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RESEARCH ARTICLE

‘Education changes a person’: exploring student
development in a college-in-prison program through critical
andragogy
Patrick Filipe Conway

Prison Education, Lynch School of Education & Human Development, Boston College, Chestnut Hill, USA

ABSTRACT
This phenomenological study investigates the educational
experiences formerly incarcerated students identify as being
important developmentally as part of their participation in a
college-in-prison program. It does so by exploring the
experiences of 21 formerly incarcerated students who
participated in the Boston University Prison Education Program,
the longest continuously-running college-in-prison program in
the Northeast US. The study is contextualized within a critical
andragogical framework, one which prioritizes developing agency
and self-direction in learning, as well the capacity to critique
ideological norms and develop deeper understandings of social
contexts. Findings indicate program participation helped disrupt
unhealthy personal and interpersonal dynamics within the prison
environment. Participants developed confidence, pride, healthier
self-conceptions, greater empathy, and a desire to positively
impact others. This study’s implications can help inform
instructors and program administrators in the development of
effective curricula aimed at being responsive to the
developmental needs and goals of students.
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Introduction

As many colleges and universities seek ways to expand access to higher education oppor-
tunities in ways that both maintain academic rigor and uphold equitable practices
(Liveley and Wardrop 2020), a frontier becoming increasingly relevant is within the
domain of higher education in prison. This dynamic is not restricted to any one
context or country, but is instead broadly occurring internationally (Reese 2019;
Rangel Torrijo 2019). Perhaps no country has developed more in recent years within
this space than the United States, where after multiple decades of either little or no
access to such opportunities for incarcerated students, the enactment of recent federal
legislation has now supported a rapid development of college-in-prison programs (US
Department of Education 2021).

As these opportunities continue to emerge, it is important that educators and program
administrators reflect on effective teaching strategies within such contexts. College-in-
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prison is often discussed in relation to its capacity to foster ‘transformative’ educational
experiences. This is true within both US contexts (e.g. Keen andWoods 2016; Wyant and
Lockwood 2018) and international contexts (e.g. Carberry 2017; Vazquez-Cano et al.
2019). Distinct from Mezirow’s (1978) theory of transformative learning, these experi-
ences in prison settings are less categorically defined. When invoked, they are commonly
described by scholars as being either ‘rehabilitative’ (Behan 2014; Hall 2015) or ‘libera-
tory’ (O’Brien et al. 2022; Heppard 2019) in nature. Most often, they simply reflect
experiences scholars believe are important developmentally for incarcerated students.
However, little is empirically known about this issue from the perspective of students
themselves.

Research into developmental experiences within such programs is particularly timely.
Access for incarcerated students to Pell Grants (federal subsidies for students with
financial need seeking to attain a bachelor’s degree) has helped to reshape the landscape
of college-in-prison within US contexts. After more than two decades without federal
support following the 1994 Omnibus Crime Bill – which banned access to Pell Grants
in prisons, ending the majority of programs – the 2016 Second Chance Pell Program
has been influential in supporting the expansion of such opportunities in carceral set-
tings. Initially, 63 colleges and universities were selected to participate in Second
Chance Pell, but the initiative is now expanding to include up to 200 colleges and uni-
versities throughout the country (US Department of Education 2021). The program
has been so successful that it has led to the full restoration of Pell Grant availability in
prisons, taking effect in July 2023, with funding for it included in the COVID-19 Econ-
omic Relief Bill (Burke 2021).

College-in-prison programs have been found particularly beneficial in allowing incar-
cerated students to pursue instrumental aims (such as earning credentials toward build-
ing meaningful careers post-release), while simultaneously offering opportunities for
mentorship and camaraderie, the cultivation of personal interests, and engagement
with non-coercive reflective practices (Conway In press). Additionally, as Evans
(2018) notes, programs often afford students the prospect of reclaiming a much-
needed degree of agency over their own education and identities. As programs continue
to take root and develop, however, many college faculty will be entering prison facilities
as instructors for the first time, often with little prior experience working within such set-
tings or with such student populations. It will be crucial for them to bear in mind the
educational experiences incarcerated students value within their own personal develop-
ment. The purpose of this phenomenological study is to investigate the types of experi-
ences formerly incarcerated students identify as being important developmentally within
college-in-prison program. It does so by exploring the experiences of 21 formerly incar-
cerated students who participated in the Boston University (BU) Prison Education
Program, one of the longest continuously-running programs in the country.

