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Thank you Chair Kaufert and committee members for taking the time to hear 
Assembly Bill 297, which aims to reward probation and parole offices and 
their agents for implementing policies and procedures to decrease the 
unemployment rate for individuals on probation, parole, or extended 
supervision.

Unemployment is a leading indicator of an individual’s likelihood to fail 
extended supervision, commit new crimes, and return to prison. Studies have 
shown that eight in ten people who fail probation are unemployed. Parole and 
probation officers are among the most important partners that can help the 
state reduce the unemployment rate for the formerly incarcerated, and as a 
result, reduce recidivism in Wisconsin.

This bill requires the Department of Corrections to implement a grant 
program that rewards probation or parole offices for increasing the 
employment rate of those under their supervision. For each supervisee who 
remains employed with at least 130 documented wage-earning hours per 
month for nine months in a fiscal year, that supervision department will 
receive a bonus in the form of a grant in proportion to their improved 
outcomes. These funds will then be dispersed in the form of bonuses for those 
who work directly with those on supervision, like probation or parole agents.

By passing this bill, we give probation and parole offices incentives to be 
innovative and utilize evidence-based practices to help reduce recidivism in 
Wisconsin. Thank you, again for holding a hearing on Assembly Bill 297 and 
I hope you will join me in supporting this bill.
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Re: AB-297 - INFORMATIONAL ONLY: Relating to: Performance grants based on improving employment rates for 
individuals on probation, parole, or extended supervision

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on AB-297. The Department of Corrections (DOC) shares in the goal 
of improving employment outcomes for individuals involved in the justice systems and recognizes the important role 
employment plays in successful community supervision and public safety. Our agency has long invested in innovative 
strategies to increase employability. For example, DOC partners with the technical college system to operate Vocational 
and Career Technical Education programs to provide training in high demand fields such as welding, construction, HVAC, 
CNC and more. Our agency also works in collaboration with local workforce development boards to provide resources 
and services through institution job centers, allowing individuals to apply and interview for positions prior to releasing 
from incarceration. These are only two examples of the many ways DOC works to improve employment rates for justice 
involved individuals in our care.

AB-297 proposes an additional approach by awarding performance grants to probation and parole offices for increasing 
employment rates among individuals on probation, parole, or extended supervision. While the Department supports 
innovation and creativity in this space, we remain committed to ensuring all funding strategies are based on evidence, 
implemented responsibly and aligned with the full range of factors that may contribute to successful outcomes for 
justice-involved individuals.

The research cited in support of this bill in the co-sponsorship memo clearly demonstrates employment as an important 
component of reducing recidivism, however it places a disproportionate emphasis on employment alone, without 
appropriate consideration of the many, equally critical factors that may contribute to a person's success such as, 
substance use treatment, housing, cognitive based-programming, mental health services, and education. In the studies 
referenced, employment was not evaluated alongside these other factors, and they didn't provide any examples of 
states using performance grant models that specifically rewarded offices for employment outcomes. The most relevant 
examples focused on incentive structures for reducing revocations or awarding earned-time credits directly to individual 
who met established goals.

In the Cicero Institute article, "Employment-based Earned Time Credits in Adult Supervision", it supported incentive- 
based models that reward the individual seeking employment rather than agencies or offices directly. Other research 
referenced in support of the bill similarly focused on performance-based funding tied to reductions in revocations, not 
employment. Additionally, the most successful programs cited were those coupled with additional changes in legislation 
made at sentencing. The article's prime example was California where an incentive-based revocation-reduction program 
coincided with a bill that restricted new felony convictions and the adoption of risk-needs instruments, something our 
agency already has in place.

Outside of the research, our agency has operational and fiscal concerns that would need to be addressed prior to 
implementation. Employment data is currently complied using a combination of Department of Workforce Development
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(DWD) records and DOC-collected, and self-reported information. This data was not designed to function as a funding 
metric and would not provide a reliable basis for grant fund allocation.

Finally, the bill does not create a new appropriation or provide dedicated funding. As reflected in our fiscal estimate, 
implementation would result in increased administrative and operational costs that could not be absorbed within the 
Department's existing budget.

The Department remains committed to improving employment outcomes under supervision and welcomes continued 
dialogue with this committee on evidenced-based, bipartisan approaches that support successful reentry and 
community safety.



a new, unique concern for our agency. Many of our staff are newer, and have limited 
experience with basic correctional practices and security. Additionally, many were trained 
during a time when operations were limited due to the pandemic, leading to an impractical 
understanding of day-to-day operations in a secure facility.

• Centralization and Alignment:
o Falcon noted our agency needs more centralization and alignment between the various sites 

when it comes to hiring, basic security practices, incident reporting, and investigations. 
Additionally, while the data we do have was commended, the need for alignment in collection 
practices was noted. Specifically, they recommended expanding data collection and analyses 
into clinical areas to allow staff and leadership to have timely access to real-time data.

