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FOREWORD

We live in a time many scholars call “the era of mass 
imprisonment.” But the unprecedented increase in 
incarceration rates in America has not been spread 
uniformly across the population. The Bureau of 
Justice Statistics reports that an African-American 
man living in the U.S. has a 1-in-3 lifetime probability 
of serving at least a year in prison.

The impacts of mass imprisonment are felt most 
acutely in a small number of urban communities – 
mostly communities of color – where families and 
individuals are already struggling with poor schools, 
inadequate housing, weak labor markets, and poor 
health care. People who are sent to prison are cut off 
from their families and communities and removed 
from the natural rhythms of life in a free society: 
working, raising families, building social capital, 
voting, and experiencing directly the joys and chal-
lenges of intimate relationships. 

In virtually every measure of socio-economic well-
being – work history, health, prior victimization and 
family functioning – incarcerated individuals fare 
poorly. The prison population has low levels of educa-
tional attainment and a high level of educational chal-
lenges. However, higher education can play an indis-
pensable role in countering the forces in our society 
that are leading to the marginalization of millions. 
Educators believe firmly in the power of a college 
education to transform lives, unlock human potential, 
provide a ladder to the middle class, foster notions of 
citizenship, and promote individual responsibility.
Unfortunately, in 1994 the State of New York banned 
Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) funding for people 
in prison. The results were dramatic, as the number 
of people in prison receiving post-secondary educa-
tion dropped significantly. But evidence of the bene-
fits of reinstating funding for incarcerated people is 
strong, and many studies show that the cost of such 
programs is modest. 

This Health Impact Assessment shows an additional 
benefit. It shows that the relatively small invest-
ment in tuition assistance for incarcerated people 
will result in health benefits – not just for those 
who receive a college education while in prison, but 
for their families, communities and our society as a 
whole. 

This perspective is of great value because it helps 
us understand how criminal justice and education 
policies shape people’s health. It is a unique perspec-
tive that comes from looking at the intersection of 
research and correctional policy through a public 
health lens. It is imperative that policymakers under-
stand that correctional education is an investment 
in public health that will also reduce crime and 
recidivism.

Our society benefits from an educated citizenry 
capable of making contributions to our economy 
and our democracy. Correctional education is an 
important part of ensuring that the opportunity to 
contribute to society is not denied to incarcerated 
people. 

Jeremy Travis
President
John Jay College of Criminal Justice
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Expanding access to college education for people in 
New York prisons would benefit the overall health 
and well-being of the communities that formerly 
incarcerated people return to, as well as the individ-
uals who receive the education, and their families. 

College education boosts self-respect and self- 
esteem, and improves judgment – factors that 
contribute to a safer and more engaged community, 
better parenting and home environment for children, 
and safer prison environments. These changes can 
foster better mental and physical health for all.

A Health Impact Assessment of the benefits of 
in-prison college education finds:

• For New York, in-prison college education is a 
cost-effective investment in reducing crime and 
recidivism. A study on crime control strategies 
found that every $1 million spent on building 
more prisons prevents about 350 crimes, but the 
same amount invested in correctional education 
prevents more than 600 crimes. 

• For communities, benefits of in-prison college 
education mean that when students return to the 
community, they engage in lower rates of crime 
and have a higher level of civic engagement when 
compared to other formerly incarcerated people 
returning to the community.

• For those who receive college education in 
prison, college teaches critical thinking skills that 
help people better understand and take responsi-
bility for the consequences of their actions. It also 
improves their chances of getting a job, reuniting 
with their families, finding their place in society, 
not committing new offenses, and not returning  
to prison. 
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• For children, benefits of in-prison college educa-
tion include improved parenting behaviors, higher 
family income, increased likelihood that children 
and family members achieve higher levels of 
education, and reduced likelihood that children 
experience behavioral problems and get involved 
in the criminal justice system themselves. 

• For other people in prisons, college education 
improves relationships and reduces conflicts, 
resulting in a safer prison environment.

THE CONTEXT

The state’s Tuition Assistance Program, or TAP, 
provides grants to low-income New York residents to 
help them afford college. The federal equivalent of the 
TAP grant is the Pell grant. TAP is one of the largest 
state student financial aid programs in the U.S. Until 
1994, TAP and Pell grants helped incarcerated people 
in 45 New York prisons enroll in courses offered by 
23 colleges. That year, about 3,500 students in prison 
received assistance, funded by a very small share of 
the total TAP budget (less than 1%). 

Despite community concerns to the contrary, the 
Higher Education Services Corporation, which admin-
isters TAP, reported that TAP grants to students in 
prison did not take funds away from non-incarcerated 
students. Appropriations for TAP are established prior 
to the start of each school year, and any applicant 
who meets the requirements will receive the funding, 
irrespective of the number of other applicants and 
their income levels for any given year. 

Despite evidence of the benefits of correctional 
education, in 1994, the federal government prohibited 
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Pell Grant eligibility for people in prison. The following 
year, New York Gov. George Pataki facilitated efforts to 
prohibit TAP grant eligibility for people in prison. After 
TAP and Pell funding was eliminated, in-prison college 
education programs in New York almost disappeared. 

In the last decade, new leadership of the state correc-
tions department promoted a model in which local 
colleges partner with prisons and seek funding from 
private foundations to provide college education in 
prison. Today there are college programs in 21 of the 
state’s 54 prisons. 

But foundation funding is limited and hard to secure. 
Before funding was cut, approximately 5% of the total 
prison population was receiving TAP funding. Current 
enrollment rates in college education programs 
are closer to 1.7% of the total prison population in 
New York State. A survey conducted for this report 
revealed that, on average, only one-third of those who 
apply for the programs are accepted, and one reason 
the college programs gave was lack of resources to 
increase capacity. Almost all of the programs said 
they could serve more students – up to four times as 
many – if tuition assistance was available. Restoring 
TAP eligibility could also attract other colleges to set 
up new prison programs. 

HEALTH IMPACTS AND KEY FINDINGS

Health impacts: Communities that experience 
lower crime rates are likely to experience fewer 
crime-related injuries and traumas, and have 
better overall mental health. Communities that 
have more economically and civically engaged 
citizens are also likely to have better overall 
physical and mental health.

Education is an important factor in reducing crime 
in communities. In a meta-analysis of 19 studies, the 
RAND Corporation concluded that people who partic-
ipate in college education in prison have 51% lower 
odds of returning to prison than those who did not 
participate in these programs. 
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When students receive college education while in 
prison and then return to communities, the commu-
nities benefit because these students are more likely 
to find jobs and be engaged in civic life after they are 
released. 

“People who are able to pursue college inside 
prison increase their chances of being employable 
upon release, thus becoming productive members 
within their families and society. Because I was 
able to get a job right away, I didn’t have to rely 
on social service agencies to provide health care, 
food stamps, housing, etc. My friends told me, ‘I’ve 
never seen somebody so happy to pay taxes.’”
—Cheryl Wilkins, formerly incarcerated student

Health impacts: Healthier individuals make 
healthier communities. In addition to being 
more effective citizens, students with improved 
self-esteem, critical thinking skills, and social 
engagement experience better mental health 
and behavioral health outcomes, such as better 
health-promoting behaviors, avoiding risky 
health behaviors, and improved longevity.

College education in prison allows a person to 
develop a positive self-concept. The prisoner role, 
where people are denied the opportunity to make 
decisions for themselves, is dehumanizing and can 
result in learned helplessness. In the student role, 
people are given choices, their perspectives are 
sought and heard, and they can see the results of 
their decisions. The student comes to think of himself 
or herself as someone who can achieve and succeed, 
increasing the chances they will make good behav-
ioral choices. 
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“Yes, I’m an ex-offender, but I’m educated. I can 
say I’m a John Jay student. I have a 3.95 GPA.” 
—Devon Simmons,  formerly incarcerated student

Prison study “supported self-introspection and 
reflection,” said John Valverde, who was accepted 
to CUNY Law School while incarcerated at Sing Sing 
prison. Mr. Valverde went on to co-found Hudson Link, 
which helps facilitates programming and funding 
for courses at Sing Sing from five New York colleges. 
“It prevented people from just making excuses or 
justifying your actions; really made you think about 
your responsibility and who you were at the time you 
committed the crime.”

Health impacts: Better employment opportun- 
ities for parents lead to higher family incomes – 
one of the strongest determinants of health  
and well-being – providing resources that can 
improve access to healthy foods, housing, and 
ongoing education. These attributes are then 
passed down to children, improving the health 
and well-being of the next generation. Improved 
parenting behaviors also lead to improved 
socio-emotional development of children.

These improvements in self-esteem and self-respect, 
judgment, and critical thinking skills also translate 
into better parenting behaviors. New York State is 
home to an estimated 105,000 children with a parent 
serving time in prison or jail. Having an incarcerated 
parent is a stressor that has long-term negative 
consequences for the health of a child. Having a 
parent participate in college education while in prison 
can re-shape that dynamic by improving the quality 
of parent-child interactions, increasing the parent’s 
involvement in his or her child’s education, and having 
the parent model the conflict resolution and crit-
ical thinking skills that the child can then learn and 
benefit from.

“You’re not just educating prisoners. You’re 
educating society. I’m a mom of four… I’m helping 
stop the cycle.” 
—Sharlene Henry, formerly incarcerated student

The benefits of college education are not limited 
to children. Other family members may also find 
inspiration, motivation, and enhanced quality of 
relationships.

“I was the first one to go to school in my family, 
to get a college education. After that – my niece 
has a BA from John Jay, my nephew has a PhD 
and teaches at Hunter, my younger brother got his 
AD. My mother, may she rest in peace, her thing 
was – ‘Look what you started.’ And it was from the 
penitentiary.” 
—Andre Centeno,  formerly incarcerated student

Health impacts: Prison environments that 
offer better relationships and fewer conflicts 
experience better physical health through 
fewer injuries and better mental health 
through improved social connections and 
reduced stress.

The prison environment also benefits from college 
education programs that are offered in correctional 
facilities. The Correctional Association of New York, 
a non-profit authorized by the state to examine and 
report on prison conditions, credits college programs 
with “an incentive for good behavior; producing 
mature, well-spoken leaders who have a calming 
influence on other [incarcerated] people and on 
correction officers; and communicating the message 
that society has sufficient respect for the human 
potential of incarcerated people.”
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Legislators in New York State are considering S975/
A2870 (2015), a bill that would repeal the ban on 
incarcerated people receiving financial aid for college 
education through TAP. The purpose of the legislation 
is to increase access to educational resources in 
prison and increase educational attainment for those 
who are incarcerated. 

There are approximately 53,000 people in New York 
state prisons, 59% of whom have a verified high 
school diploma and could therefore be eligible for TAP 
funding. Based on data from programs we surveyed, 
current enrollment in college education programs in 
New York state prisons averages 924 students per 
year, with an average of 80 Associate’s degrees and 
32 Bachelor’s degrees awarded each year. Lack of 
resources is one reason that only one-third of prison 
applicants are accepted for college study. If tuition 
assistance funding was restored, existing programs 
would be able to enroll up to 3,234 people a year.

This HIA finds that the proposed legislation would 
have positive health impacts for the communities 
that formerly incarcerated people return to, as well as 
the individuals who receive the education, and their 
families. To ensure these health benefits are accrued, 
we recommend the following:

• To increase the availability of college 
programs in New York State prisons, eligi-
bility for Tuition Assistance Program funding 
for qualified incarcerated people should be 
restored. Both public and private institutions of 
higher education should be eligible to receive 
TAP funds, and all students should be required 
to be earning course credit that can be applied 
towards an AA, BA, or MA degree. 

• To demonstrate their systematic support 
for college programs, the Department of 
Corrections and Community Supervision should 
provide appropriate space, security, technology, 
and other resources necessary for the creation, 
operation, and maintenance of successful 
college education programs within the system.  

• To provide stability for students and maintain 
their ability to participate in college programs, 
the Department of Corrections and Community 
Supervision should allow and honor educa-
tional holds to limit student transfers. 

• To ensure the academic quality of college 
programs in prison, all college education 
providers and courses should meet rigorous 
academic standards.

Finally, while it is important that education be provided 
in prisons, it is equally important to maintain that 
educational momentum upon release by emphasizing 
education as part of the re-entry process as well.

ABOUT THIS REPORT

Health Impact Assessment (HIA) is a public engagement 
and decision-support tool that can be used to assess policy 
proposals and make recommendations to improve health 
outcomes associated with those proposals. The fundamental 
goal of HIA is to ensure that health and health inequities are 
considered in decision-making processes using an objective 
and scientific approach, and engaging stakeholders in  
the process. 

For this HIA, the following methods were employed: 

• Extensive review of the scientific and grey literature

• Data collection from existing sources

• Focus groups 

• Subject matter expert interviews

This project was conducted by Human Impact Partners of 
Oakland, CA in partnership with the Education from the Inside 
Out Coalition and advisory committee members from the Vera 
Institute of Justice, the New York City Department of Health 
and Mental Hygiene, the Fortune Society, Syracuse University, 
and the Correctional Association of New York. 

This report is supported by grants from the Health Impact 
Project, a collaboration of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation and The Pew Charitable Trusts, and by the Kresge 
Foundation. The views expressed are those of the author(s) 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Health Impact 
Project, The Pew Charitable Trusts, the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation, or the Kresge Foundation.