Recent scholarship suggests the potential benefits critical approaches can have on stu-
dents’ meaning-making and critical thinking, as well as on their development of
increased levels of nuance and comfort with ambiguity (Howes 2017; Machum and
Clow 2015). Such approaches can have a democratizing effect. By exploring social struc-
tures, students are encouraged to construct identities with an eye toward strengthening
the public good (Ross 2009). As such, this study explores student experiences by contex-
tualizing them within a critical andragogical framework (Clemons 2019; Schapiro 2003),
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one which prioritizes learners’ personal histories and development toward self-direction,
as well as their intersecting social identities in light of the well-documented repressive
dynamics inside prisons both within the US and internationally (Farley and Hopkins
2017; Rodríguez 2010). Critical andragogy provides a useful lens for exploring student
sensemaking because it aims to strike a balance between two important needs inside
prison: the prioritization of self-direction and personal agency in learning (Evans
2018; Knowles et al. 2020); and the need for humanizing educational models that take
into account the individual identities of students and the development of deeper under-
standings of social contexts (Clemons 2019; Conway 2022).

This study offers a student-centered approach to better understanding the specific
types of educational experiences formerly incarcerated students find important develop-
mentally. The research questions guiding this study are:

(1) What types of educational experiences do formerly incarcerated students identify as
being developmentally beneficial as part of their participation in a college-in-prison
program?

(2) How do formerly incarcerated students articulate connections between their per-
sonal learning and broader social issues through their experiences within higher edu-
cation in prison?

Building on previous literatures, this study can help inform educators and program
administrators of the types of educational experiences incarcerated students find devel-
opmentally impactful, as well as further explore how best to assist students in achieving
these outcomes. Such insights can also begin to establish a developmental framework for
better understanding incarcerated student experiences as part of college-in-prison
programs.

Background: critical andragogy

This study is grounded within critical andragogy. Traditional forms of andragogy – a
term used to describe the tenets associated with adult education – are premised on the
assumption that in contrast to children, adult learners tend to conceive of themselves
as being responsible for their own lives and decisions, and are thus motivated by main-
taining a sense of personal agency within their own learning (Knowles et al. 2020). This
stands in contrast to how incarcerated people are treated inside prisons, where the expec-
tation is almost exclusively that they follow orders (Utheim 2016). Such loss of autonomy
has potentially debilitating consequences. Scholarship suggests incarceration itself causes
heightened stress, anxiety, and loneliness, among numerous other detrimental outcomes
(DeHart et al. 2018).

The main critique of traditional andragogy is that it primarily focuses on individuals,
and does not account for how social contexts might impact individual development
(Conway 2022; Duff 2019). Andragogy is historically grounded within the experiences
of highly-educated White males, potentially undercutting its relevance for more
diverse learners (St. Clair and Käpplinger 2021). These critiques are especially important
to consider, given how mass incarceration disproportionately impacts communities of
color and the financially poor (Looney and Turner 2018; Simon 2014). A framework

TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 3



that does not account for social contexts is limited in its application within a setting so
greatly impacted by both macro- and micro- sociocultural dynamics (Castro 2018).

As an emerging field of study, critical andragogy aims to directly address these con-
cerns. As Clemons (2019) notes, critical andragogy takes ‘multicultural considerations
into account so learners are humanized, thus mitigating the propensity of perpetuating
hegemonic structures in the educational and… societal spheres’ (p. 85). Critical andra-
gogy values self-direction – which, as Brookfield (2005) notes, is frequently considered
the ‘distinguishing characteristic’ of traditional andragogy (p. 83) – but also explicitly
encourages the exploration of how individual identities, prior life experiences, systems
of oppression, and shared social constructions intersect (Brown 2006; DeTurk 2011).
Through both dialogue and reflection, critical andragogy prioritizes the development
of critical consciousness, defined by Freire (2000) as ‘learning to perceive social, political,
and economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of
reality’ (p. 35).

