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Part 1 
Introduction 

 
 This report describes findings about two types of substance abuse treatment programs 
available to some offenders in the criminal justice system. Both the Alaska Court System 
(therapeutic courts) 1  and the Department of Corrections (substance abuse treatment for 
incarcerated persons) 2  offered programs in which part icipants were chosen through a 
combination of voluntary action on the part of  the participant, and screening for various 
characteristics on the part of those offering th e programs. The therapeutic courts have been 
operating since 1999; the DOC substance a buse treatment programs since mid-2009. 
 
 At the request of the Crim inal Justice Working Group, th e Alaska Judicial Council 
(Council) and the Institute of Social and Econom ic Research at the University of Alaska 
Anchorage (ISER) reviewed rearrest and reconvic tion rates for participants after they completed 
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 Second, relatively small data se ts were available for study. The therapeutic courts have 
served about 500 offenders over the years, with enough data about 322 of them to analyze for 
this report. The DOC substance abuse programs we re new, so little long-term information was 
available for the participants. 
 
 Third, measures other than rearrests and reconvictions could be a ppropriately used to 
measure the effectiveness of programs such as the therapeutic courts and the DOC substance 
abuse programs. For example, because addictions are chronic, relapsing diseases, increasingly 
longer times between relapses, and lessening severi ty of relapses are often used to measure 
effectiveness of substance abuse treatment. Increased good behavior in institutional settings is a 
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Part 2 
Methodology 

 
 The Judicial Council and ISER  reviewed data provided by th e Department of Corrections 
about participants in DOC institutional subs tance abuse programs during FY 2010, and data 
provided by the Alaska Court System  about participants in therapeutic courts from January, 2000 
through June 2010. Data about offenders’ prior crim inal histories, rearrests and reconvictions, 
and release dates were obtained from the Depa
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B. Department of Corrections data 9  
 

 The study included 326 participan ts who had been released  for at least one year. 
 

 Of the 326, 199 had an underlying felony, a nd 127 had an underlying misdemeanor. 
 

                                                       
9  The Department of Corrections also conducted an intern al study of the participants in its substance abuse 
programs, using different methods and parameters (Alaska Department of Corrections, Substance Abuse Treatment 
Services Status Report, January 2012. Available from the Alaska Department of Corrections). The DOC study 
looked at how often released participants who had completed a program were remanded back to DOC custody for 
any reason during a period after release, the length of which varied depending on the release date. All FY 2011 
participants had been out of DOC custody for at least three months when the analysis was performed in October of 
2011, but not all had been out for at least a year. DOC wa s unable to track participants between programs. Some 
participants did not complete a program in a specific in stitution, but did complete a comparable program in a 
different institution. Because of the inability to track between programs, DOC only looked  at participants who 
completed a program. 
 
    DOC drew a comparison group from offenders in the general DOC population who had not participated in any 
substance abuse programs, had served at least four months in a DOC institution, and who were released during the 
same fiscal year as the group of participants to whom they were being compared. The selective and partially 
voluntary nature of participation in both types of programs could affect the outcomes. 
 
    Despite differences in methodologies and measures, both studies found that people who participate in substance 
abuse programs were less likely to recidivate. There also  were differences in how DOC tracked participants, and 
they did not have demographic, prior record, or underlying type of offense data about each participant. The studies 
used different methods to review the data. The results cannot be directly compared.  



 
Alaska Court and DOC Program Recidivism Page 5 Alaska Judicial Council, March 2012 

Part 3 
Data Issues 

 
 Alaska’s criminal justice system has made an  effort over the past decade to move toward 
using practices and programs based on evidence th at they have been successful in other 
jurisdictions. Because Alaska’s circumstances a nd populations are unique, policymakers want to 
show that the same programs are achieving the su ccesses in this state that they did elsewhere. 
The only means of accomplishing this is to compile  and analyze data about the Alaska programs. 
 
 Like other states, Alaska has experienced many challenges with its collection of data. 
Improved data collection will enhance the value of future evaluations. Areas in need of 
improvement are identified below:  
 
A. Recording data and r ecording it consistently 

 
 Information not recorded:  Some of the information that  would be most useful for 

evaluating programs is never recorded. This includes information about the 
socioeconomic status of participants, and information about their substance abuse and 
physical or mental health issues . Examples of information that might not be recorded in a 
current file for a program participant would be history of substance abuse or mental 
health problems, and past assessment and treatment information. 
 

