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Higher education in prison (HEP) is at a critical juncture. Just the past five years have seen the
launch of the Second Chance Pell pilot program, a strong and growing cohort of college- and
university-affiliated HEP programs, and sharpened national focus on the intersection of
systemic racism, mass incarceration, and the pursuit of educational equity.* As the compelling
examples of individual and societal benefits from HEP have accumulated, they reinforced the
decades-long campaign to restore Pell Grants for incarcerated students, culminating in the
passage of the Pell Grant Restoration Act in December 2020. And so we stand on the cusp of
expanding HEP to hundreds of thousands of the nation’s 2.1 million incarcerated adults, and
the realization of the incredible opportunity that provides for them, their families and
communities, and the nation.

With HEP and related legislation poised to continue to grow, it is more important than ever to
ensure that all stakeholders have appropriate insight into program characteristics, access,
efficacy, and equity. Unfortunately, we are starting behind the curve. Unlike other sectors of
higher education, HEP does not have systematic data collection and public reporting, an
organized network of researchers and funders of research, or a quality assurance framework.
Bolstering this research and data infrastructure would help to guide everyone involved in HEP:
policymakers deciding how to legislate, philanthropists deciding which programs to fund,
department of corrections (DOC) staff deciding how to implement such programming, faculty
deciding how to design and deliver course content, college leadership deciding on the degrees
their programs will award, researchers looking to build robust and rigorous research agendas,
and students deciding whether and how to pursue postsecondary coursework.

Higher Education in Prison Research is a project managed by Ithaka S+R and funded by The
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation with the goal of helping the field accelerate the collection,
dissemination, and utilization of research about postsecondary prison programs and their
students. It aims to build consensus among a diverse array of stakeholders involved in
postsecondary education in prisons—including program practitioners, government
policymakers, college administrators, corrections professionals, academic researchers,
scholarly publications, private philanthropy, and, most importantly, HEP students
themselves—around building on extant developments in the field to establish shared rigorous

Project goals

Higher Education in Prison Research is led by a team of researchers from diverse educational
and professional backgrounds who believe in facilitating the development of resources and
connections among stakeholders—from educators and students to researchers and
policymakers—to improve how we study higher education in prison (HEP).

We envision building a dynamic community of practice centered around the creation of a
robust, ethical, and sustainable HEP research infrastructure (RI). Our goal is to see HEP
expand and grow as a field in its own right. That task requires collaboration, and our work
around this project hopes to facilitate resource sharing and conversation.
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research processes and practice standards. In other words, this project aims to facilitate the
development of an HEP research infrastructure (RI) in the US, a concept we flesh out in more
detail in the next sections. Our ultimate goal is to support HEP programs, practices, and
policies that provide high-quality and equitable postsecondary education to a greater number
of incarcerated people—and to improve their outcomes while incarcerated and, when
applicable, following release.

This working paper is an integral part of the project. Available here as a standalone text, it is
also hosted on a dedicated, public digital space: higheredinprisonresearch.org/paper/working.
Designed to function as a dynamic working document and starting point for communal
discussion, both the online and analog modes of the working paper invite the HEP community
at large to engage with, interrogate, and provide feedback on information, ideas, and
suggestions we propose as facilitators in this space. This includes our framing of the issue at
hand, our description of the state of HEP research, and our suggested strategies for
collaborating around advancing an HEP research infrastructure to promote equitable access to
quality programming and subsequent student success.

We hope you will interact with the working paper’s discussion prompts—whether online
through the digital space or as embedded within this document—to voice your critical
reception. All public reactions will contribute to shaping the next phases of our project.'We
also encourage readers to sign up for project alerts, which will keep those interested in our
work apprised of different efforts throughout the project cycle, including webinars and
workgroup sessions, and to widely share both the project’s digital space and this working
paper with peers and colleagues.i

Tell us your thoughts

What is your higtory We encourage you to submit your feedback at
with higher education h|qhered|npr|sonresearch.orq/sectlon{lntroductlon/ .
. . #prompti. You can also browse others' responses to this
in prison (HEP)? and other working paper prompts by visiting
higheredinprisonresearch.org/responses.

One last note before we orient the reader to the different sections of this working paper: In
accord with other scholarly discussions involving individuals in the carceral space, we employ
person-centered language throughout this paper and view incarceration as a condition rather
than as a permanent characteristic.? As such, with the understanding that this paper is focused
on higher education in the prison context, we refer to students and learners behind bars from
here on out as just that—students and learners.

I For more information about the project, please visit our *About’ page at higheredinprisonresearch.org/about

or refer to the "Acknowledgements” section at the end of this document.

i Readers are encouraged to join our mailing list and send general feedback through our ‘Contact” page at
higheredinprisonresearch.org/contact.
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Higher Education in Prison Research is a project that aims to facilitate the development of a
Higher Education in Prison (HEP) research infrastructure in the US. This working paper aims
to lay a foundation and serve as a starting point for engaging the HEP community around this
goal and next steps to that end. Before we outline the need for an HEP research infrastructure
and survey the present or developing elements of one, we present a framework for the concept
of aresearch infrastructure.

The term “infrastructure” is often associated with very large sets of buildings and equipment
required to conduct human activities, such as roads, bridges, ports, and communications
networks.? Infrastructures allow and enable these activities to go on effectively and efficiently
even though different aspects of the infrastructure are controlled by different stakeholders.

A research infrastructure (RI) serves to enable and
accelerate rigorous, sustained, and ethical scientific
inquiry in a particular field or discipline.

A research infrastructure (RI) is the network of stakeholders and their collective operations,
which are required to coordinate research activities effectively and efficiently.# It is the set of
social, technical, human, and material resources developed for and drawn on by the various
stakeholders operating within a particular community of inquiry—both those conducting
research and those using its findings. An RI serves to enable and accelerate rigorous,
sustained, and ethical scientific inquiry in a particular field or discipline. For domains
examining human participants, an RI can be especially useful for coordinating research in
ways that will ultimately help better serve that population, for example by establishing
practices and standards that prioritize the study and promotion of high-quality interventions
and equitable outcomes for participants.

A robust, ethical, and sustainable RI involves a complex network of structures, resources, and
services that work together to refine, grow, and then maintain the research activity over time.
The specific make-up and goals of an RI, and how it develops and evolves, depend on the
nature of the field at hand, as well as its needs at a given time and the research it requires
accordingly. An RI’s constituents continually adapt their practices and processes as their field
matures—an exercise made possible by the very work an RI catalyzes.!! Often, RIs either form
organically within a specific area of inquiry or are constructed by special intervention;> for

i The field of social work, for example, offers a compelling and well-documented instance of how a field
developed an Rl based on its existing structure and needs, with the explicit intention of accelerating and
disseminating research to the benefit of the populations it intends to serve as well as that of the field at large.
See “Create a Coordinating Body to Formally Implement an HEP RI" and Joan Levy Zlotnik and Barbara E. Solt,
"Developing Research Infrastructure: The Institute for the Advancement of Social Work Research,” Social Work
Research 32.4, (2008): 201-207, jstor.org/stable/426596907seq=1.
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many areas of inquiry, it requires a little bit of both. Regardless of how it is formed, its
sustainability is key—that its constituents continue to maintain, grow, and adapt it in ways
that serve its evolving goals.

Typically, an Rl is facilitated by both special intervention as well as organic developments
within a specific area of inquiry. While the individual elements within any given RI ecosystem
vary greatly across different communities, thinking of an RI in terms of a dynamic,
interconnected, and interdependent network of relationships, agreements, and incentives
provides a framework for understanding how it operates (see the graphic below).

Conceptual Rl Framework with Generalized Examples

Relationships
The domain of public health research connects public
individuals to doctors, government agencies,
researchers, and policymakers. Even though most
members of these groups have no direct interaction
with each other, they collectively contribute to
understanding and improving health outcomes for large
populations of people through coordinated research,
929: public policy, and practice.

Relationships Agreements . o
One of the foundational principles of contemporary

'@‘ research involving people is the idea of informed
consent. In large part due to federal regulations and
Agreements deep discussions about ethics, almost all research
involving people begins with providing participants
* with standard and detailed information about what the
l/|,| research process entails, how participation is optional,

. and what risks (if any) participants may incur.
Incentives
Incentives

In the US public education system, data collection on
student achievement is often tied to incentives at the
federal, state, and/or local level. Under the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act, schools classified as
‘Title I" receive extra funding. In exchange, they must
also demonstrate evidence of a variety of
improvements, including in learning outcomes.

Each field of inquiry builds its relationships, agreements, and incentives around its own
particular research goals and disciplinary needs. Though our framework groups the various
parts of an RI into three distinct components, in practice these components are highly
interdependent.” Below, we briefly outline the most central and relevant elements within each
component to help readers build a foundational schema for an RI. In subsequent sections of

v For instance, specific stakeholders often perform several functions within the Rl and therefore occupy more
than one category. Also, developments within one component are often contingent upon and influence
others; for example, incentive structures may dictate the types of agreements and relationships that get built
and actively utilized.
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this working paper, we further flesh out where and how such elements may exist in the context
of HEP in specific—or how they may be used for future development of an RI for
postsecondary education in prison.

