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           PRE-RELEASE             
          INVENTORY 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                            Additional items to add to your list!  
 

1. List the gifts that you bring with you!   
 • Include your courage, determination and authenticity. 

 • Your ability to listen well and offer the greatest gift a person 
can give: your attention. 
 • The special tools and skills you've developed to share with 
employers, coworkers, customers and clients. 
 • Expanded knowledge, compassion and commitment to 
those who are close to you. 
 • The unique perspective, and pro-social community-building  
skills that you have to construct the future with others!      
 

2.  Prepare for tough times. Write down book titles, articles, names of friends and family, and    
       community resources you can turn to when things are tough; or when you feel down or  
       vulnerable. When it's difficult to reach out to people; books may be a good place to start.  
 
3.  Check for "Over-Confidence".  It's crucial to be confident…but foolish to be over-confident!  
        Here are a couple of ideas to locate and address possible points of overconfidence: 
 

     +  Play "Devil's Advocate".  Be critical and pessimistic.  If possible, solicit the help of a friend or  
          a young person. (In general, the young are better at this than adults.)  
 

    +   Resist comparing yourself to others.  Everyone does things differently! 
 

    +  Listen to, and address, concerns or criticisms from others.  This doesn't mean you need to argue  
         with them or change course. Just check to see if you are fully considering their perspective. 
 

     +   Mix modesty and humility with enthusiasm.   
 
4. Remember: you've  
   got a lot of choices  
   ahead! There's always   
    more than one option,  
   and almost always more  
   than two. Try to find at  
   least 4 options from  
   which you can build or      
   blend options to create    
   your best opportunities!   
 
 
 
 
 

Image from Tim Urban's 
Wait But Why website: 

waitbutwhy.com 



             AGENCY and ACTION 
 

         What can we do,  
                     with what we have,  
                                  where we are,  
                                                  right now 
 

***  We can get ready for change; ready to build what comes next; 
ready for the unknown!  We can read, write, plan, draw, and think –  
as a strategic problem solver and community building collaborator.  
 
***  We can stay flexible…mentally and physically…so that whatever 
comes, we will be ready and able to adjust and contribute.   
 
***  We can reflect, and deepen our understanding and compassion.  
 
***  We can consider the things that we would most love to give our 
deep attention to and consider how our unique gifts could bring strength 
to the areas we are most passionate about.  
 
***  We can gather tools and build skills that we will need such as 
attending to issues with anxiety, depression, loneliness, self-doubt; or 
deepening skills we already have and which are so hard to find such as 
listening and caring.  
 
***  We could learn something important for community building, so we  
can share it with any community we join.   
 
***  Feel free to reach out to Fair Shake to see if we can connect you 
with a group of people who are working in the area where you would 
like to invest your efforts: outreach@fairshake.net. 
 
Wishing you all the best through your transitions to come!  Your 
success is important to me…and to our future together.   Ubuntu!  

? 



Fair Shake Find a Job 

 

Employment Pages 
Find A Job 

 

Finding employment is one of the top priorities 

of most people in society. Finding employment 

after incarceration is not only pivotal for reentry 

success, it can also be a requirement for 

parole or a halfway house.  
 

It is important to find satisfaction in our jobs, but 

sometimes we must temper our wishes with our 

needs. 
 

When we have to take a job that we are not 

excited about now, we can leverage the 

feelings of dissatisfaction to push us toward 

whatever it is that we need to do to find 

satisfaction. These things may include: 

submitting applications for jobs that we really 

want but may not be available now, or trying to 

work in an organization that has a similar 

philosophy to our own so we can move within 

the organization to a job that is more fulfilling, or 

perhaps we need to get the education required 

for certain positions, or maybe what we really 

want is to start our own business but need to 

work a ‘day job’ until our idea provides enough 

income for us to thrive. 
 

Knowing there are many avenues to 

employment, Fair Shake offers several ways 

for you to engage within our website. 
 

Remember: most jobs get filled without    

     ever being listed on a website! 
 

When searching for employment, remember to 

consider what it is you want to do. What type of 

business would you like to work in, and in 

which positions do you think you would do well? 

What kind of jobs might you enjoy doing? 

Keep your eyes on the prize! Even if you 

must work in a job you don’t care for now, 

remember that you are building character, 

patience, tolerance and REFERENCES. 

The image to the right is what our “Get A Job” 

page looks like today.  This page, like all 

pages on the Fair Shake website, is constantly 

evolving. Please let us know what you think! 

www.fairshake.net "Employment Page" from the Fair Shake Reentry Packet 83 

http://www.fairshake.net/


Prepare For Work 
 

 
Prepare For Work 

There are many ways to approach 

employment. Some people ‘know 

somebody’, sometimes we get lucky and 

meet our new boss or coworkers where 

we volunteer or through a recreational 

activity…but most of us will write 

resumes, find available jobs online or 

through an employment agency, fill out 

applications and then endure one or 

many job interviews. 

 
Thanks to the generosity of several 

resume’ writing professionals and job 

readiness coaches, we’ve assembled 

what we’ve found to support you as you 

build your resume’, your interview 

skills, and your confidence! 

 
While the information here addresses 

several of the concerns of job seekers, 

we want to encourage you to also 

consider topics from the “Free School" 

section of this book, the website or the 

software, to support you through the 

inevitable challenges that will occur as 

you create desirable outcomes. 

 
Please remember: many employers want 

to hear more about how you built yourself 

up while you were incarcerated than they 

do about your past. Keep the 

conversation positive! 

