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I. Project Background and Overview 

The abstract of the Oklahoma Department of Corrections’ proposal to the US 

Department of Education, states, in part:  

“This project (Training and Supporting Ex-Offenders as Entrepreneurs) 
aims to facilitate the successful re-entry of offenders through a 
programmatic series of intensive life skills curricula, entrepreneurial 
training and focused support. The program explores self-employment as 
an option to traditional employment….to circumvent the obstacle…. 
many ex-offenders face upon release….The project proposes to serve 
105 inmates in year one, 165 inmates in year two, and 179 inmates in 
year three.” 
 

The Oklahoma Entrepreneurial Training project (EEOTS) was initiated on the belief 

that employment and related reentry barriers for ex-offenders may be overcome, in 

part, through an intensive curriculum focusing on life skills and problem solving, 

workforce-employability skills, small business training, and community support. These 

components formed the backbone of a four-year project which saw over 400 offenders 

complete a 100+ hour integrated curriculum. An additional 125 offenders completed at 

least 50 hours of this curriculum.  

The project featured never-before-combined elements based on successful curricula 

developed by Design for Progress and Pace Learning Systems, both experienced 

correctional educational firms. To these curricula were added the expertise of 

classroom instructors/managers and selected enrichment and motivational activities. 

The program also featured community contacts with supporting agencies and ongoing 

staff contacts with released offenders. 

The project employed a research design that identified comparable offenders, many of 

whom applied for training, who served as a comparison group. A selection instrument 

was developed by the Institute for Social and Educational Research evaluation team 

focusing on background and attitudinal factors potentially predictive of entrepreneurial 

success. A data tracking and management system also was implemented.  

This brief report will summarize but not duplicate the comprehensive four-volume 

report of October 2007 prepared by Dr. Don Kiffin and project staff. In addition, we will 

provide commentary on project implementation, an analysis of key elements, and a 

critique of outcomes. We shall also review project strengths as well as limitations that 

might be addressed in similar projects, whenever and wherever they might be 

undertaken.  

The project has clearly had an impact, not the least of which has been the mobilization 

of a new approach to preparing offenders for reentry. Cooperation across many 



 

 

institutions of differing security levels indicates the excitement of and acceptance by 

the Oklahoma DOC. Applicants to the program far outnumbered the available training 

slots. The curriculum and instructional program appear to have been consistently and 

enthusiastically delivered and well-received. On-line surveys for tracking the progress 

and adjustment of released participants were developed, although voluntary 

submissions to this data base were incomplete. Early outcome data suggest a positive 

impact on employment, the use of community support, and recidivism. Longer follow-

up periods would provide more confidence in these early results. As of this writing, the 

project coordinator reports that the Oklahoma DOC has incorporated many elements 

of the Entrepreneur project into its permanent correctional education mission. 

II. Project Methods 

A. Selection.  

Criteria. Oklahoma offenders were recruited from most of the major institutions of the 

Department of Corrections that serve both male and female offenders. Those 

expressing interest in the program were screened by staff. The criteria included an 

educational level of high school or GED or 10th grade proficiency in reading and math; 

six months availability before release; a target release date within 18 months; and an 

expressed interest in self-employment.   

Characteristics of Participants. Ultimately, those inmates encouraged to apply 

generally were within a relatively short time of being released outright or being 

considered for release via parole. Male offenders comprised approximately 62 per cent 

of the sample; women comprised 38%. The ethnic representation was approximately 

57% Caucasian, 31% African American, 8% Native American, and 3 % Hispanic. 

These proportions were relatively consistent across the three database groups 

(Graduates, Partials, Comparison). The trainees and comparison group members 

came from 17 different institutions across all security levels within the Oklahoma 

system.  

Selection Instrument. In addition to the above criteria, the Entrepreneurial Selection 

Scale (ESS) was devised by the Institute for Social and Educational Research as an 

aid to project staff. Although not previously validated, items were drawn from existing 

constructs and scales to include such domains as openness, conscientiousness, risk 

taking, acceptance of responsibility, and leadership. Demographic factors such as prior 

work experience were also considered. After the first 100 applicants had completed 

the ESS, the mean, range and distribution of scores were calculated. From that point 

forward, applicant scores at or above the mean were suggested as a selection target. 

However, no one was excluded solely on the basis of their ESS score. By project’s 

end, over 1100 persons had been screened with the ESS. 