Visit: www.turnonthetapny.org

Human Impact Partners works to transform the policies and 
places people need to live healthy lives by increasing the 
consideration of health and equity in decision-making.  
For more about Human Impact Partners, visit:  
www.humanimpact.org.
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I. INTRODUCTION

For several decades before the mid-1990’s, federal 
and state funding was available for people in prison 
to pursue higher education while incarcerated. The 
1972 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act of 
1965 established Pell Grants, to which incarcerated 
people could apply to finance college, and in 1974 the 
New York legislature created the Tuition Assistance 
Program (TAP), to which people in prison could also 
apply for supplementary grant funding. In 1994, 
college education programs flourished in New York 
State: there were 23 colleges awarding degrees to 
people in 45 state prisons.1 

The Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement 
Act, passed in 1994, barred the eligibility of people 
in prison from the Pell grant program. The following 
year Governor Pataki signed legislation that banned 
people in New York’s state prisons from TAP. Soon 
thereafter, the number of college education programs 
offered in New York State prisons was reduced from 
45 to 4 as funding to support student enrollment 
dried up.1 Since that time, some private foundations 
have stepped up to fill the gap, but this funding mech-
anism is likely not a sustainable solution and at least 
one program is planning to close this year due to lack 
of funding. These privately funded college educa-
tion programs in New York state prisons are serving 
far fewer people than when programs were publicly 
funded. 

Today, legislators in New York State are considering 
S975/A2870 (2015), a bill that would repeal the ban on 
incarcerated people receiving financial aid for college 
education through TAP. There are approximately 
53,000 people in New York prisons, 59% of whom 
have a high school or equivalency diploma and could 
therefore be eligible for TAP funding. The purpose of 
the legislation is to increase access to educational 
resources in prison and increase educational attain-
ment for those who are incarcerated. 

There is a strong need and demand for higher educa-
tion programs. According to the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, only 7% of the U.S. state prison population 
reported having participated in adult college educa-
tion programs,2 In New York State, far more people 
apply to the limited number of college education 
programs than the programs can actually accommo-
date. Directors of higher education programs in New 

York State prisons indicated that on average, only 
10% of those eligible participate.3 

Historically there is a precedent for government 
support for the rehabilitative, rather than the puni-
tive, purpose of the prison system.4 Upholding the 
goal of rehabilitation in incarceration means creating 
a system that gives people the support they need to 
leave prison better prepared to live a law-abiding life, 
which includes educational resources. Although the 
“rehabilitative ideal” became less of an emphasis 
among lawmakers and prison administrators starting 
in the mid-1970s, it had been an overarching rationale 
for incarceration for nearly a century prior.4 College 
education programs in prison are an opportunity to 
revive the notion that prisons have a responsibility to 
rehabilitate people, not just punish them. 

“There needs to be a culture shift… that Corrections 
is not going to be solely about punishment or an 
employment program or a job creator for a town 
that would otherwise not have jobs. That shouldn’t 
be the sole role of a prison. An education focus 
will require a culture shift. All the other supports 
would have to shift with that to make it a success.” 
—John Valverde,  formerly incarcerated student

This report examines how the proposed legislation 
– should it be passed – would affect the health of 
communities that formerly incarcerated people are 
returning to, the health of people who receive college 
education in prison, and the health of their children. 
Specifically, we examine how college education in 
prison affects: community indicators of well-being 
such as public safety and civic engagement; indi-
vidual outcomes among those who receive educa-
tion, including social and psychological well-being, 
employment and income, and recidivism; and how 
these go on to affect parent-child relationships, child 
educational outcomes, and changes in the material 
conditions of families. 

Existing evidence makes a compelling case that the 
provision of TAP funding for people in prison in New 
York – and the increased educational attainment that 
would accrue – would affect determinants known to 
affect health, including employment, income, recid-
ivism, and self-esteem and critical thinking skills. 
Here, we build on this body of evidence to illustrate 
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that improvement of health and mental health for 
communities, people who receive college education 
in prison, and their families would also be expected 
should we witness the passage of S975/A2870 (2015). 

ABOUT THIS REPORT

Health Impact Assessment (HIA) is a public 
engagement and decision-support tool that can 
be used to assess policy proposals and make 
recommendations to improve health outcomes 
associated with those proposals. The funda-
mental goal of HIA is to ensure that health 
and health inequities are considered in deci-
sion-making processes using an objective and 
scientific approach, and engaging stakeholders in 
the process. 

For this HIA, the following methods were 
employed: 

• Extensive review of the scientific (peer-re-
viewed) and grey (non peer-reviewed) 
literature; 

• Data collection from existing sources, such 
as the Department of Corrections and from 
college education programs;

• Focus groups with adults who completed 
college education programs in prison and were 
then released and with children whose parents 
participated in college education while in 
prison; and 

• Subject matter expert interviews with 
researchers, former college program partic-
ipants, college counselors, college program 
faculty and administrators, a social worker 
who works with the children of incarcerated 
parents, and policy makers.

Visit www.turnonthetapNY.org or www.humanim-
pact.org for appendices to this report that provide 
more information on the HIA, stakeholder engage-
ment, and methods used.

I. INTRODUCTION
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II. BACKGROUND

WHAT IS POSTSECONDARY CORRECTIONAL 
EDUCATION?

The Urban Institute defines postsecondary correc-
tional education as: coursework, either academic 
or vocational, for which an incarcerated person may 
receive college credit that may be used toward a 
two-year, four-year, or graduate college degree.5 As 
would be true for postsecondary education outside 
the prison system, our working definition, which is 
referred to as “college education” throughout this 
report, refers only to coursework that is offered to 
people in prison who hold a high school or equiva-
lency diploma. Certificate programs were included 
only when the courses taken as part of the certificate 
program were provided by accredited institutions and 
could be transferred to, at minimum, an associate’s or 
applied associate’s degree.

WHAT IS TAP?

The Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) is a need-based 
grant program of New York State that gives money 
to low-income New York residents attending public 
or private postsecondary institutions in the State, to 
help them pay their school’s tuition. TAP grants are 
based on the applicant’s and their family’s New York 
State taxable income. The federal equivalent of the 
TAP grant is the Pell Grant. TAP is one of the largest 
student financial aid programs in the country. 

In order to be eligible for a TAP grant, the student 
must meet income requirements and be a U.S. 
citizen, or eligible noncitizen, and a resident of New 
York State. While we were not able to locate the 
average income of TAP grant recipients, Pell Grants 
are an indicator of this figure. Nearly 75% of Pell 
Grant recipients had an annual family income below 
$30,000 in 2012-2013.6 TAP eligible students must 
have earned either a high school diploma or have 
passed the appropriate equivalency tests (e.g., Test 
Assessing Secondary Completion or GED). The grant 
requires full-time study (12 credits) at an approved 
postsecondary institution in New York (although there 
is a new part-time TAP program). The student must 
remain in good academic standing (at least a cumu-
lative “C” average). Tuition must be at least $200 per 
year and the student must not be in default on any 
state or federal student loans or awards.  

In the 2013-2014 academic year, TAP awarded a total 
of $935.6 million in grants to over 370,000 students 
in the state. The minimum award was $500 and the 
maximum was $5,000. The average annual grant is 
just over $2,500.7

TAP FOR PEOPLE IN PRISON BEFORE 1995 

TAP grants were at one time available to people in 
prison. The availability of state and federal higher 
education grants for people in prison started at the 
federal level with Congress’ reauthorization in 1972, 
of Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965, which 
allowed incarcerated people to apply for Pell Grants 
to finance college. State-level governments that 
provide financial aid for lower-income people, such 
as New York’s TAP, created in 1974, offered supple-
mentary grant programs open to people in prison as 
well. This funding facilitated the expansion of college 
programs in prison. 

While government actions were facilitating access to 
higher education for people in need, developments 
in the prison system were also paving the way for the 
expansion of college programs in prison. The Attica 
uprising of 1971 is one example. This tragic event 
gave rise to some modest prison reforms intended to 
ensure the humane treatment of incarcerated people 
and included, among other changes, increased access 
to college in prison. Inhumane living conditions at 
New York’s Attica prison, such as overcrowding, 
unsanitary conditions (one shower per week and one 
roll of toilet paper per month), no access to reading 
materials, and a lack of grievance procedures, among 
other concerns, sparked a rebellion in which incar-
cerated people took control of the prison for four 
days. After negotiations broke down over demands for 
better conditions and amnesty for violence that took 
place during the takeover, state troopers and police 
retook the facility, killing ten hostages and 29 incar-
cerated people.8 The Attica uprising sparked various 
commissions and reports leading to some improve-
ments. Access to high school equivalency and college 
level courses; family visits; and courts, law libraries, 
and grievance procedures were among the reforms 
enacted in prisons after this tragic event.9 
In New York in 1994, before Pell and TAP funding was 
blocked for those in prison, 23 two- and four-year 
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SHIFTING TIDES – THE REMOVAL OF TAP 
AND PELL FUNDING FOR PEOPLE IN PRISON

After increasing support for college in prison, the 
political tide shifted. The popularization of “tough 
on crime” rhetoric and policies prompted elected 
officials to begin to worry that supporting education 
in prisons would give the appearance of being “soft 
on crime.” Some viewed the opportunity to earn a 
college degree in prison as a reward for bad behavior. 
As a result some legislators at both the federal and 
state level supported or initiated efforts to ban tuition 
assistance for incarcerated people. 

As funding was threatened, college education 
program providers reacted by scrambling to demon-
strate their effectiveness in an effort to keep the 
funding stream available. Providers focused on 
building a robust research base – much of which 
was absent while the programs were in operation 
– to show their value, and they hoped the evidence 
would speak for itself. There was little organizing or 
advocacy infrastructure nationally on which to draw 
to prevent the elimination of Pell grant eligibility for 
people in prison. 

Despite opposition from policy experts and providers, 
the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act 
was passed in 1994. This landmark crime bill included 
the federal assault weapons ban, more funding 
for police officers and prisons, an expanded death 
penalty statute, and other provisions. One of the 
provisions prohibited Pell Grant eligibility for higher 
education in prison. This had the effect of decimating 
college education programs in correctional settings 
across the country. The following year Governor Pataki 
signed legislation that banned people in New York’s 
state prisons from TAP. 

In the years after the ban on Pell and TAP grants, 
many education providers stopped offering courses in 
prison and the number of programs in the state was 
reduced from 45 to four.13,1

Two experts interviewed for this report, college coun-
selor Laurie Scott and former student John Valverde, 
remember the exact day this event happened.

colleges awarded associates and bachelor’s degrees 
to people in 45 state prisons.1 Schools offering college 
courses in prisons received TAP funding for eligible 
enrolled students to cover the costs of tuition and 
other education expenses. Although the student’s 
financial need determined their eligibility, the grants 
were not given directly to students. TAP funding was 
provided to approved postsecondary institutions 
for academic, rather than vocational, credit-bearing 
courses taught in the correctional institution.  

According to the Higher Education Services 
Corporation – the New York State agency that admin-
isters TAP – in the 1994-1995 school year there were 
approximately 69,000 people incarcerated in the state 
prison system with about 3,500 of these receiving TAP 
funding for college classes.1 The awards totaled about 
$5 million dollars and the average award was about 
$1,430.1,10 Of the 3,500 people receiving funding, 
about 900 would receive Associate’s, Bachelor’s or 
Master’s degrees.1 (The 2009-2010 State Budget elim-
inated TAP award eligibility for graduate students.11)

For all college students in the state – not just those in 
prisons – in the same year (i.e., 1994-1995), a total of 
$630 million were awarded in TAP grants in the state. 
The maximum grant was $4,050 and the average was 
$2,050.1 Given these statistics, the total awarded to 
students in prison amounted to less than 1% (0.8%) 
of all TAP funding for the year. 

“These kinds of initiatives have been opposed by 
upstate communities, corrections officers, [and] 
the general public who in many circumstances 
can’t afford to send their own child to college.” 
—John Valverde, formerly incarcerated student

Despite community concerns to the contrary, the 
Higher Education Services Corporation, which admin-
isters TAP, reported that TAP grants to students in 
prison did not take funds away from non-incarcerated 
students. Appropriations for TAP are established prior 
to the start of each school year, and any applicant 
who meets the requirements will receive the funding, 
irrespective of the number of other applicants and 
their income levels for any given year.1 12 In addition, 
college programs in a prison setting have relatively 
low overhead costs, so TAP funds are a cost-effective 
way to provide an education to these students.

II. BACKGROUND
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limited and tenuous, resulting in the reduction of the 
number of programs available, the number of facil-
ities where a program is offered, and the number of 
students that can be accommodated in the programs. 

Again, experts Laurie Scott and John Valverde talk 
about their own efforts to cobble together options for 
college education to continue in the wake of the TAP 
funding being removed.