 
They want to know that you care.  That 

you will be a good listener and team 

member, if you can embrace the 

company culture, learn, follow through 

and get things done. They want to 

know that you are interested and 

motivated.  

 
 
 
 

84 "Employment Page" from the Fair Shake Reentry Packet www.fairshake.net 

http://www.fairshake.net/
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How Do You Solve a Problem Like Reentry? 

Sue Kastensen, Founder and Director, Fair Shake 

I
magine, if you can, being snuggly 

stuck in a building with 1,600 other 

people, all of whom share your 

physical gender; never leaving, eating 

in the cafeteria that offers no choices, 

and sleeping in a room that is the size 

of your current bathroom, which, by 

the way, you share with one or two 

“roommates” not of your choosing. 
Imagine, also, that you have no internet 

access, no cell phone, and no computer. 

Your phone calls, on an old-school pay 

phone, will be conducted in a large 

room filled with boisterous people. You 

are restricted to one 15-minute call after 

which you must wait one hour before 

you are permitted to make another. 

Finally, you are only offered short 

intervals of time in the exercise room 

and library, and you receive few, if any, 

very short visits from family or friends. 

Oh, and you’ll share the bathroom with 

50 people. 

Can you imagine this for even one full 

day? How about one week? A month? A 

year? People in U.S. prisons are serving 

sentences that exceed 1 year … so let’s 

imagine five, 10, 20 or even 30 years. 

The crowded picture in your head, 

however, doesn’t come close to the 

reality of life in prison. I have omitted 

the suffering, the sadness, and the 

loss of loved ones; the manipulations, 

the disrespect, and lack of trust; the 

fear, the censorship, and the razor-

wire fence. And the heavy gates with 

electronic locks. 

Today there is an added threat of a 

potentially deadly virus running wild 

within the building. The virus, by the 

way, can only enter the building with the 

people who come and go for work, but 

who do not live there. 

Finally, I want you to imagine how 

anyone who does not have personal 

experience in this process could possibly 

guide people to build successful lives 

in a busy world once the exit door is 

opened to them. Where does one start 

to offer information about an ever-

changing society when it is difficult 

to keep up, even for those who are 

fully engaged? 

At least one building, full of the people 

in the thought exercise, opens its doors 

to release the inhabitants each day; 7 

days per week (Carson, 2020). There 

are approximately 1.4 million prisoners 

currently serving time in state and 

federal prisons (Carson, 2020), and 95% 

of them will be returning to society 

(Hughes & Wilson, 2020). They are all 

excited to experience freedom again, 

but many are also extremely fearful 

of failure. 

Very few prisons offer resources, 

support, or information to the 

incarcerated that will help them make 

vital connections for housing, medical 

support, or clothing prior to release. 

No prisons allow those who have 

recently come home to share their 

experience with those who are 

preparing for the transition. 

Incarcerated people, when they can 

work, make less than 30 cents per 

hour, on average (Sawyer, 2017). 

It’s nearly impossible to save up for 

today’s cost of living on that wage, 

and the difficulty is exacerbated when 

landlords or employers refuse to 

consider leasing to or hiring formerly 

incarcerated applicants after running 

a background check. 

With such a steep hill to climb, it should 

come as no surprise that less than 10 

years after release from prison, 83% 

of those who have been released will 

find themselves back in prison (Alper, 

Durose, & Markman, 2018). 

Sue Kastensen presenting Fair Shake in a 
federal prison. 

But it is a surprise. It’s shocking. A 

17% success rate for an organization 

of any kind is ridiculous! How is this 

even possible? It’s embarrassing, 

unacceptable, maddening, and, 

for me, motivating. 

Minding My Own Business 

Prior to 1999, I — like most of my fellow 

Americans — was not aware of the 

formidable and terrifying gauntlet of 

challenges waiting for those who are 

returning to society from prison. 

I was also not aware of the extremely 

long sentences and collateral 

consequences imposed by our war 

on drugs, or that people convicted of 

committing burglary were much more 

likely to commit another crime than 

people convicted of committing murder, 

or that many people convicted of sex 

offenses would be listed on a national 

registry for the rest of their lives. 

I had never thought about the 

psychological hurdles to reengagement: 

building the courage and confidence 

to apply for a job, the frustrations of 

learning to use technology, needing 

strong boundaries to resist the 
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lure of using shortcuts to acquire 

money, finding and building healthy 

relationships (including reconnecting 

with children, parents and partners); 

or the intense tenacity and dedication 

to stay committed to goals made 

while incarcerated. 

I never thought about any of that 

because in 1999, I — like most 

Americans — was focused on myself and 

my future. I was an enthusiastic 36-year-

old business owner, manufacturing 

products that were in high demand 

in a rapidly growing market. I needed 

machines, and the employees to build 

and run them. Amid the growth and 

excitement, an employee took me aside 

one day and quietly asked if I might 

consider hiring her friend who would be 

coming home from prison soon. 

Entrepreneurs are often courageous to 

try new and different things, but this 

question put me in a difficult position. 

I wanted to protect the loyal team that 

was cranking out our products every 

day, and I also wanted to give this 

person a “second chance.” Besides, if I 
did not say I’d consider this question in 

my small community of 2,000 people, 

who do I think should? 

I said “yes.” 

I learned a lot about reentry challenges 

from Rick, the applicant who became 

our new employee. He and I continued 

our conversation while I brainstormed 

on building a tool that could help people 

find needed resources. I knew that, at 

the very least, I could contribute an 

online reentry resource library! I called it 

“Fair Shake.” 