 

 

Other instruments available for future analysis. Trainees were administered a 

“Getting in Shape” inventory which introduced students to the idea of self-assessment 

and the issues to be addressed in the curriculum. In addition, beginning late in the first 

year, many trainees/applicants were administered a Criminal Sentiments Scale to 

assess their attitudes about law, courts, police and similar justice issues. Offenders’ 

records available via the Oklahoma DOC also included the Level of Service Inventory, 

a well-respected instrument that assesses 10 areas of risk and treatment targets.  

B. Training Components 

The Entrepreneurial Training Program was designed to engage offenders in a unique 

combination of curriculum components. Because of the first-time nature of this 

particular training package, the project coordinator and lead teacher, Dr. Kiffin, had to 

develop an integrated approach fairly quickly. That integration is clearly reflected in 

Oklahoma’s October, 2007 report. In order to graduate, trainees must have 

successfully completed 100 hours of instruction plus a detailed business plan. 

The specific curriculum included: 

1. Skills for Successful Living (Design for Progress) 

2. Starting a Small Business (Design for Progress) 

3. Life Skills (Pace Learning Systems) 

4.  Workforce Development (Pace Learning Systems) 

5. Family Relationships and Parenting (Design for Progress) 

All materials allowed a modular and partially self-paced approach to training. 

Moreover, active learning and student participation were emphasized. Curricular and 

enrichment materials were combined into 15 Units. Details of the particular curriculum 

order and combinations are available in the Oklahoma self-report on pages 14-20.  

All materials noted above had been previously used successfully with adult offenders. 

In addition, the chosen curricula have built-in performance tracking measures and 

feedback guidelines. Thus, participants were not generally permitted to move forward 

until they demonstrated mastery of prior steps. Another important feature was that the 

life-skills and employability curricula have, as part of their designs, specific guidelines, 

checkpoints, and training recommendations. These characteristics facilitate the 

consistent and focused delivery of materials to students. A very brief summary is 

presented below: 

Skills for Successful Living. This comprehensive six-volume living skills series 

complements the Life Skills curriculum noted below. The major topics include taking 



 

 

responsibility and control, tools for successful living, improving self-esteem, taking care 

of yourself, making spare time good time, and developing your values.  

Starting Your Own Business. This curriculum is presented in self-guided modules, 

each of which focuses on knowledge, skill, and attitude around 16 core issues. Topics 

cover major aspects of deciding whether and which small business might be 

appropriate, as well as financing, workspace, budgets, taxes, writing the business 

plan, and pitfalls. Exercises and class activities are included. Post-module quizzes are 

administered. 

Life Skills. This curriculum is self-contained and intended for both individual lessons 

and group instruction and follow-up. It includes an instructional management guide. 

Student worksheets are completed prior to class activities and discussion. Among the 

28 topics covered are: self-confidence, dealing with emotions and with conflict, goal 

setting, dealing with criticism and failure, information seeking, and assertiveness.  

Workforce Development. The focus is on pre-employment and work maturity skills. 

Students take pre-tests to identify strengths and deficiencies. Competencies are 

divided into “Getting a Job” and “Keeping a Job,” and topics include applying for a job, 

making your interview count, communication at work, and demonstrating a positive 

attitude. Post-test performance indicates content mastery. Of note, Pace Learning 

Systems provides a guide for integrating the Life Skills and Workforce curricula.  

Family Relationships and Parenting. Students were also provided supplementary 

instruction in parenting using portions of “Parenting from the inside out: A practical 

guide for incarcerated parents.” This material provides factual and practical parenting 

information as well as a cognitive-attitudinal component aimed at encouraging self-

assessment and self-improvement. A final exam is provided. 

Supplementary Materials. Among the materials added by staff for enrichment were 

“Sample Business Plan” from Smith E-Commerce Consulting, “From Dream to Reality” 

from the Florida Atlantic University Center for Urban Development and Empowerment, 

and several units from the US Department of Commerce Small Business 

Administration. 

Staff Training. The project also provided training for instructors and case managers 

on techniques for leading discussions and exercises in moral responsibility and values 

development. Consultation was provided by the Design for Progress team, Ray and 

Diana McCalment, who led three training sessions in “Methods for Teaching Life Skills 

and Character Education.” 

 



 

 

C. Staffing Roles 

The core project staff consisted of four persons. The coordinator and lead teacher, Dr. 

Don Kiffin, is a certified teacher-principal in Oklahoma. He has over 30 years of 

teaching experience, is a former business owner, and has leadership roles in the 

International Correctional Education Association. The other classroom teachers, Joe 

Mills and Tom Larman, are certified teachers with over 30 years experience, were or 

had been small business owners, and hold Masters degrees. The Administrative 

Assistant, Rose Lewis, has an accounting background and a high level of knowledge 

about community resources. These staff members devoted full-time (and more) to the 

project. 

