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Education
A range of educational opportunities is available in prisons, jails, juvenile
justice facilities, and various community-based settings. Classes are often
tailored to the needs of students and seek to provide learning experiences that
will help them during their sentence and after release. For example, those
entering correctional facilities may require classes in literacy, communication, and other subjects that will ease
their transition into a corrections setting. In contrast, those who are nearing release will benefit from learning
experiences that prepare them for the transition into a society that is very different from that found in prison,
and, depending on their length of sentence, possibly unlike what they left behind. Other courses or learning may
be selected based on age, gender, prior education and skills, and other factors.

HISTORY

The earliest U.S. prisons generally sought to educate prisoners through religious instruction. Pennsylvania's
Walnut Street Jail tried to reform and teach inmates by encouraging hard work and religious contemplation. Both
activities were conducted in solitude. Over time, however, education outgrew solitary Bible reading, culminating
in the introduction of a school in 1798, together with a library of 110 books.

The competing Auburn system that provided the model for most penitentiaries in the federal and state systems
was far less supportive of prison classes, because of a concern that they might distract inmates from the more
important tasks of prison labor. Nonetheless, by 1870 the National Prison Association, which was the
forerunner of the American Correctional Association, set out in its Declaration of Principles that “education is a
vital force in the reformation of fallen men and women” (Conrad, 1981, p. 1). Since then prison classes have
been an entrenched part of the prison experience.

Inmates in the first prisons were taught the basics of reading and writing by prison staff and, if possible, an
employable skill that might keep them away from criminal activity upon release. Later, education departments
began to have responsibility for law and leisure libraries as well as vocational training and postsecondary
schooling options. In most prisons, they also organize sports and recreational activities.

PURPOSE

The U.S. Department of Education defines correctional education as “that part of the total correctional process
that focuses on changing the behavior of offenders through planned learning experiences and learning
environments. It seeks to develop or enhance knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values of incarcerated youth and
adults.” Similarly, the U.S. Department of Justice “recognize[s] the importance of education as both an
opportunity for inmates to improve their knowledge and skills and as a correctional management tool that
encourages inmates to use their time in a constructive manner” (cited in Tolbert, 2002, p. 15). These definitions
illustrate the overlapping goals of correctional education: to improve individual skills while helping to manage
correctional settings.

Prison-based education programs may provide incentives to inmates in an environment in which rewards are
relatively limited. Formal classes and other less structured educational settings offer socialization opportunities
with similarly motivated students and educators, who serve as positive role models. Education keeps students
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busy and provides intellectual stimulation in a place that can be difficult to manage. Programs also provide a
“light at the end of the tunnel”—a stabilizing force for the individual who otherwise views his or her situation as
somewhat hopeless.

Corrections education often focuses on improving individual skills needed to function productively within
correctional facilities. These courses include literacy, special education, English as a second language (ESL), and
learning disabilities. Other classes are designed to help inmates with life skills necessary in, and out, of
correctional facilities. These include classes in parenting, empathy skills, communication and dispute processing,
and cultural awareness. Finally, some classes are designed to instruct prisoners in vocational skills that may lead
to employment opportunities upon release. These courses include library science, tutoring, barbering or
hairstyling, auto and small engine repair, cooking, laundry and tailoring, carpentry, and building maintenance.

COLLEGE COURSES AND BASIC EDUCATION

Many states have mandatory education laws that require correctional education courses for any inmate who
scores below a certain level on a standardized test. At least 26 states have laws that mandate education for a
certain amount of time or until a set level of achievement is reached. The level that inmates must reach varies
enormously, however. The Federal Bureau of Prisons, for example, requires inmates who do not have a high
school diploma or a general equivalency diploma (GED) to participate in literacy programs for a minimum of 240
hours or until they obtain their GED. In New York State, by comparison, prisoners must indicate merely that they
can read at a ninth-grade level. Enrollment in correctional education is also usually required if the inmate is
under a certain age, as specified by that state's compulsory education law. Thus, in Connecticut, all young
women under the age of 18 who are held in the state's only women's facility in Niantic spend the majority of
their day in school.

Since the mid-1990s, prison classes other than basic literacy has been under attack both from within and
outside the prison. Tertiary education has been particularly vulnerable. Although college classes in prison date
to the 1920s, academic or postsecondary courses were rarely offered until 1965, when Congress passed Title IV
of the Higher Education Act, a major part of which was the Basic Education Opportunity Grants. Later renamed
the Pell grant in honor of Senator Claiborne Pell, the bill's sponsor, this act enabled prisoners and other
low-income people to afford college education for the first time.