Relationships

An RI creates a self-generated community of practice made up of individuals and
organizations that work in concert to shape, support, and facilitate research in a given area of
inquiry. These entities rely on their formal and informal relationships to connect and
coordinate with one another and may collectively (through mutual trust and respect) develop
and share guidelines, frameworks, and standards. For example, professional associations in a
certain field may bring together content and practice experts to formulate standards for
conducting research and rely on its members to disseminate those standards more broadly.
The relationships that make up a well-functioning RI help to create, implement, and evaluate
all aspects of the research process using their shared understanding of the field. They also
centralize, host, and promote the research and its outputs in forms and formats that are used
by others in the RI. In practice, this can involve communities that are tasked with translating
research findings into actionable steps, digital spaces where key stakeholders can interact to
discuss and promote relevant research, or formal connections between governments and
entities they regulate. The affiliated stakeholders use their existing and developing
relationships to push the field to question and revisit existing practices, bring different
stakeholders together to maintain coherence and integrate research in applied practice, and
help secure buy-in, validation, and support from internal and external individuals or groups.

A self-sustaining research infrastructure creates and
provides a variety of incentives for all stakeholders
involved, and continuously reevaluates the impact of the
incentives on both the research and its outcomes.

Agreements

An RI establishes and regulates the ways in which the research community in a given field
conducts its work. In many cases, these standards of practice involve accepted modes of
inquiry, shared understandings of rigor, and the ethical principles that should guide research.
When an RI has been established within a given discipline, internalization of these standards
becomes part of the training, initiation, and gatekeeping processes for those entering the field.
Professional development that covers standardized measurement instruments and research
design as well as ethical guidelines for data collection, storage, and analysis could become the
norm for a field with a developed RI. Similarly, the application of these agreements around
practices, methodologies, and ethics serves as a marker of membership in that specific
community of inquiry. Further, agreements within the research and practice community
govern the dissemination and consumption of research products, including where and how
findings are released or data shared, the criteria used to evaluate the quality of the research,
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and how the work and its participants are described. Two examples of this are common
understandings around scholarly journal quality and impact as well as widely accepted
standards for methodological rigor.

Incentives

As part of becoming self-sustaining, an RI both creates and provides a variety of incentives for
all stakeholders involved, and continuously reevaluates the impact of the incentives on both
the research and its outcomes. Agencies and institutions with resources and influence must
adequately reward the research community’s relationships and agreements in order to
encourage the continued advancement of the field. Incentives also facilitate and guide the
movement of material and social resources throughout an RI—an essential part of what
coheres its various stakeholders to one another that is critical to its acceptance and
sustainability.

Oftentimes these incentives are financial. Funding organizations, for example, seek to fulfill
aspects of their mission by providing resources to research efforts aligned to a philanthropic or
social cause. These organizations can incentivize researchers to examine otherwise unexplored
phenomena and adhere to specific practice standards or guidelines developed by the field at
large. Other incentives are structured around professional prestige and ambition. Individual
researchers and research centers seek answers to questions, and in many cases, the esteem,
recognition, and professional opportunities that come from providing those answers.
Incentives such as credit in a tenure application for academic researchers, for example,
encourage the conduct and dissemination of field-specific research according to set standards.
Conversely, some incentives can move a field in counterproductive or even problematic ways,
even if inadvertently. For example, certain tenure requirements may discourage researchers
from pursuing lines of research or methodologies that are critical for a given field. Similarly,
while a government entity’s funding requirement for proof of an intervention’s positive return
on investment (ROI) can prioritize evaluation efforts in useful ways, it can also cement narrow
success measures that privilege the needs of stakeholders other than the direct intended
beneficiaries of the intervention. A successful RI can help mitigate the issue of perverse
incentives by reassessing, restructuring, and bolstering incentive structures that are aligned
with its core goals and better serve its community’s core missions.

Take our poll Acknowledging that the three components of

We encourage you to submit a research infrastructure (RI) are deeply
your feedback online at

interconnected, which do you think is the
most important when developing an

After casting your vote, you emergent RI?

can explore real-time results
of this and other polls hosted

NS [PreEehbelgiEl Hpass [l Relationships [] Agreements [ Incentives
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Presently, higher education in prison (HEP) is at a critical turning point. Legislation is quickly
being introduced to help increase access to postsecondary coursework for incarcerated adults.
State and federal policies are being adopted and extended to expand HEP programming. These
are needed interventions that can greatly support the success of these programs and their
students, but the paucity of adequate information on programs and their students’ outcomes,
and of the structures and processes to guide such data collection at a national level, is a major
obstacle for delivering on the promise of recent and expected developments in the field. That
more and better research is needed to guide HEP is true for all stakeholders in and around HEP,
and particularly for students themselves who are arguably the stakeholders with the most at
stake.

In your current role or past Tell us your thoughts
experience, what kind of information }’Vedebnciur?%e Bk/}ou tdo' submit your o
: eedback at higheredinprisonresearch.org
about HEP do you wish you could section, rationale/#prompt3
access? If you have performed or ,
lan t form HEP research. what is You can also browse others' responses to
ptan to pertor : this and other working paper prompts at
the focus of that work? higheredinprisonresearch.org/responses.

Building a research infrastructure (RI) for the field of HEP presents challenges because it is
heavily interdisciplinary, intentionally siloed, and extremely nuanced. To even refer to HEP as
a “field” is something this working paper necessarily takes for granted, and we use it to refer
to the diverse array of students, teachers, program administrators, government employees,
corrections staff, policymakers, researchers, academic publishers, and organizations (among
other entities) that work to administer, study, and advocate for postsecondary prison
education. The various entities within HEP operate under a wide range of different conditions
and expectations, have different social and political goals, and at times are beholden to specific
but varying legislative requirements.' Different stakeholder groups also see HEP through their
own particular functional lenses, and HEP is simultaneously viewed, among other things, as a

v For example, state facilities and their programs often have the burden of both federal requirements (for
funding) as well and their state's unique requirements (for funding and overall facility management).
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rehabilitative practice" and as a social justice cause.” This amalgamation, however, is not
always agreed upon by those operating within the sphere of HEP."i

Furthermore, as a growing field, HEP is unencumbered by disciplinary boundaries. However, a
lack of clear definition has also led to challenges in effective interdisciplinary communication
and caused additional distance between different groups of researchers. For instance, scholars
from a diverse array of academic departments—such as education, psychology, public policy,
sociology, history, and criminology—publish peer-reviewed studies on HEP in academic
journals—the most common type of publication assessing HEP programs.* Each of these
journals and their corresponding learned societies conduct research using their own
discipline-specific standards and practices. Similarly, research is regularly developed and
disseminated within the isolated confines of individual HEP programs or correctional
facilities, following varying traditions, standards, and practices. These disparate efforts across
core research groups make it such that, for much of HEP’s history, empirical studies have been
circulated within the niche channels attached to authors’ home departments or the individual
programs’ direct stakeholders. Unaffiliated researchers and organizations are thus often
unaware of these studies and their findings—let alone able to draw and build on them.
Additionally, the jargon and tools used in these different outputs can be inaccessible to those
outside of the communities producing them.

, - Tell us your thoughts
Do you believe itis We encourage you to submit your feedback at
important to develop higheredinprisonresearch.org/section/rationale/#prompt4.
an Rl for HEP? Why You can also browse others' responses to this and other
or why not? working paper prompts by visiting

higheredinprisonresearch.org/responses.

Vi

Where the goal for “postsecondary correctional education” (PSCE) is “to advance inmates' educational
attainment levels to improve their opportunities for employment following release from prison and reduce
their odds of recidivating.”" See Lois M. Davis, Robert Bozick, Jennifer Steele, and Cathryn Chappell, “Practice
Profile: Postsecondary Correctional Education (PSCE)," National Institute of Justice: Crime Solutions, 2014,
crimesolutions.ojp.gov/ratedpractices/23#pd.

<.

Under the philosophy that “all people, regardless of their location or circumstance, should have access to
quality higher education.”" See "Why We Do This Work," Alliance for Higher Education,
higheredinprison.org/about.

Vi Perhaps the largest contention is that correctional education is part of higher education. See Erin L. Castro and
Mary Rachel Gould “What is Higher Education in Prison? Introduction to Radical Departures: Ruminations on
the Purposes of Higher Education in Prison," Critical Education 9.10 (2018): 3,
ices.library.ubc.ca/index.php/criticaled/article/view/186439.

x e identified, reviewed, and coded eligible studies to help us better understand the HEP research landscape
and are delighted to now present it as a resource for the field. Inclusion is not an endorsement of a study, its
content, or its findings, as they have not been vetted for quality or any other indicator outside of
basic qualifying information. See “Database," Higher Education in Prison Research,
higheredinprisonresearch.org/database.
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An HEP RI can help bridge these divides. It has the potential to establish a common sandbox in
which all researchers and relevant stakeholders are invited to play, despite their dissimilar
background and training, and to empower cross-disciplinary collaboration. It can establish
guidelines, norms, and structures for creating a larger and more diverse pool of researchers—
including incarcerated researchers—to engage in sustained and collaborative inquiry based on
ethical and rigorous research practices. It also provides novel channels for disseminating
research studies outside of traditional disciplinary boundaries—broadening accessibility to a
myriad of HEP stakeholders—which in turn equips the greater HEP community with an
increasingly comprehensive and sophisticated body of evidence for delivering high-impact,
high-quality postsecondary education to learners. (For a more in-depth discussion on this
point, see the “Opportunities for Expanding a Higher Education in Prison Research
Infrastructure” section of this paper.) An HEP RI may also help to interpret, reconcile, and
implement different requirements for program qualification and reporting imposed by
legislation at the state and federal level. Fortunately, as we work toward the facilitation of a
robust, ethical, and sustainable HEP RI, we need not build it from scratch. Rather than creating
an HEP RI from square one, we envision this endeavor as expanding and improving upon
extant elements already in operation.