Dr. Kiffin, in particular, has been an ambassador for the project. He has given 

numerous local, statewide and national presentations. (These are listed on pages 31-

33 of the report submitted by Oklahoma DOC.) His recruitment efforts with facility 

wardens and advocacy for project goals were clearly helpful in securing acceptance 

for the program. Other project staff members also were spokespersons, and their 

enthusiasm and credibility helped ensure wide acceptance. The relationships 

developed with offender trainees was also impressive and a key to maintaining 

contact during reentry. Ongoing support by the Education Department director Dr. 

Owen Modeland and by Dr. Bob Jarrett was pivotal as well. 

D. Community Contacts 

Reentry programs have been defined as those that (1) specifically focus on the 

transition from prison to community or (2) initiate treatment in a prison setting and link 

with a community program to provide continuity of care. A critical component of 

Oklahoma’s Entrepreneurial Project was the development of community contacts on 

behalf of the offenders prior to their release. Many of these were faith-based agencies 

such as Exodus House, Resonance, Genesis 1, and Reformation House.  

A related goal was to inform trainees of resources in the community, including access 

to job listings and other information, particularly on-line. These included the Oklahoma 

Business Assistance Centers among other points of contact.  Third, staff proposed to 

maintain contact with released graduates via phone, letters, in-person, and on-line. 

The project also developed a web site http://www.ok.gov/eeots/index.html accessible 

to released offenders as well as to interested community members and persons 

working in the justice system. The web site has a comprehensive set of links to other 

agencies and support services. 

http://www.ok.gov/eeots/index.html


 

 

III. Project Design and Evaluation Plan 

The overall design and evaluation plan is represented in Figure 1. The three major 

divisions of the project (top-half of Figure 1) were recruitment and selection; delivery of 

the training curriculum and subsequent community placement; and collection of 

outcome measures.  Additionally, measures were taken during the life of the project to 

provide some index of the actual experiences of staff and trainees, to gauge how 

closely the curriculum and community components were followed, and to assess other 

indicators that may promote or inhibit offender success. 

Staff and evaluation consultants devised a tracking system early on to parcel offenders 

into appropriate groupings. A data base was developed that included demographic 

information (gender, race, etc.), institution, scores on the ESS, curriculum hours 

completed, and other information. 
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Figure 1.  Oklahoma Entrepreneurial Training Project Design Template 

      I.  Basic Project Design 

1. Assessment and       2. Intervention Phases   3. Outcomes (All Groups) 

Selection of Participants       Workforce & Lifeskills Curriculum   Employment status 

    Selection criteria     Successful Living Series    MBR (Behavioral) 

    Identification of     Small Business Training    EDS (Environmental)  

       participant and     Aftercare/Community support   LESS (Recidivism) 

       comparison groups    Specific target skills and knowledge   Community Support     
   

    

         

     II. Process Evaluation (monitoring and data collection during intervention phases) 

     Treatment Fidelity        +        Participant Engagement       +      Intermediate Outcomes    

        Are target skills being        Attendance/involvement       Test scores/target skills        

         taught? Is community        “Motivation”/readiness              Check points         

              component implemented?       Other criteria           Other indicators of learning  

        +   Critical Incidents       + Participant Variables (as potential moderators) 

   Staff tracking    EDS; CSS-R; ESS; other scales and measures        

   Major incidents  Demographics (gender, ethnicity, age, etc.) 



 

 

As noted above, several instruments were developed or modified as part of this project. 

That activity is summarized below in Table 1. Outcome data collection was to be a joint 

effort.  ISER redesigned two instruments for on-line use by releasees who were paid 

$15.00 for completing forms. When lack of computer access prevented this step, staff, 

primarily Ms. Lewis, conducted phone interviews and entered data. 

Assessment of three main groups was envisioned: program Graduates, Partials (those 

who enrolled for at least 50 hours), and a Comparison group (those who had no or 

minimal treatment). The main areas of outcome are described below. 

As a basic start, releasees were tracked through the Oklahoma DOC record system for 

re-incarceration. Originally proposed was a finer grain analysis of legal outcomes via a 

tool like the Law Encounter Severity Scale (LESS), based on the premise that some 

encounters are of less severity and that legal infractions or technical parole violations do 

not always result in re-incarceration.  