• Mental Health Needs:
o I've talked to many of you on this committee at one point or another about the significant 

mental health needs of our population, so this recommendation should come as no surprise. 
44% of male persons in our care and 91% of female persons in our care have a mental health 
condition. Falcon noted the need for more of a focus on the individuals with significant and 
complex mental health needs by addressing their placement and looking at our medical 
practices. They had several recommendations that we are already exploring, such as updating 
our Mental Health classification system, creating specific mental health units, better monitoring 
and tracking of mental health data, improving restrictive housing conditions for persons in our 
care and staff, and increasing the amount of programming and recreation that occurs out-of- 
cell.

• Operational Practices:
o As discussed earlier, Falcon referred to our agency as being a "department in transition". Not 

unlike other correctional agencies, our agency was significantly disrupted by the pandemic. We 
continue to work on resetting our operational practices, taking in what we learned, and using 
what worked well, while ensuring basic operational practices remain in place as we move 
forward.

While the results of this study are both informative and valuable, they represent only the starting point. The 
true measure of our agency's success will be determined by how thoughtfully and effectively we act upon the 
recommendations that follow. At this stage, we are planning to contract with Falcon to create a framework to 
review their key findings and implement their recommendations. Of particular interest to us is looking at our 
bed management system, restrictive housing, mental health and medical health practices, trainings around 
back-to-basics and culture, data gathering, and policy review. Many of the changes we hope to make will 
impact the entire correctional system, but we will also take time to look at individual sites to reimagine 
existing spaces, create new processes and provide training initially at five pilot sites, cascading to the rest of 
our facilities from there.

As the leader of this agency, I have remained steadfast in my approach to seek out recommendations for 
improvement from others, because I believe honest evaluations and feedback is how strong systems get 
better. Listening, learning and adapting make us more effective, more accountable, and ultimately creates 
safer conditions for the people we serve and the communities we protect. Organizational pride or reluctance
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to acknowledge shortcomings must not impede objective self-assessment and decisive corrective action. I see 
this moment as a step in the right direction for the future of Corrections in our state. I hope this committee 
will be a valuable partner in our efforts by helping ensure legislation aligns with the research, evidence-based 
practices and what we know works well in corrections. Together, we can turn this moment into an opportunity 
to build something even stronger.

I want to end my testimony by thanking this committee for having me testify before you today. I believe open 
dialogue can be an engine that drives trust, accountability and meaningful progress for our agency and state. 
Finally, I want to thank our dedicated staff for the work they do every day. They are valued, appreciated and 
the backbone of this agency. Together, we can all make a meaningful difference for Wisconsin.

I'd be happy to answer any questions you have.

4 I



Testimony for Wisconsin AB 297, Probation and Parole

Devon Kurtz 

Cicero Action

Dear Chairman and Honorable Committee Members:

Thank you for the opportunity to testify on AB 297, which aims to improve public safety and 

employment outcomes in Wisconsin's probation and parole system. My name is Devon Kurtz, 

and I am the director of public safety policy with Cicero Action. Cicero Action is a nonpartisan, 

non-profit, based in Austin, Texas, that advocates for entrepreneurial solutions to public sector 

problems. In addition to my role with Cicero Action, I am on the board of directors of a re-entry 

non-profit and I lead a prison ministry group.

AB 297 creates an innovative policy framework that orients probation and parole officers 

towards improving the lives of the people they work with. Performance-based grants are an 

evidence-based way to set clear metrics that indicate desirable outcomes, empower the 

individuals tasked with achieving those outcomes, and rewarding them for success. In short, AB 

297 measures the employment outcomes for people on probation, parole, or extended 

supervision and financially rewards the department in the form of performance-based grants 

when the employment rate on supervision caseloads increases. These grants are intentionally 

discretionary to maximize their attractiveness and can be used for rehabilitative or vocational

programming, improved supervision practices, better technology, or merit bonuses for officers.



The positive results of getting people on probation and parole into stable jobs ripple beyond the 

economy and labor shortage. Employment is key to effective rehabilitation and successful 

community re-entry, and thus to upholding public safety. Studies consistently find that stable 

employment is the most important factor in determining whether someone will successfully 

reintegrate into society or fall back into a life of crime.1 A report by the U.S. Probation and 

Pretrial Services found that unemployed offenders under their supervision were revoked to 

prison at a rate that was 500 percent higher than the rate for offenders who were employed.2 

AB 297 centers employment as its key indicator of success and thus empowers officers to go 

above and beyond to assist people on probation and parole into stable jobs.

Performance-based grants have a long track record of success in states as diverse as Arizona, 

Illinois, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Utah. Probation departments that received performance-based 

funding saw employment rates on their caseloads increase by as much as 69 percent.3

The success of these programs is in its unique ability to positively transform the culture of 

probation and parole officers and orient their work around clear goals in which they have stake. 