“We continued with a little pool of money from 
a consortium. Niagara Consortium did the same 
thing. Faculty came in to do lectures, just to keep 
that intellectual flow going.” 
—Laurie Scott, former college counselor in prison 

“I enrolled in a master’s program that was 
privately funded. Our class project at the end of 
the year was to create a certificate program that 
would offer college credit and fill some of the 
void, and utilize those of us who had graduated as 
instructors, to continue to provide a college-level 
education, as long as we could get a college to 
sponsor us.” 
—John Valverde, former college student in prison 

The New York State Department of Corrections and 
Community Supervision (referred to as “Department 
of Corrections” throughout this report) currently 
administers programs that offer college level cred-
it-bearing courses in 21 State correctional facilities 
(out of 54) for those who possess a verified High 
School Equivalency or High School Diploma. The 
college programs at these facilities are privately 
funded and offer certificate, Associate and/or 
Bachelor degrees. The length of programs varies 
depending on the type of program and number of 
credits the student has prior to admission. Admission 
requirements and assessment also vary depending 
on the on-campus policies of each school adminis-
tering the program.1 These programs are all academic 
programs, not vocational programs. 14,15,16 (see Table 1). 

“I was working as a clerk in the college office and 
the education supervisor’s office. I helped pack 
the boxes of books and materials and loaded them 
in a van. It was a heartbreaking, really sad day. 
Something that was clearly making a difference 
was no longer going to be available to anyone 
coming behind you.” 
—John Valverde, formerly incarcerated student

“When TAP and Pell went out, I was at a confer-
ence waiting for word from the Feds on whether 
or not they were going to pull it. I was sitting with 
Eddie Ellis – he was at Attica during the uprising, 
he mentored other prisoners while he was there. 
I said to him, ‘Now you have to speak at the last 
Greenhaven graduation.’ … We managed it. There 
was not a dry eye in the place.” 
—Laurie Scott, former college counselor in prison

COLLEGE EDUCATION IN NEW YORK 
PRISONS TODAY

Once Pell and TAP funding was eliminated, the spigot 
could not be easily turned back on. In response, a 
small group of people who cared about the issue 
lobbied Congress and advocated for Pell rein-
statement. However, there was no clear organizing 
strategy or national network to support these 
efforts. The Education from the Inside Out Coalition 
was established to create a more robust national 
infrastructure to advance a longer-term strategy to 
make higher education accessible to currently and 
formerly incarcerated people. With representatives 
from every state in the nation, the Coalition initially 
focused on reinstatement of Pell grants as their first 
issue together. However, it was only a matter of time 
before there was a push to advance local efforts to 
reinstate TAP in New York State. For the past three 
years, the Education from the Inside Out Coalition has 
been advocating around specific legislation in New 
York State to repeal the ban on incarcerated people 
receiving financial aid through TAP. 

Concurrently, Governor Cuomo was elected and a new 
Corrections Department Commissioner, Brian Fischer, 
was appointed. Both were supportive of college 
programs, which facilitated the development of a 
new model for providing college education in prison. 
Rather than relying on public funding, local colleges 
began partnering with geographically close correc-
tional facilities to secure private foundation funding. 
Under this model, the number of facilities offering 
college courses has increased to 21 currently. But 
this model is challenging because private funding is 

II. BACKGROUND
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Table 1. College Programs Currently Administered at Department of Corrections Facilities

FACILITY COLLEGE PROGRAM PROVIDERS COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES
Albion Medaille-Nazareth-Albion College 

Program
Medaille College
Nazareth College

Attica Attica-Genesee Teaching Project Hamilton College through Genesee 
Community College

Auburn College Prison Education Program Cornell University through Cayuga 
Community College

Bedford Hills The Bedford Hills College Program Marymount Manhattan College 
Bank Street College of Education
Barnard College
Mercy College
Pace University

Cape Vincent Hope and Opportunity through Post-
Secondary Education 

Jefferson Community College

Cayuga College Prison Education Program Cornell University through Cayuga 
Community College

Coxsackie Bard Prison Initiative Bard College
Eastern Bard Prison Initiative Bard College
Fishkill Hudson Link

Bard Prison Initiative
Nyack College
Bard College

Five Points Educational Second Chances 
Program

Hobart & William Smith College

Green Haven Bard Prison Initiative Bard College
Greene Husdon Link Siena College
Mohawk Mohawk Consortium College-in-

Prison Program
Hamilton College and
Colgate University through Mohawk 
Valley Community College

Otisville Community Pipeline Program John Jay College
Sing Sing Hudson Link Mercy College

Nyack College
Sullivan Hudson Link Sullivan Community College
Taconic Hudson Link

Bard Prison Initiative
Vassar College
Mercy College
Nyack Colleges
Bard College

Upstate Inside/Outside Model Program St. Lawrence University
Wallkill NYU Prison Education Program New York University
Wyoming Consortium of the Niagara Frontier Niagara University

Canisius College
Daemen College

Woodbourne Bard Prison Initiative Bard College

II. BACKGROUND
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College is out of reach for a large majority of low- 
and middle-income earners in this country and 
this can cause resentment about government 
support for college courses for people who are 
incarcerated.

PARTICIPATION IN NEW YORK STATE 
COLLEGE EDUCATION PROGRAMS

Data on participation in Department of Corrections-
approved college education programs is not publicly 
available. In the absence of this data, we made a 
direct request to the college education program 
providers operating in New York State prisons for 
data on program participation and costs and degrees 
awarded. 

In New York State there are 13 college education 
program providers partnering with 27 colleges and 
universities to offer credit-bearing college courses 
in 21 correctional facilities.  Because two facil-
ities – Fishkill and Taconic - have two different 
providers – Hudson Link and Bard Prison Initiative 
– offering courses, there are a total of 23 different 
TAP-eligible college programs that are offered in 
these 21 facilities. We received data for 20 of these 
23 college education programs (87%) (Visit www.
turnonthetapNY.org or www.humanimpact.org for 
appendices to this report that include the program 
data request sheet). Not all providers that responded 
tracked all information requested. One new provider 
was not contacted, as their program came into 
existence during the course of this assessment, and 
we did not receive information for two programs, 
therefore this data does not represent all 23 existing 
college programs and likely underestimates actual 
program participation and outcomes.  

Of the providers that shared program data for this 
report, an average of 924 people were enrolled and 
receiving course credit in college education programs 
in New York State correctional facilities per year 
between 2010-2014. The lowest enrollment reported 
in a program in a single year was 5 and highest 
enrollment in a program in a single year was 215. In 
that same time period, among the 20 programs that 
offered Associate’s degrees, there were a total of 
401 degrees conferred, with an average of 80 total 
conferred per year. Among the 18 programs that 
offered Bachelor’s degrees, there were a total of 
161 conferred, with an average of 32 total conferred 
per year. It should be noted that at least two of the 
programs were still too new to have conferred any 
degrees yet.

COLLEGE EDUCATION COSTS HAVE 
SKYROCKETED

Some of the resistance to offering grants to 
people who are incarcerated is due to the tension 
between the increasing importance of a college 
education for economic success and social 
mobility and the rising cost of a college educa-
tion for non-incarcerated students in the face of 
decreasing federal and state financing of higher 
education institutions and student aid. 

Nationally, over the past 30 years the cost of 
higher education has increased by 146% - 225% 
(1984-‘85 to 2014-‘15). The greatest increase 
over this period was seen for in-state students 
at public four-year institutions (225% increase), 
while private four-year institutions rose by 146% 
and public two-year colleges increased by 150%.17 
Higher tuition at public and private institutions 
means government financial aid, like Pell and 
TAP grants, are even more important for making 
college accessible for low- and middle-income 
students. Yet, these funding sources have covered 
smaller and smaller shares of the costs of private 
and public four-year institutions over time.6 In 
New York, between the 1984-‘85 and 2013-‘14 
school years the average TAP award increased by 
about 101% and the maximum award, which is 
reserved for students with the lowest incomes, 
increased by 85%.12 New York’s financial aid 
support has not kept pace with the increasing 
costs of tuition.

As a result, college costs are increasingly being 
financed through student loans. A report from 
2004, estimates that, nationally, loans went from 
paying for 34% of the cost of college in 1987 to 
70% in 2001.18 And this has long-term impacts 
on the financial well-being of students over their 
lifetimes. In a 2013 report, economists estimated 
that the average debt burden ($53,000) for a 
dual-headed household with bachelors’ degrees 
from four-year institutions would amount to a 
lifetime wealth loss of almost $208,000, in terms 
of lower retirement savings and home equity.19 
This loss will be much greater for students from 
low-income families, students of color who are 
disproportionately represented in low-income/
low-wealth families, and students who attend 
private institutions. 

II. BACKGROUND
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Table 2. New York State College Education Program Participation and Degrees Awarded, 2010-2014

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total Average per year
DOCCS students enrolled 
and receiving course credit 

759 865 836 1038 1122 4,620 924

Associate’s degrees 
conferred

49 81 63 102 106 401 80

Bachelor’s degrees 
conferred

29 37 15 61 19 161 32

The programs have differences in their acceptance 
requirements and processes beyond the baseline 
Department of Corrections requirement of a high 
school or equivalency diploma. For example, some 
programs require entrance exams or submission of 
essays. Most programs do not limit participation 
based on time to release, and there are no restrictions 
based on offense history. 

For the most recent year data was available, among 
the 18 programs that tracked application and accep-
tance data, a total of 1,458 individuals applied to 
programs, and of those, 646 were accepted. Programs 
had an average per program acceptance rate of 30%, 
ranging from as low as 9% to as high as 100%. 

Table 3. Program Acceptance

DOCCS students applied (total 
combined)

1,458

DOCCS students accepted (total 
combined)

646

Acceptance Rate Average (per 
program, %)

33%

Acceptance Rate Range (%) 9-100%
Data for 2014, or most recent year available

Of the 19 programs that shared operational cost 
information, reported costs ranged from $82,500 to 
$258,750 per program, with an average of $215,019, or 
$4,405 per student per year. Costs depend on several 
factors, including program size and differences in 
operating costs (e.g. several programs rely heavily on 
volunteer labor of instructors and donated materials). 
Additionally, some academic institutions and program 
providers operate within multiple facilities but 
centrally coordinate programs. Ninety-five percent of 
the programs stated that they would be able to serve 
significantly more students if tuition assistance was 
available, and three providers specified they could 
do so by as much as four times current levels. One 

provider stated that program cost per pupil would 
go down if student enrollment increased: “instead of 
classes with 12-13 students and 1 teacher, can have 
25 students still with 1 instructor and therefore, the 
cost per pupil goes down.”

Table 4. Program Costs

Total Program Cost Average (per 
program, per year)

$215,019 

Per Student Program Cost Average 
(per student, per year)

$4,405

Per Student Program Cost Range (per 
student, per year)

$1,162-
7,500

Data for 2014, or most recent year available

Respondents stated that the primary factor that 
limited enrollment in college education programs 
in New York State prisons was lack of funding. 
Another widely-noted limitation was structural 
constraints within prisons, particularly related to 
limited space for classes and material storage, and 
correctional bans on technology use within classes 
(e.g. PowerPoint and calculators). One provider listed 
“administrative strain” as an additional limitation, in 
that expanded programming can require more work 
that only Department of Corrections officials can 
perform. Recruitment and retention of instructors 
was noted as a challenge by two programs, and long 
travel distance for instructors was also identified as a 
significant barrier by one program.

HOW MANY PEOPLE MIGHT BENEFIT IF TAP 
ELIGIBILITY WERE RESTORED?

Broadly speaking, anyone with a high school or 
equivalency diploma would meet the minimum 
admission criteria to participate in a college program. 
The Department of Corrections “Under Custody” 
report indicates that 59% of those in custody in 2014 
had a verified high school diploma – which was the 
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equivalent of about 31,000 people under custody.3 In 
contrast, our data indicate that approximately 924 
appear to participate in college programs each year. 

National data mirror this trend. As Crayton and 
Neusteter (2008) found, nationally, while 41% of 
people in prison were eligible to enroll in college 
correctional education programming, only 10% of 
those eligible participated. They go on to say that, “It 
is unclear whether choice or insufficient funding and/
or capacity explain the disparity between eligibility 
and participation rates.”3

A number of factors could be hypothesized to limit 
enrollment and eligibility in New York State. First, only 
21 of the State’s 54 facilities has a college program 
offered on site. Unless a person is assigned to one 
of these facilities, they would not have access to a 
program to take college-level courses, earn credits, or 
receive degrees. 

Second, the approved programs are very limited in 
the number of spaces offered. DOCCS reports that 
there are waiting lists for all of its college programs, 
though they do not have that data readily available. 
Data collected for this report indicates an average 
per program acceptance rate of 30% - in other words, 
70% of those who apply are unable to enroll. Of 
course, with increased funding, there would be more 
spaces. But even during the era of TAP funding for 
those in prison, only approximately 3,500 students20 
received funding for college education programs out 
of nearly 70,000 in NYS prisons, significantly more 
than are incarcerated today.21 

Third, the programs are highly selective. For example, 
the Bard Prison Initiative states that, “Admission 
to BPI is highly competitive — typically there are 
ten applications for each available spot. Many gain 
admission after more than one application. The 
admissions process involves both a written exam and 
a personal interview.”22 Another program requires that 
potential participants pass a basic skills exam to be 
accepted into the program.

Our data indicate that current enrollment in college 
education programs in New York state prisons aver-
ages approximately 924 per year, or 3% of the 31,000 
people currently under custody who would be eligible. 
Subject matter expert interviews suggest that with 
additional funding, current programs could increase 
their capacity by two to four times current enroll-
ment. Three-and-a-half times current enrollment 
would be 3234, which would be roughly consistent 

with national trends of 10% of the 31,000 eligible. 
Additional funding would also likely extend the reach 
of the programs to other facilities, given the fact that 
programs were offered in every facility in the state 
before funding was cut.