Although recidivism is the so-called “bottom line” of offender training and intervention 

projects, other behavioral and environmental data may provide early predictive 

information about community adjustment and eventual success. The project evaluation 

team substantially revised for on-line use (via the project web site noted above) two 

instruments previously associated with legal outcomes. The first was the Environmental 

Deprivation Scale (EDS), measuring the degree to which the offender’s community, 

family, peers, job, and other contacts provide support for a positive adjustment. The 

second was the Maladaptive Behavior Record (MBR) indicative of coping skills, 

involvement in activities that might support or hinder adjustment, the use of time, money, 

substances, etc., and handling of peer, family, work and other conflicts. A third measure, 

the brief Current Satisfaction with Life (CSWL) scale was also incorporated. 
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Table 1.  Instruments Developed or Modified for Oklahoma EEOTS Project. 

*Selection instruments given prior to enrollment: 

ESS = Entrepreneurial Selection Scale CSS = Criminal Sentiments Scale 

**Follow-up instruments completed by graduates in the community: 

EDS = Environmental Deprivation Scale   MBR = Maladaptive Behavior Record 

CSWL = Current Satisfaction with Life  LESS = Law Encounter Severity Scale (recidivism) 

Note: The EDS and MBR were extensively revised for on-line formatting and scoring so that graduates could complete 
surveys on-line and scores could be calculated quickly and accurately. Graduates can also receive staff help to 
complete these if their access to on-line computer is limited. 

IV. Project Results 

Table 2 reflects the basic outcomes across the various groups. Slightly more than half of 

those who initially applied and were screened for selection ultimately completed the 

program (Graduates) or were considered Partial completers. Graduates completed 100 or 

more hours of training over a 6-month period. This degree and length of involvement is 

considered by some to be the minimal “dosage” required for potential impact on reentry 

and recidivism. Of those selected for training, approximately one fourth (24%) were 

classified as “partial completers.” These trainees completed fewer than 100 hours but 

were nevertheless exposed to at least 50 hours of the training curriculum. 

Test/Survey Date originally 

developed 

Modification 

for Oklahoma 

Final on-line 

version activated 

for follow-up 

Scoring 

ESS* January, 2004 May, 2004 NA ISER staff 

CSS* 1990s Nov., 2004 NA ISER staff 

EDS** 1970s June, 2005 4-12-06 OK.gov 

MBR** 1970s June, 2005 4-13-06 OK.gov 

CSWL** 1990s June, 2005 4-12-06 OK.gov 

LESS** 1970s NA NA NA 



 

 

 

Table 2.  Community Follow-Up Data 

Trainee 
Category 

No. in 
Group Released 

1. Community 
Support 

2. Employed 
Full Time 

3. Employed 
Part Time 4. Unemployed 

5. Unable to 
Contact 6. Recidivism 

    No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Graduates  
100+ hrs. 

390 227* 58 125 55.1 86 37.9 17 7.5 7 3.1 37 16.3 14 6.2 

Partials 
50-99 hrs. 

124 96* 77 36 32.5 26 27.1 3 3.1 5 5.2 34 35.4 9 9.8 

Attrition 
30-49 hrs. 

(49)**                             

Comparison 
0- 30 hrs 

406 303* 75 54 17.8 31 10.2 3 1 14 4.6 139 45.9 26 8.6 

Total in Data 
Base /AVG % 

920 626* 68 215 34.3 143 22.8 23 3.7 26 4.2 210 33.5 49 7.8 

  * Number on which subsequent percentages are based (e.g., columns 1-6). 

 **Follow-up data not available for attrition group. Not counted in total.



 

 

The Comparison group included those screened but who did not receive training or were 

enrolled for fewer than 30 hours. The “Attrition” group included   those who dropped out or 

were transferred after completing 30-49 hours. This group was not tracked for further 

analysis. Factors involved in the selection process are described elsewhere (Section 

IIa). The groups were generally comparable in terms of gender and ethnicity. Contrasts 

depicted in Table 2 focus on Graduates, Partials, and the Comparison Group. 

Release Rates. By project’s end, 58 percent of program Graduates had been released to 

the community. Those Graduates still confined included a large proportion of students 

who completed the training during the final year of the program. A higher proportion of 

Partials (77%) were released during the project period; in fact, for many, their release (or 

transfer) occurred while they were enrolled. Members of the Comparison group also were 

released at a higher rate (75%).  

