— ETHAN, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

They haven’t experienced much in life
yet and lack the foundation that many
of us take for granted.

”

I joined a gang at eight years old.
Once I got in, I really didn,t like it
but there was nothing I could do.
So I put on a mask, played tough,
and it eventually became me.”
— ISAAC, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

”

My mom and I got evicted and
ended up on the streets. I got
into the criminal street life to
help her pay the bills.”
— AAMIR, FORMERLY INCARCERATED
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Youth without positive development
are vulnerable to major mistakes — the
worst of which land them in prison.

”What was the goal coming

,
back out here? It wasn t to
just redo everything and have
the most fun every day. The
goal is to come out here and
be somebody.”
—DEMARCO, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

HOW MIGHT WE HELP
THEM MAKE GOOD
ON THEIR DESIRE TO
CHANGE?

”

,
I could ve easily told myself I could
stay in prison and not do anything.
Which would continue to be
,
disrespectful to my victim s family
and society for not taking advantage
of my time, where I could actually
do something with myself.”
— ALBERT, FORMERLY INCARCERATED
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WHAT IF
WE SEIZE THE
OPPORTUNITY
TO HELP THESE
YOUNG MEN BE
BETTER THAN
THEIR WORST
MISTAKES?

What does it take to transform a life?
Imagine what is possible if we
treat these men as growing minds.
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SECTION
TWO
A SPOTLIGHT ON
TRANSITION
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From checklist
to journey
Rethinking transition

No matter how we feel about incarcerated
men, we all want them to choose more positive
paths when they come home. But the truth is,
they return to our communities whether they’re
prepared or not. Our best bet is to equip them
to be productive citizens.
During incarceration, rehabilitation
programs can be transformative. But once
these young men are released, that work
can unravel without the right support.
Services for the formerly incarcerated are

scant and scattered. Best practices are
still being developed. But we know that
sustaining transition is key. The chance of
reoffending is greatly reduced after the
first two years.

SHIFTING OUR PERSPECTIVE
We all know that change is hard. Sustaining
it is even harder. It requires new habits,
achievable milestones, and continuous
support. For many of these young men,
lasting change requires a complete shift in
identity.

Right now, young men create reentry plans
in the months leading up to release. These
plans often focus on immediate needs. But
maintaining success requires more than
navigating the essentials of housing, jobs,
and access to mental health care.

In other words, a successful transition
takes time.

Creating a more holistic approach to
transition requires four key structural shifts
to guide the design of any experience.
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Hand-offs
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Consistent relationships
Set up staff to be dedicated long-term
to individual young men.
Hand-offs hurt. The most powerful motivator
for change is someone who cares about you,
believes in you, and sticks with you through the
ups and downs.

Excluding

Engaging the formerly incarcerated
Include successful formerly
incarcerated men early and often.
We see ourselves in the people we relate to.
Successful formerly incarcerated men are
powerful role models and sources of support
for currently incarcerated men.

FROM

3
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Artificial
structure

Real-world agency
Provide increasing access to opportunities
and exposure to real-world situations.
Successful transition is all about making choices.
Youth need structure at first, but then they need a
safe environment to try — and sometimes fail — to
navigate independence.

Going back

SHIFTS

Starting over
Allow young men to start fresh
in new environments.
It’s tough to be a new you in an old place.
Physical separation from past influences
(people, places, and habits) provides a
guaranteed fresh start.

Approaching
transition as a
journey, rather
than a checklist,
implies a number
of important
shifts.
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Addressing
developmental needs
The hidden roadblocks
of transition

Could you unlearn everything from
your childhood? Forget your friends?
Leave your entire family behind?
For young men getting out of prison, these
are some of the real choices they face.
We expect them to do things differently
once they’re out. To avoid making the same
mistakes. For a lot of them, that means
rebuilding from scratch.
Successful transitions hinge on positive
development — something these young men
didn’t experience as children. Some of the
biggest challenges they face reentering

society relate directly to foundational
lessons most of us learned early in life.
It may sound counterintuitive, but preparing
incarcerated men to become responsible
adults means giving them back their
childhoods. Not by treating them like kids,
but by giving them opportunities to have the
formational experiences of growing up.

ADDRESSING DEVELOPMENTAL NEEDS LIKE...
1.

Feeling unconditional support

5. Finding your voice

2. Learning to play constructively

6. Dreaming big

3. Setting and achieving goals

7.

4. Looking up to positive role models

Asking for help

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E
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1
2
3
4

Feeling
unconditional
support
Learning to play
constructively

Setting and
achieving goals

Looking up to
positive role
models

C
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EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Consistent care

Positive play

Progress portfolio

DEVELOPMENTAL NEED

5
6
7

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT
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Finding your voice

Dreaming big

Asking for help

Confident communication

Career pathways

Navigating adulthood

Authentic guidance

NEEDS

Preparing for
reentry means
addressing
underlying
developmental
needs from
day one.
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To prepare incarcerated youth to
become responsible citizens,

GIVE THEM THE FOUNDATIONAL
EXPERIENCES THEY MISSED IN
CHILDHOOD.
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SECTION
THREE
MEETING NEEDS
THROUGH
EXPERIENCES
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LEARNING TO PLAY
CONSTRUCTIVELY
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Experience concepts
Re-learning childhood lessons
We learn through experience. As we grow, our
experiences shape our understanding of the
world, our place in it, and how we think and act.
Many of these young men missed out on positive
opportunities to develop healthy mindsets and
behaviors in their youth. For a successful transition
back into society, they need experiences that help
them to re-shape their identities as adults.
The experience concepts in this section
suggest ways for youth to prepare for
transition through holistic experiences that
combine programs, spaces, roles, and tools.