 Information only in paper files, and not consistent:  Often, information about substance 
abuse and physical or mental health issues is recorded only in paper files. Those paper 
files may or may not be accessible through one of the criminal justice agencies. 
Retrieving information from paper files is ti me-consuming at best, and made difficult by 
the fact that the data are often in the fo rm of notes made by individuals who may be 
recording the participants’ pr oblems using unique perspectives, shorthand ways of 
describing information, or who may reco rd only partial information. Additional 
information that is often only in paper file s may include dates and outcomes of program 
participation events such as hearings. 

 
 Missing information in electronic sources:  Information that is in theory recorded in an 

electronic database may be missing much of th e time. One example of this is the APSIN 
ID number, a number issued to all persons ever arrested (i ncluding juveni les). It is 
consistently recorded in the Department of Public Safety APSIN database, but often is 
not recorded by other agencies even when there is a field in the agency’s database for it. 

 
 Information within an agency database is inconsistently recorded:  When the information 

is recorded in a single agency’s database, it is often recorded in consistently from one 
entry to the next. Thus, a singl e person in any one of the majo r criminal justice databases 
may have three or four different iterations of his or her name in a single database – with a 
middle initial, with the first and last names reversed, with one of the names slightly 
misspelled, with or without a suffix such as “junior.” That same person also may have 
several variations on the date of  birth, and other possible iden tifying numbers or pieces of 
data. 
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 Inconsistent formatting of information:  Most databases require that a name or piece of 
information be recorded in a certain format. For example, “last name, first name, middle 
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 The criminal justice agencies have agreed to use the Department of Public Safety’s 
APSIN ID number in all databases. Although the num ber is present in all Department of Public 
Safety records, and recently, in all criminal cases filed in the Alaska Court System, it will be 
some time before all agencies are able to obt ain and record the number. The Department of 
Public Safety is working on a system that will allow authorized users from other agencies to 
enter in other basic matching information (name, da te of birth, and so fort h) and find the correct 
APSIN ID number. 
 
 To be able to evaluate evidence-based programs, agencies will need to ensure that 
contractors for treatment programs or other people compiling data related to programs also use 
identifying information that is both consistent wi th the agency, and consistent with the standards 
being used throughout the criminal justice syst em. That will require consistent methods for 
entering name, date of birth, court case numbers, and other identifying information. It also will 
require use of APSIN ID numbers by all persons responsible for collecti ng data about people in 
evidence-based programs. 
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Part 4 
Findings 

 
 The findings reported below compare rearrest and reconviction rates for program 
participants (graduates and non-graduates) to rearrest and reconvictio n rates for comparison 
offenders. Appendix A illustrates the amount of time elapsed for program participants and the 
comparison groups until rearrest or reconviction. Typically, about half or more of both the 
rearrests and the reconvictions occurred by the end of six months. 
 
 
A. Therapeutic courts 
  
 1. Misdemeanants 
 
 Misdemeanants in therapeutic courts were c onvicted of a variety of offenses, including 
violent, alcohol and drug, and other or unknown t ypes of offenses. The graduation rate for the 
misdemeanants in therapeutic courts was 53%, compared to a graduation rate of 62% for the 
felons in therapeutic courts. Table 1 summari zes outcomes for misdemeanant participants in 
therapeutic courts. 10 
  

Table 1 
Rearrests and reconvictions during first year after release, misdemeanants in therapeutic courts 

 Graduates and non-
graduates combined Graduates Non-graduates 

Comparison 
Misdemeanants 

Rearrests 36% 23% 51% 36% 
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 2. Felons 
 

 Almost all felons in therapeutic courts we re convicted of alcohol and drug offenses. The 
graduation rate for felons in the therapeutic c ourts was 62%. Table 2 shows that graduates and 
non-graduates had lower rearrest and reconvi ction rates than the comparison felons. 
 

Table 2 
Rearrests and reconvictions during first year after release, felons in therapeutic courts  
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 2. Felons 
 

Table 4 
Rearrests and reconvictions during first year after release, 

felons in DOC substance abuse programs

 Completed and 



 

Appendix A 
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