OUR PERSPECTIVE ON HEALTH 

This project brings a public health perspective 
to the policy debate around providing funding for 
college education programs in prison. Given this, 
it is important to understand what is meant by 
“health” in this report. We use the World Health 
Organization’s definition: “Health is a state of 
complete physical, mental, and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity.”23 

While health is influenced by our genes and 
the personal choices we make, over 50% of our 
health and well-being is determined by social and 
environmental conditions, such as where we live, 
whether we have a job, and larger social and polit-
ical forces like racism and sexism.24 25 The public 
health community calls these the social deter-
minants of health, or the circumstances in which 
people are born, grow up, live, learn, work, and 
age and the systems in place to deal with illness. 
These circumstances are shaped by a wider set of 
economic and social policies, and there are many 
opportunities for such policies to promote health 
and build healthy communities.26 

In this context, we recognize that the same 
community conditions that contribute to poor 
overall health and well-being – economic insecu-
rity, low education, inadequate housing, and expo-
sure to violence and environmental contaminants 
– also contribute to risk of contact with the crim-
inal justice system and the over-incarceration 
of low-income communities and communities of 
color. Therefore, this report includes a discussion 
of the social and economic factors that determine 
our health.
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SUMMARY OF COMMUNITY FINDINGS

There are numerous community-level benefits to the provision of college education programs in prison. States 
can decrease their justice system spending by reducing the population of people who are incarcerated, and one 
of the most effective methods of reducing the population of people in prison and reducing re-incarceration is 
through education. 

Investment in education will reduce crimes and increase public safety, while investment in college education 
programs in prison will reduce recidivism. Higher college enrollment rates are associated with lower rates of 
crime. Participants in prison-based college education programs are less likely to re-offend.

Higher educational attainment in general is associated with a greater level of civic engagement activities like 
voting and volunteering. Students in college education programs in prison participate in and contribute more 
to their communities when they return home, out of a reported desire to give back. The more a person recently 
released from prison feels like an active, connected, and engaged member of their community, the less likely 
they are to commit a crime, and thus people who were formerly incarcerated who have higher levels of civic 
engagement have lower rates of recidivism. All this also speaks to how education can shift a socially disorganized 
community to a socially organized community where there is solidarity, cohesion, social integration, reduced 
crime rates and improved public safety. 
  
HOW WOULD REINSTATEMENT OF TAP FUNDING FOR PEOPLE IN PRISON AFFECT 
COMMUNITIES?

If TAP funding eligibility were restored for people in prison in New York and more people in New York prisons 
participated in college education programs, communities and the State of New York would be impacted in the 
following ways:
 

• Crime rates would be reduced and public safety would increase, because fewer people released from prison 
would re-offend, due in part to an increased connection to their communities.

• Fewer people in the communities would return to prison.

• The State of New York could decrease prison spending because of fewer people in the prison system.

• People released from prison would have higher rates of voting, volunteering, and social engagement in their 
communities.

• Crime-related injuries and traumas would be reduced in the community when there are fewer crimes and thus 
fewer victims. 

• Community life expectancy rates and overall health would improve, to the extent that the number of former 
college students in prison return to the community in sufficient numbers to impact overall community health.
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In this section, we describe the community conditions 
at the intersection of education and incarceration. 
We discuss the risk factors for the communities that 
have been disproportionately impacted by the loss of 
individuals to incarceration, and we also review how 
education more broadly affects community health 
and well-being, the high community cost for public 
spending on prisons, and public safety and civic 
engagement in these communities. 

COMMUNITY-LEVEL RISK FACTORS FOR 
INCARCERATION AND POOR HEALTH OCCUR 
IN THE SAME COMMUNITIES

The Justice Atlas of Sentencing and Corrections, 
created by The Justice Mapping Center, is an online 
tool for mapping the residential distribution of people 
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involved in the criminal justice system. The Atlas 
allows us to identify high-incarceration communi-
ties by aggregating address data for people being 
admitted to prison. It provides data, albeit slightly 
outdated (2008), on community-level rates of admis-
sions (count per 1,000 adults). For these areas, we 
characterize the communities by several factors that 
are relevant to a social determinants of health view 
of community health. It is important to note, however, 
that counties are very crude measures of a “commu-
nity,” as they are large areas and contain a great deal 
of population variation within them.

Table 5 lists New York counties that have high rates 
of prison admissions, or could be described as the 
communities that are disproportionately affected by 
incarceration, and also provides data to characterize 
the social determinants of health in New York State. 

Table 5. Economic, Demographic, and Social Characteristics for High Prison Admission Counties in New York State

Table 6. Economic, Demographic, and Social Characteristics for High Prison Admission Neighborhoods in 
New York City

County Prison 
Admission Rate  
(per 1,000 
adults)27

% Household 
Income Under 
$25K28

% Non-White 
or Hispanic29

% 
Unemployed30 

% Less than 
high school 
diploma31

Schenectady 3.86 22.5% 23.5% 6.9% 9.6%
Bronx 3.37 39.2% 89.3% 11.8% 30.1%
Chemung 3.23 27.4% 12.8% 8.2% 11.1%
Albany 3.14 20.7% 24.7% 6.3% 7.9%
Genesee 3.00 22.0% 8.7% 6.7% 9.6%
Monroe 2.77 23.7% 27.6% 7.0% 10.4%
New York 2.06 23.5% 52.3% 7.2% 14%
Kings 1.93 30.3% 64.2% 9.4% 21.5%
New York State Average 1.72* 23% 42.2% 7.7% 14.8%

* Average admission rate of all counties of New York State.

District Public Health 
Office Neighborhoods

Admission 
Rate (per 
1,000 adults)27

% Household 
Income 
Under $25K28

% Non-White 
or Hispanic29

% Un-
employed28

% Less than 
high school 
diploma31

% Who rated 
their health 
fair or poor32

East and Central Harlem 6.61* 41.1% 89.2% 13.9% 23.2% 22.8%
South Bronx 6.18* 52.7% 98.3% 16.9% 41.6% 36.9%
North/Central Brooklyn 4.78* 41.7% 92.1% 14.9% 28.7 21.6%
New York City 1.66** 27.2% 66.9% 10.6% 20.3% 23.1%
* Average admission rate of the ZIP Codes that overlap with the District Public Health Office Neighborhoods,  
which also rank highest in prison admissions for that county.
** Average of all ZIP Codes in the four boroughs of New York City.
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Because nearly half (46%) of the prison population of 
the state comes from New York City, we also provide, 
in Table 6, characteristics for the aggregated areas in 
New York City that commit the most people. 
 
The Justice Atlas reports the New York City ZIP codes, 
in 2008, with the highest rates of prison admissions. 
These ZIP codes overlap with areas designated by the 
Department of Health and Mental Hygiene as high 
risk areas and are indicated in the table below as 
“District Public Health Office Neighborhoods.” 

The admission rates data are from 2008 and the 
health determinant data are five-year averages 
from the American Community Survey of the U.S. 
Census for the years 2009-2013. Although the dates 
are different, trends in demographic, social, and 
economic factors have not changed significantly.
In summary, these data indicate that among coun-
ties and neighborhoods with high rates of prison 
admissions, there are risk factors for poor health and 
contact with the criminal justice system – including 
lower income levels, lower levels of education, and 
higher rates of unemployment – that co-occur in the 
same communities. 

Economic, demographic, and social factors also 
contribute to differences in life expectancy and 
premature mortality. In New York City, people living in 
wealthier neighborhoods live, on average, four more 
years compared to people living in the poorest neigh-
borhoods and blacks in the poorest neighborhoods 
have the shortest life expectancy of all New Yorkers.33 
Moreover, black, Hispanic, and Asian New Yorkers are 
more likely to die prematurely compared to whites, 
regardless of neighborhood income.33 

Much of the health risk in communities can be 
attributed to limited economic and educational 
opportunities, which also contributes to the dispro-
portionate number of people who are incarcerated 
from these communities.34 When formerly incar-
cerated people reenter communities already expe-
riencing limited opportunities, they face an even 
greater challenge to securing basic needs such as 
housing, employment, and access to public assis-
tance programs and governmental benefits.35 These 
predicaments affect the individuals returning to their 
communities, however, they also affect their children, 
families, and communities at large.34 

Formerly incarcerated people are also reentering 
their communities with little preparation to combat 
these challenges.36 The combination of limited 

employment opportunities, poor physical and mental 
health, possible substance abuse problems, low 
educational attainment, and other issues present 
formidable challenges for their reintegration, often 
putting a strain on their families and communities.36 
Scholars note that the consequences of incarcera-
tion extend to include social, political, and economic 
consequences for families and communities.34 These 
systems then subsequently affect community health 
and well-being.

EDUCATION BROADLY IMPROVES HEALTH 
AND WELL-BEING AT A COMMUNITY LEVEL 

Education can have numerous influences on 
community-level factors associated with health and 
well-being. For example, education is a key factor 
that improves public safety by decreasing crime 
rates. Investments in education have been shown 
to decrease crime rates because it helps individ-
uals avoid negative life outcomes and risk taking.37 
Communities with a better sense of public safety 
can expect to see improved community strength 
and overall health.38 This can be achieved through 
college education because people’s feelings of social 
belonging in a community can protect against nega-
tive experiences or life events,39–42,43 and are associ-
ated with longer life expectancy and reduced levels of 
stress.44 In low income communities, social support 
and community engagement have been found to be 
particularly strong protective factors against poor 
health.42,45 Community group membership can be a 
means of exposure to health-promoting messages in 
a supportive community context, which can increase 
levels of uptake of health-promoting behaviors.46 
Connection to social networks, and the emotional 
support they provide, is also linked to longer life 
expectancy.43,47 Volunteerism is similarly associated 
with longer life expectancy and overall better health, 
attributed to the sense of contribution and purpose 
helping others can bring.48 

PUBLIC SPENDING ON PRISONS COMES AT A 
HIGH COST TO COMMUNITIES

New York State data show that prisons come at 
astonishing costs to taxpayers. The New York correc-
tions department prison cost in 2010 was $3,558,711, 
including direct corrections costs and costs that were 
outside the department as well.49 These figures arise 
from the average daily incarcerated person popula-
tion of 59,237, which annually costs taxpayers about 
$60,076 per incarcerated person, one of the highest in 
the nation. This equates to New York taxpayers paying 
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about 87% more than other states per incarcerated 
person—the national average was about $32,142 per 
incarcerated person.49 

States can decrease their prison budgets substan-
tially by reducing the population of people who are 
incarcerated and specifically reducing the numbers 
of people who are re-incarcerated.49 By cutting the 
national re-incarceration rate in half, $2.7 billion 
per year could be saved.50 One of the most effective 
methods of reducing the population of people in 
prison and reducing re-incarceration is education. 
A one million dollar investment in incarceration will 
prevent about 350 crimes, while the same invest-
ment amount in education will prevent more than 600 
crimes.51 A million dollars on correctional education 
can prevent 26 future re-incarcerations.51

Incarceration is pricey; it is costly for the individ-
uals and communities at large. Education has been 
shown to be a more effective way of reducing crimes, 
reducing costs to taxpayers, and improving outcomes 
for individuals and communities affected by mass 
incarceration. The costs mentioned in this section do 
not include collateral costs, that is, social services, 
child welfare, and education costs that often come 
with the incarceration of a parent49—essentially, this 
means that education also has the potential to have 
more far reaching effects. 

“There are so many people in the criminal justice 
system. This is not a couple of hundred people 
we’re talking about – a large segment of society 
is going to be un- or under-educated, if we look at 
how that plays out. It’s no wonder that people end 
up not doing well in so many areas, in health and 
so forth.” 
—Ronald Day,  formerly incarcerated student

COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON IMPROVES 
PUBLIC SAFETY IN COMMUNITIES

Crime and public safety are issues that communities 
with returning formerly incarcerated people have 

to contend with. High crime rates are oftentimes 
a result of barriers to educational opportunities,37 
that is, education is an important factor in crime 
reduction. In fact, research supports the notion that 
higher education can curb crime rates and increase 
public safety. One study found that a 5% increase in 
male high school graduation rates would produce an 
annual savings of almost $5 billion in crime-related 
expenses.37 Further, states with higher college enroll-
ment rates experienced lower violent crime rates 
than states with lower college enrollment rates.37 In 
general, states that made bigger investment in higher 
education have better public safety outcomes. 