They are meant to be starting points for
how to design learning experiences that
address fundamental needs, beginning on
day one and building momentum over time.

A STAGED APPROACH
These concepts are mapped to the
three proposed phases of the California
Leadership Academy:
PHASE 1:
ON-CAMPUS

PHASE 2:
TRANSITION

PHASE 3:
REENTRY

(up to two years)

(up to 6 months)

(minimum of 6 months)

Youth live on campus
at all times with
varying degrees of
restriction while
participating
in educational
and therapeutic
activities.

Youth live on
campus but are
allowed to leave
during the day for
off-campus work
or school while
continuing to receive
supportive services.

Youth live and work
(or attend college) in
the community while
receiving ongoing
support in the
form of mentoring,
counseling, and peer
support groups.

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E
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CONSISTENT CARE

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE NEED

ONE

CONSISTENT CARE

THE IDEA

A team of mentors who develop a personal relationship
with a young man throughout his entire journey.

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Consistent care

35
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D E V E LO P M E N TA L N E E D

Feeling unconditional support

Imagine a formerly incarcerated man
mentoring a young man from firsthand
experience.

Imagine a young man meeting his parole
officer, who becomes his parole coach.

Imagine a young man who wants to be an
architect building a relationship with one.

All youth seek acceptance — and support — from
peers and family.
It is this need that often leads young men to gangs.
When they go to prison, it’s rare to find a positive
alternative. “Hand-offs” from institution to
institution and staff member to staff member
are the norm. This pattern of inconsistency often
makes young men averse to building relationships,
believing that no one really cares.
What youth need, above all else, are supporters
who will stick with them, no matter what.

”

,
When I was a kid, I could ve got a job if I wanted
,
to, but I didn t see myself past a certain age. I had
no positive reinforcement or interaction with
positive individuals who were constantly building
,
me up, saying, you know what, there s more to life.”
—STEVE, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

”

,
You don t have to be from the same background,
you just got to be sincere about it. You have to
really care and go out of your way. These guys
want to be taken in. They want to feel loved.
They want to be accepted.”
—PJ, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

Imagine a family member learning
alongside youth in a positive,
supportive role.

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E
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CONSISTENT CARE

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE DETAILS

How this might work
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OVERVIEW

PHASE 1: ON-CAMPUS

1

PHASE 2: TRANSITION

Relationship building in a genuine way between the young man
and mentors is the primary emphasis. Initially, the team focuses on
helping the youth adjust. Later, efforts shift to preparing for work
in the community.

2

PHASE 3: REENTRY

3

Work ethic is the focus as youth
deal with the challenges of work
release. The team also helps with
preparation for the transition to
living in the community.

Probation readiness or
preparing for the parole board
is the primary focus. After
'graduation' from the program,
it is important that the team
maintains contact for ongoing
support and care.

FOR EXAMPLE

The Sage

Family Supporter

Community Mentor

Parole / Probation Coach

Successful formerly incarcerated
men are the most important
team member across all phases.
By carefully selecting and vetting
these men, they can give young
men confidence that change is
possible and speak from firsthand
experience about successful
transition. They are also highly
motivated to help. They will likely
be the first call — the lifeline — when
young men face a challenge.

Whenever possible, the team
should include a family member or
friend who provides a consistent,
positive influence. Family mentors
are encouraged to learn about
programming, curriculum,
language, and frameworks of
the day-to-day program — and
to help reinforce them when the
young man is released. They can
witness — and be a part of — the
youth’s change.

In phase one, young men choose
mentors based on shared interests,
such as careers, hobbies, culture,
or spirituality. Community
mentors offer an opportunity to
practice communication skills and
professionalism. In phases two and
three, they might open doors to
employment, assist with building
community, or connect youth to
creative outlets.

Young men meet their parole or
probation coach in phase one to
start building a relationship based
on trust and respect. In phases
two and three, parole/probation
coaches have a larger role in
helping the youth prepare for life in
the community. Importantly, their
focus shifts from monitoring for
violations to supportive coaching.
As a long-term team member, they
are invested in the young man’s
success.

INSPIRATION + POTENTIAL PARTNERS

Advisory

Transition Coaches

Student Support Teams

Casco Bay High School in
Maine uses an Advisory
model that pairs a small
group of students with a
staff member who meets
with them regularly during
all four years of high
school.

UTEC, a transition
program for youth
in Massachusetts, is
based around long-term
relationships between
staff and teens. Coaches
provide ongoing one-onone support services.

Bay Path University in
Massachusetts creates
a “support team” for
students that includes: a
full-time faculty member,
a wellness advisor, an
upperclasswoman, and a
career coach.

”

,
When you invest in people, that s the one
investment that continues to give. The more
,
people who are involved, the more
you re
,
exposing individuals who don t have role models
to a different
opinion of who they should follow.
,
That s what changed my thinking, my behavior,
and got me here. ”
—T YRONE, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E
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POSITIVE PLAY

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE NEED

T WO

POSITIVE PLAY

THE IDEA

Programs and events that help youth develop new
habits for play — when relaxing alone or having fun
with friends.

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Positive play
D E V E LO P M E N TA L N E E D

Learning to play constructively

Imagine a young man channeling his
emotions into creating a mural.

