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First Followers Participatory Action  
Research Project: “Inserting Voice”

Over the course of a year, from Spring 2016 –  
Spring 2017, our members collectively formulat-
ed, conducted, and presented a research project 

to grapple with the problems of reentry. Through a 
needs assessment we sought to determine how well 
the needs of previously incarcerated people and their 
families were being met during the reentry process in 
Champaign County. This project was supported in part 
by funding from the Champaign County Mental Health 
Board (CCMHB). This is the first research project of its 
kind in our county: using research to insert the voices of 
people directly impacted by mass incarceration into the 
discussions and debates concerning reentry. We want to 
build on this report and find new ways to insert the voic-
es and power of those impacted by incarceration into 
the process of policy making and delivering services.  

We thank all those who contributed to this report, 
especially the research team: Tammy Bond, Grover 
Brown-Bey, Perry Cline, Charles Davidson, Tamika Davis, 
Casandis Hunt, Khayriyah Mitchell, Anthony Minor, Malik 
Mustafa and Leah Peoples. 

We are also grateful to Tariq Khan for his assistance 
in doing the write up of the report, Cope Cumpston for 
her work on the design of the document, and Professor 
Yasser Payne of the University of Delaware for his advice 
and encouragement. 

We urge you to share the report widely and help 
open the doors of opportunity for individual coming 
home from prison and their loved ones. 

Marlon Mitchell and James Kilgore, 
Co-Directors, FirstFollowers  

July 2018

First Followers is a reentry program based in Champaign, 
Illinois founded in 2015. Under the mission of making our 
communities strong and peaceful, we provide support and 
guidance to formerly incarcerated people, their loved ones, 
and the community. Formerly incarcerated people nation-
wide have difficulty re-integrating into their communities. 

Unsuccessful reentry can lead to recidivism, additional use of tax  
money, and loss of social capital to the community. In response to  
this situation we developed a motto for our work:

“Building Community Through Reentry.”

The project described in this report is part of those efforts to build 
community.



Background

Our research emerged from the reality that while Champaign County is 
impacted by mass incarceration, the voices of the people directly affect-
ed are absent when it comes to the search for solutions. We decided to 

do research to identify the impact of incarceration and to use a research method 
that would center the voices, needs, and experiences of formerly incarcerated 
people and their loved ones. To this end, we chose a Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) approach. PAR differs from orthodox methods. It aims not to simply gather 
data and information but to use research as a vehicle to inspire action directed 
at healthy social change. The participatory aspect means that PAR does not rely 
mainly on expert researchers from the university or professional consultants. Rath-
er, with PAR those impacted by a problem become researchers. 

PAR is based on the idea that those closest to a problem are closest to the solu-
tion. Since First Followers is founded on a principle of developing peer mentors, 
we deployed our mentors as the research team members in this project. Our peer 
mentors are formerly incarcerated people and people with felony convictions who 
now work to support others through the reentry process. Ultimately our research 
is as much about affected communities educating and empowering themselves as 
it is about collecting and analyzing data. 

Otherwise the research method was fairly typical. We began with the problem, 
developed research questions and instruments for gathering information, gath-
ered that information, then analyzed the information. We did all of this with an eye 
to how it might be used in doing advocacy work to improve the situation for peo-
ple with felony convictions and their loved ones. Finally, PAR means the research-
ers also do that advocacy work. They insert their voice into the debate by taking 
the findings and sharing them with different audiences in ways that spark changes 
in public opinion and ultimately in policy and resource allocation. 

Training and Preparation

In developing this research process 
we looked at many examples of such 
work. We consulted with one of the 

nation’s leading practitioners and the-
orists on PAR, Professor Yasser Payne of 
the University of Delaware. Dr. Payne has 
carried out federally funded PAR projects 
in Harlem in New York and in Wilming-
ton, Delaware.  Dr. Payne trained indi-
viduals with a long history in the “street 
life” to become researchers and carry 
out research projects in the community 
where they used to operate. We had a 
Skype session with Dr. Payne and sought 
his advice on how we might carry out 
our project. 
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We also participated in two workshops led by UIUC College of Education 
scholar and researcher Leah Peoples. In these workshops we focused on demys-
tifying the research process. Most of our peer mentors had never done research, 
never even thought of themselves as researchers.  Our workshops, along with the 
sessions with Dr. Payne, helped our peer mentors understand the purpose of this 
research and why their experience put them in a unique position to both commu-
nicate with the people who would be our research subjects as well as speak to the 
public about the research findings and their implications.