People who live in high-crime environments are more 
likely to be victims of crime themselves.52 This expo-
sure heightens levels of stress, especially among 
children. High crime circumstances lead individuals 
to withdraw from their communities, live in isolation, 
and weaken community belongingness and cohesion, 
which impacts their mental health.52 The physical 
and mental health of communities can improve by 
decreasing crime rates and improving public safety.52 

Likewise, when incarcerated people participate in 
correctional education, it has the potential to reduce 
crimes. Once released, formerly incarcerated people 
are about 10-20% less likely to re-offend than those 
who do not participate in education programs.51 
Between 2000-2005, New York State spent 36% more 
on higher education and saw a decrease of 19.5% 
in violent crime rates.37 A 5% increase in graduation 
rates resulted in an annual crime related savings of 
$286,896,473 and an additional annual earnings of 
$170,426,743.37

COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON IMPROVES 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT IN COMMUNITIES

Civic engagement and social support are indicators 
of community belongingness; they are also protec-
tive factors against poor health.42 45 Having a sense 
of connection with neighbors and being able to 
provide or receive emotional support from a person’s 
community is also linked to longer life expectancy.43 47 

Communities that are plagued by mass incarceration 
suffer from a shortage of these social benefits. The 
theory of social disorganization states that poverty, 
residential mobility, racial/ethnic heterogeneity, and 
other ecological characteristics are strong influ-
encing factors in social disorganization because they 
indirectly reduce formal social control.53 Further, 
this points that social disorganization is linked 
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to neighborhood structure and not in individuals; 
essentially that it is rooted in the way a community 
is built, not a result of individual characteristic.53 
Communities that experience high rates of residen-
tial turnover, such as the incarceration and reentry of 
people, are more susceptible to crime because of the 
unavoidable weak social ties and minimal informal 
control within these communities. On the other hand, 
socially organized communities have a better sense 
of belongingness, which can range from more civic 
engagement, social support, solidarity, community 
cohesion, and integration.53

College education programs in prison positively influ-
ence formerly incarcerated people’s participation and 
contribution in their communities upon their return 
home.54 Higher educational attainment is associ-
ated with higher civic engagement (e.g. voting and 
volunteering)55,56, and higher civic engagement among 
people who were formerly incarcerated is associated 
with lower rates of recidivism.57,58 

One commonly cited indicator of civic engagement 
is voting. In the state of New York, people with felony 
convictions cannot vote while still in prison or on 
parole, but immediately have the right to do so once 
their sentence has been completed.59 People with 
previous felony convictions can also run for elected 
office within the state.60

Voting is, however, just one important indicator of 
civic engagement, which can also include participa-
tion in community organizations, churches, and advo-
cacy work. There are many individual and commu-
nity-level benefits of civic engagement post-prison. 
Opportunities for civic engagement through voting 
have positive implications for lowering neighborhood 
crime and recidivism rates. Research has shown that 
formerly incarcerated people who vote (where legally 
able to do so, including in New York state) are less 
likely to be arrested again.55,58 Several studies have 
shown the more a person recently released from 
prison feels like an active, connected, and engaged 
member of their community, the less likely they are 
to commit a crime, and thus the lower their chances 
of recidivating.  When asked, formerly incarcerated 
people have expressed the importance of feeling a 
sense of “giving back” to their communities and that 
their voice is heard,61,62 feelings which Lindahl and 
Mukamal (2011) argue can counteract the cynicism 
and alienation (socially, and in relationship to civic 
institutions like law enforcement) formerly incarcer-
ated people often feel when they return home.62,63 

Several key informants remarked on how college 
education programs in prison have allowed them the 
opportunity, and provided the motivation, to give back 
to their community.

“It gave me … the ability to give back … I am one of 
the co-founders for Hudson Link.” 
—John Valverde, formerly incarcerated student

“When my class graduated in ’95, I started a certif-
icate in Human Service and Ministry program at 
Green Haven Correctional Facility, along with other 
alumni. It turned into Rising Hope. Participants are 
able to earn 33 college credits that are transfer-
rable. Now that program is offered in between 9 
and 11 facilities throughout the state.” 
—Siddiq Najee, formerly incarcerated student
“Almost all of the graduates who are home are in 
the social service field – case workers, HIV work, 
many in grad school.” 
—Sean Pica, program administrator

“As people are released who have a new apprecia-
tion for the value of education this will diffuse into 
the communities to which people are returning. 
Communities will see an influx of individuals who 
are like them and who see the value of education. 
This helps to transform communities’ perspectives 
on education as well.” 
—Bob Fullilove, faculty

Beyond individual and public safety benefits, on a 
community level, voting and other means of partici-
pating in civic decision-making by people with past 
criminal convictions can contribute to their commu-
nities’ political power and representation, garnering 
needed resources for community development and 
giving voice to community needs.55 Finally, children 
are more likely to vote later in life when raised by 
parents who vote and are actively engaged in their 
communities.55

“People who are able to pursue college inside 
prison increase their chances of being employable 
upon release, thus becoming productive members 
within their families and society. Because I was 
able to get a job right away, I didn’t have to rely 
on social service agencies to provide health care, 
food stamps, housing, etc. My friends told me, ‘I’ve 
never seen somebody so happy to pay taxes.’” 
—Cheryl Wilkins, formerly incarcerated student
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FOR PEOPLE WHO RECEIVE COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON

College education programs in prison – particularly those that teach liberal arts topics – support the develop-
ment of a positive self-concept for students, re-framing from the dehumanized prisoner role to the successful 
and valued student role, and improving critical thinking skills, self-awareness, self-esteem, self-confidence, 
empowerment, and social competence. This positive self-concept is associated with positive outcomes in life, 
including higher job performance and satisfaction, stronger social connections, higher persistence in the face 
of adversity, and overall increased happiness. 

College programs – through their contemporary and socially-relevant subject matter, structure of critique and 
inquiry, and cohort culture of peer support, tutoring, and mentoring – help students gain a social identity, a 
sense for their connection and responsibility to others and to a larger social context, and the ability to judge 
the consequences of and take responsibility for their actions. Findings suggest college program participants 
also go on to be leaders and mentors, engaged in helping others and changing society. 

In part due to improvements in an individual’s confidence and ability to navigate social situations and systemic 
barriers, college programs in prison increase an individual’s chances of employment and higher wages after 
release. Participants are also more likely to successfully navigate and overcome common challenges such as 
homelessness and substance abuse that are faced by people returning from prison. Higher success rates in 
securing employment and avoiding homelessness and substance abuse, as well as continued benefits of navi-
gating challenges, also contribute to participants in college education programs in prison having 51% lower 
odds of returning to prison after three years of release, compared to those who did not participate in college 
while in prison.

HOW WOULD REINSTATEMENT OF TAP FUNDING FOR PEOPLE IN PRISON AFFECT THEIR 
LIVES, INCLUDING THEIR SENSE OF THEMSELVES AND EMPLOYMENT AND RECIDIVISM 
OUTCOMES?

If TAP funding eligibility were restored for people in prison in New York and more people in New York prisons 
participated in college education programs, individuals would be impacted in the following ways:

• More people will have higher educational attainment in general, which will contribute to a longer life, better 
health knowledge and behaviors, improved self-rated health and mental health, and less physical impairment 
and risk of chronic disease.

• More people will also see intermediate outcomes of education which have been linked to health, including 
increased likelihood of being employed and better working conditions; improved problem solving, coping 
skills, and perseverance; the development of social networks and social support; and decreased likelihood of 
substance abuse and homelessness. 

Related to college education in prison specifically, as well as physical and mental health outcomes, 

• More people will have improved critical thinking and better self-esteem and self-efficacy.

• More people will take on leadership and mentoring roles in prison and after release, which will contribute to 
positive psychological and social outcomes for all involved.

• More people will have the benefit of social support and motivation networks, which will help counter the 
negative psychological and social effects of incarceration. 
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• More people will experience a successful 
reintegration into society in terms of finding 
employment, earning higher wages, finding a 
home and avoiding sustained homelessness, 
avoiding substance abuse, and staying away 
from crime. Improved reentry outcomes will 
bring the associated physical and mental 
health improvements mentioned previously. 

In this section, we discuss the social, demographic 
and health characteristics for people in prison in 
New York State and how education broadly is good 
for individual health and well-being. We then go on 
to describe how college education in prison affects: 
critical thinking, self-esteem and self-efficacy, lead-
ership and mentoring, employment, and recidivism. 

SOCIAL AND HEALTH CONTEXT FOR PEOPLE 
WHO RECEIVE COLLEGE EDUCATION IN 
PRISON

To understand how participation in college education 
programs might improve the health of individuals who 
are incarcerated, it is helpful to understand who they 
are and their underlying health status. Table 7 high-
lights a number of demographic and social character-
istics for people in prison. 

The prison population, on average, has attained less 
education than the general population.65 Nationally, 
as of 2004, 37% of people in state prisons had not 
graduated high school or earned a GED, compared 
to 19% in the U.S. population overall.3 In New York 
State, according to a profile of the population in 
custody as of January 2014, 59.1% of people in prison 
have a verified high school diploma.64 However, a 2007 
Department of Corrections report profiling the needs 
of the incarcerated population, states that in 2004, 
67% of people were in need of academic programs, 
meaning they had not graduated high school or 
earned an equivalency diploma, or passed math, 
reading and writing achievement tests.66

Table 7. Demographic and Social Characteristics 
of People Incarcerated in New York State Prisons, 
January 201464

Under Custody
Population  53,565 
Gender

Male 95.6%
Female 4.4%

Average Age 37.8
Race/Ethnicity

White 23.8%
African American 49.3%
Hispanic 24.1%

Region of Commitment 
New York City 45.8%
Suburban New York City 11.1%
Upstate 43.1%

Foreign Born 9.8%
Marital Status (Never married) 65.7%
Number of Living Children 
(One or more living children)

59.3%

Education (High school diploma) 59.1%
Crime
Violent felony 65.5%
Drug offenses 12.0%
Property/other 12.7%

Finally, in terms of reasons for incarceration, 65.5% 
were in prison for violent felonies, 12% for drug 
offenses, and 12.7% for property or other offenses. 
Approximately 33% of people under custody had 
served a prior prison term, and those under custody 
had spent an average of 60 months in prison since 
their latest admission date. Sixty percent of the 
people in prison had less than two years to their 
earliest release dates.

Administrative data on the current health status of 
those incarcerated in New York State prisons are 
currently unavailable. However, a 2013 Correctional 
Association of New York summary that sampled 
a series of New York State prisons estimates that 
there are over 3,000 people in state prisons with HIV 
and approximately 6,000 infected with hepatitis C.67 

Furthermore, a 2004-2007 study identified many 
others suffering from chronic diseases such as hyper-
tension (6,500), diabetes (2,500), and asthma (9,000).67
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Studies of prison populations nationally corroborate 
these figures and provide greater detail. For example, 
a 2008 Urban Institute study examined the prevalence 
of health, mental health, and substance abuse issues 
among a sample during their pre- and post-reentry 
period. Specifically, nearly all people returning to 
prison—8 in 10 men and 9 in 10 women—had chronic 
health conditions requiring treatment or manage-
ment. One-half of men and two-thirds of women had 
been diagnosed with chronic physical health condi-
tions such as asthma, diabetes, hepatitis, or HIV/
AIDS. Furthermore, 15% of men and over one-third of 
women reported having been diagnosed with depres-
sion or another mental illness, and about two-thirds 
reported active substance abuse in the six months 
before incarceration.68 

An American Journal of Public Health study in 2009 
reported on data analyzed from the 2004 Survey of 
Inmates in State and Federal Correctional Facilities. 
Authors found that nationally nearly 43% of people 
in state prisons reported having at least one chronic 
medical condition (e.g., HIV/AIDS, cancer, hyper-
tension, heart disease). For every chronic health 
condition assessed, after standardizing by age, the 
prevalence of these conditions was higher for those in 
prison than for the general population.69

Limited data on mental health issues in New York 
State prisons was available through the Department 
of Corrections Under Custody report. The report 
states that the NYS Office of Mental Health provides 
mental health diagnostic and treatment services 
to people in New York State prisons, and classifies 
people in custody according to the mental health 
service level needed. According to their assessment, 
16% of people under custody were classified as level 
1 through level 4, which indicated some need for 
mental health treatment services.64

Data from the federal Bureau of Justice Statistics 
finds much higher rates of mental illness than 
either the Urban Institute study or Department of 
Corrections data. Specifically, the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics found that 56% of people in custody in any 
state prison had a history of mental health problems. 
Furthermore, an estimated 42% of people in custody 
in State prisons were found to have both a mental 
health problem and substance dependence or abuse. 
Slightly less than a quarter (24%) met the criteria for 
substance dependence or abuse only.70
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EDUCATION BROADLY IS GOOD FOR 
INDIVIDUAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 

People with more education are likely to live longer 
and healthier lives than their less educated peers.71 
Education can increase health knowledge and coping 
skills, enabling a person to make better-informed 
choices regarding medical care and adopting and 
maintaining healthy behaviors (e.g., smoking and 
exercise).72 73 

Education in any setting has been found to influence 
an individual’s problem solving abilities, persever-
ance, and confidence; their sense of control over 
their lives; their position within the social hierarchy 
(social standing), and the level of social support they 
have.72 These beliefs are associated with better self-
rated health and less physical impairment and risk of 
chronic diseases. Higher educational attainment also 
contributes to the development of beneficial social 
networks and these are linked to better physical and 
mental health outcomes.72

Education leads to a greater likelihood of being 
employed; having better working conditions; and 
having better employer benefits such as health care, 
paid sick days and higher wages72 One year of educa-
tion, for example, leads to roughly an 8% increase 
in earnings.71,74,75 Income is one of the strongest and 
most consistent predictors of health and disease 
in the public health research literature.76 Higher 
incomes afford a person and his or her family the 
benefit of economic security and wealth accumula-
tion, which reduces stress, makes it easier to obtain 
health care when needed, healthy food, physical 
activity, and a home. 72