Play is an important—and underestimated—life skill.

Imagine a young man discovering his gift
for playing the guitar.

We start building habits of play as children. It’s how
we first learn to interact with peers. It’s how we
occupy our minds when we’re alone. For these young
men, it’s also a critical protection from temptation.
Without positive outlets, their youthful desire to
have fun can lead to old street corners, old friends,
and old habits. Idle time is their worst enemy.
Youth need to re-learn constructive ways to
unwind.

”

If you want to change, you have to change who
you play with, where you play at, and what you
want to play with.”
—ANDRE, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

”

,
Coming back out, it s like this is where the real
,
fun s at. Feeling like I had to catch up on having
fun really got in the way of moving further than
where I am right now.”
—EDWARD, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

Imagine young men being inspired
to develop new habits by seeing
,
another s talent.

39
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POSITIVE PLAY

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE DETAILS

How this might work
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OVERVIEW

PHASE 1: ON-CAMPUS

1

PHASE 2: TRANSITION

Exposure is most important, initially. This may be the first time
many youth have engaged in constructive ways to interact
with others, express themselves, release adrenaline, and relax.

2

PHASE 3: REENTRY

3

Depth becomes the emphasis.
Youth are encouraged to commit
to their passions and build a
deeper set of skills.

Public display of talent
becomes important. Youth
need opportunities for external
recognition to build self-confidence.

FOR EXAMPLE

Passion Projects

Field Trips

Practice Makes Perfect

Public Showcase

A series of workshops where
visitors, staff, alumni, and peers
share their hobbies. A behavioral
therapist might share their love for
gardening and the basics of caring
for houseplants. A politician might
share her love of photography
and the ‘rule of thirds’ for
taking a great photo. A formerly
incarcerated man might share his
love of hiking with a slideshow of
recent trips.

As a special occasion and an
incentive for good behavior, young
men might have opportunities to
attend group outings towards the
end of the phase. Youth might go
on a supervised hiking trip, attend
a local event, or play a recreational
basketball game against a local
college. They learn how to bond
with others and experience new
ways to unwind.

All youth are encouraged to ‘find
their gift’ through a self-directed
extracurricular activity with the
goal of forming a new habit or skill.
Young men might learn to play the
guitar, paint a mural, or meditate
everyday.

At events open to the community,
young men have the opportunity
to share and show off their
passions. Youth might display their
artwork, perform a rap, or cook a
special food. They receive external
recognition for their talents and
hard work from peers, mentors,
families, and the public.

INSPIRATION + POTENTIAL PARTNERS

Outward Bound

Yoga Behind Bars

Puppies Behind Bars

An educational program
that teaches character
development, selfdiscovery, and bonding
through wilderness
expeditions.

Students learn how
to breathe, pose
and meditate at 13
correctional facilities
across Washington State.
Prisoners may also train
to become instructors
themselves.

At New York’s Bedford
Hills Correctional Facility
and five other prisons,
inmates in the Puppies
Behind Bars program
raise and train Labrador
retrievers—then offer them
to combat veterans and
police bomb squads.

”

These are, experiences most youth have growing
up. They re opportunities to develop cognitive
behaviors and ways to interact with others. To
us, field trips, games, soccer and hiking seem like
fairy tales. But they show you an outlet to release
anger and frustration in a positive manner.”
—SANTIAGO, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E

THREE
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PROGRESS PORTFOLIO

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE NEED

THREE

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Progress portfolio

PROGRESS PORTFOLIO

THE IDEA

A digital tool to help youth develop the critical habits of
setting goals, tracking progress, and sharing success.

D E V E LO P M E N TA L N E E D

Setting and achieving goals

Imagine a young man seeing his
progress and celebrating a milestone
with his roommates.

Youth who don’t see their ability to grow often
give up after a single mistake.

Imagine a young man looking up all of
his assignments and goals for the
month ahead.

This is a big problem after release, when a small
setback can send someone back to square one.
Youth need to build the patience, agency, and
resilience required for lasting change. They need to
see the small steps required to reach milestones.
Progress is the goal, not perfection.
Young men need models for how to set goals, track
progress, and share their successes.

”

,
You need to write down all your plans. Even if it s
something simple. So you can remember to do it.
You need to discipline yourself to do the things
you want to.”
—JAMAL, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

”

We try to build the youth up so much, but if one
thing is not in place they tear themselves down.”
—REENTRY COORDINATOR

Imagine a young man
communicating remotely with
a mentor to get help with a
challenging goal.

43
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POSITIVE PLAY
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THE DETAILS

How this might work
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OVERVIEW

PHASE 1: ON-CAMPUS

1

PHASE 2: TRANSITION

Expectations are outlined in the tool with steps to meet each goal.
Youth begin tracking progress, reflecting on efforts, and sharing
with staff or mentors if desired.

2

PHASE 3: REENTRY

3

Goal setting shifts from staffdirected to youth-driven.
Young men might need help
determining steps to success
and ensuring their goals meet
overall program expectations.

A portfolio might be generated
through the tool, giving youth a
place to consolidate their work
and a way to share it proudly at
key moments of transition.

FOR EXAMPLE

Roadmap &
Progress Tracking
Young men view a clear roadmap
of expectations for each phase. All
of an individual’s current goals are
displayed when he logs in, so that
he can easily understand what he
needs to focus on. A visual progress
tracker shows what young men
have completed and what they
are still working on. The tool can
be used for both academic and
behavior goals.