Wanting to connect with professionals 

who help prisoners prepare for release, 

in 2002 I joined the Correctional 

Education Association and started 

searching for a mentor. I found one, 

and by 2005, I had sold my business, 

eager to create a nonprofit that would 

help people transition from prison to life 

after prison. 

Unique Qualifications 

Since before I can remember, I have 

been a risk-tolerant, extremely curious, 

self-determined, anti-fragile, and 

somewhat courageous individual. My 

approach to life did not bode well with 

authorities and by 8th grade, I felt I was 

being developmentally stunted at home 

and in school. In order to survive my 

teens, I had to find my own path. 

After getting kicked out of my parents’ 

home at 13 — and after five high 

schools, four foster homes, several stays 

in group homes, a couple of jail visits 

and a few years in a Catholic reform 

school — in 1979, when I was 16 years 

old, I wanted to drop out of school and 

become an emancipated adult. I felt I 

was serving a sentence that had no end 

and no purpose. Authorities wanted 

me to stay in school, so I said I would 

continue with high school if I could 

attend Walden III, an alternative high 

school (which still exists today).1 This 

was my last opportunity for a formal 

education and, thankfully, I flourished. 

The school engaged in very little top-

down pedagogy and primarily worked 

from a framework of student-centered, 

constructive, and problem-solving 

perspectives. Even the students were 

teaching classes! Some of my most 

cherished and important lessons 

were not taught in the classrooms; 

they were felt within the care of the 

community, for which I had yearned 

for so many years. The comradery, 

respect, interactions, support, and 

cooperative learning — unheard of 

in public or private schools in 1979 — 

gave me a deep understanding of 

authenticity, freedom, ownership, 

agency, interdependence, and even 

the importance of history. 

At the start of my junior year, I detested 

school but at the end of the year, 

I found myself deeply in love with 

learning. I know now that we can find 

this love no matter where, or when, 

we find ourselves. 

Lifewide Learning 

Between selling my business and 

organizing a nonprofit, I worked in fair 

trade for a few years. During that time, 

I learned about stakeholders in the 

food chain: the farmworkers, farmers, 

processors, distributors, retailers, and 

consumers (we did not include the 

waste process at that time). My mind 

opened; I realized that the onus for 

reentry success did not solely fall on the 

person coming home from prison — 

that person also needed to be accepted 

for employment, housing, higher 

education, in places of worship, and 

more. In short, their success depended 

on all of us! I realized that I had to offer 

support to other stakeholders, too. I 

started thinking about ways to support 

and encourage family and friends, 

employers, landlords, corrections, and 

citizens to participate in this common 

goal for reintegration. 

By creating, and listening, and creating 

some more, amazing things started 

to happen. 

In 2014, I received a call from a reentry 

affairs coordinator in a federal prison 

in Colorado. She contacted me because 

the resource-selection tool on the 

Fair Shake website2 was not working 

properly. After we talked for some 

time, she invited me to present Fair 

Shake at the prison complex. She said 

I would speak with hundreds of men 

in institutions that covered three levels 

of security. This would be my first 

opportunity to present Fair Shake 

to the incarcerated! 

After I nervously introduced myself 

and provided an overview of Fair 

Shake, I asked the group if they would 

tell me what information and resources 

they were looking for that would 

help them find success after release. 

Once we started talking, I relaxed 

and they, too, became increasingly 

comfortable with our conversation. 

By the end of the presentation, I felt 

like we had an energizing reentry 

brainstorming session! 
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In addition to gaining insight from 

the responses to my question, I also 

discovered that most of the people in 

that room were corresponding with 

family and friends through a secure 

email server called CorrLinks and that 

I could continue to communicate with 

them through that service by creating a 

newsletter and sharing best practices. 

I also learned an even more important 

lesson: A lot of incarcerated people go 

to great lengths to help one another. 

In early 2016, I started writing a monthly 

newsletter and by the end of the year, 

250 readers had signed on. (Today there 

are more than 4,000 subscribers.) It is 

not a broadcast newsletter, either. It is 

a place to share and build ideas. The 

readers know more than I do, so we 

advise and inform one another. 

Once that door was opened, I 

committed myself to spend as much 

time as I could to engage in in-person 

conversations with incarcerated people. 

For the next three years, I traveled all 

around the country: north to south and 

coast to coast, presenting Fair Shake in 

many types of prisons and all levels 

of security. 

For each trip, I created a route that put 

me on the road for up to one month. 

I had to drive to the institutions 

because it made no sense to fly. 

Prisons are mostly located far away 

from airports and amenities and 

can get locked down without notice. 

I learned to be very flexible! 

When I would arrive at an institution 

where the myriad of presentation 

participants — incarcerated people, 

prison staff, and public servant visitors 

— had seen the Fair Shake Reentry 

Packet,3 or the free Fair Shake software 

application or even the website (in 

a staff office; prisoners do not have 

access to the internet), someone would 

inevitably ask me how my bubble truck4 

was running and if I had new stories 

from meeting people along the way 

(I always did). 

Sue Kastensen with her bubble truck. 

My truck, with a camper on the back, 

made my travels possible. It was vital to 

have my kitchen, office, and bedroom 

with me at all times. 

My travels are on hold for now, but 

prison reentry and education staff 

around the country have been staying 

in touch. Some check-in to make sure I 

will still be coming to their institutions 

when they open their doors again to 

volunteers, and others contact me to ask 

when the new software will be released. 