Education may also reduce college participant’s 
likelihood of substance abuse, which reduces the risk 
of overdose and death, mental health problems, heart 
and lung disease, violent behavior, unwanted preg-
nancies, transmission of HIV and other communicable 
diseases, unintentional injuries, and a host of social 
and family problems.77,78 Education may also reduce 
the likelihood of homelessness and its associated 
health risks such as premature death and chronic 
illnesses such as seizures and lung disease.79 

Below we elaborate on the specific ways that college 
education in prison can improve this range of factors 
known to affect health and well-being. 
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COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON IMPROVES 
CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS

Research suggests that a liberal arts education, in 
contrast to vocational programs, helps students in 
prison develop new perceptions, thought structures, 
and values. While vocational programs may teach 
people a new skill, discipline, how to meet deadlines, 
and how to take criticism, these programs do not 
change the cognitive skills of the individual. Liberal 
arts education in prison with this emphasis “chal-
lenges incarcerated students to open their minds to 
new ideas and perceptions of the world, to assume 
responsibility for their own values, beliefs, and 
actions, and to embrace the risk of self-change.”80 It 
has been theorized that people with critical thinking 
skills have qualities such as an internal value system, 
integrity in behavior, and respect for others that are 
associated with avoiding unlawful behavior.81 

Research conducted with a group of women educa-
tion program participants and other stakeholders 
in college education programs at Bedford Hills 
Correctional Facility concluded that, “The core 
elements of education, such as self-reflection, 
critique and inquiry, enable a transformed sense of 
self… college enables students to move from seeing 
themselves as passive objects into seeing themselves 
as active subjects. Critical thinkers who actively 
participate in their lives and social surroundings, take 
responsibility for past and future actions, and view 
themselves as engaged in changing society and them-
selves.”(pg. 25) Women cited that their college expe-
riences helped them gain a sense of responsibility for 
their crime, to their victims and victims’ families, to 
their children and families, and to the communities 
from which they came.82 

Focus group participants for this project echoed 
these findings.

“It gave me tools to understand myself, you learn 
different ways to look at it, you can’t take things 
out of context.” 
—Arlander Brown, formerly incarcerated student
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“I’m able to think more critically. I look at things 
from a different paradigm… to be conscious and 
understand how your actions affect others.” 
—Devon Simmons, formerly incarcerated student

“They supported self-introspection, reflection … 
examining lives and choices made…. Prevented 
people from just making excuses or justifying your 
actions. Really made you think about your respon-
sibility and it made you think about who you were 
at the time you committed the crime. It’s a tremen-
dous value – still true today.” 
—John Valverde, formerly incarcerated student

“You don’t get to rethink your life with the voca-
tional programs. College is an opportunity to 
rethink your crime and your life.”
—Michelle Fine, researcher

COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON IMPROVES 
SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-EFFICACY

College education in prison allows a person to 
develop a positive self-concept.83 We develop our 
self-concept by making decisions and commitments 
and by our understanding of our different roles in 
society, such as “prisoner” or “student.” The prisoner 
role – where someone is denied the opportunity to 
make decisions for him or herself – is a dehuman-
izing one, resulting in learned helplessness or a lack 
of self-efficacy. In the student role, a person is given 
choices, their perspective is sought and heard, and 
they can see the outcomes of their commitments. This 
allows the student to associate him or herself with 
positive characteristics, such as someone who can 
learn and achieve, is valued, and is successful and 
this increases the chances they will make choices 
that align with these characteristics and to believe 
they will be effective in seeking out or dealing with 
challenging experiences.83

Focus group participants who were in custody in four 
correctional facilities in New Mexico, Indiana, and 
Virginia reported that college classes influenced their 
sense of self; in particular they felt their participation 
had increased their self-esteem. College education 
participants also reported the following specific 
effects: “‘learning that they could complete some-
thing’, ‘learning that they are more intelligent than 
they had previously believed’, ‘pride in being the first 
in their family to graduate from college’, and ‘having a 
renewed sense of confidence.’” (pg. 6)5 
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In addition, several researchers have found that 
self-awareness, self-esteem, self-confidence, 
and social competence are increased with more 
academic achievement and participation in educa-
tional programming in prison.84,85,86 These findings 
are based on qualitative research conducted with 
160-300 participants of college programs in prison. 
One researcher reported that 98% of survey respon-
dents (N = 160) said taking college courses helped 
increase their self-awareness, self-confidence, and 
self-esteem. One group of researchers also examined 
self-efficacy, but found that educational attainment 
was not related to self-efficacy. In fact, time in prison 
was the most important factor for self-efficacy, where 
the more time the men spent in prison, the lower their 
self-efficacy.84 This aligns with the theory of a ‘learned 
helplessness’ effect of prison, mentioned above, and 
points to potentially counteracting forces—prison 
serves to decrease a person’s sense of their effective-
ness and this may be more powerful than the influ-
ence of education in building it back up again. 

“I hadn’t been to school in over 20 years – I’m 
50 years old… After getting past the anxiety, it 
made me feel human. The whole thing about being 
treated as a prisoner – it’s dehumanizing. 
—Luther Jordan, formerly incarcerated student

“Yes, I’m an ex-offender, but I’m educated. I can 
say I’m a John Jay student. I have a 3.95 GPA.” 
—Devon Simmons, formerly incarcerated student

“We live in a paper society. The more paper you 
have, you … establish yourself as someone who 
not just has something to say, but someone who 
should be heard. [It is] extremely important to 
empower yourself… The more educated, the more 
empowered people are.” 
—Ronald Day, formerly incarcerated student

“What did education do for me? It afforded me 
the opportunity to access an undergraduate and 
graduate program… I was the first person to take 
the LSAT while still incarcerated and I was the first 
person to be accepted for law school while still 
incarcerated. It opened doors that never would 
have been possible… That’s what education can do.” 
—John Valverde, formerly incarcerated student

COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON 
CONTRIBUTES TO A CULTURE OF 
LEADERSHIP, MENTORING, AND THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL NETWORKS

College education programs in prison create a cohort 
culture of peer supporwt, tutoring, and mentoring and 
it is through this that the students gain a sense for 
their connection to each other and to a larger social 
context. Researchers report that some participants 
go on to be mentors in other facilities and teach those 
in adult basic education and GED studies.82  
Formerly incarcerated individuals who participated 
in college programs while incarcerated and who are 
continuing to pursue higher education after serving 
their time report feeling an obligation to serve as role 
models, mentors, and tutors.5,87 They are drawn to 
help others after gaining the perspective they did in 
prison and through their education.87  

“The college program inside the prison that I was 
in had an ‘each one teach one’ philosophy. Women 
who were in college tutored the pre-college 
students, women who were in pre-college tutored 
women studying for their GED. Women who were 
bilingual helped with the ESL classes.... College 
brought people from different cultures together.”  
—Cheryl Wilkins, formerly incarcerated student

“[College students] … usually took leadership 
roles. Administration expected them to spearhead 
a lot of stuff in the facility.” 
—Siddiq Najee, formerly incarcerated student

“[College students] also promote education and 
career goals among those who are not in the 
program. They become ambassadors for higher 
education and for their program. They end up 
putting the idea in other people’s heads who are 
not in the program – that they can do it too. These 
guys are helping to carry out their program’s larger 
mission - promoting higher education in this 
population.” 
—Baz Dresinger, faculty
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“The value of someone like me, who came from 
that community, being able to be a credible 
messenger and inspire other people – show them 
you can make it, you can succeed, you can be a 
doctor or teacher or lawyer – I don’t know that 
people understand that our communities desper-
ately need these role models and leaders. If we 
have people coming home who can say, ‘You can 
make it. I’m an example. You can be whatever you 
want to be.’ It’s a powerful message.” 
—John Valverde, formerly incarcerated student

This culture of support and connection to others also 
contributed to stronger social networks. Many focus 
group participants mentioned the social connec-
tions they established with other college education 
students while they were in prison, and how this 
social network provided the peer support to help 
them navigate challenging situations.

 
“They become bonded to others in the program. 
Participation in the program creates relationships. 
They have and talk about similar goals regarding 
their dreams, college, and education. Guys act as 
support for each other.”  
—Baz Dreisinger, faculty

“Your mindframe has changed. You get this new 
family. It’s so fulfilling.” 
—Shanica Fogler, formerly incarcerated student

“Two weeks [after starting classes] my mom died. 
Had I been younger and had I not had Bard, that 
could have derailed me. Having the guys who 
I came with, and the others I met through BPI, 
knowing I had something, I put my energy into my 
education.” 
—Arlander Brown, formerly incarcerated student

COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON IMPROVES 
EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES

College programs in prison have the potential to 
increase an individual’s chances of employment post 
release – which is significant challenge for those 
who have spent time in prison. Nationally, about 
two-thirds of this population worked before being 
incarcerated,88 but less than half of those exiting 
prison and jails find employment following their 
release. Surveys conducted with employers found 

they were more averse to hiring people who were 
formerly incarcerated than other disadvantaged 
groups.89

People released from prison face numerous structural 
employment barriers.90–93 In New York state alone, 
there are a total of 988 exclusions and restrictions 
related to employment and business licensure for 
formerly incarcerated people.94 These additional 
punishments, also referred to as the “collateral 
consequences” of incarceration, include permanent 
or temporary exclusion from positions in a broad 
range of fields such as healthcare, childcare, resi-
dential care, social services, finance and insurance, 
agricultural work, and construction.94 While four 
municipalities in New York State have adopted poli-
cies requiring some employers to remove the criminal 
conviction ‘check box’ from the initial job applica-
tion, background checks and the required disclosure 
of criminal convictions is still common practice for 
nearly all employers.95 

And yet, employment is one of the most important 
factors for successful reentry,96 as well as a key 
determinant of health. Those who find jobs after 
release are half as likely to return to prison,97,98 less 
likely to use drugs or alcohol, more likely to reunite 
with their families, and less likely to have mental or 
physical health conditions.96,99,100 Economic projec-
tions suggest that by 2020, 65% of all jobs in the 
economy will require education and training beyond 
the high school level.101

Given this challenging context, college programs in 
prison have the potential to increase employment 
outcomes post release. The social and psychological 
transformations – described above – that take place 
in the course of college in prison likely play a role in 
an individual’s likelihood of employment post-release. 
A recent comprehensive review of the literature and 
meta-analysis commissioned by the Department of 
Justice and conducted by researchers from the RAND 
Corporation explored the effectiveness of correctional 
education programs in improving employment and 
recidivism outcomes. This study pooled effects from 
a set of 58 studies published over a 30-year timespan 
to come up with one effect estimate (a meta-anal-
ysis).2 This review is the most recent and compre-
hensive to date, and includes only the highest quality 
studies, thus providing the strongest (yet perhaps 
most conservative) scientific evidence to date of the 
effectiveness of education programs. 
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Although a strong focus of this Davis et al. (2013) 
study is on recidivism, their meta-analysis 
included 18 studies that focused on employment. 
They conclude that correctional education would 
be expected to improve the employment rate of 
those getting released from prison by 0.9%.2 The 
researchers offered several reasons why this may be 
an undercount, including limited data available and 
differences in the way the topic is measured. There 
was only one study included in the meta-analysis 
that looked specifically at employment effects of 
college-level education, and it confirmed that college 
in prison significantly increased an individual’s odds 
of employment.102  

“I was able to get a job immediately upon release 
based on my education…” 
—Siddiq Najee, formerly incarcerated student

“My very first [job] interview [after being released 
from prison] – I remember being asked what was 
the nature of my crime. Of course, you expect that. 
She looked at my education, she said, ‘Vassar 
College?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Bard?’ ‘Yes.’ Before she could 
get back to the crime I asked, ‘Would you like to 
hear about the school?’ ... When she told me the 
job would be $9 an hour, I told her based on my 
credentials I expected more and I wished her luck. 
Because of the credentials I got while I was in 
prison, I was able to say that.” 
—Sharlene Henry, formerly incarcerated student

“Three weeks after I came home, I started working 
for a publishing company. If I didn’t have an 
Associate’s Degree from Bard, I wouldn’t have 
gotten that, got promoted, raises… I’m 32 sitting 
next to 22 year olds doing the same job. But I got 
a job. It’s a job that looks good on a resume. These 
kids all got a BA or a master’s, I got a AD. I’m doing 
good.” 
—Arlander Brown, formerly incarcerated student

Many of the skills shown to already be fostered in 
college education programs in prison, such as group 
collaboration and reflection on one’s social and 
economic circumstances, can lead to entrepreneurial 
endeavors within the communities to which incar-
cerated people will return. Given persisting social 
and sometimes legal barriers to gaining employ-
ment in traditional professional positions, some 
existing college education programs in prison have 
already incorporated entrepreneurial principles 
into their curriculum and partnerships with re-entry 

organizations as a way to support viable employment 
options and increase employability post-release.63 

There are few studies that allow us to understand 
the extent to which college education in prison 
contributes to higher wages and thus more income. 
However, there are a few studies that find education 
program participants more generally earn higher 
wages compared to non-participants.103,104 The most 
notable study compared post release outcomes for 
3,170 participants and non-participants of educa-
tion programs and includes a large set of variables 
that could be related to post release success. Their 
employment and recidivism findings are included in 
the Davis et al. (2013) findings described above, but 
in terms of wage differentials they find that partici-
pation in education programs is associated with an 
increase in average wages for three consecutive years 
post release.103 Armstrong et al. (2012) also found that 
education program participants earned higher wages 
compared to non-participants.104 These results apply 
to participants of all types of education programs 
(Adult Basic Education, GED, Life Skills, Vocational 
Training).