Reflection & Sharing

Self-Directed Learning

Portfolio

Through journal prompts, young
men regularly reflect on their
progress and learnings. They might
select certain goals to share with
mentors, teachers, therapists,
or family who can log-in to
understand whether an individual is
on-track or behind schedule. Youth
can get recognition for completing
goals or help to overcome
roadblocks.

The tool allows young men to set
their own goals, which might be
academic (get an A in math), workrelated (do a mock interview),
behavioral (de-escalate a potential
confrontation), or personal (learn
to play a new song on the guitar).
Youth might set both long-term
goals (complete my degree) and
short-term (volunteer to mentor
another young man).

Youth build a portfolio of
class assignments, personal
reflections, and other evidence of
accomplishments and growth. They
might use this portfolio for parole
hearings, job interviews, college
applications, or to show to their
families. ‘Portfolio reviews’ might
happen at key moments, such as
transitions between phases. Access
to the tool continues after release
for use setting reentry goals during
probation or parole.

INSPIRATION + POTENTIAL PARTNERS

ePortfolio

Summit PLP

High Tech High

Loyola University Chicago
uses ePortfolio to support
students, faculty, and staff
to create digital portfolios
as a tool for teaching,
learning, reflection, and
assessment.

An online, personalized
learning tool that allows
students to set goals,
create roadmaps to
achieve them, learn at
their own pace, and
interact with teacher
coaches.

Students at High Tech
High create digital
portfolios, updated every
semester, that provide
a comprehensive look
at their work, learning,
and projects. These are
available to view publicly.

”

I love the idea of having a legacy and that I could
build that legacy. It would be great to have access
to work and progress in one place — and a takeaway when you leave to feel organized. I wonder
what would happen if you show the impact of
,
each person s growth?”
—CARLOS, CURRENTLY INCARCERATED

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E
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AUTHENTIC GUIDANCE

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE NEED

FOUR

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Authentic guidance

AUTHENTIC GUIDANCE

THE IDEA

Firsthand accounts of how to successfully reenter
society, taught online and in person by formerly
incarcerated men.

D E V E LO P M E N TA L N E E D

Looking up to positive role models
Imagine a young man being inspired to
change by the story of someone just
like him.

Youth look up to the adults around them
to learn how to act and how to live.
The only role models for these young men are often
gang members or criminals. Many grow up without
leaving their neighborhoods. Their whole worldview
consists of a few blocks. Things like careers,
investing, or stable relationships seem to be for
“other people.” They don’t believe change is possible
for people in their circumstances.
Youth need positive examples of people
‘like them’ who took a different path.

”

”

When I first met Frank, I was in county blues and
he was in county blues. A year and a half later,
I saw him again, but this time I saw him suited.
So now when I get out I want to be suited, too.”

A lot of these older cats, you become a father
,
figure to the young guys. I didn t have a father
,
figure growing up. So I didn t have anyone to
grab onto.”

—DEMETRIUS, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

—ROBERT, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

Imagine a young man learning
about money management from a
former inmate who teaches personal
finance.

Imagine young men taking online classes
about reentry at their own pace.

47
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AUTHENTIC GUIDANCE

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE DETAILS

How this might work
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OVERVIEW

PHASE 1: ON-CAMPUS

1

PHASE 2: TRANSITION

A digital library of reentry classes taught by formerly incarcerated
men is available to youth 24/7. In-person discussion groups
facilitated by staff, mentors, or formerly incarcerated men tackle
questions and support deeper conversations.

2

PHASE 3: REENTRY

3

Continued access to both online
content and in-person discussion
groups is available. Young men
might retake relevant courses as
key milestones approach.

Remote availability to online
classes is available to young men
living off campus. Eventually,
alumni might come back to teach
a class, give a lecture, or host a
discussion group.

FOR EXAMPLE

Manhood

Work readiness

Emotional Intelligence

Financial Literacy

In phase one, reframing what it
means to be a man is a particularly
relevant course. These young men
often grow up with a skewed view
of masculinity, and it takes a lot
of relearning — from people who’ve
been in their shoes — to shift their
mental model of manhood. Topics
might include asking for help,
resisting peer pressure, or agreeing
to disagree.

As young men prepare for work
release, formerly incarcerated men
share their “been-there-done-that”
and “learned-this-the-hard-way”
perspectives on situations ranging
from making a first impression
to handling difficult interview
questions to developing a work
ethic.

Young men are often reluctant
to discuss important emotional
issues. Learning from guys like
them might help them shed
that resistance. This could be
especially useful when dealing
with roommates, handling job
frustrations during work release,
reading emotional cues, and deescalating conflict.

Financial literacy is an absolutely
critical skill before release. It’s
possible that many of these young
men have never paid a bill, created a
budget for living expenses, or opened
a bank account. Young men need to
learn the real deal about what it is
like to approach an intimidating and
confusing topic.

INSPIRATION + POTENTIAL PARTNERS

Manhood Development
Courses
The African American Male
Achievement Program
in Oakland’s public
schools promotes positive
pathways for black boys
by offering “Manhood
Development” courses
taught by black men.

Alcoholics Anonymous

EdX

The AA model creates
opportunities for
alcoholics at different
stages of the sobriety
process to mentor and
support each other to stay
sober and make better
decisions.

EdX is a nonprofit online
course provider that
partners with schools and
universities to offer free
classes that students can
take at their own pace.