The Research Process

We started by examining the basic problem that faces the people 
First Followers serves: formerly incarcerated people struggle with 
many challenges and stumbling blocks when attempting to reenter 

the community. 78% of those who return to prison do so within two years of 
release. This suggests inadequate community resources and support for reen-
try. Current literature tells us that 88% of formerly incarcerated people live with 
family after their release from prison, and 41% of incarcerated people reported 
having one or more children. This suggests that failure to reenter the community 
is a hardship not only for the formerly-incarcerated individual, but for families and 
children. These are families which are predominantly low income and lack access 
to resources to improve the situation or break the generational cycle of incarcera-
tion and recidivism. In addition, the Black population is disproportionately impact-
ed by incarceration. While Champaign County’s population is about 13% Black, 
nearly half of those on parole are Black. This tells us that the challenges of reentry 
are deeply tinged with racism. While current literature also tells us that the two 
key factors to successful reentry are stable housing and sustained employment,1  
even access to these resources is racialized. In 2016, Illinois had the highest un-
employment rate for African-Americans of any state.2 In terms of housing, in 1994 
Champaign passed a special ordinance which made it legal for landlords to refuse 
to rent to potential tenants on the basis of their criminal background. In addition, 
as of 2016 Champaign County Housing Authority remained one of the few local 
housing authorities still refusing to allow anyone who has been out of prison for 
less than five years to reside in their buildings. Given the disproportionate pres-
ence of Black people among the population on parole, these types of housing 
restrictions are ultimately anti-Black. 

From looking at these challenges, we developed a research question: How  
well are the needs of previously incarcerated people being met during the  
reentry process in Champaign County? To answer this question, we needed to 
both identify those needs and look at the current situation and provisions. We  
decided that an efficient way to answer this question was to survey people in 
communities that are most affected by incarceration. We developed a survey 
which we then tested in our workshop and in the community at barber shops, 
salons and in selected apartment complexes. Based on this pilot we made some 
edits to the survey instrument. 

1. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/31786/411683-The-Challenges-of-Prisoner- 
Reentry-Facts- and-Figures.PDF

2.  M. Lucci, “Illinois Ended 2016 with the Highest Black Unemployment Rate of Any State,” Illinois Policy 
website, March 2, 2017, https://www.illinoispolicy.org/illinois-ended-2016-with-highest-black- 
unemployment-rate-of-any-state/ 



The Research Experience

In the summer of 2016, we surveyed people at key public events such as the 
Juneteenth celebration, the Back-to-School Explosion and the Champaign-Ur-
bana Days. These are events that are largely attended by the Black community in 

Champaign-Urbana.
At each of those events we set up a literature table which served as a head-

quarters for our research team. Wearing our characteristic light blue FirstFollowers 
t-shirts, we moved through the crowd, approaching people and asking them if 
they would spare a few minutes to answer our questionnaire. Nearly everyone was 
responsive. We allowed them to fill the survey forms on their own or we helped 
them do it if they preferred. We also offered people a place to sit and fill in the 
form at our table. 

Our survey had 30 questions. The majority of the questions employed a Likert 
scale, which involved a respondent ranking their agreement with a specific 
statement from 1 point to 5 points Altogether at the three events we surveyed 
301 Champaign County residents.  82% identified as African American and 12% 
as white. 81% reported having a family member or loved one who was currently or 
had been incarcerated. 36% reported having a felony conviction and 38% report-
ed that they themselves were formerly incarcerated. This suggests that a signifi-
cant portion of our sample answered our survey questions from a place of person-
al experience with our research problem. 



Key Findings of PAR Survey
We had five key findings from our research:

1. 86% of people agreed that it is difficult for people with a felony conviction to 
find a job; 63% strongly agreed with this.

2. 90% agreed that employers are suspicious of people with felony convictions.

3. 84% agreed that incarceration breaks down family relationships.

4. Of those who had been incarcerated, 55% had been refused a job because of 
their criminal background, 43% had been refused housing.

5. 85% agreed that the county or city should provide transitional housing for  
individuals returning home after incarceration. 