These days, however, prisoners are no longer guaranteed the right to earn a college degree. Since Pell grants for
prisoners were abolished by the Violent Crime Control Act of 1994, few college programs remain in operation
throughout the country. In 1990, there were 350 higher education programs for inmates. In 1997, only eight
programs remained. Since there was no source for replacement funds, these programs were forced to abandon
efforts to provide college courses in prison. Most of what is left of a once successful system of prison higher
education is college by correspondence for those who can afford to pay for it themselves. Prisoners are limited
even here, by restrictions on audioand videocassettes and on the number of books they are allowed to have in
their cells at any one time. They are also not given access to the Internet. Compounding matters, many
universities have established residency requirements for course completion. Fears of alumni disapproval, faculty
absences, and an association of the university degree with offenders are all used as excuses by many institutions
from stepping into the breach created by the repeal of the Pell grants.

BENEFITS OF EDUCATION WITHIN AND BEYOND THE PRISON

There are numerous benefits of an education both within and beyond the prison. At the most basic level,
enrollment in education classes may raise an inmate's income during his or her sentence. In the federal system,
for example, prisoners must have a GED or equivalent in order to work in most prison jobs. Without this
qualification, they remain at the lowest pay level in the institution. Those for whom English is not their native
language must take ESL classes to be able to read and understand simple instructions in their prison jobs. Many
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prisons also provide a range of other nonfinancial incentives for inmates who participate in education classes.
Opportunities to earn privileges within the facility, increased number of visits, and the accumulation or loss of
“good time” credit that can lead to earlier parole are all used to motivate students while simultaneously
encouraging certain types of behavior within the facility.

In addition to helping prisoners cope with their sentence, education also appears to have a significant impact on
people's tendency to reoffend. For example, the Three State Recidivism Study (Steurer, Smith, & Tracy, 2001)
examined the impact of prison education while controlling for the effects of socioeconomic factors, criminal
behavior, family life, educational experiences, and work history. This study found that inmates who participated
in education programs while incarcerated showed lower rates of recidivism after three years. Measures of
recidivism, rearrest, reconviction, and reincarceration were significantly lower in each of the three states.
Employment data demonstrated that during each of the three years after release wages reported to the state
labor departments were higher for the education participants than nonparticipants.

Likewise, a 1987 Bureau of Prisons report found that the more education an inmate received, the lower the
rate of recidivism. Inmates who earned college degrees were the least likely to reenter prison. For inmates who
had some high school, the rate of recidivism was 54.6%. For college graduates, the rate dropped to 5.4%.
Similarly, a Texas Department of Criminal Justice study found that while the state's overall rate of recidivism was
60%, for holders of college associate degrees it was 13.7%. The recidivism rate for those with bachelor's
degrees was 5.6%. The rate for those with master's degrees was 0%. Finally, the Changing Minds study (Fine et
al., 1991) found that only 7.7% of the inmates who took college courses at Bedford Hills returned to prison after
release, while 29.9% of the inmates who did not participate in the college program were reincarcerated.

Even small reductions in recidivism can save millions of dollars in costs associated with keeping the recidivist
offender in prison for longer periods of time. The Bedford Hills study, for example, calculates that the reduction
in reincarceration would save approximately $900,000 per 100 student prisoners over a two-year period. If we
project these savings to the 600,000 individuals who are released from prison in a single year, the savings are
enormous. Additional costs are apparent when we consider that the individual, had he or she not committed
another crime, would be working, paying taxes, and making a positive contribution to the economy. When we
add the reduction of costs, both financial and emotional, to victims of crime, the benefits are even greater.
Finally, the justice system as a whole, including police and courts, saves a great deal of money when the crime
rate is reduced.

CHALLENGES

Prison educators face many challenges that are shared by teachers in other settings. Inmates who choose to
enroll in corrections-based courses are not necessarily any different from the typical student. As in any class, the
range of students can include very gifted students, students who face challenges, and students who have various
motives for enrolling in the course.

The correctional educator's challenge is compounded by the unique nature of prison culture and the need for
security. Prisons adhere to strict routines that may not be ideal in an educational setting. In addition, inmates
are often moved from one facility to another. This movement interrupts, or ends, the individual's educational
programming. These structural issues are accompanied by social factors that can further limit learning
opportunities. For example, other prisoners may not support the individual's educational efforts. Although the
student may be very motivated to earn an education, he or she remains in an environment in which conflicting
demands may limit the opportunity to act on that motivation. In addition, prison administrators may also have
varying degrees of support for education—especially if they see education as a threat to the primary functions
of security and control.