The framework for understanding a research infrastructure (RI) outlined earlier in this
working paper is designed to help us think at a high level about the interconnected network of
relationships, agreements, and incentives that propel and sustain an RI. This section of the
working paper applies that framework to elucidate the relationships, agreements, and
incentives already in motion within the field of higher education in prison (HEP) in the US.
While the field faces notable challenges, it nevertheless has a productive history and has
experienced notable growth in the last decade, resulting in numerous elements of an HEP RI
that may be drawn, expanded, and built upon in the pursuit of a distinct, unified, and
sustainable RI. We gathered this information from desk research and literature from the field,
direct input from a number of experts, and initial findings from our on-going systematic
analysis of a database of empirical research studies evaluating HEP programs.®

It is important to note that this preliminary attempt to map the current elements of an HEP RI
is inherently incomplete. For this reason, the entities and processes we describe next are
illustrative of present elements of an HEP RI rather than comprehensive. Similarly, we are not
endorsing any particular set of practices by including it in our overview. Rather, we present a
descriptive snapshot of the landscape in order to help HEP stakeholders assess extant
relationships, agreements, and incentives that might facilitate or further inform the formation
of a field-generated RI. And last, the three overarching components of our conceptual RI
framework are not clearly bounded categories into which elements of the HEP research
community can be neatly assigned. Our framework’s concepts are necessarily connected:
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Relationships can foster incentives, incentives can force agreements, and agreements can
form relationships.

Relationships

Formal and informal relationships within and across different individual stakeholders,
organizations, HEP programs, and funding or regulating governmental entities (among
others) serve to connect and coordinate research-related efforts across the community.
Relationships can also be used to develop and share resources, regulate practices, and push the
field to question and revisit existing structures, processes, and relationships.

The relationships between HEP staff and corrections
personnel are not only critical to how an HEP program is
able to run inside, they are fundamental for conducting
research about programs and students.

Relationships such as individual partnerships between programs and Departments of
Corrections (DOCs), professional organizations within the HEP space, and existing research
collaboratives provide the foundation for the relationships required for an RI for the HEP
community. Cross-disciplinary collaboration, networks of professionals working within and
across states and regions, and even journals for disseminating field-specific research have
already been established in certain contexts and can be used as a starting point from which the
field can design a fully-fledged RI. This section will highlight a few examples of extant
relationships that currently facilitate research across the field of HEP.

Individual Partnerships

As many practitioners in HEP continually stress, relationships are paramount to their work*
Unlike other learning environments, prisons are heavily regulated settings with security
measures that affect every aspect of HEP—from instructor entry to approved materials to
classroom space and students’ ability to attend class. The relationships between HEP staff and
corrections personnel are not only critical to how HEP programs are able to run, they are
fundamental for conducting research about programs and students; these relationships can
also be seen as one of the primary tensions in the field. For example, many state DOCs own the
longitudinal data needed to perform any type of aggregate analysis on HEP and its outcomes.
These agencies also oversee the approval processes for allowing original research to be
conducted upon their jurisdictional prison sites,” including the institutional review boards
(IRBs) necessary for granting permission to perform research activities like rigorous program

* "All programs are dependent on their collaborative relationships with both the DOC and the specific prison
where they work." In Tanya Erzen, Mary R. Gould, and Jody Lewen, “Equity and Excellence in Practice: A Guide
for Higher Education in Prison," Alliance for Higher Education in Prison, 2019, 14,
higheredinprison.org/publications/equity-and-excellence-in-practice-report.
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evaluations.® Some programs have been able to develop relationships with state DOCs that
encourage empirical research. For example, Denison University’s Inside-Out Prison Exchange
Program leveraged their relationship with the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and
Correction and its Southeastern Correctional Institution to create a memorandum of
understanding (MOU) specifying Denison’s right to “conduct evaluations specific to
measuring the impact the courses have on students” and guaranteeing that the university will
“work closely with prison administrators” to that end. The MOU specifies that the university
may assess course impact on participating students’ behavior in prison as well as possible
outcomes for students after their release.® Some researchers, such as John Nally from the
Indiana DOC, have developed similar partnerships with other state-level organizations that
facilitate empirical research on HEP.? Developing similar relationships and being able to
navigate the complexities and tensions that arise between programs and DOCs will be critical
to advancing HEP research nationwide.

Professional Networks

Established professional organizations within HEP also serve as relationships upon which the
field might build a self-sustaining RI, especially those whose missions are focused in part on
the advancement of evaluation and data initiatives for the field at large. For instance, the
Correctional Education Association (CEA) has undertaken various activities that contribute to
an RI, including establishing accreditation processes to evaluate individual prisons and
publishing an academic journal. The Alliance for Higher Education in Prison (the Alliance) has
also founded its own open-access, peer-reviewed journal and has contributed substantially to
research in the field by conducting and publishing a comprehensive survey of HEP programs
operating in the US and working to encourage cross-disciplinary collaboration. The
Institutional Research Corrections Network focuses on research agendas and data sharing for
state-level corrections researchers. The specific mission, approach, and work of each of these
three organizations further illustrate what and how professional networks can contribute to
the formation of a sustainable HEP RI and are presented below.

Correctional Education Association

The Correctional Education Association (CEA) was established in 1930 to provide “leadership,
direction, and services to correctional educators and institutional correctional education
programs around the world.”*® As part of this mission, it has established several activities that
fall under the umbrella of an RI, including the establishment of a Standards Commission that
accredits individual prison programs through a self-governed evaluation process conducted by
“certified CEA auditors who observe programs, interview staff and students, and review
policies and procedures and documentation of implementation.”*! It has also organized ‘“an

X

This adds an extra barrier to research, as studies might require both a university and DOC IRB. See Guy
Gardner, “The Relationship of Higher Education Programs on Recidivism Delivered Through a North Carolina
Community College in a Correctional Setting," North Carolina State Theses and Dissertations, 2004, 56-57,
repository.lib.ncsu.edu/handle/1840.16/4006.

Our research did not uncover what specific elements are assessed during this prison site-specific
accreditation process, or whether evaluation of HEP programs factor into it. See “Standards Commission,”
Correctional Education Association, ceanational.org/standards-commission.

X,
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informal affiliation” of state and federal directors of correctional education, which “provides
peer networking opportunities for persons responsible for the administration of educational
programs in state prison systems, in state juvenile justice system schools, in federal
correctional facilities and in schools within large jails/detention centers” in order to “more
effectively assure that high quality educational opportunities are abundantly available to
persons in correctional or juvenile confinement in the United States of America.”” While CEA
members who participate in these activities or attend one of its annual national and regional
conferences might discuss strategies for driving evidence-based HEP practices, perhaps the
Association’s most pertinent initiative in supporting an HEP RI is its management of the
Journal of Correctional Education (JCE). JCE is a peer-reviewed academic journal that publishes
“historical and academic research, best practices for educators in the field, and insights on
current issues and legislative priorities.” Though it publishes research on a multitude of
educational programs for incarcerated learners, our initial research indicates that it is
currently the scholarly journal most likely to publish rigorous evaluations on HEP.*

Alliance for Higher Education in Prison

The Alliance for Higher Education in Prison (the Alliance) is a recently established national
network that also serves as an extant relationship upon which an HEP RI can grow. Focusing
exclusively on HEP—rather than all educational programs within the carceral setting—the
Alliance strives to foster “cross-disciplinary collaboration, networking, and resource sharing”
and to produce knowledge about the field by “generating reliable data and metrics that
demonstrate the need, importance, and value of quality in-prison higher education
programs.” To further empirical research on postsecondary prison education, the Alliance
conducted a comprehensive survey of HEP programs operating in the US and used responses to
build the National Directory of Higher Education in Prison Programs.** In December 2020, the
Alliance published the initial results from this initiative in a summary report;® created a
searchable dashboard that invites users to interact with its research findings; built a
document library containing dozens of resources to aid in program implementation and
evaluation;'” and included a process for sharing the full dataset with independent researchers.*®
As HEP programming continues to expand its reach within US prisons, the Alliance recognizes
the field’s need to similarly expand its body of research literature. The Alliance is currently
establishing a peer-reviewed and open access academic journal to that end: Journal of Higher
Education in Prison (JHEP). JHEP accepts “original manuscripts that will advance the empirical,
theoretical, and methodological understanding of education and learning in the context of
prisons, jails, detention centers and other facilities of confinement” and welcomes
submissions “from of a wide range of perspectives, topics, contexts, and methods, including
interdisciplinary, legal, interpretive, critical, historical, evaluative, analytic, and empirical
analyses.”?