Recommendations
From our findings we produced five recommendations for addressing the issues 
relating to reentry:

1. Provide transitional housing for those returning home from prison.

2. Provide support programs to families who have loved ones who are or have  
been incarcerated.

3. Conduct a public education campaign aimed at de-stigmatizing people with  
a felony conviction.

4. Encourage employers to provide access to employment.

5. Allocate funding for workforce and entrepreneurship training.



Presentations

In fall of 2016 we complied our research and over the course of the next year 
we made presentations of our findings and recommendations to a number of 
bodies. These included churches, university audiences, the Champaign County 

Reentry Council and Mental Health Board, the Urbana City Council, the Champaign 
City Human Relations Council and the University YMCA. Typically these presenta-
tions included both a summary of our research process and personal testimony 
from the FirstFollowers peer mentors who took part in the research. After the pre-
sentations we often conducted small group discussions with audience members, 
soliciting their responses to our work and ideas for addressing the issue of reentry. 
Some of their comments are included in the text box on this page. 

Comments from the audiences after  
our presentation at Pilgrim Missionary  
Baptist Church

“Personal connections must also be formed before the walls of apathy 
and stigma can be broken down.” Real change and progress won’t happen 
as long as we remain satisfied in passively consuming information with no 
real plan for follow-through. Numbers and mere venting sessions aren’t as 
effective in motivating people to be a part of change as much as hearing 
real-life accounts connected to solid research.”

“Both incarceration and reentry to the community have a very powerful 
impact on the whole family, especially children.  There’s a huge need for 
services and support for family members while a loved one is incarcerated 
and when the person returns to the community.”

“The information and personal stories had a real impact.”  



Reflections and Next Steps

Participatory Action Research has been a powerful tool for FirstFollowers. It 
has served three crucial functions. First, and most important, the PAR process 
built the strength of FirstFollowers peer mentors both as individuals and 

a team. Many of our peer mentors had never done research or public speaking 
before. For our first public speaking engagements we did rehearsals in the Bethel 
AME church basement. These helped cement the team and gave us the idea that 
we could insert our voice into these debates, that our voice was powerful and 
legitimate. We learned as an organization that backing our statements and stories 
up with research gives us more capacity to influence public debate and key deci-
sion makers. Through this research process, FirstFollowers has become the unoffi-
cial voice of the formerly incarcerated in Champaign-Urbana.

FirstFollowers Peer Mentors Speak  
About Doing the Research

We spoke to peer mentors Anthony Minor, Charles Davidson and Casandis Hunt 
about their experience of doing the research. 

What did you learn from this project?

Anthony Minor:   I learned how the families were impacted, that incarceration 
takes away the leadership from their life and people in the family often go 
astray... they don’t have that guidance. Then when people come out they 
can’t get back with their family because of the rules of public housing…

Charles Davidson:   A lot of people talked about how it affected their kids and 
family by not being able to come to their place. One lady said her husband 
was incarcerated and he couldn’t come and stay at her place because of 
housing rules. 

Casandis Hunt:   About how much people wanted to helped loved ones and 
family members to get on their feet.. And they were all concerned about 
what was happening to all people coming home, not just their loved ones…
everybody thought it was just their child coming home that had the problem 
of housing but so many people are affected by it.

How did people respond to the survey?

Anthony Minor: A lot of people want to be heard and have people listen to 
them, get their story out. 

Charles Davidson: Everybody said what we were doing was needed. People 
told me it was “a beautiful thing” Everyone agreed the transitional housing 
and what we were doing at the center was needed.

Casandis Hunt: People were very excited and very willing. They were really  
interested and wanting to know and how it could help their community. 
They wanted to do it even if they themselves weren’t going to get anything 
in the end. 



Second, the presentations opened doors to new friends and allies. Through 
the connections we made at the presentations we solidified ties with many 
volunteers and donors for our project. 

Lastly, the research process whetted our appetite to do more-to gather more 
information from the impacted community and help build that community and 
FirstFollowers into a force for change, for improving the situation of people com-
ing home from prison, their loved ones and the community at large. 

We intend to use this research project as a springboard for further research 
and action.  Our main priorities will be to mobilize people in the community and 
help pressure local authorities and elected officials to allocate more resources for 
housing, employment, and counseling that will positively impact people who have 
been incarcerated, their families and ultimately, the entire community. 



In May 2018 FirstFollowers, along with the Education Justice Project, hosted well-known 
reentry activist, Susan Burton (in middle of back row with print top), at Pilgrim Baptist 
Church. Ms. Burton is the founded of A New Way of Life and the author of the bestselling 
Becoming Ms. Burton.