”

,
People who know me from being inside, they ll
call me and ask, Where do I go to do this? Where do
I got to do that? If there was a broader network, a
way to package this in a course, it would help so
many more guys.”
—EDUARDO, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E
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CONFIDENT COMMUNICATION

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE NEED

FIVE

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Confident communication

CONFIDENT COMMUNICATION

THE IDEA

Programs, roles, and events that help youth build
effective communication skills, such as writing and
public speaking.

D E V E LO P M E N TA L N E E D

Finding your voice

Imagine success stories of formerly
incarcerated men lining the walls.

Learning to express yourself effectively builds
confidence and opens doors.
Young men have to communicate with a lot of new
people when they get out  —  employers, colleagues,
classmates, and friends. There will inevitably be
questions about incarceration. Youth need to
confidently explain their circumstances  —  taking
ownership of past decisions, demonstrating
progress, and articulating future goals.

Imagine a young man confidently telling
his story to an audience after
weeks of practice.

Youth need to talk about the past in a way that
demonstrates readiness for a new future.

”

,
I had a chance to speak with a publicist. I ve never
had a conversation with anyone of that caliber.
If I can have a level-headed conversation with
,
someone like that, what s the difference between
them and me?”
—XAVIER, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

”

They all know they leave with a label.
How do you not let people define you?”
—MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONAL

Imagine a member of the community
,
being inspired by a young man s
story of transformation.
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CONFIDENT COMMUNICATION

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE DETAILS

How this might work
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OVERVIEW

PHASE 1: ON-CAMPUS

1

PHASE 2: TRANSITION

Practice & coaching are central. Youth aren’t ready to tell their own
stories at first — they may not even think they have stories to tell.
Young men first learn why storytelling is important, what makes a
good story, and how to produce one, before receiving personalized
story coaching.

2

PHASE 3: REENTRY

3

Writing is emphasized as young
men learn to express their
stories in print. Youth interested
in broadcast or live performance
might get coaching to rewrite
stories in a conversational tone.

Public speaking is a rite of
passage and confidence builder.
Young men have opportunities to
tell their stories to peers, families,
and the broader community
through organized events.

FOR EXAMPLE

Podcast/Video/Newspaper

Story Coaching

Writing

Story Nights

Young men learn the fundamentals
of storytelling by co-producing
a podcast, radio station, video
channel, and/or newspaper. Youth
start to build communication
and technical skills such as
storyboarding, writing, audio and
video production, set design, etc.

When they are ready, young men
work with master storytellers
and volunteer coaches from
the community or partner
organizations. Youth learn to see
their past as a source of inspiration
and craft stories about their
experiences. As young men may
be reluctant to share, it make
take a few rounds of discussion,
journaling, and coaching for them
to feel they even have a story to
tell.

Young men learn to channel their
stories into essential written
communications, such as cover
letters and college essays. They
receive coaching and feedback on
how to best express themselves in
a professional manner.

Young men help regularly organize
public events featuring youth
storytellers. After weeks of practice
and preparation, youth tell a
personal story to an audience that
might include peers, families, alumni,
formerly incarcerated men, and
other members of the community.
Young men and their stories take
center stage for an evening.

INSPIRATION + POTENTIAL PARTNERS

Bard Prison Initiative

The Moth

Young men in the Eastern
New York Correctional
Facility Bard Prison
Initiative recently beat
Harvard’s debate team
in an intercollegiate
competition.

The Moth is a live
storytelling event in many
U.S. cities. Audience
members submit their
names and are chosen
randomly. Their stories are
recorded for a podcast
and NPR show.

Toastmasters
International
Toastmasters clubs help
members develop public
speaking, communication,
and leadership skills
through self-paced
practice and peer-to-peer
feedback.

”

Storytelling gives everyone a chance for their
voice to be heard. You never know how that
person can affect the next person by telling their
story.
And how many lives they, can change. And
,
I m one of ,the storytellers. That s me
, right there.
If you don t have a voice, you can t be heard.”
—MAURICE, FORMERLY INCARCERATED
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CAREER PATHWAYS

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE NEED

SIX

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Career pathways

CAREER PATHWAYS

THE IDEA

Programs and partnerships that allow young men
to pursue their interests in high-demand industries
or entrepreneurship.

D E V E LO P M E N TA L N E E D

Dreaming big
Imagine young men testing out their own
business ideas in a real-world setting.

Young people dream about what they want to be
when they grow up.

Imagine young men earning their first
real suits when they successfully reach key
milestones.

For these young men, making money is top of mind
after release. But they need more than jobs. They
need careers. Surviving on minimum wage jobs is
frustrating and demotivating, yet many of these
men don’t know how to build a career. They’ve never
had the support or space to dream big or reach for
opportunities.
Youth need exposure to career paths and
meaningful work experience on the inside
that continues after release.

”

”

—FRANCO, CURRENTLY INCARCERATED

—YOUTH AUTHORIT Y DIRECTOR

They say we have all these opportunities.
Mainly what I got here was a forklift license.
Where do I go from here? I want more skills.”

When youth find the passions and talents within
them, it pulls them out of gang engagement.
The bottom line is really finding a purpose in life.”

Imagine community members buying
products designed by young men at
pop-up stores.
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CAREER PATHWAYS

THE DETAILS

How this might work
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OVERVIEW

PHASE 1: ON-CAMPUS

1

PHASE 2: TRANSITION

Career exposure & basic skill building are offered to youth through
two tracks: 1) strategic partnerships with high-demand employers
and 2) entrepreneurship. The emphasis is not on finding a job, but
on preparing for a career.