Institutional Corrections Research Network

The Institutional Corrections Research Network (ICRN) is an affiliation of researchers who
work for state and federal correctional agencies across the country, many of whom are
responsible for supplying data to the US Bureau of Justice Statistics’ National Corrections
Reporting Program (NCRP).2° Once a year, this community gathers for the Annual ICRN/NCRP
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Data Providers Meeting, with the goal of providing “recommendations for a national research
agenda and to assist the corrections field in further developing infrastructure to have high-
quality data and share it through national partnerships” and “bringing together agency-based
researchers to discuss issues and share insights on research conducted within agencies that
operate correctional institutions.” Though research by these practitioners can span several
areas of inquiry, educational evaluations have recently been featured; the last meeting, for
example, closed with a session titled “A Review of Educational Strategies and their Impacts.”??
With titles like “Director of Planning, Research, and Statistics,” “Executive Director, Data
Analytics,” and “Evaluation Unit Manager,” ICRN / NCRP specialists have the potential to
serve as invaluable partners for those wishing to carry out empirical research studies on HEP.?
In fact, many members of this network are the DOC personnel charged with reviewing and
approving external research and data requests. While the latter might paint these
professionals as informational gatekeepers, their divisions housed within state and federal
correctional agencies bear missions and perform activities directly aligned to the goals of this
project, such as that of Idaho DOC’s Evaluation and Compliance Unit— “[providing] actionable
information to decision makers to evaluate current practices to ensure the delivery of high
quality, evidence-based programming”?*—and that of Wisconsin DOC’s Research and Policy
Unit— “developing standards for data measurement and reporting...to implement evidence-
based practices through data-driven policy development and research.”?5

Research Collaboratives

Relationships bolstering an HEP RI needn’t consist solely of site-specific partnerships, large
professional networks, or formally chartered organizations. Rather, smaller research
collaboratives in the field can drive the research enterprise and, as experienced experts in HEP
research, often partner with larger coalitions and government agencies to help them perform
rigorous empirical studies. The Research Collaborative on Higher Education at the University
of Utah, for example, works in collaboration with programs across the nation “to transform
the landscape of higher education in prison through empirical research and collaboration
toward more equitable and quality experiences for incarcerated students.”?¢ To this end, the
Collaborative was a key research partner for the Alliance’s previously discussed National
Directory of Higher Education in Prison Programs, collaborating to compile a primary dataset
for the project. Another example of a research collaborative is an affinity group assembled as
part of the STEM Opportunities in Prison Settings (STEM-OPS) collective impact alliance, a
five-year project that gathers STEM educators around improving postsecondary STEM
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education in prison. The group operates within the larger project STEM-OPS and focuses on
sharing data and workshopping ethical research practices across thematic topics and regions.?”

Agreements

Because HEP is a heterogeneous community, agreements around research priorities and
design have tended to occur in silos. Nonetheless, the field of HEP has made some small strides
to define methodological standards, metrics guidelines, and ethics protocols involved in
research on HEP programs and their students, which we describe below. For instance, the
narrow reliance on recidivism as a key measure for assessing “what works” in prison
programs has prompted efforts to propose new norms around research methodology and the
development of metrics frameworks to guide the field towards assessing program quality in
novel and more comprehensive ways. Additionally, federal regulations such as the Common
Rule (as discussed below) provide guidance around conducting human subjects research in
HEP and form the basis for establishing the ethical principles contained in an RI. Such
agreements can serve as the basis for or inform a future set of practices, methodologies, and
ethics that are universally adopted across the field of HEP.

Methodological Standards

The available literature of empirical studies in the field has most commonly employed
criminology metrics and methodologies. The standard has been to study HEP as one in an array
of in-prison “treatment programs.” In order to compare the putative success of HEP to that of
other interventions—such as counseling and drug and alcohol therapies—HEP has been
almost exclusively evaluated using the same metrics and methods of these other types of
initiatives. As such, researchers have used reduced recidivism rates as the chief outcome
metric by which to judge HEP’s impact and efficacy,?® even if its exact definition differs by
study,*! and its primacy as a metric for measuring program effectiveness has become
contested.X’ The prevalence of recidivism as an outcome metric has engendered a series of
associated practices in postsecondary prison education research around methodological rigor.
As more and more studies published positive findings on in-prison education’s effect on
reducing recidivism rates,? scholars began challenging this body of literature by critiquing

¥i These definitions differ among state DOCs. Sometimes recidivism measures re-arrest, sometimes re-
sentencing, and sometimes re-incarceration—each over various timeframes.

v Not returning to prison is undoubtedly a desirable outcome both for the formerly incarcerated individual and
for society writ-large, but focusing on recidivism alone can preclude the many other benefits of education
behind bars. It can also minimize the collateral consequences of conviction on students’ post-release
outcomes that cannot be addressed by educational programs. There is a growing body of work addressing
the problem with recidivism as a key HEP metric. See for example: Mary Rachel Gould, “Rethinking Our
Metrics: Research in the Field of Higher Education in Prison,"” The Prison Journal 98.4 (2018): 387-404,
journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0032885518776375; Robert Scott, “The Concept of Reducing Recidivism
via College-in-Prison: Thoughts on Data Collection,” Critical Education 9.18 (2018),
ices.library.ubc.ca/index.php/criticaled/article/view/186303; Erin L. Castro, “Racism, the Language of
Reduced Recidivism, and Higher Education in Prison: Toward an Anti-Racist Praxis,” Critical Education 9.17
(2018), ices.library.ubc.ca/index.php/criticaled/article/view/186357; and Emily Pelletier and Douglas Evans,
“Beyond Recidivism: Positive Outcomes from Higher Education Programs in Prisons," Journal of Correctional
Education 70.2 (2019): 49-68, jstor.org/stable/268641827seqg=1.
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their susceptibility to selection bias.?° These researchers argued that incarcerated people who
are motivated to apply and enroll in such programming might already possess experiences,
backgrounds, and/or other unobserved characteristics that prepare them for success while
confined or post-release. In response, the field began adopting quasi-experimental methods
such as propensity score matching for controlling for selection bias in their analyses of the
impact of educational program participation on recidivism. Now, this method is standard
practice for quantitative in-prison education evaluations.*

Metrics Guidelines

As HEP programming grows and the field debates how to best measure its different impacts on
different groups of students, there is a fertile opportunity for creating new guidelines for
improving and standardizing what metrics researchers use and how they are collected.
Stakeholders in the field have already begun proposing such guidelines. For instance, the
Institute for Higher Education Policy (IHEP) introduced the Higher Education in Prison Key
Performance Indicator Framework (HEP KPIs) in 2020 “in response to the expressed need
from both practitioners and policymakers for better data on current HEP programming.”3!
Adapting metrics already developed to help the greater sector of higher education apply data-
driven approaches to improve equitable student success, including ensuring that data are
disaggregated by various relevant demographic identity markers, the HEP KPIs were tailored
to meet the unique needs of HEP learners. These 41 discrete impact measures fall under four
outcome categories: student success (i.e., GPA, retention, recidivism rate); academic quality
(i.e., learning outcomes, faculty qualifications, student motivation); civic engagement (i.e.,
political awareness, diversity attitudes, interpersonal skills); and soft skill development (i.e.,
adaptability, empathy, creativity). Importantly, the HEP KPIs were developed in consultation
with HEP-enrolled students “to ensure that [their] perspectives were represented in assessing
program impact.”32

In February 2021, Jamii Sisterhood —a relational network that “provides professional
development in equity, cultural competency, and race relations to education
professionals”33—announced Project Freedom—a “launching pad for the field-wide,
deliberate, and intentional increase of the representation of Black and LatinX persons engaged

* By accounting for a number of factors that predict treatment receipt in a sample, this statistical method allows
researchers to compare outcomes between two groups with more confidence. It also allows for group
comparisons post-facto—and when it is not possible or advisable to knowingly withhold college education
from otherwise qualified and motivated individuals—in order to create a study comparison group. See for
example: Miles D. Harer, "Recidivism Among Federal Prisoners Released in 1987," Journal of Correctional
Education 46.3 (1995): 98-128, jstor.org/stable/23291861; Linda G. Smith, “Pennsylvania Department of
Corrections Education Outcome Study." Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency, 2005,
ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/pennsylvania-department-corrections-education-outcome-study;
Laura Winterfield, Mark Coggeshall, Michelle Burke-Storer, Vanessa Correa, and Simon Tidd, “The Effects of
Postsecondary Correctional Education: Final Report,” Urban Institute Justice Policy Center, 2009,
files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED508247.pdf; and Kim and Clark, “The Effect of Prison-Based College Education
Programs on Recidivism,” 106-204. Quantitative researchers interested in this methodological history and its
improvements over time should consult Elizabeth K. Drake and Danielle Fumia, “Evolution of Correctional
Education Evaluations and Directions for Future Research" American Society of Criminology 16.2 (2017): 551-555,
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1745-9133.12291.
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in higher education in prison.”34 As part of the project’s strategic plan to help Historically
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and other Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs) build
and grow HEP programs, Project Freedom will create an HEP Quality Index to “investigate the
various axes that research indicates are helpful as we consider quality higher education.”3> The
index will build upon the HEP KPIs built by IHEP, as well as the evidence-based work
performed by The Research Collaborative on Higher Education in Prison and other researchers
in the field. Jamii will also guide Project Freedom participants as they put the Quality Index
into practice by helping them build tailored dashboards for analyzing data collected around
student outcomes and other valuable measures around program quality. This endeavor uses a
participatory action research (PAR) approach in which students are embedded into the
research design, data collection, and data analysis processes; students will also be involved in
the writing of subsequent research manuscripts.