Traditional andragogy and critical pedagogies share certain commonalities, particularly
in relation to the importance of learners being recognized and observed as individuals,
rather than as mere ‘products’ or ‘vessels’ to which ‘knowledge is [merely] added’
(Clemons 2019).Within both approaches, instructors and students enter a dialogical learn-
ing process, one in which both actively participate (Freire 1993; Knowles et al. 2020). A
major difference, however, boils down to emphasis: self-direction is paramount within tra-
ditional andragogy (Knowles et al. 2020), while the development of a deeper critical con-
sciousness is often most prized within critical pedagogies (Freire 2000; McLaren 2003). It
is precisely within its intention to balance between these two aims – the need for maintain-
ing an important degree of personal agency within the learning process, and the develop-
ment of deeper understandings of self in relation to social constructions at both small and
large scales – that makes critical andragogy potentially useful in exploring the experiences
formerly incarcerated students find important developmentally.

Methods

Context of the Boston University Program

Boston University has offered college credits to incarcerated students at the Massachusetts
Correctional Institution at Norfolk (MCI-Norfolk), a men’s prison 45-minutes southwest
of Boston, since 1972. In 1991, the program also began offering credit-bearing coursework
at MCI-Framingham, the only women’s prison in the state (Boston University Prison
Education Program, n.d.). Currently enrolled students pursue either a BA in Liberal
Studies or an undergraduate certificate in Interdisciplinary Studies. Students released
from prison prior to graduating can continue their education on campus. Over the pro-
gram’s history, a total of 353 students have graduated with a BA, and 28 of those have gone
on to receive an MA (Boston University Prison Education Program, n.d.).

Recruitment and sample

The snowballed sample includes 21 formerly incarcerated students, each of whom par-
ticipated in the Boston University Prison Education Program. This study was approved
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by the Institutional Review Board at Boston College, reference number 21.117.01. Partici-
pation was voluntary, and informed written consent was obtained prior to commencing
the study. Interviews were conducted between January–May 2021. Participants ranged in
age from 26 to 72, with a median age of 43. Years of enrollment among participants
ranged from 1974 to 2020. Thirteen participants had received their BA (12 of whom
earned the degree while in prison, while one participant finished on campus).

The average self-reported GPA was 3.70, with a range of 3.00–4.00. The sample
included 11 White participants, five Black participants, four Latino/a/x or Hispanic par-
ticipants, and one who self-identified as multiracial Native American. These demo-
graphics broadly mirror those inside Massachusetts prisons (43% White, 27% Black,
26%, Latino/a/x or Hispanic, 1% Native American [Vera Institute of Justice 2019]).
The sample included 11 men and 10 women. Appendix A provides a fuller demographic
breakdown of participants.

Data sources and analysis

Data sources included hour-long, semi-structured interviews with each participant. All
interviews were conducted via Zoom as a result of social distancing during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Coulson 2015). Questions were designed to elicit responses
which provided reflective insight into the types of experiences participants deemed
important in their own development as learners. Based on this study’s critical andrago-
gical framing, specific questions were designed to elicit responses regarding the potential
importance of developing and/or sustaining personal agency in prison, as well as how
program participation may have led to deeper understandings of social constructs and
legacies of oppression.

Following a phenomenological approach, an open-ended, whole-part-whole analysis
process was conducted that included three stages: a holistic reading of the data, detailed
line-by-line readings of individual transcripts, and subsequent readings analyzing data
within a critical andragogical framework across participants (Vagle 2018). This analytic
process produced inductive codes, such as ‘purpose and fulfillment,’ ‘reflecting on career
pathways,’ and ‘dealing with challenges,’ as well as deductive codes associated with criti-
cal andragogy, such as ‘developing agency,’ ‘exploring societal contexts,’ and ‘under-
standing life experiences.’