A recent study into how probation officers viewed their own jobs found that 36 percent of 

officers were apathetic about their potential to impact the lives of their clients, citing a lack of 

incentives to work harder.4 Meanwhile, a forthcoming study found that 88 percent of 

probationers who were supervised by departments receiving incentive funding described their

1 https://www.ciceroinstitute.org/post/employment-based-earned-time-credits-in-adult-supervision
2 https://www.uscourts.gov/sites/default/files/69_l_2_0.pdf
3 https://ceo.ocgov.com/sites/ceo/files/import/data/files/22779.pdf
4 Amber Wilson, forthcoming, "Community Corrections Officer Orientation: Reintroducing the 'Passive Officer.'"

https://www.ciceroinstitute.org/post/employment-based-earned-time-credits-in-adult-supervision
https://www.uscourts.gov/sites/default/files/69_l_2_0.pdf
https://ceo.ocgov.com/sites/ceo/files/import/data/files/22779.pdf


experience as a genuine second chance made possible by supportive officers with a concerted 

focus on rehabilitation.5 Quite simply— incentives work.

In just the last two years, Arizona and Utah have invested a combined $12 million into 

performance-based grants for their respective probation and parole systems. Wisconsin has the 

opportunity to join other states in an effort to effectively reform the criminal justice system in a 

way that brings pride and dignity to both the officers who protect us and the individuals who 

are re-entering our communities.

Thank you for your time and attention, and I will answer any questions the committee requests.

5 Lauretta Sam, forthcoming, "A Qualitative Exploration of Probation Experiences: Listening to Probationers.’



Testimony in Opposition to AB 297

Chair and Members of the Committee,

My name is Sean Wilson, and I am the Senior Director of Organizing and Partnerships at 
Dream.Org. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. I am here in opposition to this bill.

Let me begin by saying this clearly: the goal of increasing employment for people on probation, 
parole, and extended supervision is the right goal. Employment matters. It reduces recidivism, 
strengthens families, and improves public safety. On that, I believe we are aligned.

Where I disagree is how this bill attempts to get there.

As written, this bill ties employment gains to financial bonuses for Department of Corrections 
staff, while directing no resources to the people under supervision or the community 
organizations that help them succeed. In plain terms, it rewards the system without investing in 
the solution.

I also want to be clear about a core assumption in this bill: employment outcomes are not 
primarily within the control of probation and parole agents.

Agents do not control employer discrimination, occupational licensing barriers, housing 
instability, transportation, or regional labor markets. What they do control is how much time they 
can give each person, and right now, that time is stretched impossibly thin.

Many agents in Wisconsin are carrying caseloads of 80, 90, even over 100 people. In that 
reality, meaningful employment support becomes paperwork and box-checking. No performance 
bonus can overcome that.

If we truly want to incentivize community corrections, the most effective thing we can do is give 
agents their time back, through smaller caseloads, additional staffing, and strong partnerships 
with community-based reentry and workforce organizations. That’s what actually leads to stable 
employment and safer communities.

I’ll close with this. I know from lived experience that employment after incarceration is not just 
about motivation, it’s about whether the system removes barriers or reinforces them. Policies 
that reward institutions without investing in people risk doing the latter.

For those reasons, Dream.Org respectfully urges the committee to oppose this bill as written 
and pursue a more people-centered approach to improving community supervision outcomes.

Thank you
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Greetings,

My name is Tom Denk. I reside in Manitowoc County. I'd like to thank Chairman Kaufert, and all members, for allowing 
me to address the Assembly Corrections Committee. I'd also like to thank the sponsors, and cosponsors, for bringing up 
such an important subject.

I'm a member of too many organizations to name them all - and I'm representing myself, not them. Currently, I'm co­
chair of JOSHUA - Green Bay's Transformational Justice group - and will soon be co-president of ESTHER - Fox Cities 
(both are WISDOM affiliates). I'm, currently, on probation -1 was discharged from extended supervision almost two 
years ago (it'll be two years on January 18th). While I like the thought behind this proposed legislation, I'm asking for you 
to vote against it - and I'll explain why I'm asking that.

Re-entry success isn't, solely, measured by employment status - though it is very important. For instance, I'm still 
unemployed. In the meantime, I help guide people through the system, advocate, and many other things. I'm not able to 
testify, in person, because I'm a candidate to be on my county's Criminal Justice Coordinating Council (the meeting is the 
date of this hearing).

Our system is deeply troubled. While I applaud incentivizing successful re-entry outcomes, for clients, that should, 
already, be the case - agents would keep their jobs. Most agents have absolutely nothing to do with re-entry - some of 
that is because they have too large of caseloads.

Throwing more money into an ineffective system, and people, doesn't accomplish anything. With institution staff 
shortages, and the Division of Community Corrections not really doing the job they were intended to do, I'm suggesting 
putting more agents where they belong - in the institutions - and hiring re-entry specialists. Then, this bill would make 
more sense. Friends and I are available, for hire - and we have LIVED experience, with re-entry.

Please rework this bill, so it will actually accomplish something. In the meantime, please vote no. My friends and I are 
more than willing to help create better legislation - and answer any questions you may have.

Thank you, again, for your time and efforts - this is, indeed, a worthy subject.

Tom Denk 
Reedsville
(920)871-1217
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