Ethics Protocols

Title 45, part 46 of the US Department of Health and Human Services’ Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR) provides guidance for conducting research involving human subjects and is
divided into four subparts. First codified in 1991 and referred to colloquially as the Common
Rule, 45 CFR 46 contains baseline ethics protocols for protecting all human research subjects,
which are mandated by almost all national research institutions (including colleges and
universities) and were significantly updated in 2018. Subpart C of this regulation—“Additional
Protections Pertaining to Biomedical and Behavioral Research Involving Prisoners as
Subjects”3®—requires supplemental safeguards for protecting incarcerated people, a
population that has been historically exploited through unethical research due to their
physical constraint (which impedes the ability to make truly uncoerced decisions for
participation). Importantly, Subpart C not only requires IRB approval of research with
incarcerated participants, it also mandates that at least one IRB member “be a prisoner, or a
prisoner representative with appropriate background and experience to serve in that
capacity.”3” While regulations and governance around IRB processes can create obstacles to
HEP research, as we discussed in a later section, these enforced standard protocols have been
paramount in guiding the practices of researchers to protect incarcerated individuals and
learners.
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Incentives

Incentives, financial and otherwise, are necessary to uphold and maintain the agreements and
relationships established under an RI. Funding opportunities or pioneering research
initiatives, for instance, have the potential to motivate and inspire various stakeholders to
come together to collect and share data, evaluate best practices, and consider measures of
student outcomes. Currently, many types of stakeholders include some form of incentive to
evaluate the programming provided and adhere to protocols and guidelines established by
various organizations. For example, university sponsors have incorporated program
evaluation into funding structures, ensuring the continued assessment of program quality.
Government legislation, like the Higher Education Act of 1965 and its corresponding
amendments in the FAFSA Simplification Act of 2020, has built-in requirements for evaluation
as well as data collection and analysis.?® Private philanthropic organizations also contribute to
the reinforcement of existing agreements and relationships in the field through their priority
setting and funding allocation, and serve as key partners in developing a fully-fledged HEP RI.
It is important to note, that as with any field, existing incentives may motivate or uphold
counterproductive or downright problematic structures and processes in powerful ways. We
discuss some such examples from the HEP field in a later section of this paper.

it is crucial to consider the impact that universities, with
all their resources, can have in establishing, measuring,
and collecting information about HEP student outcomes

Incentives do not have to, and do not always, operate independently of one another. Most
notably, many HEP programs are funded through a mix of public and private sources. The Bard
Prison Initiative (BPI), for example, began as a small, university-sponsored program in 1999,
but now receives a mix of funding from both public and private sources.?® Similarly, the City
University of New York (CUNY) is a public institution whose Institute for Justice and
Opportunity (formerly the Prisoner Reentry Institute) also receives funding from
philanthropic organizations.° The additional resources provided by multiple funders is
particularly important for the majority of HEP efforts that are based in community colleges.*
Having more than one source of funding can also be beneficial by bringing stakeholders
together to agree on and measure desired student outcomes. At the same time, blended
funding has the potential to bind programs to varying and even contradictory research
standards—a challenge that an RI can address by building consensus around standards across
stakeholders. We describe three core incentivizing entities and stakeholders next, while
acknowledging their potential interconnectedness and recognizing the many other entities
and processes that directly and indirectly influence HEP research.

University Sponsors

HEP programs often rely on varying degrees of financial, programming, and faculty support
from colleges and universities. While many of these programs carry the name of a sponsoring
university, often the programs themselves are set up as nonprofits that manage program
logistics and engage faculty and/or coursework from additional educational institutions, such
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as neighboring community colleges. For example, the Princeton University Prison Teaching
Initiative brings Princeton graduate students, postdocs, and faculty to eight New Jersey
correctional facilities to offer credit-bearing postsecondary instruction, but three separate
academic institutions actually confer that credit, and students who graduate from the
Initiative do so without a Princeton degree. While more data is needed to determine the
number of programs that receive funding primarily from universities—as opposed to aid from
federal and state grants or philanthropic organizations—it is crucial to consider the impact
that universities, with all their resources, can have in establishing, measuring, and collecting
information about HEP student outcomes.

One of the longest-standing examples of a university-sponsored program is the Boston
University Prison Education Program (PEP),%? which graduated its first class in 1977. Programs
like the PEP served as models for other universities interested in launching HEP initiatives in
the wake of the 1994 Crime Bill, which slashed Pell grant funding for incarcerated individuals.
Faculty volunteers launched Cornell University’s Prison Education Program (CPEP) in the late
1990s in an effort to mitigate the paucity of HEP opportunities that existed at the time.# Other
programs, like the Bard Prison Initiative (BPI), the Freedom Education Project Puget Sound
(FEPPS), the Georgetown Prison Scholars Program, the Justice Education Initiative at the
Claremont Colleges, the Northwestern Prison Education Program (NPEP), the University of
California Los Angeles Prison Education Program, the Washington University Prison Education
Project (PEP), and Wesleyan Center for Prison Education (CPE), among others, represent more
recent efforts by academic institutions to bring higher education to incarcerated individuals on
the premise of expanding access to higher education.*

University-sponsored HEP efforts have the potential to emphasize continuity in standards
between their main campuses and their prison classrooms. Ideally, imagining carceral spaces
as extensions of colleges and universities, rather than as separate entities, would lead to
programs that have consistent funding, strong faculty buy-in, and high academic standards.
The benefits of HEP university sponsorships also create research opportunities, and
collaborating and sharing this information with other HEP stakeholders opens the potential
for successful replication of these rigorous and often highly touted programs.>

Government Appropriations

Some federal and state laws, policies, or initiatives require or incentivize the collection and
analysis of data on incarcerated learners through mandatory reporting requirements. Perhaps
the most influential initiative at the federal level, Second Chance Pell, initially promised to
include evaluation as a requirement for funding, but the US Department of Education’s
Evaluation Report was limited in scope.4® There is an opportunity to include this in the
implementation of this policy in upcoming years to incentivize research on program quality

xi These three institutions are Raritan Valley Community College (public two-year), Mercer County Community
College (public two-year), and Rutgers University School of Criminal Justice (public four-year). See the
Princeton University Prison Teaching Initiative's self-reported program information on the National Directory
of Higher Education in Prison Programs, higheredinprison.org/national-directory/program-
profile?’came_from=List%20View&search=program?222Prison%20Teachingz20Initiative%22.
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and success. The Federal Bureau of Justice Statistics’ (BJS) survey of incarcerated adults also
incentivizes the collection of educational data on incarcerated adults that can support research
efforts. At the state level, for instance, California has required its community colleges receiving
state funding to perform empirical research on all programming provided, which has resulted
in a number of publications on the progress of the initiative and its impact on students. More
information on these examples of government-driven incentives is presented in the sections
below.

Second Chance Pell

The Higher Education of Act (1965) created need-based, federal financial aid in the form of the
Federal Pell Grant. This type of funding opened access to higher education to students all
across the United States, including in carceral spaces, allowing HEP programs to proliferate in
quantity throughout the latter half of the twentieth century. In 1994, the federal government
passed the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act (more commonly known as “the
Crime Bill”), eliminating incarcerated students from Pell Grant eligibility. The year the Crime
Bill passed, an estimated 25,000 individuals behind bars received $35 million in Pell Grants—
which was less than one percent of the total amount of Pell aid allotted to students across the
country in 1994.47 HEP had grown so reliant on Pell Grants since 1965 that the impact of the
Crime Bill led to the dissolution of many existing programs. One study found that of the
estimated 772 programs that existed in the early 1990s, only eight HEP programs survived into
the late 1990s.4® Without federal aid, many states made the decision to cut back on their
funding for HEP initiatives as well.

The announcement of the experimental Second Chance Pell (SCP) Pilot program in 2015 was
therefore an important moment for HEP, as was its renewal in the spring of 2020. By December
that year, Congress voted to permanently restore Pell Grants to incarcerated individuals,
paving the way for renewed HEP opportunities.

SCP catalyzed new and expanded HEP programs operating in US prisons. In doing so, it created
much-needed pathways for thousands of students who previously did not have the necessary
financial means or available onsite programming to pursue higher education. The program
was a mainstream media darling, and such exposure drove public awareness, which arguably
paved the way for the recent Pell ban lift. SCP’s public scrutiny—and reflecting on the limited
information on the quality of programs that proliferated before the 1994 Crime Bill—has also
incentivized the HEP community to rally around the need for better empirical research that
focuses on quality, accepted norms, accountability, and best practices.4?