While there is some support for a positive effect of 
college program participation, additional research is 
necessary to fully understand this potential benefit to 
wages.

COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON REDUCES 
RECIDIVISM

In New York State, the number of people in custody 
has been going down over the last 5 years. Between 
2009 and 2013 (most recent year available), an 
average of 25,517 people were released from custody. 
Therefore, about 46% of the population in Department 
of Corrections custody is released each year.105

Assuming individuals return to the place where they 
lived before going to prison, about 46% of those 
released will return to New York City, 43% will return 
to upstate New York and 11% will return to the 
suburban New York area. 

A recent national survey of state recidivism rates 
estimates that 43.3% of people released from 
state prisons will be reincarcerated within three 
years of their release.106 According to the New York 
State Department of Corrections, 41.5% of people 
released from the state’s prisons in 2010 (most recent 
post-release follow up) returned to custody within 
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three years. The rate of return in New York State has 
remained relatively stable around 40% in recent 
years.105 

There are a variety of factors influencing an individu-
al’s successful reentry, including overcoming barriers 
due to prior criminal and substance use histories, and 
a range of education, job training, and employment, 
and housing needs, according to a large, multi-site 
evaluation of state and local reentry initiatives done 
for the National Institute of Justice.107 

Given this backdrop, college programs in prison 
are a promising solution from the perspective of 
preventing an individual from committing new crimes 
and returning to prison. As reported above, college 
can improve psychological and social factors that 
are important for effective decision making and 
can increase an individual’s ability to deal with the 
myriad challenges of community reintegration. Some 
researchers have found direct connections between 
self-esteem and other personal distress factors (such 
as anxiety) and recidivism.108  

Focus group participants in one study reported that 
they anticipated returning to the community more 
accomplished and able to establish credibility after 
having made mistakes, having a more positive outlook 
due to relationships formed with other program 
participants, feeling like they would be able to set 
a good example in the community, being better able 
to plan for the future and set goals, and an under-
standing that without the program they would have 
likely returned to prison in the future.5

Supporting these qualitative findings, Davis et 
al. (2013) provide strong quantitative evidence of 
the effectiveness of college programs in prison in 
reducing recidivism, which they define as reincar-
ceration (rather than reoffending, rearrest, or recon-
viction) within three years of release from prison. 

IV. PEOPLE WHO RECEIVE COLLEGE EDUCATION IN PRISON 

Findings from their meta-analysis, which pooled 
recidivism effects from 19 studies, estimate that the 
odds of recidivating for those who took part in college 
education are 51% lower than the odds for those who 
did not participate in these programs. Translating 
these odds to a more intuitive figure, participation 
in college education in prison would be expected to 
reduce three-year reincarceration rates by 16.1%.2,106,10 

“Education … lowers recidivism… Education is the 
main factor that gives [families] hope about tran-
sition and employment.” 
—Siddiq Najee, formerly incarcerated student

“When you open up my mind to think that I could 
do more, it makes me see that there are possi-
bilities other than slinging a mop. [Without that], 
there’s a possibility of going back to the same 
thing.” 
—Luther Jordan, formerly incarcerated student

“Measure success in terms of how the students 
use their learned skills and values to stay out of 
prison.  They just make a decision that they want 
to lead a life where they are free to give the gifts of 
their learning - and I view that as success. These 
programs help men and women get he patience 
and determination to take it one day at time, if we 
can do this for all our students we are doing a lot.” 
—Bob Hausrath, program administrator

“We didn’t have a single student come back to 
prison – once they get out they’re so ingrained in 
the program. They tell me ‘Sean, none of us wants 
to be that first guy’.” 
—Sean Pica, program administrator
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V. CHILDREN OF PEOPLE 
WHO RECEIVE COLLEGE 
EDUCATION  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FOR CHILDREN OF PEOPLE WHO RECEIVE COLLEGE EDUCATION IN 
PRISON

Parents with a college education display positive parenting behaviors, influence child educational status and 
aspirations, and are able to supply better material resources for their children.109 An enriching learning environ-
ment paired with close parent-child relations subsequently impact children’s education attainment,109 which 
leads to improved employment opportunities for children.110 Providing financial assistance for incarcerated 
people to attain college education can increase the likelihood of having this population’s children attain a higher 
education. This inheritance has both proximal and distal advantages for future generations as their higher levels 
of education yield better employment opportunities and higher incomes in the long-term. 

HOW WOULD REINSTATEMENT OF TAP FUNDING FOR PEOPLE IN PRISON AFFECT THEIR 
CHILDREN?

If TAP funding eligibility were restored for people in prison in New York and more people in New York prisons 
participated in college education programs, the children of participants would be impacted in the following ways:

• Children would experience more involved parents in their education, which in effect improves child educational 
status and aspirations

• Children would experience an increase in material resources available to them due to their parents’ increase 
interest in their education and building an enhanced learning environment 

• A college education provides higher income for parents, which allows them to provide better living conditions, 
access to healthy foods, and other resources that directly impact the physical and mental health of children  
 

• An increase in parent-child relationships, which also aids in the healthy socio-emotional development of chil-
dren and helps build positive coping mechanisms 

• These improvements in the family can expect to spill over future years and improve the employment prospects 
of children
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“Yes, I do plan on following my mom’s footsteps… 
but I’ll leave the prison part out.” 
—Children’s focus group participant

This section summarizes how child health and 
well-being are at risk due to parental incarcera-
tion, and how the education of parents affects the 
health of their children generally. As the impacts 
of college education in prison for the children of 
those who receive that education has not been 
well researched, our discussion below has limited 
data to draw from. Therefore, we primarily focus on 
describing the relationship between parents’ level of 

education, parenting behaviors, and child socio-emo-
tional coping, educational aspirations, and material 
resources. Our qualitative research illuminates how 
college education in prison, more specifically, affects 
these outcomes in greater depth. 

CHILD HEALTH AND WELL-BEING ARE AT 
RISK DUE TO PARENTAL INCARCERATION 

Children bear some of the hardest punishments when 
a parent is incarcerated. By age 14 25% of African 
American children will experience some period of 
parental incarceration, compared to 4% of Whites.111 
Cumulatively this translates to one in 28 children 
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having at least one parent behind bars.112 113 New York 
State is home to an estimated 105,000 children with a 
parent serving time in prison or jail.114 

Parent incarceration is considered a stressor, and 
research substantiates that such experiences can 
lead to long-term negative health outcomes.115 For 
example, children of incarcerated parents may 
experience two-fold risk in mental health problems 
and higher rates of major depression and attention 
disorders.115 Absence of a parent can lead to feelings 
of shame, guilt, stress,116 115 sadness, fear117 worry, 
confusion, loneliness, anger, often result in sleeping 
problems, or even developmental aggression111. 
Parental absence may disrupt financial stability 
that a parent might have provided prior to incarcer-
ation118 117 and put children at risk of relocation from 
the home, school or neighborhood.111 In terms of 
education, parent incarceration increases children’s 
antisocial behavior;119 children are prone to isolation, 
peer hostility, and rejection119 and may experience a 
decline in school performance, increased truancy and 
drug or alcohol use.116 Further, experiencing incarcer-
ation of a parent by age 9 is associated with lower 
cognitive skills and can lead to an increase in family 
and student disengagement from school.111 120 

PARENT EDUCATION IMPROVES THE HEALTH 
AND WELL-BEING OF CHILDREN

The effects of education on health are passed down 
through generations, as the educational attainment 
of adults is connected to the health of their children. 
Parents’ educational attainment has been found to 
be one of the most critical influences on children’s 
mortality and well-being72 and development.121 Lower 
educational attainment for parents limits their 
ability—because of knowledge, skills, time, money, 
and other resources—to create healthy environ-
ments for their children and behaviors that kids can 
model.122 72 On the other hand, higher education gener-
ates employment opportunities with higher incomes. 
This increased income directly impacts the health of 
children through the affordability of quality housing 
in safe neighborhoods, access to quality healthy 
foods, access to recreational activities and material 
resources.72 All of this translates to the adoption 
of better health behaviors and the maintenance 
thereof.72 

Higher levels of parent education also results in 
better parent-child relations which impacts the 
mental, socio-emotional, and behavioral health 
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of children. That is, parents with higher levels of 
education spend more time with their children and 
on school related activities.123 When parents place 
high importance on their children’s education, chil-
dren in turn place high value on their education and 
sway away from behavioral problems that can lead to 
criminal activity and delinquency.110 Further, higher 
levels of education are a protective factor for future 
children’s employment aspirations.110 

PARENT EDUCATION IMPACTS PARENTING 
BEHAVIORS AND CHILD SOCIO-EMOTIONAL 
COPING

Parents’ levels of education influence how they 
structure their home environment and interact with 
their children.109 When parents have higher levels of 
education, they are more proactive in their children’s 
education; they communicate with their children’s 
teachers; are involved in their children’s education 
institutions; utilize teaching styles that promote their 
children’s development; engage in verbal interaction; 
and provide cognitively stimulating environments at 
home.124  

“There’s this website on my school where parents 
can check your grades … My mom is always on 
it; if I’m late to class she’ll text me and ask why 
I’m late... She doesn’t want me to miss school 
for any reason… She’s really about me having an 
education.” 
—Children’s focus group participant

“Now college is being spoken about at our house. 
My parents were borderline illiterate. That circle 
has been broken. There’s a new circle being drawn 
up, with education.” 
—Andre Centeno, formerly incarcerated student

Parents with higher levels of education also spend 
more time on children’s activities. For example, 
mothers with a bachelor’s degree spend 51% more 
time with their children than high school gradu-
ates; this translates to 113 and 75 minutes per day, 
respectively.123 

 “Since my mother’s released she wants to play 
board games, she wants us to do everything 
together, she wants to have family conversations.” 
—Children’s focus group participant

Research on parenting also notes that parent 
education is related to a positive social climate in 
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the home.109 Parental expectations are more likely 
to affect their children when parent-child relation-
ships are characterized by closeness and warmth.125 
Moreover, achievement is valued when parents mirror 
an achievement model behavior and provide achieve-
ment-oriented opportunities to their children.110 

 
“[My son] now takes my advice. He didn’t respect 
my opinion [before I went to college in prison]. The 
way I’m talking to him has changed. He’ll ask my 
opinion, because of the way that I’m delivering the 
answers.” 
—Luther Jordan, formerly incarcerated student

“Their families take pride in what they are doing. 
Some of the men feel like they have failed in 
some way, so this is about reclaiming their sense 
of dignity with their families. The experience is 
a big healer for rifts in relationships. The expe-
rience facilitates bonding with family and helps 
families and individuals get back respect for the 
individual.”
—Baz Dreisinger, faculty

Better parent-child interactions and relationships 
are a precursor to children’s behaviors with others 
outside the home.120 Children who must contend with 
an incarcerated parent are at risk of several behav-
ioral problems. Their trauma, stress, sadness, anxiety, 
and isolation can lead to a lack of coping mecha-
nisms, which can develop into long-term emotional 
and behavioral challenges such as depression, 
problems in school, and destructive coping patterns 
such as drug use, delinquency, and criminal activity.119 
One study suggests that for every one unit increase 
in parental education there is a decrease in odds of a 
child participating in violent delinquency by 16%.126 

“You’re not just educating prisoners. You’re 
educating society. I’m a mom of four… I’m helping 
stop the cycle.” 
—Sharlene Henry, formerly incarcerated student

The benefits of college education are not limited 
just to children. Other family members may also 
find inspiration, motivation, and enhanced quality of 
relationships.
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“I was the first one to go to school in my family, 
to get a college education. After that – my niece 
has a BA from John Jay, my nephew has a PhD 
and teaches at Hunter, my younger brother got his 
AD. My mother, may she rest in peace, her thing 
was – ‘Look what you started.’ And it was from the 
penitentiary.”
—Andre Centeno, formerly incarcerated student

“Instead of me calling [my mom] and saying, 
‘Nothing going on,’ now I could call her and I could 
say, ‘I’m reading this, I’m learning about all of these 
scholars’ and now I can share this with my mom, 
and she can share that with her friends or family.” 
—Arlander Brown, formerly incarcerated student

PARENT EDUCATION IMPACTS CHILD 
EDUCATIONAL STATUS AND ASPIRATIONS

Students whose parents did not attend college are 
at a disadvantage in terms of their own educational 
success.127 This is because a parent’s education is 
linked to their children’s academic success. Increased 
parent education is associated with increased 
student education127 and achievement.109 For example, 
students whose parents have a bachelor’s degree 
have a much higher chance of enrolling in college 
immediately after high school. Conversely, students 
whose parents do not have a high school diploma are 
less likely to enroll in college after high school.127 

In a sample of low-income families, those with higher 
education had higher expectations for their chil-
dren’s academic achievement and these expectations 
were related to children’s achievement in school.125 
More positive beliefs and expectations predicted 
higher achievement-related behaviors by mothers 
in the home as well as more positive expectations of 
achievement by children.109 A parent’s level of educa-
tion is a strong indicator of their children’s prospec-
tive educational endeavors.

