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This Memorandum provides an outline of a set of principles underlying a sound approach to 

reentry in the District of Columbia. The Memorandum is offered as a starting point. Some of 

these principles are well known to, and may be better stated by, corrections professionals, 

advocates and people who have been on the other end of the system. Comments are welcome. 

The Principles set forth here are meant to apply to reentry for individuals being released from the 

Department of Corrections (DOC). We offer these principles as a guide or reference for the 

District government as it decides how best to make use of the $2.4 Million that it has assigned to 

a “portal” serving this group of returning citizens.  

Principles applicable to individuals being released by the federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) may 

be different, at least as to the mode of delivery and in consideration for the length of time served 

by that population. 

 

Principle I   Reentry services and programming should begin for both pre-trial and sentenced 

inmates at booking and continue throughout incarceration and release to the community.   

 

This  principle is a short version of a principle which the federally-funded Transition from Jail to 

Community (“TJC”) project deemed “critical” to the success of intervention strategies for jail 

inmates (See, the “Toolkit” at http://tjctoolkit.urban.org/module5/welcome_2.html ) This 

principle entails screening and assessment at the outset of incarceration to identify strengths 

(such as existing employment) and needs (such as homelessness or substance abuse) and taking 

steps to address these concerns in advance of release. 

 

Apparently the District government is undecided about whether the “portal” should be housed 

inside one of the two DOC facilities or elsewhere in the District of Columbia. Principle I 

provides guidance. Services should be provided at the point at which they are functionally 

relevant.  Reentry services that should be provided soon after an inmate is admitted to the jail 

need be housed within the DOC. Reentry services that continue when the inmate returns to the 

community, or are provided only after an inmate leaves DOC, should be located in the 

community. 

 

The District government will need to recognize that Principle I has implications for the DOC, 

which must provide space and resources, including computers, and officers to support inmate 

movement to and from programs, counseling, classes, and interviews.   

 

Principal II.  Reentry programming must accommodate the different realities for pretrial 

inmates and sentenced inmates.     

 

Within the DOC, as in nearly every jail, there are at least two principle categories of inmates: (1) 

pre-trial inmates, whose release dates are indeterminate and length of stay shorter; and, (2) 

sentenced inmates whose release dates are known and therefore can be planned for, and whose 

length of stay tends to be longer. (There may be subcategories, as in the instance of individuals 

detained on parole holds.) 

http://tjctoolkit.urban.org/module5/welcome_2.html
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Data describing the jail population, particularly length of stay, is important. The design and 

duration of programs and services that a jail can offer depend upon the numbers and 

characteristics of these two categories of inmates. For example, educational programs and longer 

term drug or substance abuse treatment programs are justified if there is a relatively sufficient 

number of individuals needing these programs with a length of stay sufficient to complete the 

full course. Pretrial inmates need programs and services that can benefit an inmate who may 

have to start or end participation with no or little advance notice without untoward disruption for 

others. A very short average length of stay, say one - three days, limits program possibilities. 

 

Principle III.  Reentry programs should first serve high-risk individuals --- those who most need 

help to succeed. 

 

This Principle is aligned with best practices and the approach recommended by the Transition 

from Jail to Community (“TJC”) project.  However, “risk” should not be assessed solely by static 

criminogenic factors which cannot be changed, such as an individual’s prior criminal history, but 

by a clinical and fact-based assessment of current needs and strengths which can be altered by 

proactively providing appropriate resources, guidance and treatments. 

As a corollary, agencies and programs should not allowed to screen or cherry-pick clients in 

order to inflate agency success rates nor penalized for accepting clients for whom success may 

be difficult to achieve. 

 

Principle IV   Reentry services and programming should be designed, delivered and evaluated 

according to how well they meet the needs of the individual being served, not the best interest or 

convenience of program or agency administrators. 

 

Reentry is not a “one size fits all” proposition.  Reentry services and interventions must meet the 

needs of the individual consistent with the individual’s priorities and should be delivered at an 

optimal time. This means that office hours, program location, and program goals should be those 

that benefit the largest number of previously incarcerated individuals most effectively.  For 

example, treatment or monitoring and oversight may have to be offered after the 9 – 5 working 

day so as not to conflict with an individual’s hours of employment. 

 

Successful reentry entails advocacy on behalf of the individual in many forms: legal advocacy; 

advocacy to counter bureaucratic inertia; vigorous exploration to find creative solutions; 

advocacy to persuade employers to hire and landlords to rent.  

 

Metrics by which programs are evaluated should focus on outcomes for the client and the quality 

of the assistance and support provided to their clients rather than a tally of process data, such as 

the number of clients served, referred or determined ineligible for service.  

 

Principle V   Adequate public funding for reentry services. 

 

Effective reentry services reduces incarceration, end “revolving door” justice and help people 

find their appropriate place in the community. Accordingly, the District Government should 

allocate sufficient funds for MORCA and for non-profit or for-profit organizations and groups 

whose staff advocate for returning citizens, ensuring that individuals released from the DOC 
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receive services to which they are entitled and the support which will enable them to succeed and 

flourish without further contact with the criminal justice system. 

 

Principle VI. An inmate’s participation and achievements in reentry activities should be 

voluntary but incentivized with privileges or rewards. 

 

Inmates perform best when they are rewarded for their progress toward reentry goals. Rewards 

can include good time credits, assignment to desired work details, increased visits, an extension 

of curfew or better housing assignments, unsupervised release to the community or home visits. 

 

Principle VII  Formerly incarcerated individuals should have the benefit of counsel, advice and 

support from  individuals who have succeeded in their own reentry but not be relegated to 

separate, publicly-designated facilities and services for “offenders.” 

 

Once released, formerly incarcerated individuals should be able to use public services in their 

community and should not be subjected to the inconvenience of travel to a distant location and 

the implicit stigma of being assigned to services designated for people under correctional 

supervision or contending with a criminal record. Staff in the DMV, Department of Employment 

Services, housing agencies and other social services should be sensitive to the particular needs of 

individuals with records or who have recently been released from incarceration in the location in 

which those individuals would normally be served. Reentry efforts should be directed toward 

assisting recently incarcerated individuals in making use of services in their community along 

with all other citizens.  

At the same time, there is value to peer-counseling, advice and assistance from people who have 

themselves successfully transitioned from incarceration to the free world. These Principles 

endorse case management and supportive programs provided by MORCA and by contracting and 

volunteer agencies including particularly those staffed by individuals who have experienced the 

criminal justice system.  

 

Principle VIII Successful reentry for incarcerated individuals is dependent upon the 

viability of the community to which they return. 

 

The problems of underserved and under-resourced communities won’t be solved only by 

improving services for people who have been incarcerated. In matters of housing and 

employment the challenges confronting people recently released from jail incarceration merely 

echo the challenges faced by many other people in their community and will only be resolved 

when the challenges that confront the community as a whole are addressed.  

One implication of this Principle is that the kind and intensity of advocacy and support that the 

District Government is contemplating providing returning citizens should be more readily 

available to individuals in affected communities before, and not just after, they become justice-

involved and are incarcerated. A merger with high-level services in the community is suggested. 
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