Outcomes for Releasees  

One of the project aims was to provide community support to offenders. This support 

included counseling, assisting with job placement, maintaining contact, referral to 

community agencies, and providing advice and support. Support was measured by 

counting the number of releasees who received any of these services. The rates of 

achievement of this goal clearly differed across the three groups. Graduates, through their 

own efforts and that of the staff, had a much higher community support rate. Partial 

completers, in turn, benefitted from community support at a level between Graduates and 

the Comparison Group.  

Employment rates across the three groups also differed substantially. Released 

Graduates were employed, in both fulltime and part-time jobs (and combined), at rates 

four to six times higher than Partials and Comparison groups. (These data do not include 

those attending educational classes in the community.)  

Recidivism rates are reflected in column 6. These were gathered from the Oklahoma 

DOC data base and include those re-assigned to DOC facilities. The rates reflect an 

approximate positive difference of nearly 50% when Graduates (6.2%) are compared to 

Partials and Comparison groups (combined = 9.2%). This is a promising trend, but longer 

term follow-up is needed to reach confident and statistically significant conclusions. 

Standard recidivism calculations typically include 12 and 24 month rates. While a limited 

number offenders in the project database reentered the community as long as two years 

ago, most had not prior to the project’s end date. During the upcoming months, computer 

searches via the FBI’s National Crime Information Center are also recommended to 

extend the search beyond Oklahoma borders and to detect legal violations not resulting in 

re-incarceration. 



 

 

Adjusted Outcomes Based on “Able to Contact” Samples 

In Table 2, the ability of staff to contact members of the three groups is noted in Column 

5. The average “unable to contact” figure was 33.5% (210 persons). Staff members were 

predictably much better able to maintain contact with Graduates (83%). Likely, Graduates 

also were more willing to respond to inquiries and to provide follow-up information. 

Because of the differential contact rate, outcomes were re-calculated based on those 

available and willing to provide data. 

Table 3 reflects community outcomes for these “Able to contact” samples across the three 

groups. This sample contains some 210 fewer cases and reflects more a realistic 

outcome picture. Based on these smaller samples, we see higher percentages of 

community support across each of the three groups (as compared to Table 2). The 

differences between groups, however, were maintained and were significant (X ² = 11.3, 

df = 2, p <.01). Graduates received support at twice the rate of Comparison members 

(66% vs. 33%).  

Likewise, full- and part-time employment rates continue to show a pronounced advantage 

for the Graduates (combined = 54.2%). Though slightly lower, Partials also were 

employed at considerably higher rates (combined = 46.8%) than Comparisons (20.7%). 

The employment rates across the three groups was significantly different (X ² = 8.4, df = 

2, p<.02). Conversely, the known unemployed rate for Graduates was less than half that 

for the other two groups. The statistically significant differences noted above are driven 

primarily by the much lower community support and employment rates of the Comparison 

group. Partials, although lower in these areas, were only marginally different from 

Graduates on these outcomes. These findings are graphically depicted in Figure 2. 

Entrepreneurship, an original goal of the project, has begun to develop. Nineteen 

graduates have started their own businesses and are self-employed. The current rate is 

approximately 10 percent of graduates in the “able to contact” group. It is difficult to 

project how this number might grow over time. Nor are there many prior projects to supply 

a benchmark of success. The rates are certainly influenced by the availability of start-up 

funds. Many employed grads no doubt are in a savings mode in anticipation of starting 

their own business. Further, it could be argued that the skills learned promote reentry 

success whatever the employment source. 

 

(remainder of page intentionally left blank – Table 3 and Figure 2 follow)



 

 

Table 3. Community Outcomes Based on “Able to Contact” Samples 

Trainee 
Category Released 

Able to 
Contact 

1. Community 
Support 

2. Employed 
Full Time 

3. Employed 
Part Time 

4. Total 
Employed 

5. 
Unemployed 

  No. No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Graduate 227 190* 83.7 125 65.8 86 45.2 17 8.9 103 54.2 7 3.7 

Partial 96 62* 64.6 36 58.1 26 41.9 3 4.8 29 46.8 5 8.1 

Comparison 
Group 

303 164* 54.1 54 32.9 31 18.9 3 1.8 34 20.7 14 8.5 

Total/Average  626 416* 66.5 215 52.4 143 34.9 23 5.5 166 39.9 26 6.3 

        * Number on which subsequent percentages are based (e.g., columns 1-5). Recidivism rate unchanged from Table 2. 