Positionality

I approached this study from the perspective of an instructor, administrator, and advo-
cate for college-in-prison. I have years of experience teaching within the BU Prison Edu-
cation Program, as well as within the Boston College Prison Education Program, for
which I recently assumed the role of program director. As a result of these experiences,
I have my own beliefs in relation to the value of college-in-prison programs, as well as
student-centered pedagogies. In addition to my career experiences, my education back-
ground and identity as a White, middle-class male also likely mediate my perspectives on
the intersections between the criminal justice system and higher education. For this
reason, Vagle’s (2018) practice of bridling – a process of journaling designed to fore-
ground my own thoughts and assumptions – was particularly important. Bridling is a
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self-reflective and iterative process geared toward prioritizing the voices and perspectives
of participants.

Findings

Participants in this study frequently cited the BU program’s capacity for providing ‘trans-
formative’ educational experiences. Many described their enrollment in the program as
one of the most ‘important,’ ‘productive,’ and ‘meaningful’ developmental experiences in
their lives. A critical andragogical lens provides a pathway to better understanding the
types of dynamics that helped promote such positive regard. The three reported
themes highlight components of participation described to be the most developmentally
beneficial for participants.

Developing confidence, pride, and healthier self-conceptions

Participants described that one of the most prevailing aspects of the program was how it
helped them develop self-confidence. Many described feeling great self-doubt prior to
their enrollment, in large part due to the environment of the prison itself. Jeremy (all
names pseudonyms), a Black man in his mid-30s now enrolled in graduate school
outside of prison, commented on how incarceration led him and many of his peers
toward feelings of self-stigmatization:

The whole prison environment communicates the message that you’re less significant, and
even insignificant. The walls, the COs [correctional officers] watching you and telling you to
hurry up or slow down. You’re told when you can eat, when you can sleep, when to get up,
when you can take a shower. And you’re kind of like cattle. You’re just watched over, and it’s
a whole punitive system, and they’re ready to just hit you with a ticket or hit you with pun-
ishment. And, like, you’re in this environment, you’re gonna feel (he pauses)… it’s going to
cause you to feel less than.

Experiencing some form of dehumanizing treatment in prison was nearly universal
among participants. As Adrián, a Hispanic man in his mid-30s, explained: ‘In prison,
you kind of learn this ‘speak when spoken to’ [mindset].… you’re disempowered.’
Jeremy emphasized the harmful impact of such treatment: ‘I never felt like I was like
an idiot or unintelligent. It was more a lack of confidence, and when you’re not
confident, you tend to listen to outside voices.’ He noted that these ‘negative voices in
prison’ – whether coming from correctional officers or fellow incarcerated people –
were easy to succumb to and hard to surmount. This dynamic was reiterated by
almost every participant, as building or maintaining a positive self-conception was
described as extremely challenging.

Experiences for participants within the BU program, however, stood in stark contrast
to the prison environment. Participants felt treated and respected as individuals. Jeffrey –
a White man in his mid-50s currently finishing his last remaining credits on campus –
commented on the striking difference in interpersonal dynamics between his interactions
within the program and outside of it. Jeffrey remarked that he had become accustomed
while in prison to ‘people fuck[ing] with you’ all day. In contrast, within the BU program,
he noted the dynamic was much different:
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Nobody was getting over [on you], nobody was… nobody gives a shit about why you’re in
prison. They care about you and, ‘are you getting your education?’ ‘Do you need help?’ ‘Any-
thing we can do for you?’ And that gave me a sense of humanness. Like, you’re not judging
me, you’re treating me as an equal, and I will never forget that.

The sense of being offered respect was important. For many, the ‘dehumanizing’ or
‘degrading’ treatment they received in prison was often an extension and exacerbation
of treatment they had received prior to incarceration. Zachary, a White man in his
early-30s, explained that growing up ‘extremely poor’ to ‘drug-addicted parents’ meant
that he often felt ‘looked down on.’ He carried many of these feelings with him into
prison, explaining that he never had ‘a problem with authority,’ but rather he had a
‘hard time’ with those who placed themselves above him: ‘[Authority] wasn’t the issue.
It’s just people that think they’re better than me.’ Because he felt treated with respect
by BU faculty, Zachary remarked that one of the biggest benefits he experienced was
developing better self-esteem:

When you’re in prison, well, in my opinion, I have a low self-esteem because [I was] like
socioeconomically at the lowest. You’re considered a pariah. And the dehumanization
process that goes along with being incarcerated, whether it be people coming in and out
of your cell, raiding your cell, or the strip searches and stuff like that, I mean… I wasn’t
feeling myself in prison, if that makes sense. But now, I was working hard and gaining some-
thing out of [the program], and that made me feel better about myself.