Robert Cialdini’s (1984) “Scarcity 

Principle” is working in my favor, and 
suddenly Fair Shake is in high demand! 

So, who comes to the presentations, and 

who signs up for the newsletters? 

One can make almost no assumptions 

at all about who is in prison. As you 

have likely seen in the news, lawyers, 

CEOs, entertainers, and elected officials 

can be found in prisons; along with 

mothers, fathers, young people, and 

elders — many of whom have been in 

prison most of their lives and may have 

entered prison before they turned 18. 

The people serving time inside prison 

are as diverse as the people outside 

of prison, and many who have been 

convicted of committing crimes have 

also been victims themselves. 

Criminologists, correctional 

administrators, elected officials, many 

academics, and, of course, the media, 

attempt to impress upon us that there 

is a specific type of person who commits 

a crime. They want us to believe that 

this “type” has “needs” that are unlike 
our usual human needs and they call 

them “criminogenic needs.” They believe 
that these needs are like an addiction 
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and that most people who commit a 

crime must vigilantly “desist” from crime 
for many years, and possibly the rest 

of their lives because the needs are so 

strong. These people are put into groups 

according to their “risk of recidivism,” 
their propensity to commit a new crime 

and return to prison. 

To ensure that most prisoners from 

powerful and influential backgrounds 

will not be included in medium- or 

high-risk groups, the criminologists 

have devised a way for the majority of 

white-collar criminals to be excluded 

from having these “needs” (e.g., Jeffrey 
Epstein, Martha Stewart). The high-

profile prisoners can often skip the 

dehumanizing, behaviorism-based 

programming and lengthy stretches of 

time in higher security prisons, where 

“assigning low-risk offenders to intensive 

programs designed for high-risk 

offenders” … “can make things worse,” 
according to the National Institute of 

Justice (2012, p. 109). 

Considering the amount of time, 

effort, money, and research invested, 

I find it very disappointing that the 

criminologists have not created 

instruments that allow them to observe 

how people change. Many people grow, 

learn, feel deep remorse, and develop a 

world view that will lead to a law-abiding 

life, even without programming. 

It is no wonder people are mystified 

about corrections, reentry, and how 

they can get involved to improve the 

corrections system or support the 

lives of those who have been released. 

National corrections associations, 

academics and elected representatives 

— the self-proclaimed “experts” — 
discourage others from getting involved 

in attending to the “broken system,” as 
President Obama referred to it. They 

want us to trust them and leave the 

“reform” to them. After all, they will 
assert, they are informed by “evidence.”5 

These experts have been asking the 

question “What works?” to reduce 
recidivism for 50 years. In 1974, Robert 

Martinson answered their question. 
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Antisocial attitudes, beliefs and 
values 

Attitudes, values, beliefs, and rationalizations supportive of crime; 
cognitive emotional states of anger, resentment, and defiance 

Antisocial behavior patterns Early and continuing involvement in a number and variety of antisocial 
acts and a variety of settings 

Antisocial peers and associates Close association with criminal others and relative isolation from 
anticriminal others; immediate social support for crime 

Antisocial personality and 
temperamental factors 

Adventurous, pleasure seeking, weak self-control, restlessly aggressive 

Family/marital stressors Two key elements are 1) nurturance and/or caring, and 2) monitoring 
and/or supervision 

Substance abuse Abuse of alcohol and/or other drugs 
Lack of education, employment 
stability or achievement 

Low levels of performance and satisfaction in school and/or work 

Lack of pro-social activities in leisure 
time 

Low levels of involvement and satisfaction in anticriminal leisure pursuits 

After vising many prisons and looking 

at the programming available in 

each one, he concluded that not one 

program worked for everyone. He 

found that some people benefited 

from one type, and others benefited 

from another, but no perfect program 

that applies to all had been created; 

there was no silver bullet. His findings 

liberated corrections from their duty 

of rehabilitation, creating a gap for 

the criminologists, with their medical 

model of interventions, dosages, and 

programming, to step in. 

After more than 20 years of their 

studies, “evidence” and best practices, 
the criminogenic approach has only 

increased recidivism and failed to 

address the issues that it accuses the 

incarcerated population of engaging in 

in the first place: anti-social thinking and 

behavior. (See the Criminogenic Need 

Factors chart [National Parole Resource 

Center, 2014].) 

have the opportunity to demonstrate 

their knowledge of, and commitment to, 

them! In fact, many of our incarcerated 

have become far more prosocial than 

the people who determine them to be a 

high-risk for recidivism. 

What You Focus on Grows 

Since I have been presenting in several 

institutions annually, the prisons 

that have reentry councils, or think 

tanks, or other groups dedicated to 

problem-solving, often invite me to 

join their groups for an hour or two of 

conversation after my presentation. 

Over the course of a few meetings, we 

gain a deeper understanding of the 

unique qualities that each of us brings 

separately — and together — to the 

solution of the reentry problem. 

It was through one of these 

opportunities that I was able to create a 

workshop for a National Conference on 

It was a crazy idea that was fairly 

difficult to execute but we pulled it off. 

We were even able to include recorded 

presentations by Mike, the incarcerated 

member, and also the voices of the 

Fair Shake newsletter subscribers who 

shared their thoughts in writing. 

The conference organizers greatly 

underestimated the interest in this 

topic: they gave us a small room for our 

presentation that we filled to more than 

250% of capacity, while we had to watch 

many interested attendees walk away. 