2

PHASE 3: REENTRY

3

Hands-on training allows youth
to learn through experience
during work release. Young men
get insight into their chosen
career paths by trying them out
in real, but safe, environments.

Focus on the future is critical as
youth prepare to continue building
their careers after release. Young
men are encouraged to set goals
for advancing to the next phase of
their careers.

FOR EXAMPLE

Partnerships

Youth receive support to discover their interests
and strengths. Through strategic partnerships,
they get exposure to a variety of high-demand
careers (e.g., technology, healthcare, union jobs)
and help determining fit. Once a career path
is identified, emphasis shifts to building the
required skills.

During work release, young men
practice and develop real-world
skills through internships and
apprenticeships with program
partners. Entry-level positions
might include opportunities for
job shadowing and informational
interviews. Youth wishing to further
their careers through education are
encouraged to research schools.

Youth have opportunities for
continued employment with
program partners. They might also
be encouraged to join professional
organizations, attend networking
events, or start applying for
educational opportunities.

Entrepreneurship

Young men are encouraged to develop their own
business ideas as exposure to entrepreneurship.
Local entrepreneurs and small business owners
help young men create business plans, which
they might present at pitch competitions judged
by experts and community members.

During work release, young men
might choose to build handson business skills (managing
finances, operations, etc.) by
working for small businesses or
entrepreneurs. They might also
try testing their ideas through
“pop-up shops” — short-term,
youth-run businesses open to the
public — with mentorship from local
entrepreneurs.

Young men have opportunities to
continue their employment as they
develop skills and business plans.
They might also receive guidance
in applying to business incubators,
securing seed funding, or building
their entrepreneurial knowledge
through college.

INSPIRATION + POTENTIAL PARTNERS

Prison Entrepreneurship
Program

Marine Technology
Training Center

More than 60 Texas jails
offer an intensive program
on how to start businesses
upon release, including
one-on-one coaching from
executives and a business
plan competition.

The California Prison
Industry Authority offers
an 11-month, real-world
training program for
offenders interested in
the high-demand field of
commercial diving.

Prison Restaurant in Wales
The Clink is a fine dining
restaurant located inside
HM Prison High Down
in Wales. It employs
offenders who undergo
training while getting realworld work experience.

”

You spend all this time thinking, if only I could
get seed money to make this happen, I know
I could make my own business. If people stop
talking about formerly incarcerated in throwaway jobs, and start seeing them as inventors and
entrepreneurs, we can help people reach their
dreams.”
—DIEGO, FORMERLY INCARCERATED
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NAVIGATING MANHOOD

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

THE NEED

SEVEN

EXPERIENCE CONCEPT

Navigating adulthood

NAVIGATING ADULTHOOD

THE IDEA

Experiences and services that help youth learn how
to navigate resources, ask for help, and become selfsufficient.

D E V E LO P M E N TA L N E E D

Asking for help
Imagine young men learning
cooking skills by making healthy
meals.

Youth naturally want to prove their independence.
Prison offers few opportunities to practice selfsufficiency. Men who are incarcerated young miss
out on basic adult experiences, like cooking or
paying bills. Moreover, their mistrust of others and
instinct to do things alone means they don’t know
how to ask for help. This is a huge barrier after
release, when support services are scattered and
confusing.

Imagine young men working in teams on
real-world tasks.

Youth need to learn that independence doesn’t
mean doing everything on your own.

”

”

—LUIS, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

—DYLAN, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

I was 18 when I came to prison and never had
experiences like paying bills. I have a son now.
But I don,t know where to start with taking care
of a family.”

,
I m a financial literacy coach for the AntiRecidivism Coalition. It,s mind boggling how
little formerly incarcerated men know about
money. A sock bank is their answer.”

Imagine young men building
independence by taking responsibility
for communal meals.
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NAVIGATING ADULTHOOD

THE DETAILS

How this might work
OVERVIEW

PHASE 1: ON-CAMPUS

1
2
+
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PHASE 2: TRANSITION

Adult life skills are taught in
phases one and two, laying
the foundation for youth to
be independent men on the
outside. Staff might assign
skills initially, but build towards
self-directed responsibilities.

PHASE 3: REENTRY

3

Support is provided to find
and access services for the
formerly incarcerated. Assistance
is strengthened by positive
communities of peer-driven
outreach.

FOR EXAMPLE

Learning Life Skills

Landmark Building

Local Chapters

Website/App

Young men learn and practice basic
adult life skills such as cooking or
taking care of living spaces. Special
attention is paid to learning
personal finance (budgeting,
financial aid, taxes, social services),
since short-term money issues are
top-of-mind but long-term money
management is an unfamiliar
concept.

In cities with large populations
of formerly incarcerated men,
buildings with services and
guidance to access them are
housed under one roof. Services
might include public computers,
counseling, bus passes, housing
assistance, and safe spaces to
decompress and socialize. There
might also be a hotline staffed
24/7 by formerly incarcerated men.

Grassroots, localized, peer-topeer support networks of formerly
incarcerated men help each
other to navigate resources and
make healthy decisions. Groups
might connect on social media or
schedule regular meetings at public
libraries, housing complexes, or
local parks.

An easy-to-navigate website
or smartphone app centralizes
resources to help young men plan
and manage their reentry process.
Young men and alumni might help
to create, populate, and maintain
the platform. Youth build
familiarity with the website or app
by starting to use it to plan their
reentry during Phase 2 and 3.