Participants universally described gaining confidence in their own abilities and potential.
Regina, a White woman in her mid-50s, commented on the impact the program had on
herself and others: ‘Education changes a person from the inside. They start to grow and
learn, and they build confidence… They stand up taller, their shoulders go back a little,
their head goes up higher every time they achieve something.’ The sense of pride and
accomplishment that participants developed enabled and encouraged processes of self-
reflection and the exploration of life experiences within the context of society writ large.

With newfound and developing confidence in their own academic abilities, partici-
pants felt encouraged and supported by faculty to reflect on their own experiences
while also considering larger societal contexts that may have impacted the course and
direction of their lives. Pamela, a woman in her early-50s who self-identified as multira-
cial Native American, described how the cumulative effect of her enrollment within the
program was that it inspired her to think critically about dynamics within her own life,
and within the broader communities to which she belonged. She enjoyed asking self-
reflective questions:

What were the patterns in my family’s life? Why did my father go to prison? Why was my
mother an addict? Why was all this abandonment happening in our family? And how was
this cycle gonna stop? Did I want my children to experience these same patterns?

Pamela remarked that she particularly prized not ‘being told’ the answers to these ques-
tions, but instead being offered guidance and support in becoming more self-directed in
order to seek to draw her own conclusions.

What participants often found most developmentally impactful about their involve-
ment within the program stood in direct relationship to negative and/or traumatic life
experiences occurring prior to, or during their incarceration. The confidence gained in
the development of critical thinking skills, and the knowledge garnered from being
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able to better comprehend personal experiences within social and historical contexts, led
to insights that helped participants gain a better understanding of themselves, often
leading to more positive self-conceptions. For example, Dawn, a Black woman in her
early-60s, expressed that when her mother died when Dawn was just 14, it created a
seismic shift in her life: ‘My grandmother raised me after my mother died. And she
always told me I wasn’t good enough… that I was never going to amount to anything.’
Even though Dawn ‘got straight A’s in high school,’ she battled feelings of inadequacy: ‘I
didn’t think I had the intelligence.’ She also struggled with her identity as a Black woman.
Growing up in a ‘mixed-race neighborhood,’ she often felt demoralized by how she was
treated. Her experiences being called ‘extremely derogatory names’ while riding the
school bus contributed to her declining confidence: ‘I went through a thing, I wished I
was White, you know. White people had it all. I never wanted to be Black.’

Dawn positioned the importance of her involvement in the BU program as a way of
integrating experiences inside the classroom into a better understanding of herself. She
not only gained skills for improving prospects for employment post-release, and for
‘becom[ing] more intelligent,’ but she also, ‘learned about things like race in this
country, and White privilege that helped make heads-or-tails of [her own] background.’
Dawn described that her experiences in the program helped her ‘get rid of some of [her]
self-sabotage.’A poetry class, in particular, stood out to Dawn as being meaningful, as she
‘even wrote a letter appointed to [her] mother’ that finally gave her a sense of ‘closure
after so many years.’

Developing empathy toward others

In addition to intrapersonal benefits such as building confidence and developing heal-
thier self-conceptions, participation in the BU program led many participants to
become more empathic toward others. This finding is in line with scholarship demon-
strating that involvement in college-in-prison programs can often develop increased
compassion among students, helping to bridge racial and cultural barriers that frequently
divide prisons (Kallman 2018). The prison was described as an oppressive, stratified
environment, in which participants viewed both correctional staff and other incarcerated
people with ‘suspicion’ and ‘distrust.’ As Pamela remarked, ‘It’s like the haves, and the
have-nots. [The prison] is not just separated by staff and prisoners, or race and class,
it’s also separated by crime. So, your crime is different than their crime… like you
can’t talk to them, you just don’t talk.’