Federal Bureau of Justice Statistics

The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) collects educational attainment, motivation, and learning
needs data on incarcerated adults through its Survey of Prison Inmates (SPI) program, which is
“part of a series of data gathering efforts undertaken to assist policymakers.”5° Performed
roughly every five years since 1974, SPI questionnaires capture incarcerated adults’
educational levels upon entering a correctional facility; the amount and type of educational
programming they received during incarceration; their reported reasons for pursuing and/or
no longer participating in different types of educational programs; and their diagnoses of
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different types of learning disabilities.’* Researchers can use this information to analyze
educational data across an extensive array of other demographic, socioeconomic, and
behavioral characteristics, and all eight datasets are freely available to researchers in a variety
of file formats (i.e. .csv, .dta for use in Stata).>?

California Senate Bill 1391

California passed SB1391 in 2014, which allowed state community colleges to not only establish
face-to-face degree-granting courses in prison, but also to be compensated for enrolled
students in the same manner as those on campus: through full-time equivalent student (FTE)
general apportionment funding. Importantly, this legislation requires any individual colleges
receiving this funding to perform empirical research on their HEP programming in
partnership with CA DOC and the greater CA CC system: “The Department of Corrections and
Rehabilitation, in collaboration with the Office of the Chancellor of the California Community
Colleges, shall develop metrics for evaluations of the efficacy and success of the programs
developed through the interagency agreement established pursuant to this section, conduct
the evaluations, and report findings from the evaluations to the Legislature and the Governor
on or before July 31, 2018.”53 The data collection and analysis requirements spurred by SB1391
incentivized some recipients of this funding to publish their student and program outcomes
online. Cerro Coso Community College, for example, has created interactive dashboards that
enable researchers to visualize various performance metrics, such as course enrollment
counts, course retention rates, and course completion rates. Users can filter by a wide array of
student-level variables—such as students’ gender, race, age, declared major, and prison
campus (CCCC provides HEP at two CA correctional facilities)—as well as programmatic
features—such as academic year, department, course number, and faculty type (full-time or
adjunct)—to compare how different programmatic elements impact different student
subgroups’ educational outcomes. These state-incentivized dashboards also invite users to
perform the same performance analyses among non-incarcerated students. Such apples-to-
apples comparisons, made in real time and supported by compelling data visualizations,
persuasively argue CCCC’s HEP program efficacy: in almost every success metric, students
outperform their non-incarcerated peers.>*
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Private Philanthropy

Private philanthropic organizations have played a central role in supporting and expanding
college-in-prison programs across the nation and are increasingly contributing to
incentivizing accompanying research and evaluation studies to promote evidence and best

Working Paper: Facilitating a Higher Education in Prison Research Infrastructure 20


https://higheredinprisonresearch.org/section/elements/#prompt7
https://higheredinprisonresearch.org/responses/

practices for the field. We provide brief examples below of how some private philanthropies
have supported HEP research endeavors.

The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation has been a key philanthropic actor for HEP since 2015,
investing millions in grants to help extend and expand higher education to incarcerated
individuals all across the country. Grants focused on growing existing HEP initiatives, like the
Education Justice Project (EJP) at the University of Illinois,55 also include a key evaluation
component that allows affiliated researchers to study program outcomes as well as the
mechanics by which college-in-prison may benefit students. The foundation is also
cooperating with various other foundations to support data collection efforts and the resultant
dissemination of best practices for teaching students. (As noted above, this project is funded by
the Mellon Foundation.)

In 2019, Ascendium Education Group launched a $5 million initiative called “Optimizing
Delivery Systems for Higher Education in Prison: Postsecondary Pathways for Re-Entry
Transition.”>¢ Ascendium has committed itself to a multi-pronged approach to supporting
HEP by bolstering data collection and evaluation, supporting and launching new HEP
initiatives, and increasing students’ access to materials.>” As part of this initiative, Ascendium
has funded the Second Chance Educational Alliance to conduct an evaluation of their efforts for
state sites.’® Ascendium also funded The Alliance for Higher Education in Prison (the
Alliance)’s National Directory of Higher Education in Prison Programs (in partnership with the
Research Collaborative on Higher Education in Prison and the Goldman School of Public Policy
at the University of California, Berkeley) by providing them with a two-year research grant to
undertake the project.>® The Laughing Gull Foundation launched its higher education in prison
program in 2015 with the goal of increasing students’ access to credit-bearing college courses,
particularly across the American South.®° In 2020, it provided a grant to the Jamii Sisterhood in
support of Project Freedom, described earlier in this paper, which includes a core research
component to create an HEP Quality Index.

Finally, Lumina Foundation, which announced its commitment to expanding HEP
opportunities in its 2017 to 2020 Strategic Plan, provided funding for the 2020 Council of State
Governments (CSG) Justice Center study on access to education behind bars.¢! Other
philanthropic organizations that have been critical in supporting HEP efforts include the Art
for Justice Fund, the ECMC Foundation, the Ford Foundation, the Hewlett Foundation, the
Rosenberg Foundation, the Spencer Foundation, and the Sunshine Lady Foundation.®?
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While many relationships, agreements, and incentives have already been built in the field of
HEP, there are still numerous opportunities for developing and expanding upon these three
elements to create a fully-fledged RI. Some of these opportunities involve building on and
improving existing elements, such as the relationships between programs and DOCs that allow
for rigorous and open evaluation of program components. Others involve creating totally new
organizations and protocols, such as an ethics-centered data infrastructure where programs
can store and share their data to further research in the field. And some involve overcoming
key barriers to the advancement of research, such as the existing silos that prevent cross-
disciplinary and interdisciplinary research in HEP. These opportunities, combined with the
existing elements outlined in the previous section, inform the next section of this paper
detailing strategies for advancing an HEP RI.

We highlight examples in this section to encourage the consideration of existing practices and
how those might be supplemented or shifted to develop an RI that will best serve incarcerated
learners. We encourage the reader to identify any gaps in the opportunities we have described
and respond to suggestions we have included regarding how the field might address those
opportunities.
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Relationships

Guides for implementing HEP stress the critical importance of establishing protocols between
administrators and agencies regarding data collection and analysis—suggesting a need for
improvement across the field.® Even within an individual HEP program there often exists a
series of staggered relationships that can complicate factors from the day-to-day running of a
program to decisions around measuring goals and outcomes. For example, an HEP must
operate in concert with its respective DOC, but these two entities can be parallel rather than
intersecting. For many program evaluators and researchers, navigating DOC policies without
an inside guide can be so challenging it ends the research effort.54

The HEP field is populated with a wealth of student- and practitioner-led coalitions organized
around mutual support and resource sharing, like the Formerly Incarcerated College Graduates
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Network (FIGN), Bard Prison Initiative’s Consortium for the Liberal Arts in Prisons, the New
York Consortium for Higher Education in Prison (NY-CHEP), Hudson Link for Higher
Education in Prison, and the New Jersey Scholarship and Transformative Education in Prisons
(NJ-Step) Initiative.6> But these relationships of practitioners and students are organized
around running HEP programs, not necessarily around studying them or collecting and using
data to enhance HEP in a broader scope.

All stakeholders in HEP would benefit from a learned society or association that focuses
specifically on HEP empirical research, collaborates on how to advance it, and builds up the
human capital needed to conduct rigorous research that supports students, improves
educational outcomes, and legitimizes the field. For instance, there is immense opportunity
for formalizing and chartering a learned society or research association specific to HEP
research the way that the Society for Research into Higher Education aims to advance our
understanding of higher education as a field “through the insights, perspectives and
knowledge offered by systematic research and scholarship.” ¢ Aligned with this mission, it is
focused on stimulating new forms of research on higher education as a field of study,
promoting the development and widening of research methodologies, providing opportunities
for the dissemination and publication of research and scholarship, and developing
opportunities for researchers and their research to shape relevant policies and practices.®?

HEP is viewed as a valuable investment from a social
welfare perspective; the field now needs to focus its
attention on using nuanced educational metrics to
measure and promote access and success across a diverse
array of outcomes and student subgroups.

Agreements

Perhaps the largest challenges to empirical research in HEP are the deep silos that divide
stakeholders and impede research innovations. Within HEP there are a series of complex
bifurcations on how programs should be administered: corrections-oriented vs. social justice-
minded philosophies; in-person vs. online or hybrid delivery; academic vs. vocational
curricula. These different camps and their intersections operate with their own practice
standards, professional associations, and preferred methods. Some groups have better
relationships with DOC data owners, which skews available research in the field to a particular
metric and methodology. This arguably accounts for the historical skew toward recidivism as
the key metric for all prison education evaluations. Academic journals only reinforce these
divides, which also bake in extant problems in methodologies and discourage diverse study
designs that ask new research questions and invite new types of researchers.