INSPIRATION + POTENTIAL PARTNERS

Swords to Plowshares

NFLPA app

Warren Wilson College

A San Francisco-based
veterans’ organization
that offers job training,
housing, benefits
advocacy, and a drop-in
center with emergency
services under one roof.

The NFL Players
Association developed a
mobile web app to help
former players make the
difficult transition to ‘life
after football’ when their
careers end.

All students at Warren
Wilson College are
required to work 15 hours
per week on campus,
with jobs ranging from
maintaining campus
vehicles to providing tech
support.

”

,
I wish we would ve learned life skills while
inside, like how to open a bank account.
Cooking. Communication skills. Paying
bills. Looking up a bus schedule. Basic stuff,
independent living skills.”
—ALEXANDER, FORMERLY INCARCERATED

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E

62

SECTION
FOUR
ENVIRONMENT
CONSIDERATIONS

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

63

S U S TA I N I N G C H A N G E

64

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY

65

Designing a
transformative space
Considerations for the
new environment
Physical space is a powerful tool for introducing,
encouraging, and reinforcing new behaviors
and mindsets. The way a space looks and feels
provides immediate cues to the cultural values
and expectations of a place, while helping to instill
them.
The following illustrations* show how the
design of the physical environment can help
support transition and foster a culture
of growth at the California Leadership
Academy.

*Please note, these images are meant to
be illustrative, not instructive. They are
intended to inspire new ways of looking
at space, but may need to be adapted to
meet important constraints of security
and budget.

GUIDING DESIGN PRINCIPLES

From universal to personalized

From isolated to inviting

Allow young men to have a degree of ownership
over their living space. Making better decisions
starts by having choice. These young men have
few opportunities to make things “their own.”
They can build agency by making small—but
meaningful—choices.

Create opportunities to bring the inside out
and outside in. Public interaction is essential.
Applying new skills to real-world situations
helps young men feel more prepared for reentry.
Provide welcoming spaces to interact and
connect with the community.

From institution to home

From one size fits all to multimodal

Create living spaces that are casual,
comfortable, and calming. Having a place of
refuge helps regulate emotions. These men
have to work through a lot of negative energy.
Designing living spaces more like homes and
less like institutions can show young men what
positive, supportive environments can look and
feel like.

Build in flexibility to support different kinds of
group activities, as well as alone time.
Different needs require different spaces. Space
should be adaptable to support winding down,
concentrating on work, casually hanging out,
participating in a group, etc.
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2

4

3

1

Bedroom
A quiet space for studying,
recharging, and reflecting.

1 Built-in Storage

By incorporating
closets and storage
into the walls, rooms
are kept more open,
organized, and clear
of visual barriers.

2 Natural Light

High ceilings and
large windows let
in natural light,
providing a sense of
openness and a view
of nature.

3 Modular Furniture

Movable furniture
(beds, desks, and
chairs) makes it
possible for young
men to compromise
on and individualize
the arrangement
of this shared living
space.

4 Bulletin Boards

Young men can
personalize the space
with limited personal
belongings that
remind them of loved
ones and more.
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1
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Living room
A casual space for meeting,
bonding, and discussing.

1 Soft, Durable

Materials
Comfortable yet
sturdy furnishings
(couch, stools,
and rug) create
a residential feel
while requiring low
maintenance and
replacement.

2 Live Plants

Young men care
for plants to
develop a sense of
responsibility. Plants
bring the healing
power of nature
inside.

3 Phone Booth

A transparent phone
booth allows privacy
for phone or video
calls with mentors
and family while
maintaining sightlines
throughout the space.

4 Small Group Table

A casual area to
accommodate team
meetings, family
visits, or group study
and collaboration.
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3

2

5

1

Dining
A central space for cooking,
eating, and socializing.

1 Open Layout

The kitchen is opened
up to the dining
area so that food
preparation, cooking,
and serving become
a part of the meal
process.

2 Environmental

3 Professional

Graphics

Appliances

Environmental
graphics provide wayfinding and enliven
the space in a simple
yet dramatic way.

Cooking and meal
prep becomes a
learning opportunity
as young men develop
skills they could use
in a professional
kitchen.

4 Chalkboard

A prominent
chalkboard wall
allows young chefs to
feature their menus.
Young men rotate
chores and learn to
work together.

5 Reconfigurable Tables

Square tables can
accommodate
small groups or be
pushed together for
special occasions
(e.g., holidays or
birthdays).

6 Gallery Wall

Public display of
work is an important
motivator. Young
men feel that their
work is important
and valuable when it
is put on display.
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4

5

Commons
A gathering space for sharing,
learning, and experimenting.

1 Sliding Glass Doors

Sliding bi-fold doors
allow living rooms to
be opened up to the
shared commons or
closed off to provide
more privacy and
quiet space.

2 Unique Facades

Different materials
and colors help
differentiate each
unit. Youth have
opportunities
to decorate and
individualize their
space.

3 Mural Wall

Large walls provide a
space for young men
to develop skills and
express themselves,
perhaps with the help
of visiting artists.

4 Front Porch

An intermediary
space that mimics
the front porch of a
house — a place where
people naturally hang
out and socialize with
neighbors.

5 Movable Furniture

Chairs are stackable
and flexible to
accommodate group
circle discussions
as well as casual
socializing and
events.
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Lobby
A public space for community
building, networking, and events.