Unfortunately, like so many things, 

the conference has been canceled this 

year, so we will not able to rekindle and 

continue the conversation in person. 

The idea, however, will persist. 

The Fair Shake Operating System 

Creating a web and technology-based 

prisoner-reentry nonprofit organization 

that serves millions of people, 

on-demand, is a huge undertaking. 
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Criminogenic Need Factors 

Fancy (and expensive!) assessments, 

algorithms, and programming have 

been built to disregard the attributes, 

characteristics, and qualities they say 

criminals lack, which include building 

capabilities, perspective change, 

prosocial studies, engagements 

(such as mentoring), ownership, self-

determination, critical thinking, and 

commitment to community. We want 

our nation’s citizens — as parents, 

employees, friends, and community 

members — to embrace these 

empowering and liberating qualities; 

and incarcerated people would like to 

Higher Education in Prison with three 

men; two of whom I had met several 

times in the same prison and had been 

released; and one I met in a different 

prison and was still incarcerated. We 

wanted to find out if the academic 

attendees would help us think about 

how we could switch the reentry goal 

from being a negative one (reducing 

recidivism) to a positive one (building a 

satisfying and successful life) since it is 

far easier (and much more sensible!) to 

pursue a positive goal. 

Many of my toughest lessons were 

learned simply by deciding to take this 

on! I had to learn to manage the daily 

website development by myself, to 

communicate with several stakeholders 

using a variety of tools, and to grasp 

several software tricks and tools 

involving Office, Adobe and Windows 

OS. And I have to keep on learning those 

tricks and tools, too, because software 

makers often change them when 

they update. 

It was during one of these updates that 

I became very frustrated. I felt that no 

matter how hard I tried to keep up, 

Microsoft et al., were not interested in 

having me get my work done, they were 

mainly interested in making me learn 

things that served their interests. I felt 

like I was working for them! 

My son calmly offered me an alternative 

to the commercial “matrix.” He asked 
me to consider learning to use an 

operating system called Ubuntu, which 

was constantly and seamlessly updated 

and improved by developers who ask 

for input from the users. He said it 
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was a little harder to get started, but 

he assured me that once I got the 

hang of it — like driving with a manual 

transmission — it would become easy. 

I wasn’t ready for it when he offered, 

but I very much liked the idea of the 

operating system and how it was 

created. It reminded me of what I was 

doing with Fair Shake. Fair Shake, too, 

was a little harder, and people had to 

“do it themselves,” but in the end they 
would be more informed, and Fair 

Shake would continue to become more 

relevant and supportive. I promised to 

look it up later. 

Later came hard. It was when I was 

being forced to abandon Windows XP, 

which I loved so much, that I decided I’d 

had enough; it was time to try Ubuntu. 

I searched online to download it and 

the search results provided not only 

the computer operating system, but 

more importantly, they provided a link 

to a vital philosophy for our human 

operating system! 

I was like a kid in a candy store as 

I explored the information online 

about Ubuntu! I was so excited to 

read and hear and learn about this 

traditional, sub-Saharan African 

philosophy, founded on the idea of 

interdependence. Ubuntu can be 

understood through the Zulu maxim, 

“umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu,” or 
“a person is a person through other 

persons.” It means, according to 
Desmond Tutu (2015), that it is the very 

essence of being human that we belong 

in a bundle of life, and that the solitary 

individual is a contradiction in terms. 

I couldn’t believe my eyes. I recognized 

this as Fair Shake’s operating system 

and since then I have been weaving the 

philosophy into all of the information I 

share. I also close the newsletter with 

“Ubuntu” to remind the subscribers that 
we are in this together. 

Education for Democracy 

Understanding and effectively running 

a large democracy is an enormous 

undertaking and proper preparation 

should begin at an early age. We 

must nurture care in our youth and 

demonstrate ways they can think 

about themselves as individuals-within-

community. Their education must 

include how to express — and listen 

to — a wide variety of perspectives in 

problem-solving debates about how to 

achieve social goals. It will take all of 

the formative years of schooling to 

develop these crucial and necessary 

thinking, reflection, communication, 

and feeling skills. 

Rather than provide powerful tools for 

ownership, engagement, and intellectual 

expansion in a vibrant democracy, 

however, today’s foundational 

pedagogy, with its attendant testing 

and comparisons, conditions our 

children to passively receive and believe 

information. The unspoken argument 

(unless you ask, like I always have) is 

that if we just rely on experts, follow the 

rules, and pursue employment, we will 

create the means to achieve happiness, 

security, and satisfaction in our lives. 

We need not look further than the front 

page of the newspaper on any given 

day to see the devastating suffering 

and failure of this approach: increased 

polarization and authoritarianism across 

civil society, increased mental illness, 

suicide, anxiety, depression, addiction 

and opiate use in individuals; and the 

enormous loss of meaning and control 

in our lives. 

Our citizens are waiting for a 

courageous and benevolent leader to do 

the heavy lifting of leading civil society. 

We want to believe that reform is 

happening and that infusing money into 

bad systems is making them better. We 

are waiting for the white knight to come 

and save us, but we can’t yet see her on 

the horizon. The education system we 

count on to properly prepare our youth 

to recognize and solve social, regional, 

and global problems is failing our 

future leaders by withholding the 

very tools they must use to develop 

their capabilities, at our nation’s 

collective peril. 