Figure 2.  Community Status of Releasees 
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     Note: Recidivism rates from Table 2      



 

 

Entrepreneurial Selection Scale Results   

The Entrepreneurial Selection Scale (ESS) was given to over 1100 applicants and 

trainees during the life of the project. The range of scores on the ESS (see Figure 3) 

clearly indicates that applicants varied widely on the dimensions addressed in this 

scale. Men and women applicants did not differ perceptibly in their ESS scores (means 

= 34.1. vs. 33.6). ESS data on the three major groups described above can be 

examined as to their relation to various program indicators. Such analysis is beyond 

the scope of this report, but will be pursued in the coming months.  

One preliminary but promising note, of the program graduates who started their own 

business after release (19), all but two scored above the mean on the ESS. The 

average ESS score of those “entrepreneurs” was significantly higher (39.3) than the 

total group average (33.8) (p < .001). Also of note, the ESS appears to be negatively 

correlated with two measures of risk—the LSI-R and the CSS-R, both described 

elsewhere. This finding suggests that higher scores on the ESS are associated with 

lower scores on these risk and attitude instruments.  
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Figure 3.  Scores on Entrepreneurial Selection Scale (ESS) for 1172 offenders. 

  Note: Mean = 33.8, S.D. = 6.8     68% of applicants scored between 27 and 40. 

Other Community Adjustment Indicators 

A limited number of trainees and comparison group members completed the 

Environmental Deprivation Scale (EDS) and the Maladaptive Behavior Scale (MBR), 

either on-line or via telephone assistance. These adjustment indicators have been 

previously associated with relapse and recidivism. More Graduates than Comparison 

group members completed these measures, further testament to the high degree of 

contacts between staff and trainees. We encourage staff to continue to solicit survey 

responses from participants and comparison group members.   

EDS. The data in Table 4 and Figure 4 indicate that trainees received higher scores on 

the EDS (mean = 24.4 vs. 21.9) suggesting more supportive community networks. 

However, because of the relatively small sample size (68) and the degree of variability in 

both groups, this mean difference does not reach significance (p = .22). Because the final 

on-line version of the instrument is new, individual score interpretations are premature.  
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Table 4. Mean scores on EDS by Group   

Group Statistics

49 24.3878 7.21346 1.03049

19 21.8947 7.92951 1.81916

Groups

1.00

2.00

EDS

N Mean Std. Deviation

Std. Error

Mean

 
Note: 1=trainees, 2=comparison group.  Higher scores = more support 

 

Figure 4. Trainee (1) and Comparison Group (2) Scores on the EDS. 
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MBR. Likewise, trainees had somewhat higher scores on the Maladaptive Behavior 

Record than did comparison group members. (See Table 5 and Figure 5.) The mean 

difference of 3.8 points in the positive direction suggests somewhat fewer behavioral 

problems and conflicts. However, because of the relatively small sample size (63) and the 

degree of variability in both groups, this mean difference does not reach significance (p = 

.23). Because the final on-line version of the instrument is new, individual score 

interpretations are premature.   

Table 5. Mean Scores on MBR by Group 

 Group Statistics 
 

  Group N Mean Std. Deviation 
Std. Error 

Mean 

MBR 1.00 44 23.8182 6.34758 .95693 

2.00 19 20.0000 4.74927 1.08956 

Note: 1=trainees, 2=comparison group.  Higher scores = fewer behavioral problems 



 

 

Figure 5. Trainee (1) and Comparison Group (2) Scores on the MBR  
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Process Evaluation 

Based on interviews, correspondence, and periodic queries, the evaluation team also 

examined some of the major project steps as they were being carried out. Though not 

researchers, project staff were committed to recording data and tracking outcomes as well 

as responding to other suggestions. 

It appears to the evaluation team that the program was delivered as advertised. Some 

departures and modifications of curriculum across the project years were inevitable, and 

there remain some portions of the curriculum that have local flavor and may not be 

transportable. As with most instruction, teacher style, enthusiasm, and the like are hard to 

replicate. If anything, the current staff gave the project maximal effort and maximal 

chance for success because of their commitment and skill. Because the various curricula 

were new to instructors (and are likely to be new to others who may replicate this project), 

we recommend pre-project training by curriculum designers and the adoption of 

guidelines so that close adherence to the curricular and management components can be 

achieved.  

Class attendance and involvement appeared to be high. Student evaluations of the 

experience are quite positive, both during training and afterwards. The evaluation team 

proposed a rating scale for student “involvement” and content “mastery.” These data 

generally reflect that graduates were engaged and learned the intended materials. Role 

plays, practice, and assignments helped move the curriculum toward active learning, a 

critical piece for at-risk trainees. The evaluators also attended a live class and 



 

 

subsequently interviewed trainees and staff. The students appeared prepared and 

engaged. Staff members were optimistic and upbeat. 