For example, while the field has applied commonly used rigor standards, such as the Maryland
Scale,%® for studying the effect of education on recidivism, it has also accepted the
methodological practice of grouping all forms of education offered in prison together during
these evaluations. Even in some of the most comprehensive empirical studies, researchers
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tend to combine higher education with other in-prison educational programs—such as adult
basic education (ABE); high school and GED programs, sometimes referred to as adult
secondary education (ASE); and career and technical education (CTE) —when measuring
student outcomes.®® While most authors do acknowledge that different programs probably
have differential effects on learners, the practice of evaluating all “correctional education” as
a composite program complicates the ability to isolate the relative effectiveness of HEP
specifically within the field’s already limited canon of empirical research. Due to the
prevalence of meta-analyses in the field, which necessarily depend upon combining the results
of relatively homogenous studies, this conflation has become more or less conventional *i

Not only have researchers conflated HEP with other prison education programs in an attempt
to increase methodological rigor, but they have adopted scales of rigor that do not necessarily
suit the field at large. Rubrics such as the Maryland Scale privilege quantitative analyses such
as randomized controlled trials and quasi-experimental designs, although those designs may
not always be possible or desirable in the prison context.” The emphasis on rigorous
quantitative analysis also affects which metrics are chosen for research, as more student-
centered variables such as psychological well-being or employment-related soft skills do not
as easily lend themselves to such analyses. Developing an HEP-specific scale for
methodological rigor would not only be more inclusive of more qualitative and mixed-
methods research, which has increasingly been conducted in recent years, but would also
encourage the exploration of new outcomes that further our understanding of the impact of
different programs on learners who are currently or formerly incarcerated.

Policymakers have already accepted that HEP is a valuable investment from a social welfare
perspective; the field now needs to focus its attention on using nuanced educational metrics to
measure and promote access and success across a diverse array of outcomes and student
subgroups. For instance, ensuring that eliminating the Pell ban leads to quality programming
that both reduces recidivism and has beneficial effects on a variety of student- and program-
centered outcomes (e.g., skill-acquisition, retention and completion rates, employment,
psychosocial development and well-being) will require an emphasis on all of these educational
metrics moving forward, along with their interrelationship. As such, building an ethical data
infrastructure based on these metrics is another opportunity within the current foundation of
agreements operating within HEP.*ii Currently, there is no standardized, anonymized data
reporting that accounts for the collection, storage, analysis, and sharing of information about

i |t is virtually impossible, for example, to read any media coverage, policy brief, or grant proposal focused
specifically on HEP that does not reference the RAND Corporation's 2013 meta-analysis of 58 studies
measuring the effects of any in-prison education programs (be it ABE, ASE, CTE, HEP, or a programmatic mix)
on recidivism. The study—which is not peer-reviewed—concludes, ‘inmates who participated in correctional
education programs had 43 percent lower odds of recidivating than inmates who did not," while
acknowledging that “it is not possible to disentangle the effects of these different types of educational
programs.” Davis, Bozick, Steele, Saunders, and Miles, “Evaluating the Effectiveness of Correction Education,”
57-58.

il [thaka S+R has previously explored the responsible use of student data in higher education and this
framework may be helpful in the HEP context. See Rayane Alamuddin, Jessie Brown, and Martin Kurzweil,
“Student Data in the Digital Era: An Overview of Current Practices," lthaka S+R, 2016,
sr.ithaka.org/publications/student-data-in-the-digital-era.
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HEP programs and students. More than a decade ago, the US Department of Education
published “Correctional Education Data Guidebook,” which prescribed standards for
educational data collection upon individuals’ entry into the correctional facility.” The initiative
was not adopted, but data standardization efforts are necessary to form a baseline for future
studies on students and their outcomes. Such metrics, ideally, would be updated if and when
students enter and exit educational programming, including HEP.

Similarly, there are no consistent ethics guidelines and/or transparent IRB processes for
conducting HEP research across the field. While the Common Rule (45 CFR 46) governs all
research allowed to be conducted with incarcerated participants, individual personnel from
disparate carceral systems at the federal, state, and local level control researcher access and
have their own review processes. Even when granted, researchers are often asked to sign
agreements declaring that “I understand that the Department may withdraw from this
agreement or project at anytime” or “DOC can revoke my study at any time,”?2 which can make
these agreements precarious and the research endeavor a risky and less appealing investment
for the researcher.

Finally, an opportunity for expanding an HEP RI is in the adoption of participatory action
research (PAR) frameworks for involving people who are currently or formerly incarcerated in
shaping the future of the field. PAR is an umbrella term for a diverse set of research
methodologies and practices that recognize and acknowledge the capacity for knowledge
production when traditional research subjects are included as genuine collaborators. By
attempting to perform research not “on” but “with” target communities, PAR frameworks can
strengthen communication and build trust with historically exploited groups.” The work of
past combined research teams suggests that participatory research is not only ethical, but also
efficacious. For instance, one such group has recently reported that because incarcerated
researchers gathered the qualitative data for their study, participants answered with more
candor and honesty: “‘The interviewers allowed me to trust that my answers would be to ‘our’
benefit as prisoners and not to ‘our’ detriment,’” explained one interviewee.”*HEP research,
and consequently HEP students, stand to benefit from the popularization of PAR frameworks
for research inside. An HEP RI can facilitate this ethical paradigm shift by helping outside
researchers share and refine relevant methodologies, nurturing the institutional relationships
necessary to directly involve incarcerated individuals in shaping HEP research, and organizing
training for incarcerated researchers that also serves to support their education and
professional growth.

Incentives

There are many intersecting spheres of influence that directly affect how HEP operates. These
include academia, mainstream media, government agencies, and private philanthropy, many
instances of which we have detailed in the previous section. However, none of these drivers
have worked to fill the lacuna of empirical research around HEP quality, and in fact, many have
counterproductively devalued such efforts. With an inchoate body of diverse research on HEP
programming and its impacts, there is no incentivizing mechanism tying research findings to
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HEP quality assurance. In other words, there is no process for applying HEP research findings
to HEP practice or strong reason for the field to develop such a process.

One of the more compelling benefits of an RI is the acceleration of research dissemination and
integration of that research into applied practice. For instance, the National Institutes of
Health (NIH) observed that medical research insights were not resulting in better health
outcomes. In response, the NIH supported the Clinical and Translational Science Awards
(CTSA) Program in 2006 to support the transition of clinical research into specific health
interventions, resulting in the establishment of a consortium of 60 university-based research
centers across the United States.”> Similarly, within K-12 education, the University of Chicago
Consortium on School Research “conducts research of high technical quality that informs and
assesses policy and practice in the Chicago Public Schools” (CPS).7® Through a mix of public
and private granting institutions, the Consortium collaborates with practitioner partners to
ensure their research is relevant to educators and co-develops research questions using
practitioners’ expertise. As a result, the Consortium produces research that directly guides CPS
policies and provides solutions for educational challenges using actionable data.””

There is tremendous opportunity to build on existing
initiatives and incentivize more HEP research that is
student-driven and involves student-led organizations.

Any fully fledged HEP RI will have to operate within the set of local, state, and federal policies
and regulations that govern the correctional space, whether these policies are helpful or
hindering to the vision and process of developing an RI. Policy design and implementation can
incentivize research and evaluation, whether through explicit language built into legislation or
specific interpretations of how legislation must be applied. For example, the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania interpreted the expansion of Second Chance Pell to include a mandatory
evaluation component and is currently conducting a randomized controlled trial (RCT) to
determine the impact of programming being offered in the state.”® While the methods and
outcomes of this study were narrowly defined by the state DOC, this nonetheless provides an
example of federal policy encouraging research into the effectiveness of HEP programming.
Just as the expansion of Pell funding provides an opportunity to center evaluation and quality
assurance, there are also opportunities to expand upon existing state funding structures to
prioritize HEP research. States such as Tennessee and Washington currently include line items
in the state budget in support of HEP programming—Tennessee’s funding even goes directly
to the Tennessee Higher Education in Prison Initiative which manages the programming in the
state.” State aid that can be applied to incarcerated learners could potentially include
guardrails to ensure accountability and quality programming for students.

Last, there is a tremendous opportunity to build on existing initiatives and incentivize more
HEP research that is student-driven and that involves student-led organizations. For example,
the Petey Greene Program, which coordinates volunteers to tutor students enrolled in HEP
programs, operates in several states and generates annual reports on its impact and
financials.®° Prison-to-Professionals (P2P) similarly provides opportunities to bolster HEP by
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providing formerly incarcerated individuals with the training and preparation necessary to
either pursue higher education or launch a professional career.®! Their partnership with
Operation Restoration on the Unlock Higher Ed campaign represents a commitment to
widespread advocacy as well as intervention.®2 These types of HEP organizations not only have
similar missions and values, but directly support the research and goals of HEP.

If you could wave a Tell us your thoughts
magic wand to We encourage you to submit your feedback at
: . higheredinprisonresearch.org/section/
Improve one thmg opportunities/#promptio.
about HEP research, , :
You can also browse others' responses to this and other

what would you working paper prompts at
change and why? higheredinprisonresearch.org/responses.

In this last section of the working paper, we provide some initial suggestions for accelerating
an HEP research infrastructure (RI). We invite our readers to react to these suggestions to help
inform the next phases of this project. Given that the evolution of an HEP RI must be led by the
fields’ various stakeholders, we are especially interested in hearing your feedback on the
following questions:

= What strategies for measuring and improving HEP quality do you think need to be
implemented?