In 2007, just one month after receiving 

my bachelor’s degree (at 44 years of 

age), I read an article in the Journal of 

Correctional Education that offered 

a new lens for me to use as I think 

about “correctional education.” In it 
the author, Cormac Behan (2007), 

argued: “[T]he current penal orthodoxy 

must be challenged and alternative 

discourses explored within and without 

of correctional settings” (p. 158). I 
agreed! I read on, and found myself 

weaving these considerations into 

my perspective: 

Educators need to create an 

alternative discourse about how we 

define our progress. It could shift 

the focus of the argument from 

a defensive position to a positive 

one. This might be achieved by 

arguing for a different approach 

to education than what the prison 

authorities or politicians may want. 

Mezirow’s theory of Transformative 

Learning has a lot to offer prison 

educators. It encourages individuals 

to challenge the way they make 

meaning in the world. This requires 

transforming frames of reference 

which begins with critical reflection, 

i.e., assessing one’s assumptions

and presuppositions. It begins with

encouraging students to engage in

critical thinking which, according

to Stephen Brookfield, is what

one should strive for in an adult

education process. …This is the

beginning of liberating learning.

(Behan, 2007, p. 160)

I had just finished school, but I wanted 

to head straight back to the library to 

find out more about transformative 

learning theory! After all, wouldn’t 

we all benefit from taking the time to 

think critically, reflect, question our 

assumptions, biases and beliefs, and 

discuss our thoughts with others? 
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After 10 years of self-study, I gathered 

all my savings and returned to 

school to pursue a master’s degree 

in education. I needed to learn about 

education theory, curriculum-building 

and evaluation, so I could build a place 

where all people — regardless of their 

educational attainment or relationship 

— could freely learn how to learn. We 

have the right, as citizens and humans, 

to know how to think deeply, how to 

find information that is not offered 

through the “news,” to consider other 
perspectives, build agency, and expand 

our capacity for complexity, caring, and 

knowledge. We deserve to have a place 

to break free from the limitations of 

other people’s educational norms, goals 

and expectations, and think outside of 

the social or tribal bubble. A place 

where learners of any age and any 

educational attainment level could 

continue freely on their personal path 

of acquiring wisdom. 

Where I once thought a certificate was 

the answer, I grew to understand that 

employers et al. were understandably 

cynical about the value of certificates 

that cannot show commitment, moral 

fortitude, team building or critical 

thinking. They want to judge the person 

for themselves, which makes sense. 

After all, a driver’s license does not verify 

a willingness to use turn signals, only 

that the driver knows how to use them. 

It takes courage to face an employer 

in an interview following many years 

of incarceration. It also takes courage 

to say “no” to a powerfully persuasive 
family member or close friend. It takes 

great bravery to do the right thing 

when our group is doing the wrong 

thing. We can muster the strength that 

we need to create good boundaries, 

expand our capabilities, and reduce 

our suffering. From there, we can 

feel strong enough to reach out to 

help others …. and discover that 

helping them helps us even more. No 

certificate shows this level of growth, 

determination, or commitment. 

I was extremely fortunate to have been 

diverted from dropping out of school 

to finding a reason to love learning. In 

the halls of Walden III, at the age of 16, 

I was able to experience the process 

and value of transformative learning. 

I am deeply grateful and, like many 

believers, I feel a responsibility to offer 

this opportunity to others. 

The Fair Shake Free School 

So now, while I am not able to get into 

the prisons to talk with people face-

to-face, but while the interest rises in 

newsletter subscriptions, creating think 

tanks, exploring biases, and more, I 

am pushing the creative side of my 

mind to its limits (which will, thankfully, 

expand even more) to figure out how 

one person can maintain and even build 

a lifelong learning “community center” 
that not only offers information, but 

asks visitors to contribute. 

The Fair Shake Free School will more 

deeply investigate these areas: 

• Philosophy — to explore 

epistemology, purpose, morality, 

care for humanity, values, etc. 

• Psychology — to explore the feeling/ 

thinking problem, our needs and 

wants, uniqueness, dropping 

unwanted baggage, motivation, etc. 

• Sociology — to explore TV and 

media and it’s impacts, how 

authority impacts groups, 

how being in groups impacts 

individuals, etc. 

• Citizenship — building community 

and capabilities together, education, 

democracy, global village, etc. 

• “Swellness” — where our physical 
health meets our mental health. 

We now live in a world of constant 

change; where lifelong learning is no 

longer just a good idea, it is vital for 

security, satisfaction, meaning-making, 

and building trust. 

Fair Shake will not engage in top-

down pedagogy but will, instead, rely 

on a learning foundation based in 

heutagogy (self-determined learning), 

ubuntugogy (teaching and learning 

undergirded by humanity toward 

others), and transformative learning 

theory (critical reflection and potential 

for perspective change). 

Looking through the heutagogical lens 

(Glassner & Back, 2020), learners will 

understand that they are the captains 

of their learning adventure and they will 

“make the road by walking” (Machado, 
1912). They will learn how they can 

discern the value of the information 

they entertain, ask relevant questions 

for proper reflection, and construct 

knowledge to build their life to its fullest. 

By applying the lens of ubuntugogy 

(Bangura, 2005), learners will be able to 

think deeply about what is at the core of 

being a human: relationship! They will 

be able to remember that we learned 

how to be human from other humans, 

and that we can build information 

in a way that honors, accepts, and 

encourages others. Ubuntu is such an 

important philosophy for democracy 

that, in 1997, the South African 

Department of Welfare stated that 

Ubuntu “acknowledges both the rights 

and the responsibilities of every citizen 

in promoting individual and societal 

well-being” (p. 12). 