In a study conducted at the Bedford Hills Correctional 
Facility in New York, researchers found that college 
in prison leads to transformative outcomes. A college 
education gives children pride in their parents, 
parents also encounter new opportunities, and the 
parent-child connections are solidified; parents 
are able to help their children with homework and 
support them in their educational endeavors.18 
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“I talked to my son about education… If I couldn’t 
share the topic with him, it still was about [how] 
education is important, how are you doing in 
school, etc. It helped generate discussion.” 
—Ronald Day, formerly incarcerated student

“They all talk about being role models for their 
kids. They tell their kids about how important 
school has been for them. The context in which 
they are getting their education adds weight to 
this message.” 
—Bob Fullilove, faculty

These higher aspirations may contribute to the fact 
that parents with college education display higher 
levels of involvement in their children’s education, 
though their ability to do so is still limited until their 
release.127 

PARENT EDUCATION IMPACTS CHILD 
MATERIAL RESOURCES
 
Households where parents do not have a college 
education may often times have monetary 
constraints122 which prevent them from affording 
basic materials needs. As described above, the 
literature is clear that individuals with higher levels 
of education earn more and are less likely to be 
unemployed compared to those with lower education 
status.123 

Research indicates that of adults who grew up with 
the lowest family incomes in the bottom quintile, 
47% of those without a bachelor’s degree remained 
there, while the 10% who received a four-year degree 
moved up to the top quintile.123 In contrast, of the 
adults who grew up in the top family income quintile, 
51% of those with a bachelor’s degree remained in 
the top, compared to 25% of those without a college 
degree.123 These numbers indicate that education is a 
strong indicator of family income and social mobility 
is highly influenced by level of education. 

Given this, providing education opportunities to 
incarcerated parents can have spillover benefits for 
their children, which can improve their economic and 
health outcomes.

“But when my mom came out, the first thing she 
did was start working … My mom saves money to 
make sure we have the things we need and have 
certain things that we want.” 
—Children’s focus group participant
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Students with high educational aspirations are more 
likely to do well in school, attain higher education 
degrees, and reap the economic rewards of higher 
education degrees in the labor market.128 These 
benefits of education are impactful; first generation 
graduates have the same labor-market outcomes as 
their non-first generation counterparts.127 

“[My son] graduated from high school and talked 
about going to college. Ultimately he decided he 
didn’t want to. He works and has a job. He belongs 
to a union. It certainly influenced his decision to 
stay in school.” 
—Ronald Day, formerly incarcerated student
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VI. THE PRISON ENVIRONMENT

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS ON THE PRISON ENVIRONMENT

The provision of college education programs in prison has positive effects on the overall prison environment, 
specifically by improving the relationships between staff and incarcerated people and by reducing prison 
conflicts and disciplinary infractions. 
HOW WOULD REINSTATEMENT OF TAP FUNDING FOR PEOPLE IN PRISON AFFECT THE PRISON 
ENVIRONMENT?

• Increased access to a college education in prison will mean a safer prison environment.

• These benefits will accrue to participants in programs and those around them who are not in the program. 
 

This section describes how provision of college 
education programs in prison would affect the overall 
prison environment through improving safety and the 
experiences of others who are incarcerated.

PRISON SAFETY

In terms of prison conditions and the level of violence 
experienced, a national study suggests that correc-
tional institutions are less turbulent and deadly 
violent than they were in previous decades. This 
conclusion comes from a fairly recent and compre-
hensive summary of the current state of prisons in 
the U.S. that was based on the witness testimonies 
of a broad range of stakeholders to the corrections 
system, including community agencies, citizen’s 
groups, academic and legal experts, and other 
government representatives.4 Although the assess-
ment found fewer riots and homicides, authors also 
state that these measures of the level of violence 
do not provide the full picture, as they “do not tell us 
about the much larger universe of less-than-deadly 
violence” or the “other serious problems that put lives 
at risk and cause immeasurable suffering” (p. 170).4

A Department of Corrections report offers a different 
view for the safety of prisons in the State. The report 
details “unusual incidents” that occur within the 
corrections system in New York – events that disrupt 
or affect facility operations, such as contraband, 
assaults on other incarcerated people, assaults 
on staff by those who are incarcerated, accidents, 
suicide, death, general disruptive behavior, and other 

types.105 From 2009 to 2013, there were on average 
6,167 unusual incidents reported, or an average of 
110 incidents per 1,000 incarcerated people. This rate 
has been increasing each year, from a 98.4 incidents 
per 1,000 in 2009 to 128.5 per 1,000 in 2013. The 
earliest report available through the Department of 
Correction’s web site lists a rate of 79.6 incidents per 
1,000 people in 2006.105 This suggests a steady rate of 
increasing incidents over the last nine years.

Thus, though a national assessment suggests that 
there might be some improvement in prison safety, 
this is not the case for New York prisons. Prison safety 
has long been and remains a significant concern. 

COLLEGE EDUCATION PROGRAMS IN PRISON 
ARE A WAY TO IMPROVE SAFETY 

Improvements in the conduct of participants in 
college programs and the effect these improvements 
have on others will decrease the incidence of prison 
violence, which may reduce injuries. 

Research related to the social and psychological 
benefits of college education in prison extends to 
the prison environment. Researchers commonly 
report that education program participation has 
a significant positive impact on the relationships 
between staff and incarcerated people and on prison 
conflicts.5,82,13,129 

For example, a survey of students at an Indiana 
facility found enrollees received a quarter of the 
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disciplinary infractions.129 College programs are cred-
ited with creating an incentive to avoid behavior that 
warrants a disciplinary infraction.82,13 

“Everybody is focused on a goal. The goal is to get 
a degree. People are much more focused. You don’t 
want to get in trouble.” 
—Ronald Day, formerly incarcerated student

Individuals in one study explained that being 
involved in education programs was more 
important to them than the need to defend them-
selves and get involved in disputes with others.5 
In fact, being involved in the education program 
allowed them to stay positive, not focus on the 
fact that they were ‘doing time,’ and even set goals 
for themselves while incarcerated.5 

“You were working toward being a model prisoner. 
You’re not being a problem to them. You have a 
goal – conducting yourself in a social society to 
achieve your goal.” 
—Luther Jordan, formerly incarcerated student

“College in prison absolutely has a positive impact 
on their behavior. ‘An idle mind is the devil’s work-
shop.’ This is especially problematic in prison – 
having nothing to be engaged in or to structure the 
passage of time. I have students engaged in study 
– otherwise they would be ticking time bombs 
inside.” 
—Bob Fullilove, faculty

“I see transformations happening in people within 
the first week of class. The way they carry them-
selves is transformed. There is less defensiveness, 
more humbleness, more confidence, and more 
dignity and a sense of pride. These changes mani-
fest within weeks of starting the program and grow 
the longer they are in the program. I see a huge 
transformation in the first 4 weeks.” 
—Baz Dreisinger, faculty

Education program and facility stakeholders also 
report benefits to the prison environment,82 as this 
quote from one study illustrates, “The most common 
benefit to the facilities was that students have fewer 
conduct issues, and the program is subsequently 
seen as positively affecting inmate behavior and 
creating a safer prison environment.” (pg. 9)5

The Correctional Association of New York finds 
that “the prison officials have often recommended 

VI. THE PRISON ENVIRONMENT

reinstating college programs because of their 
multiple effects: providing an incentive for good 
behavior; producing mature, well-spoken leaders 
who have a calming influence on other [incarcerated] 
people and on correction officers; and communicating 
the message that society has sufficient respect for 
the human potential of incarcerated people.”130  

“Superintendents and other staff at the facilities 
feel … that the program is a very positive thing.” 
—Bob Fullilove, faculty

“Superintendents say people in college make 
the prisons safer than it ordinarily would be. 
Correction guards would rather interact with these 
individuals. Stuff that is counterproductive is often 
reduced.” 
—Ronald Day, formerly incarcerated student

“They have all said they have learned to be better 
communicators through the class discourse and 
essay writing. They are able to express themselves 
clearly and forcefully. They can address conflict 
in a verbal way. They can better articulate their 
emotional response to things.” 
—Baz Dreisinger, faculty
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IMPACTS ON EDUCATIONAL 
INSTITUTIONS AND EDUCATORS

Though not a principal focus of this assessment, 
our research also found that the benefits of 
providing college education programs in prison 
extended to the educators themselves. Many 
faculty describe the experience as being deeply 
rewarding. 

“BPI students come to class and question and 
do the work. I get challenged by folks on the 
inside. They critique and push an understanding 
of the material in a way that is really different 
from my students at Columbia. Their approach 
and engagement fundamentally changes the 
learning environment… The experience has 
dramatically improved my outlook on life”
—Bob Fullilove, faculty

“I called the experience of teaching in the 
program “pedagogical heaven.” You have your 
dream students. They are smart, driven, want to 
go above and beyond. They want you to double 
mark their papers. It is invigorating as an 
educator.” 
—Baz Dreisinger, faculty

Teaching college education programs in prison is 
not only rewarding, it is also a learning experience 
for the faculty.

“The experience is transformative for faculty. 
Most haven’t had the experience of teaching in 
prison and this changes their conception of who 
is in prison, who this population is, and what 
they are capable of.” 
—Baz Dreisinger, faculty

Many of the participants in these college educa-
tion programs choose to continue their educa-
tion after their release, contributing their unique 
perspectives to the educational institutions as 
well.

“I’m home now. I continue to study liberal arts 
education… It feels good to be around other 
scholars.” 
—Patreese Johnson, formerly incarcerated 
student
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“Now that I’m in school, when professors ask, 
I have no problem saying I just got home after 
doing 13 years in prison. I’m confident I’m going 
to be one of the best students in class.” 
—Arlander Brown, formerly incarcerated 
student

“Many have been released and they flood the 
universities when they get out.” 
—Michelle Fine, researcher

“Some of my students are applying to Mailman 
[Columbia’s school of public health] to get more 
education and they are getting in.”
—Bob Fullilove, faculty
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VII. CONCLUSION AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Our report highlights the overwhelmingly positive 
impacts of providing college education programs in 
New York State prisons. The communities formerly 
incarcerated people return to, as well as the individ-
uals who receive education and their children and 
families, all experience very real and measurable 
improvements to their health and well-being as a 
result of such programs. If TAP funding for those in 
prison was reinstated, we would expect to see thou-
sands more incarcerated people experiencing these 
benefits each year.  

While the provision of college education programs 
in prison is a controversial issue in New York State, 
there is bipartisan support nationally to end the 
epidemic of over-incarceration. Our ability to accom-
plish this goal is based on the successful reentry of 
formerly incarcerated people into our communities. 
The provision of educational supports in prison is part 
of the solution. And while it is important that educa-
tion be provided in prisons, it is equally important to 
maintain that educational momentum upon release 
– especially when so many post-prison opportunities 
lack a strong emphasis on education as part of the re- 
entry process. Given this reality, Education from the 
Inside Out’s work also focuses on providing access to 
college following release and for people with a history 
of conviction.

“The prison communities are representative of our 
most disadvantaged communities… [Education] 
needs to be in prison, in our communities, in 
organizations... It can’t be siloed out, it has to be 
everywhere.” 
—John Valverde, formerly incarcerated student

Nonetheless, the demand for college education in 
prison in New York State is high – less than a third 
of those who apply to current programs are able to 
enroll – and programs are willing to expand to accom-
modate the need. In this context, and based on the 
findings in this report, we propose a series of recom-
mendations to accommodate this demand. 

Specifically, we propose:

• To increase the availability of college 
programs in New York State prisons, eligi-
bility for Tuition Assistance Program funding 
for qualified incarcerated people should be 
restored. Both public and private institutions 
of higher education should be eligible to 
receive TAP funds, and all students should be 
required to be earning course credit that can 
be applied towards an AA, BA, or MA degree. 

• To demonstrate their systematic support 
for college programs, the Department of 
Corrections should provide appropriate space, 
security, technology, and other reasonable 
resources necessary for the creation, opera-
tion, and maintenance of successful college 
education programs within the system.  

• To provide stability for students and maintain 
their ability to participate in college programs, 
the Department of Corrections should allow 
and honor educational holds to limit student 
transfers. 

• To ensure the academic quality of college 
programs in prison, all college education 
providers and courses should meet rigorous 
academic standards.

Let us not assume these recommendations will solve 
all our problems, however, as a larger social context 
drives both education and incarceration outcomes 
more broadly. For example, racial segregation, 
unequal school resources, differential teacher quality, 
and differential discipline reflect educational barriers 
that lead to poor achievement levels in low-income 
communities and communities of color, and must 
still be contended with. And racial profiling and 
discrimination in housing, employment and voting 
rights among formerly incarcerated people reflect 
an environment that poses immense challenges for 
people coming out of prison to successfully re-enter 
our communities. Fundamentally, the lack of access 
to educational resources in prison – for example, TAP 
– is only one manifestation of a wider set of discrim-
inatory practices and policies that permeate all 
aspects of the education and incarceration systems. 
These wider systems must continue to be addressed 
by all of us. 
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