Of some concern was the project’s lack of staff resources for the community outreach 

portion of the grant. All instructors (Dr. Kiffin, Mr. Mills, and Mr. Larman) were so 

committed to the classroom experience, by the time the project was in full swing and 

some participants were being released, little direct time could be devoted to actual follow-

up. In spite of this person-power issue, staff did a remarkable job of promoting the 

program, making calls, writing letters, and otherwise putting graduates in contact with 

helpful resources. Administrative Assistant Rose Lewis became a central information hub 

in both directions—staff to offender and offender to staff.  She and Dr. Kiffin also worked 

with OK.gov to establish the project web site and to facilitate the posting of feedback 

instruments. They also maintained steady contact with the evaluators, created an 

impressive database, and were very responsive to requests for information. Nevertheless, 

the evaluators would recommend that an additional dedicated person be assigned to the 

community transition and support element of this and similar projects.  

Project Staff Perspectives on Important Features, Strengths, and Areas for 

Improvement  

The following is summarized from information provided by staff. These are salient points 

with which the evaluation team concurs. 

1.  Networking and Partnering. It is important to develop relationships with community 

support groups well before offender reentry. The Entrepreneurial project has been 

successful in doing so.  

2.  Venturing “outside the box.” It is essential to think creatively and provide non-

traditional services to offenders and ex-offenders. An example is adding the Offender 

Commercial Driver License Training to the project. 

3.  Legislative Support. In part through the project efforts, and the growing network of 

stakeholders, the Oklahoma Legislature established the Transformational Justice Act to 

set priorities for reentry policies, including providing support services for employment, 

housing, substance abuse treatment, and physical and mental health care and  reducing  

restrictive measures that inhibit reentry (e.g., licensing policies in the cosmetology field).   

4.  Developing Support. Telling the story to decision makers including Congresspersons, 

Legislators and the like. The project was very successful in promoting attitude shifts 

through work with such groups as the Governor’s Council for Workforce and Economic 

Development, the Workforce Solutions Staff Team (WSST), the State Department of 

Education, the Department of Commerce, Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education, 



 

 

Oklahoma Workforce, Oklahoma Employment Security Commission, and Oklahoma 

Department of Human Services. 

5. Local Acceptance and Recognition.  A major accomplishment of the Training and 

Supporting Ex-offenders as Entrepreneurs’ program is being established as an official 

program within the Oklahoma Department of Corrections.  The program was also 

recognized by John Jay College of Criminal Justice - Prisoner Reentry Institute in their 

text called “Venturing beyond the Gates – Facilitating Successful Reentry with 

Entrepreneurship.” 

6.  Ex-offender Support and Contact. Nurture self-sufficiency through entrepreneurship (or 

successful employment). Enhance good citizenship through life skills, modeling, and 

encouraging positive cognitive behavior. The program has received over one hundred 

supportive letters from ex-offenders, dozens of ex-offenders office visits, and dozens of 

phone calls. Project staff members have also begun to receive calls from ex-offenders 

who were not in the program 

In the context of these successes, staff leaders also have identified areas for project 

improvement.  

1.  More staff dedicated to the reentry mission. This especially includes community based 

individuals who are expressly connected to the institutional curriculum.  

2.  Statewide Agency Acceptance. Continue to secure cooperation of and buy-in from 

criminal justice agencies. Continue to challenge criminal record restrictions on certain 

occupational licenses.   

3.  Countering Public Misinformation. The public needs to be constantly informed of the 

cost of incarceration and the fact that well over 90% of incarcerated individuals will return 

to the community.   

4. Employer Acceptance. Continue to work to change the attitudes of prospective 

employers. Make the effort to counter public prejudices and resistance from labor 

unions/private business. 

V.   Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The Training and Supporting Ex-offenders as Entrepreneurs project has broken new 
ground and, in many ways, has become a signature program in the educational and 
rehabilitative mission of the Oklahoma Department of Corrections. It is clear that support 
for the program was wide-spread, that staff not only embraced the project but became its 
advocates, and that the project’s footprint goes well beyond the institutional classroom. 
Project designers also are commended for their identification of relevant curriculum 
materials and methods and for selection of committed staff. 
 