= What actionable steps can we take for advancing research around HEP?

= Are the strategies suggested below the right ones and how might they be tailored to
address HEP’s unique needs?

We invite you to use the “share your thoughts” feature on the digital space to reflect on these
questions or the paper at large: higheredinprisonresearch.org/submit-response.

Unite a Coalition of Funders Around a Shared Goal

Establishing an HEP RI will require a significant capital investment. Such an endeavor will
need resources to implement researcher training and collaboration; to establish academic
journals and conferences; to design professional development opportunities; to set ethical
practice standards and data sharing agreements; and of course, to fund the individual research
studies that will advance evidence-based approaches to high-quality, equitable HEP
programming. Though such a project carries a high price tag, it need not—and arguably should
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not—be a cost borne by one funding entity. Rather, a strategy for securing buy-in from
multiple financial sponsors might be utilized: from state and federal governments to private
philanthropy to higher education institutions. There have already been preliminary
conversations among private philanthropies regarding investment and communication
strategies in support of HEP more broadly; these collaborations can be expanded upon to
support the development of an RI. By creating a coalition of funders that pool resources around
a common goal—i.e., establishing a robust, ethical, and sustainable HEP RI—incentive
structures themselves become relationships that build and support agreements made by
researchers in the field.

When applied to the development of an HEP RI, such funding circles would ideally be guided by
a governing board of expert and qualified HEP stakeholders to ensure that field practitioners
are driving their own RI. Business improvement districts (BIDs) provide a model for this kind
of multi-sector sponsorship. BIDs pool private and public funds to improve a specific
geographic area around a common goal, such as reducing pollution, mitigating congestion, or
improving streetscapes. They are also typically managed as nonprofit entities funded by both
the private and public sectors.® Much like BIDs collectively work to improve specific physical
infrastructures, a consortium of private and public funders could also unite various
stakeholders from across the HEP divide—such as DOCs, DoEs, HEPs, and HEIs—by funding
the cross-functional creation of a research infrastructure.

Create a Coordinating Body to Formally Implement an HEP RI

A similar approach to spurring the development of an HEP RI is to establish a discipline-
specific coordinating body to formally design and manage the implementation of an HEP RI.
This would involve articulating who should be driving the formation of the coordinating body,
what that body needs to do to push this agenda (i.e., its mission), where that coordinating body
“lives,” and when (or if) that coordinating body’s mission is deemed completed. The field of
social work took this approach. In 1991, a report from the Task Force on Social Work Research,
funded by the National Institute of Mental Health, found that the efforts of the social work
field were insufficiently informed by research into effective practices. The Task Force report
served as an incentive for several social work education organizations to band together to
create the Institute for the Advancement of Social Work Research (IASWR), with the goal of
strengthening and demonstrating the profession’s research capacity and knowledge
development. IASWR specifically aimed to build research capacity and connections within the
field and to engage in advocacy and increase visibility of social work research with federal
agencies, scientific societies, and legislators. The success of the RI established through IASWR
is evident in the considerable growth of the social research enterprise in the two decades that
followed, including a significant increase in the number of well-funded researchers and
research studies, mature social work organizations, social work resources and supports, and
evidence-based practices in the field. Having achieved its goal of setting up a sustainable and
well-functioning social work RI, the institute closed in 2009.8
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Establish Mandatory Data Reporting and Research Approval
Guidelines

Requiring mandatory data collection for state and/or federal funds earmarked for HEP
programs can help build a standardized national dataset on programs and students. Such
regulations might also involve creating standards for HEP program evaluation. A potential
stipulation to this end has been made all the more relevant with the recent Pell ban lift. As
funds for students are tentatively slated to be available in 2023, the field can work to
collectively select data reporting requirements that must be recorded and shared for all HEP
programs that enroll Pell grant recipients. An existing venue to begin moving in this direction
is the National Center for Education Statistics’ core postsecondary data collection program,
the (previously mentioned) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).
Required by all institutions participating in federal financial assistance programs, IPEDS
gathers institution-level information including student demographics and outcomes.?>
Requiring higher education institutions to report specifically on incarcerated students they
serve within this national data collection program would allow researchers to track individual
institutional counts and their student outcomes, such as institutional rates on enrollment,
retention, and completion. Such a requirement would also solidify these students as a distinct
subgroup that is part of the larger national postsecondary population, rather than a population
that is separate from it. IPEDS’ recent efforts for identifying student veterans as a distinct
student subgroup might serve as a model for such policies and actions.%¢

We strive to amplify student voices and Tell us your thoughts
distribute our research within the prison We epczugaglf YtOU to submit
o your feedback a
setting: DQ YQU kle\X/ of a“Y HEP research higheredinprisonresearch.org/

efforts by justice-impacted individuals? Are section/strategies/#prompti1.
you aware of any college-in-prison courses, You can also browse others'
prison newspapers, or other carceral entities responses to this and other

to which we should send a copy of this working paper prompts at

higheredinprisonresearch.org/
responses.

working paper or other HEP research tools
we've developed during its preparation?

Prioritize Justice-Impacted Individuals’ Involvement in HEP
Research

No matter the combination of strategies the field undertakes to kickstart the development of a
robust, ethical, and sustainable HEP RI, the involvement of justice-impacted individuals must
be prioritized—not only students with an HEP enrollment history, but also those with the
relevant interest, willingness, and perspectives. Of course, students are crucial to shaping and
contributing to the field’s RI since they are HEP’s greatest stakeholders, and, as discussed in
the previous section of this working paper, participatory action research (PAR) designs that
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place students at the forefront of the research enterprise can address implicit power
imbalances, provide students with valuable training and skills, and drive ethical practices that
empower rather than exploit student participants.** Student-driven and PAR-informed
initiatives provide invaluable firsthand insight about the direction and impact of HEP. These
types of studies also emphasize the role of students as researchers rather than research
subjects, an important distinction detailed in the 2019 Journal of Prisoners on Prisons article
“Reimagining Prison Research from the Inside-Out.” Here, the authors argue that “bringing
education to correctional facilities can help aid in the development of mutually beneficial
research partnerships.” In their study on re-entry preparedness, the authors found that their
status as “inside researchers” resulted in interviews that produced “storylines and
perspectives that would not have been shared with traditional researchers.”%7
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your feedback online at
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in HEP research an HEP RI

Tell us your thoughts

Are the;e the right strategies for T Sy v
accelerating an HEP RI? \What other feedback at
actions and approaches should we
consider as our work in this area You can also browse others’ responses to
progresses? this and other working paper prompts at

X PAR frameworks center on “research whose purpose is to enable action”; champion the sharing of power
‘between the researcher and researched... blurring the line between them until the researched become the
researchers"; and strive to include the people “being researched” throughout the process. Fran Baum, Colin
MacDougall, and Danielle Smith, “Glossary: Participatory Action Research," Journal of Epidemiology and
Community Health 60.10 (2006): 854-857, jstor.org/stable/40665463?seq-1#metadata_info_tab_contents.
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We present this working discussion paper in the hopes that it will start a conversation around
how to best develop a robust and ethical research infrastructure supporting higher education
in prison. Existing elements of such an infrastructure can serve as a launching point to orient
the field, and we encourage your feedback on what we have proposed and on elements we may
have missed or misrepresented. The paper suggests places where the field can grow and
reinvent or readjust current relationships, agreements, and incentives to better serve learners
and the broader HEP community. Finally, we offer strategies to expedite the development of an
HEP RI.

In order for this project to be successful, we will need the input and engagement of
stakeholders across HEP, especially currently and formerly incarcerated learners. We
especially are seeking feedback on how the initial strategies we propose may interact with
specific and varied HEP contexts across the nation and what other initiatives or actions may be
needed to create a just and sustainable RI. As previously mentioned, we invite readers to
submit comments, suggestions, and questions through the “share your thoughts” feature on
our digital space (higheredinprisonresearch.org/submit-response), as well as to explore the
other resources and opportunities for engagement it hosts. We especially encourage you to
disseminate this paper through your professional and personal networks in order to maximize
the amount of input that will inform the next stages of this work. Lastly, we invite you to sign-
up to join our project mailing list to receive email alerts regarding relevant project updates and
various events we will be hosting on our digital space in the future:
higheredinprisonresearch.org/mailings.

We currently stand on the cusp of expanding HEP to hundreds of thousands of incarcerated
adults, and the realization of the incredible opportunity that provides for them, their families
and communities, and the nation. We hope you will join us in facilitating the development of a
research infrastructure for and by the field that will ultimately improve conditions for
conducting research, create an interdisciplinary community of practice, and ensure quality
programming and positive outcomes for incarcerated learners now and in the future.

Would you be interested in joining us Tell us your thoughts
during the next phase of this project as }’Vedebr\c?(urige you to submit your
: : eedpackKk a
we workshop viable Istrateg|es for hiaheredinprisonresearch.ora/
facilitating an HEP RI with small groups section/conclusion/#prompti4.
of diverse H'EP stakeholders? If yes, _ You can also browse others' responses to
great! Please include your name, email, this and other working paper prompts at

and anything else you'd like us to know:. higheredinprisonresearch.org/responses.
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