Since correctional education programs offer courses in a variety of areas, institutions often rely on a range of
funding sources. Some sources will provide general funds while others will provide funding for specific programs.
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As discussed above, Congress placed significant restrictions on corrections-based college courses with the
passage of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994. This act eliminated Pell grants for
prisoners, with devastating effects. As a result of the elimination of Pell grants for prisoners, nearly every
prison-based college program was eliminated. Since this funding often provided the foundation for other
educational programs, the elimination of these programs had a ripple effect in correctional facilities. The funding
problems were exacerbated with the passing of the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA), which
became law in 1998. Funding continues to fall short of need, and the AEFLA has not improved this situation. The
AEFLA continues to provide funding but altered the formula for state funding. Prior to 1998, states were required
to spend at least 10% of AEFLA funds on educational programming in correctional institutions. The law now
requires that they spend no more than 10%. Similar limitations were placed on funding as the Perkins Vocational
and Technical Act was amended in 1998 to require that no more that 1% of federal funding for vocational and
technical education programs be spent in state institutions, including correctional institutions.

Legislation over the past 20 years, a time in which the prison population has grown at unprecedented levels,
has resulted in significant cuts in corrections education funding. This has resulted in the elimination of many
programs. Ironically, the “get tough on crime” mentality resulted in the elimination of many programs that were
effective in reducing crime. In the 1990s we began to see a dollar-for-dollar tradeoff between corrections and
education spending. New York, for example, steadily increased its Department of Corrections budget by 76% to
$761 million while decreasing funding to university systems by 28%, to $615 million. Research by the RAND
Corporation demonstrates that crime prevention is more cost effective than building prisons and that of all
crime prevention methods, education is the most cost effective. However, states were committing an increasing
percentage of their budgets to fund longer prison terms and increased prison construction.

CONCLUSION

At the end of 2002, there were 1,440,655 people in federal and state prisons. The vast majority of these
individuals will be released and will be expected to become productive, law-abiding members of society. Nearly
600,000 inmates are released each year, either unconditionally or under conditions of parole. Unfortunately,
many of those released will be rearrested and will return to prison. Costs of this cycle of incarceration and
reincarceration are very high. Corrections education has the potential to greatly reduce these costs as studies
consistently indicate that an individual who benefits from education while in prison is less likely to return to
prison than someone who has not.

There is some question as to why correctionsbased education leads to lower recidivism. Many of the benefits of
education are difficult to measure. As such, it may be difficult to show a clear relationship between educational
opportunity and recidivism. However, an intervening factor, the ability to find and hold a job, appears to clearly
demonstrate the benefits of corrections-based education. Individuals who take courses while in prison improve
their chances of attaining and keeping employment after release. As a result, they are less likely to commit
additional crimes that would lead to their return to prison. Individuals who benefited from college courses in
prison also found better jobs and held these jobs for longer periods of time. It is clear that these factors work
together to reduce recidivism—those with more education find stable employment, which makes them less
likely to commit crime.

The imprisonment binge over the past 20 years has created a situation where we are beginning to see prison
releases at unprecedented levels. Due to strict sentencing guidelines, these prisoners have often served long
terms and are released only when their terms have been completely served. As a result, many are released
unconditionally, without parole or other postrelease supervision. Each of these individuals will be expected to
begin leading a productive, law-abiding life outside prison walls. It is clear that access to a quality education
increases the individual's chance of success.

Correctional educators continue to work with their students while facing constant scrutiny and pessimism from
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the public and from some legislators who question the value of their work and the merits of providing
educational opportunities for those who have committed serious crimes. Due to various controversies
surrounding corrections education, most prisoners do not participate in prison education programs. The rate
of participation has dropped over the past decade during a time in which crime control efforts became increasing
punitive. Given the unprecedented prison population, and the equally unprecedented rate of release, corrections
education has the potential to save millions of dollars while improving the lives and opportunities of individuals
who have served their time and have successfully paid their debt to society.

—John Rowell Dixon

—Kenneth Mentor

Education

A U.S. Supreme Court Justice once stated that criminals are sent to prison as punishment, not to be punished.
However, many citizens are against educational programs in prisons. Deprivation of education in prisons is a
means of punishing prisoners.

These same citizens expect prisoners to be rehabilitated upon their release. Rehabilitation starts with education.
Education unlocks many doors in a person's mind, giving a person legitimate skills and opportunities upon
release.

Education also changes the way people think. It gives people hope and confidence in a future free of crime and
incarceration. To eradicate education in prisons is to abandon prisoners in their quest for successful
reintegration into society after they've paid their debt.

Education also plays a key role in prisoners' pursuits for redemption, be it spiritual or secular. How can I
redeem myself or prove worthy of freedom if I am not invested with the proper tools to accomplish these
objectives? I fail society because my incarceration has failed to prepare me adequately for my return to society.
How can you expect me to build a better life and become a better citizen if I'm not given the appropriate
blueprints? To deprive a prisoner of education while incarcerated is to render that person useless. We live in a
society that emphasizes the importance of education in terms of success.

Finally, who do you want for a neighbor: An educated ex-con focused on positive productivity, or an uneducated
ex-con focused on the only avenue you have left open: Crime?

John Rowell Dixon , Correctional Center, Dixon, Illinois
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