 

 

Specific Strengths  
 
1. Curriculum: Self-pacing, active learning, and well-planned coordination of units were 
hallmarks of the educational materials originally selected. Built-in pre- and posttests 
saved time and permitted ready progress checks. Instructional guides made it easier to 
deliver course content consistently across different classes while allowing for individual 
instructor flexibility. 
 
2. Instructor Enthusiasm: Already noted, but deserving of restatement was the connection 
made between instructors, students, and the curriculum. Classes were lively, excitement 
was apparent, and the willingness to overcome logistic obstacles was evident. 
 
3. Student Engagement: Our observations and interviews, reading of evaluations, and 
review of post-release letters suggest a high level of investment by trainees. This 
achievement is a necessary step if any intervention can hope to have an impact. Clearly 
the cumulative educational messages of the project fell on receptive ears. 
 
4. Commitment to Data Gathering: Many intervention projects become so focused on the 
day-to-day challenges, that an evaluation perspective remains a low priority. Without 
diminishing any of their instructional and outreach enthusiasm, staff nevertheless worked 
with the evaluation team in creating and maintaining a database and in collecting much of 
the necessary information to enable review and assessment. 
 
5.  External Contacts: Project leaders were immersed in the identification and recruitment 
of community support. Given the instructional demands of training more than 400 
offenders, the degree of community liaison effort is all the more remarkable.  
 
6.  Offender Good Will: A high degree of rapport, trust, and respect developed between 
staff and trainees. Although there is a certain inevitable level of drop off upon release, the 
number of post-release contacts indicated both that staff were available and that ex-
offenders saw these staff members as valuable and supportive. Of particular note, Ms. 
Lewis was a ready contact for released program graduates, fielding phone calls, helping 
with surveys, and providing a familiar and friendly link to other staff and resources. 
 
7. Positive Outcomes: The project achieved success in several target areas. The effort to 
develop and maintain community contacts was especially noteworthy. Graduates stayed 
in touch with staff at a high rate, and a high percentage of those who did were involved in 
community support activities. They also were employed at higher rates than the other two 
groups, and had lower recidivism rates. Nineteen graduates have established their own 
businesses; some are impressive successes. 



 

 

Areas for Discussion and Improvement 
 
In the context of many successes, a few project elements either departed from the original 
proposal (such departures actually may have been helpful) or fell short of intended goals. 
In this section, we also note recommendations for future projects that may wish to 
replicate the Oklahoma initiative. These are listed briefly: 
 
1. Remain Judicious in Curriculum Expansion: In an already demanding curriculum, a 
number of elements were added. These enrichment or alternative activities may have 
been well-considered but probably did not have the research base or standardized 
guidelines as those of the main curriculum. It also appears that the course syllabus, as it 
was ultimately finalized, omitted some units from the aforementioned original curriculum. 
It is difficult to determine whether these modifications were effective or if they could be 
readily disseminated to interested correctional educators. 
 
2. Expand Dedicated Reentry Staff: Although this project made great strides in developing 
community supports and contacts, the instructional load was such that, especially in Year 
2 and 3, participants were being released while others were still in the classroom pipeline. 
Future projects should have additional budgeted time and staff to give increased priority 
to the necessary follow-up. The reentry literature suggests that offenders who are merely 
handed off to third parties (e.g., parole supervisors) are more likely to get lost in transition. 
The complexity of offender needs may be best addressed by those who already know 
them. 
 
3. Intensify or Lengthen Training: The project touched over 550 offenders (Graduates and 
Partials) through maximum staff effort. The trade-off may have been fewer hours than 
might be optimal, particularly for offenders who are higher risk or who have more deficits. 
We also recommend that trainees spend additional time in the self-paced, computer-
based parts of the curriculum. As with any heterogeneous group of students, 
individualized prescriptions and monitoring will help all trainees to reach mastery. 
 
4. Expand Recidivism Database: A good, logical start was made in monitoring the 
Oklahoma DOC database for information about re-incarceration. This source, however, is 
likely to underestimate legal encounters as it is limited to Oklahoma and addresses only 
the end result of a protracted judicial process. Information about violations that do not 
result (or have not yet resulted) in returning to prison can be important outcome 
indicators. The FBI National Crime Information Center provides such information. 
Assigning someone familiar with this resource would be helpful. 
 
In conclusion, the evaluation team applauds the tireless efforts of staff to carry out the 
Entrepreneur project’s mission. To put it colloquially, they really delivered. Complexity and 
obstacles are endemic to any such project. Most were met and overcome. Early results 
are quite promising, and the groundwork has been laid to make Oklahoma a major player 
in the growing nationwide emphasis on offender reentry.  