Finally, the transformative learning lens 

(Mezirow, 1990) will equip learners with 

ways to foster critical self-reflection, 

challenge social norms, engage in dialog 

with greater confidence, and consider 

other perspectives, including changing 

our own. These tools will support 

compassion as well as capacity-building 

in a world of constant change and 

emerging truth. 

Our Opportunity 

Let us think again about those who are 

stuck in the building: 

The monolith of correctional 

bureaucracy and its supporters — the 

current managers of the building — 

have no incentive or desire to improve 

their performance. In accordance with 
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our current contract, they can keep 

us out, but they cannot stop us from 

reaching in to connect, to listen, and to 

share time, learning opportunities, and 

humanity. They can also not stop us 

from changing our contract with them in 

the future. 

We can change the building; for 

instance, we can create a campus with 

choices. We can continue to include 

limitations and restrictions, while we 

also include decency, respect, and 

opportunities. We can remind those 

inside that we know they are bringing 

unique and important contributions to 

our communities. 

The management of the building, and 

the welfare of those being held within it, 

is OUR business; we have a right and a 

duty to build possibilities with our fellow 

citizens. As we now properly recognize 

ourselves as the owners, and see our 

neighbors inside as co-creators, we can 

experiment with new ways of thinking 

about how to help them prepare to 

leave the building and find success in 

our dynamic, technology-based world. 

Remember, more than 1,600 of our 

fellow citizens will walk out of those 

doors full of hope and determination 

each day. With our eyes and hearts 

open, I am certain that we can switch 

the 83% failure rate to an 83% 

success rate. 

What works to improve reentry success? 

We do. Together. 

Notes 

1 Walden III, Racine, Wisconsin: 

https://www.rusd.org/district/ 

walden-iii-middle-high-school 

2 Fair Shake website: https://www. 

fairshake.net/. 

3 Fair Shake Reentry Packet: https:// 

www.fairshake.net/reentry-

resources/reentry-packet/. 

4 If you’d like to learn about the 

philosophy behind the bubbles, 

please check out the “On Sue’s 

Desk” page of the website and scroll 
down until you see Bubble Truck 

Philosophy (https://www.fairshake. 

net/suesdesk/). 

5 To see the survey that the Federal 

Bureau of Prisons use to assess the 

“risk of recidivism,” please find the 
Measures of Criminal Attitudes and 

Associates (MCAA) survey on the 

Fair Shake website: (https://www. 

fairshake.net/risk-assessments/.), 

or on the Research and Practice in 

Corrections Lab website: https:// 

sites.google.com/a/siu.edu/ 

corrections-and-research_lab/ 

Downloads. See the “Measures of 

Criminal Attitudes and Associates 

(MCAA)” questionnaire (please scroll 
down to find it) and the “Measures 

of Criminal and Antisocial 

Desistance (MCAD)” survey — worth 
a moment while you’re there! 
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Sample Interview Questions
The interview is your chance to show an employer your unique qualities and it is also the time you can 
ask more about the employer, the company culture and the job you are applying for. Before you 
interview be sure to find out all you can about the company so you understand who they are, and also 
so the interviewer knows you care.

Interviews can be stressful; the best way to manage that stress is to be prepared. If you are ready to 
answer the questions below you will be prepared for most of the questions that might come up. 

There are many variables that make finding a job even more complicated if you have a criminal 
record.  How much should you disclose and when should you disclose it? How do you explain your 
criminal record and still land a job? How do you address it during an interview?  We explore these 
questions and more at the end of this document. 

Possible Interview Questions: About the Job and the Company  
• Why did you apply for this job? 
• What experience, skills and characteristics do you possess to do the job? 
• Why do you think you are the best person for this job? 
• Why should we hire you? 
• What have your learned about our company? 
• How do you see your role in joining this or any company? 
• Describe good customer service.
• Describe handling a challenge with a co-worker
• Are you willing to travel? 
• Do you have any limitations that would inhibit you from doing this job? 
• How long do you think you would like to be employed by this company? 

Possible Interview Questions: About You  
• Tell me about yourself. 
• What are you passionate about? 
• What is your greatest strength? What is your greatest weakness?  
• What do you do when you’re angry?
• If you know your supervisor is wrong about something, how would you handle it?   
• Describe a difficult work situation and how you dealt with it.
• Describe your work style. 
• How would you describe the pace at which you work? 
• How do you handle stress and pressure? 
• Tell me about how you worked effectively under pressure. 
• What motivates you? Are you self-motivated?  
• What are your salary expectations?  (if it is not listed with the job posting) 
• What types of decisions are difficult for you? What types are easy? 
• If you could relive the last 10 years of your life, what would you do differently? 
• If the people who know you were asked why you should be hired, what would they say?
• Do you prefer to work independently or with others? 
• Tell me about your ideal work environment. 
• How do you evaluate success?  
• What are your career goals?  How do you plan to achieve these goals? 
• Give an example of a goal you reached and tell me how you achieved it. 
• Give an example of a goal you didn't meet and how you handled it. 
• Give an example of how you set goals and achieve them. 
• How do you handle a challenge?
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Possible Interview Questions: Your Work History  
• Tell me about ___ company listed on your resume.
• What were your duties, responsibilities, expectations…for the position and as an employee?
• What challenges did you face?  How did you handle them?  
• What did you like about this job?  What did you dislike about this job? 
• What was your biggest accomplishment at this job? At any job? 
• What were your favorite and least favorite aspects about the people you worked with, including 

