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Introduction 

During the course of Champaign-Urbana  
Days at Douglass Park August 11, 2018 our  
FirstFollowers’ peer mentors conducted a  

participatory action research survey. Their research 
focused on the problem of unmet housing needs for 
persons previously incarcerated and their families 
during the reentry process in Champaign County.  
We thank our peer mentors and board members who 
carried out the research: Charles Davidson, Tamika 
Davis-Nunez, Teresa Harvey, Casandis Hunt, Bobbi Trist, 
and Angela Williams. 

We are also grateful to Sharon Monday for her  
assistance in doing the write up of the report, Cope 
Cumpston for her work on the design of the document 
and Linda Kwon for her photos. 

We urge you to share this report widely and help 
open the doors of housing and opportunity for  
individuals coming home after incarceration.

Marlon Mitchell and James Kilgore,
Co-Directors, FirstFollowers
September 2018

Background

FirstFollowers has built a tradition of Participatory 
Action Research (PAR) projects. This is our third 
such project. In these projects we explore commu-

nity views on the needs, experiences and services 
available for people coming home from prison. In 2016 
we investigated the general challenges facing those 
coming home. In 2017, we looked at the vast web of 
court fees and fines that follow people even after they 
have been released. In 2018 we examine the provision 
of housing for the formerly incarcerated and those with 
felony convictions. 

Background Research

A national report from the Prison Policy Initiative  
in August 2018 states “Persons who have been 
incarcerated are 10 times more likely to be  

homeless.” People of color and women are the most 
vulnerable with black women experiencing the highest 
rate of sheltered homelessness and the most severe 
barriers to housing after release. In addition, being 
homeless after incarceration makes people highly 
vulnerable to arrest and repeat incarceration due to 
policies that criminalize homelessness. It was also found 
persons who have been incarcerated are most likely to 
be homeless in the period shortly after their release.  
The report states 

“Stable housing is the foundation  
for successful reentry from prison.” 

Discrimination by public housing authorities, private 
property landlords and lack of affordable housing ex-
acerbate the problem. “If formerly incarcerated people 
are legally and financially excluded from safe, stable and 
affordable housing, they cannot be expected to success-
fully reintegrate into their communities which harms 
not only individuals and families but public safety and 
the economy at large.”  

The Situation in Champaign

The findings of the Prison Policy Initiative corre-
sponded with our experience in Champaign. We 
have noticed an increasing demand for housing 

among our constituency. This is largely the result of four 
factors: 1) the closure of temporary housing in Cham-
paign-Urbana specifically the Times Center and the 
Salvation Army; 2) the policy of the Illinois Department 
of Corrections (IDOC) of refusing to release people who 
have completed their sentence if they don’t have an 
approved place to live. Those who don’t have suitable 
housing must do half their stipulated parole time in 
prison. Ultimately this means that the IDOC is willing to 
spend the annual cost of $40,000 to keep someone in 
prison, rather than provide resources for housing in the 
community; 3) the continued enforcement of the City of 
Champaign’s Ordinance 17.4-5 which enables landlords 
to refuse people housing on the basis of their criminal 
background, despite the fact that the city’s human 
rights ordinance forbids discrimination on the basis of 
arrest and conviction record;  4) the policy of the 
Housing Authority of Champaign County of refusing to 



allow certain people who have been out of prison less 
than five years to reside in their buildings, even if they 
already have family member living in those sites. 

85% of those surveyed in our 2016 PAR recommend-
ed that local authorities provide transitional housing to 
those coming home from prison. Based on this finding 
and the factors mentioned above, we developed a par-
ticipatory action research survey for 2018. In this project 
we examine the level of awareness and opinions of per-
sons attending CU Days and other community members 
about the need for housing for persons coming home 
after incarceration and barriers to obtaining housing in 
Champaign County and in the City of Champaign.

The Research Experience

The team that conducted the surveys was com-
prised of our peer mentors and FirstFollowers 
board members. All of the board members 

who took part have family members who have been 
impacted by incarceration. 

Our survey had 14 questions. The majority of the 
questions employed a Likert scale, which involved a 
respondent ranking their agreement with a specific 
statement on a five point scale. Altogether we sur-
veyed 53 persons of whom 89% were Champaign 
County Residents; 87% identified as African-Ameri-
can and 7.4% as Hispanic/Latinx; 79% have a family 
member or loved one who are or has been incarcer-
ated; 25% of the respondents had been incarcer-
ated at some time. This suggests that a significant 
portion of our sample answered our survey ques-
tions from a place of personal experience with our 
research problem.

Key Findings of PAR Survey
1. 83% of respondents agree people with  

felony convictions have serious problems 
finding housing.

2. 78.5% of respondents agree the practice of 
forced incarceration for one half of parole 
time if they do not have a place to parole 
needs to be changed.

3. 83.3% disagree with the City of Champaign 
ordinance to legally refuse housing to people 
with criminal backgrounds.

4. 88% of the respondents agree persons com-
ing home from incarceration need housing 
assistance.

5. 86% of the respondents agree government 
authorities should provide transitional  
housing opportunities ranging from  
6 months -2 years or until the person  
has gained self-sufficiency.

6. 84% of the respondents agree people who 
return from prison who have children need 
extra support finding housing.

Comments from those surveyed:
What do you think can be done to fix  
the housing issue for people returning 
from prison?

* They need to be able to go to a halfway 
house until they save money.

* Build more transitional homes instead of  
prisons

* State needs to fund more programs for  
transitional housing

* Take away their criminal histories when  
background checks are filed

* More meetings to come up with solutions 
with landlords that want to help with this 
issue

* Set side programs that will help them in  
finding careers 

* Transitional housing through an organization 
should be established for people who need it

* Give them a place to live.



Recommendations

From our findings we produced five  
recommendations for addressing the  
issues relating to housing needs of  

formerly incarcerated persons returning to 
Champaign County.

1. Local authorities must work with the IDOC to 
provide transitional housing for those return-
ing from prison.

2. Local authorities should fund support ser-
vices including finding affordable housing 
options and social services for persons re-
turning from prison. This need is especially 
crucial for persons returning home who have 
children.

3. The temporary housing facilities need to be 
re-opened.

4. The City of Champaign Ordinance must 
repeal ordinance 17.4-5 that  legally allows 
landlords to refuse (discriminate) housing to 
people with felony charges.

5. The Housing Authority of Champaign County 
must change any local policies which block 
the opportunity for people coming home 
from prison to live in public or subsidized 
housing. 

Reflections and Next Steps

In response to our experience with our  
constituency and our research FirstFollowers 
will undertake to do the following to address 

the housing challenges for people coming  
home from prison: 
1. Share the findings of this and our 2016  

survey with local government, faith-based 
organizations, the university population, the 
Housing Authority of Champaign County  
and the general public;

2. Develop a plan for transitional housing for 
those coming home from prison to be run  
by FirstFollowers;

3. Negotiate with local elected officials  
and other authorities to convince them to  
provide resources for reentry housing;

4. Build a broad base of public advocates  
for transitional housing for those returning  
from prison; 

5. Campaign to remove the restrictions on  
access to housing for people with felony  
convictions imposed by the Housing  
Authority and the City of Champaign.  

FirstFollowers Mission Statement: 
Our mission at FirstFollowers is to build strong and peaceful 
communities. In order to accomplish this, we provide support 
and guidance to the formerly incarcerated, their loved ones, 
and the community as a whole.


