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DATE: November 28, 2012 

TO:  Re-Entry Network 

FROM: Emily Harrison, Deputy County Executive 

SUBJECT: Final Report on Skills to Succeed 

 

RECOMMENDED ACTION 

Accept final report on the Skills to Succeed Program 

FISCAL IMPLICATIONS 

There are no fiscal impacts related to the acceptance of this informational report.  Efforts are underway to 

identify funding for the continuation of the Skills to Succeed Program.  The outcome of these efforts will 

report to the Board of Supervisors at a later date, likely through the Mid-Year Budget review process.  

CONTRACT HISTORY 

Not applicable. 

REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION 

The Skills to Succeed Program was a one-time, year-long pilot program funded through a federal Bureau of 

Justice Assistance appropriations grant secured by the City of San Jose Housing Department.  The grant 

period concluded on September 30, 2012 and is currently in the close-out phase.  The goal of the Program 

was to provide gender responsive case management, supportive services and assistance to help 50 female ex-

offenders move to higher education and employment, including non-traditional, higher wage careers in the 

green economy. OWP partnered with three employment training programs: Center for Training and Careers 

(CTC), Working Partnership USA (WPUSA) and Center for Employment Training (CET). Each of the sites 

offered unique training programs, a strong knowledge and cultural capacity for working with diverse 

communities, and demonstrated a deep commitment to supporting women who were formerly incarcerated.       

The Program has been highly successful. Fifty-six women graduated with increased job skills designed to 

move women into higher paying employment in non-traditional careers.  In spite of the challenging current 

job market and the fact that many of these women have only recently completed training, twenty-two women 

have already secured employment, one has begun an internship at Kaiser (which will likely lead to a 

permanent position), eight have enrolled in community college and three are completing their requirements 

for their GED. 

Several key issues were observed throughout the Program: 

1. Maintaining sobriety and remaining drug free is a daily challenge.  Further, the County’s Gateway 

enrollment process was difficult to access and/or simply not available. 

2. Stable and appropriate housing is essential and greatly lacking.  However, participants in general 

were reluctant to enter emergency shelters.  Participants most often asked for assistance through sub-

leasing, an arrangement in which the participant pays rent to another individual or family member 
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who is renting a home, apartment or room.  However, sub-leasing is not allowed under City of San 

Jose Housing policy unless explicitly written into leasing agreement or written approval is obtained 

by the property manager or owner.  This policy presented a significant barrier for many participants. 

3.  The need for income and employment (which is sometimes a condition of regaining custody of their 

children) hangs over these women and impacts their ability to complete training and limits the 

amount of time that participants can spend in training.  Agencies reported that training stipends 

would be helpful to participants.   

4. There is a significant negative impact to children due to the incarceration of their mother.  For the 

women, their children proved to be a great source of motivation to improve their life circumstances 

but also a source of stress and worry.  Many of the women reported difficulties with their children, 

including problems at school.   

5. The women offenders struggled with transitional health care and had an extremely limited knowledge 

about resources and community based health services to meet their health care needs and those of 

their family. 

 

A number of factors contributed to the success of the Skills to Succeed program:   

Adequate Supportive Services 

One of the factors of the success of the program was adequate funding for supportive services.  The Program 

provided all but one of the women with assistance in the following areas:  housing, child care, transportation, 

car repairs, work clothes, eye exams and glasses and utilities.  By providing these services, the participants 

were able to avoid missing class and remain focused on successful completion of their training.   

Gender Responsive Case Management 

The participants faced a variety of obstacles that have historically confronted women ex-offenders, including 

a history of victimization due to domestic violence, maintaining sobriety, reunification issues with their 

children and families, unstable housing and income for the duration of the training, and maintaining healthy 

relationships with partners, peers and others.  Through initial assessment, ongoing individual meetings, and 

peer support groups, case managers were able to better understand the life circumstances of the women and 

were better able to support them throughout the training period. 

The Skills to Succeed Program supports one of the Santa Clara County Reentry Network Strategic Priorities 

– Employment. It remains one of the few programs designed to meet the specific needs for training and 

employment of female offenders that incorporates gender responsive strategies and an emphasis on non-

traditional job training as a viable option for women to move to greater self-sufficiency.   

Peer Support Groups 

Most participants in the program were given an opportunity to participate in peer support groups.  These 

were facilitated by staff and the women responded favorably to these groups.  It allowed the women to 

develop camaraderie, exchange information and resources and to provide a system of support for one another 

to continue training, avoid reoffending and self-sabotaging behavior, maintain sobriety and general 

motivation and encouragement.   