supervisors? 
• What attributes to you like to see in a supervisor?  
• What do you expect from a supervisor? 
• Tell me a little about your favorite and least favorite supervisor. 
• Why did you leave this job? (why did you quit or why were you fired?) 
• Have you been in a position when you did not have enough work to do?  What did you do with 

your time? 
• Have you made a mistake?  How did you handle it? 
• Have you ever dealt with company policy you weren't in agreement with? How? 
• Have you gone above and beyond the call of duty? If so, how? 
• When you worked on multiple projects how did you prioritize? 
• How did you handle meeting a tight deadline? 
• What do you do when your schedule is interrupted? Give an example of how you handle it. 
• Tell me about a difficult situation with a co-worker? How did you handle it? 
• Tell me about your experience working with a team.
• Have you motivated employees or co-workers?  Tell me about it. 
• Give me an example of when you did and when you didn't listen. 
• Have you handled a difficult situation with a co-worker?  How? 
• Have you handled a difficult situation with a supervisor? How? 
• Have you handled a difficult situation with another department? How? 
• Have you handled a difficult situation with a client or vendor? How? 

Possible Interview Questions:  Incarceration
• Why were you incarcerated?      
• What did you learn from that experience? 
• Do you have challenges or limitations that could affect your work schedule? 
• What have you been doing to prepare for employment since you came home? 
• Were you employed or in school when you were incarcerated? If so, tell me about  your work.  

Tell me about your education.  

I l legal questions:
• What is your age?
• How many children do you have? Are you pregnant?
• How much do you weigh?  How tall are you?
• Do you live with anyone?  Who?
• Are you married or in a relationship?

Legal alternatives:  
• Are you over 18 years old?
• Can you lift 60 pounds?
• Is there anything that might interfere with your work schedule?
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Related to Your Criminal Record
An employer may not ask questions about a previous arrest or conviction.  They may ask if you have 
been convicted of specific crimes if they are relevant to the position being applied for.  An employer 
may not refuse employment to someone just because they have a criminal record.

Lisa Pollan, site coordinator at LIFT-DC, says they encourage formerly incarcerated clients to collect 
"evidence of rehabilitation." This evidence should prove to employers that the client has changed 
since their offense and is now a responsible member of society. Evidence of rehabilitation can include:

• letters of recommendation from employers or advocates
• proof of training program completion/certificates (including during incarceration)
• participation in a mentoring or support group

For Job Applications, LIFT-DC counsels clients to do the following:
• Only answer what is asked:  If a question asks if you have been convicted of a felony, you 

can say no if you only have misdemeanors. If a question asks if you have been convicted of a 
felony in the last seven years, and you were convicted 10 years ago, answer no.

• Answer truthful ly:  A company may hire ex-offenders but have a policy of terminating anyone 
who lies on an application.

• Demonstrate change:  If you answer a question about your record by writing, "Yes, but I got 
my GED while I was incarcerated," you show that you are educated, focused and want to make 
positive changes in your life. You can also attach a written explanation of your situation, and 
proof of your rehabilitation.

Check out LIFT-DC for more tips on interviewing!  http://www.liftcommunities.org/ 

From the National Reentry Resource Center: 
http://www.nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/faqs/employment-and-education#Q8 

How should job-seekers respond to questions regarding past convictions? 

• Acknowledge the previous mistakes in a concise and businesslike way
• mention any relevant skills or interests developed while in prison or prior to entering prison
• reinforce a commitment and an interest in the new job, by stating, for example, "I'm more ma-

ture now and my top priority is to work at [company] to use my abilities, focus on the work, and 
make a fresh start." 

Applicants should be familiar with their criminal history to answer accurately specific questions on job 
applications and in interviews.

Race/Religion
An employer may not ask you about your religion but it may come up if they ask you what days/times 
you are available.  An employer may not judge you for being a part of any race or religion but may 
decide not to hire you if you are unavailable for any crucial time for the position you are applying.
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Interview Questions for You to Ask

In an interview both you and the employer are finding out about each other. Asking these 
questions will show general interest in the business, and the team you are applying to work 
with.  These questions show you care about the position and how you might fit.  Asking 
questions will also help you understand if you think the environment is suitable for you.  

Please tell me important information I should consider about working with this company: 

• On average, how long do people keep the position for which I am applying?

• What strengths and skills do you think I should have to best fill this position?

• What employee qualities are encouraged here? 

• Is this a friendly environment or are people pretty serious?

• Would you tell me about the challenges I might find working here?

• Which companies, products or services are our competitors?  

• Is there an opportunity for promotion from this position?

• How often will I be evaluated?

• What are the businesses strengths?  What aspects need improvement? 

• What will be expected of me in the first 3 months?  6 months?  Year?

• Are we encouraged to participate in things outside of work, like a softball league?

• In what ways does the company recognize and honor work that has been done?

• Will I have an employment agreement?

• Will I work with alone or with a group?

• Who will I report to? What kind of person are they? 

• Are we anticipating any major changes in the workplace?  

• How many applicants do you have for this position?  

• What training do you provide?  

• Does the company provide or support higher education or advanced training for 

employees? 

• Is there anything else I can provide you to help you make a decision? 

• How soon can I expect to hear from you?

Not all of these questions would apply to any one position.  These questions are just 
examples to either pick from or open your mind to asking questions that will help you make 
sure the job is acceptable for you!
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