1 Glass Facade

A bright, airy atrium
is open and inviting.
Visitors feel welcome
and can view
activities happening
inside.

2 Multi-Purpose Room

A large, open
space with easily
reconfigurable
furniture can host
different programs
and events open
to families and the
public.

3 Kiosk

A movable kiosk
provides a space
for young men to
test entrepreneurial
business ideas
and get real-world
experience selling to
and engaging with
customers.

4 Wall of Fame

Success stories of
formerly incarcerated
men are displayed
to inspire youth
with stories of
transformative
change that they
can relate to.
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Shifts

Sustaining change

Treat transition as a journey, not a checklist

from Hand-offs
to Consistent relationships
		 Set up staff to be dedicated longterm to individual young men.

To prepare incarcerated youth to become
responsible citizens, give them the foundational
experiences they missed in childhood.

from Excluding
to Engaging the formerly
incarcerated
		 Include successful formerly
incarcerated men early and often.

from Going back
to Starting over

from Artificial structure
to Real-world agency

		 Allow young men to start fresh
in new environments.

		 Provide increasing access to
opportunities and exposure
to real-world situations.

Developmental needs
Address the
developmental
needs youth
missed in
childhood

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Feeling
unconditional
support

Learning to play
constructively

Setting and
achieving goals

Looking up
to positive
role models

Finding
your voice

Dreaming
big

Asking
for help

Experience concepts
Choreograph
holistic
experiences
that combine
programs,
spaces, roles,
and tools.

Consistent
care

Positive
play

Progress
portfolio

Authentic
guidance

Confident
communication

Career
pathways

Navigating
adulthood

A team of mentors
who develop a
personal relationship
with a young man
throughout their entire
journey.

Programs and events
that help young men
develop new habits
for play — when
relaxing alone or
having fun with
friends.

A digital tool to help
young men develop the
critical habits of setting
goals, tracking progress,
and sharing success.

Firsthand accounts
of how to successfully
reenter society, taught
online and in person by
formerly incarcerated
men.

Programs, roles, and
events that help young
men build effective
communication skills,
such as writing and
public speaking.

Programs and
partnerships that allow
young men to pursue
their interests in highdemand industries or
entrepreneurship.

Experiences and services
that help young men
learn how to navigate
resources, ask for help,
and become selfsufficient.
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THESE MEN
ENTER OUR
PRISONS
YOUNG.
Their brains are still developing.
So are their identities.
To help them transition to a stable
adult life, we need to fill in missing
gaps from their childhoods.
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If we do, there’s a multiplying effect.
We can prevent future crimes.
Lower the cost of incarceration.
We can change lives.
It won’t be easy.
But change never is.
Just ask these young men.

BUT WITH
THE RIGHT
SUPPORT,
CHANGE IS
POSSIBLE.

CALIFORNIA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY
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Thank you
Thank you to the currently and formerly incarcerated men*
who candidly shared their stories and ideas with the hope
of improving outcomes for tomorrow’s youth.

*

All names were changed to protect identities.
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ABO U T IDE O
IDEO is a global innovation and design firm that uses
a human-centered approach to help organizations
in the business, government, education, and social
sectors innovate and grow.
IDEO partners with leaders and change agents
to solve meaningful problems through design.
Often, IDEO’s human-centered approach brings a
fresh perspective to complex systemic challenges.
For example, in the public sector, IDEO has worked
to design homes for disabled veterans with
Wounded Warriors; transformed the voting system
in Los Angeles county; and reimagined the school
lunch experience with San Francisco public schools.
As experts in innovation, IDEO brings the unique
ability to look at problems as opportunities. On the
topic of reducing recidivism, IDEO brings a fresh
perspective to a critical question: how might we
support a seamless and sustainable transition back
into the community?
IDEO’s approach to problem solving and innovation
begins and ends with people. The work presented
here is deeply rooted in an understanding of the
needs of men incarcerated at a young age. The
concepts are based on insights from interviews
and workshops with over 30 formerly and currently
incarcerated men. The team also spoke with over a
dozen experts in the field of criminal justice.
The goal of this work is to provoke and explore fresh
ideas and imagine a new path forward.

A model
program.
A proposal to create a
California Leadership
Academy for young adult
offenders.

A report to the California Department
of Corrections and Rehabilitation with
recommendations for reducing recidivism
among 18 to 25-year-old male offenders
sentenced to state prison.
Prepared by Campbell Consulting
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ABO U T T H E CALIF O R N IA LE ADE R SH IP ACA D E M Y
The California Leadership Academy is a new model
for reducing recidivism among 18 to 25-year-old male
inmates in the state’s adult prison system.
These young men have the highest rates of recidivism
of any age group. Their repeated incarceration
strains our criminal justice system, drives up costs,
and burdens community programs providing social
services. Reducing their recidivism rate, even by
modest levels, will produce significant economic and
social benefits.
A growing body of science shows that certain brain
functions are not fully developed until the mid-20s.
From a corrections standpoint, this presents a
golden opportunity to impact the development of
moderate- to high-risk young adult offenders. With
the right interventions—focused on well-researched
and evidence-based behavioral health, education,
and reentry practices—we can lower recidivism rates.
Creating a pilot version of the California Leadership
Academy as recommended in this proposal will
further our understanding of what strategies are
most effective to break the cycle of crime and
incarceration. We expect to see real and measurable
effects, including reductions in institutional
misconduct, increases in prosocial behavior, and
better prospects for long-term success for these
young men.