Cultural Capacity and Community Connection of Community Based Organizations 

Collectively, CTC, CET and WPUSA have extensive knowledge and expertise about the diverse needs of the 

community at large.  It was observed that staff had a strong understanding of neighborhood conditions, 

relationships, group dynamics and overall community concerns which informed every aspect of their 

programming and service delivery.  They were able to engage participants not only in training but also other 

notable activities such as community service (including efforts to help homeless residents), public speaking 

about the program and the needs of offenders (both locally and at the state level), and responding to media 
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interviews about their own positive experiences with the program.  It was observed that the participants felt a 

strong connection to these organizations as they have been a long-term presence in their communities and 

have traditionally provided important services and programs for families.  Community organizations have 

historically been a vital source of re-entry support and will play a critical role in the long-term efforts to help 

formerly incarcerated people avoid reoffending.  

The Office of Women’s Policy will continue to seek funding to continue the program, building upon its track 

record of success, OWP’s award winning efforts to address the needs of female offenders, and the 

knowledge and expertise of community based organizations.  These efforts will ensure that the female 

offenders and their children have every opportunity to fully integrate back into the community, achieve self-

sufficiency and enjoy the highest quality of life possible.    

CHILD IMPACT 

The recommended action will contribute to security and self-sufficiency for female ex-offenders and will 

have a positive impact on their children. 

SENIOR IMPACT 

The recommended action will contribute to security and self-sufficiency for female offenders and will have a 

positive impact on family members who are seniors. 

SUSTAINABILITY IMPLICATIONS 

The recommended action will provide for more sustainable re-entry efforts for female offenders as it 

includes efforts to build capacity within training organizations on effective strategies for working with 

female offenders and recognizes the importance of including training opportunities in non-traditional, higher 

wage careers as an option for these under-represented and often marginalized members of the workforce. 

BACKGROUND 

In addition to Evidence Based Practice, the National Institute of Corrections recognizes Gender Responsive 

Practice as an equally important strategy to improve management of and outcomes for female offenders.  It 

offers free technical assistance to counties at the request of Departments of Correction to assist staff in better 

understanding and utilizing gender responsive practices in working with female offenders.  

Gender differences are found in all stages of criminal justice proceedings.  Gender responsiveness has been 

defined by Bloom and Covington (2000) as “creating an environment…that reflects an understanding of the 

realities of women’s lives and addresses the issues of women.” In a research-based report for the National 

Institute of Corrections six guiding principles emerged that apply to any setting that serves women: 

1. Gender (Acknowledge that gender makes a difference) 

2. Environment (Creating environments based on safety, respect and dignity) 

3. Relationships (Develop policies, practices, and programs that are relational and promote healthy 

connections to children, family, significant others, and the community 

4. Services (Address substance abuse, trauma, mental health issues through comprehensive, integrated, 

and culturally relevant service and appropriate supervision) 

5. Socioeconomic status (Provide women with opportunities to improve their socioeconomic status) 

6. Community (Establish a system of community supervision and reentry with comprehensive 

collaborative services) 

 

The Office of Women’s Policy, in partnership with the Commission on the Status of Women and community 

stakeholders has led local efforts to raise awareness about the effectiveness of gender responsive strategies to 

address the needs of women in the criminal justice system.  This includes the “Women’s Advocacy 
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Initiative” which produced the 2008 award winning report “Breaking Cycles, Rebuilding Lives” which is 

available at http://owp.sccgov.org.  This was the County’s first comprehensive report on the needs and life 

circumstances of female offenders in Santa Clara County.   The effort earned a Merit Award from the 

California State Association of Counties, as well as an award from the National Association of Commissions 

of Women.  The report is currently housed in the archives of the National Institute of Corrections as an 

effective program. 

It should be noted that the entire cost of the year long program was $399,967.  The estimated cost of 

incarceration for one year for these women would have been 2.8 million dollars, not to mention the 

immeasurable negative impact to the families and children of these women had they been incarcerated.  The 

56 women who graduated are mothers to a collective 68 children under the age of 18. 

CONSEQUENCES OF NEGATIVE ACTION 

If the Board does not accept this report, it will miss an opportunity to hear important information about this 

effective program for female offenders. 

STEPS FOLLOWING APPROVAL 

The Office of Women’s Policy will continue to seek resources to continue the program. 