The BU program provided a pathway toward overcoming some of these barriers. A
mutual respect between students developed. There was often a tacit recognition that
involvement in the program created what Hugh – a White man in his early-50s –
described as a type of ‘brotherhood.’ In providing an example of this dynamic, Hugh
recalled an interaction he had early in the program with a fellow classmate who came
‘from a very different background’ than Hugh:

I believe… he was a Latin King. And in there, I was ‘out.’ People knew, and I’m like this gay
kid, drug dealer from Boston. And here we are on the softball field. And there was like a
mutual respect. You know, traditionally being gay in prison, it’s like, ‘oh, fuck that.’ But
he respected me because he knew how much I loved the same thing he was doing. So,
there was an unwritten or an unspoken kind of respect for one another.
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The mutual respect that developed between students was due, in part, to pursuing the
shared goal of a college degree, but it also related to the types of learning experiences
taking place inside the classroom. As Darren – a Black man in his early-40s – commen-
ted, many of the courses offered within the program,

[pushed] us to confront our biases, and [made] sure that we started going through life being
able to self-reflect and to know that, okay, I have this bias I need to work on. I need to get
more information so that I no longer am biased about something affecting others.

Many participants expressed that course material and class discussion often encouraged
students to locate their own ‘blind spots’ and confront potential prejudices or ‘untested
assumptions.’

Participants felt that the classroom was a place where difficult discussions could be
had. Students could voice their perspectives without fear of retribution or condemnation.
This allowed for ‘more honest discussions’ and for multiple viewpoints to be listened to
with the aim of ‘seeking to understand,’ rather than strictly to refute or ‘criticize.’ For
many participants, this process not only helped them develop their own perspectives,
but also to appreciate and empathize with the perspectives and backgrounds of others.
As Dawn noted, one of her biggest lessons was in recognizing that respecting the experi-
ences of others could help develop deeper interpersonal bonds:

You know, we are products of what we’re taught. Our parents weren’t always right, but they
did their best. And listening to these stories, we found out… the way we’re brought up, or
the company we keep, we’re products of our environment. And then when you’re old
enough, you make your own decisions of whether you want to participate in certain beha-
viors. It brought our class closer together.

Participants expressed that the development of empathy, and the ability to better under-
stand the perspectives of others, was integral to their own growth. When Ruth, a White
woman in her mid-20s, was asked whether her involvement in the program changed her
in any significant ways, she connected her response both to her newfound confidence, but
also to her more thoughtful understanding of others:

It definitely changed me. It gave me confidence I could take college classes, that I was intel-
ligent. I did have the focus and discipline to be able to complete classes, and in the future, I
could earn a degree. It helped me develop a better understanding of other people, too. I
think it made me a more thoughtful and understanding person to the people around me.

As students developed more empathic relationships, they began developing a community
in which they rooted for each other’s successes. In contrast to many of the relationships
inside prison, the BU program helped create a space where students aimed to lift each
other up. As Darren depicted: ‘It’s almost like when you feel you’re onto something
[special], that, then, you got to let people know about it. And then you want to see
them, and help them, to succeed.’

Desire to positively impact the lives of others

One of the most striking themes related directly to an outcome associated with the first
two themes articulated in this paper. As students cultivated better understandings of
themselves and greater empathy toward others, they simultaneously developed a desire
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to positively impact the lives of others, both within the BU program and beyond it. For
instance, Carolina, a Hispanic woman in her mid-30s, reflected on her perception that
many students in the program wanted to ‘pass on’ the learning and knowledge they
received as part of their education: ‘We have that stigma attached to the whole ‘felons’
thing. We often think we’re not enough. So [the BU program] kind of opened my
mind a bit to like, there’s just so much more that I could help out.’ Similarly, Eugene
– a Black man in his late-60s who graduated from the program with a BA in the
1980s – remarked that one of his biggest takeaways was that, ‘You can’t keep education
to yourself; you have to give it away by doing anything possible to help people.’

The desire to help others with the skills and knowledge gained in the program often
started within participants’ own families. Many had siblings and cousins who partici-
pants felt it important to try to inspire toward developing academically and intellectually.
In one particularly notable example, Eugene believed he was instrumental in encouraging
his younger brother David to apply, attend, and eventually graduate from BU on its
‘regular’ campus. David even moved from Maryland to do so. Eugene described: ‘He
saw that I was changing. I was empowering myself and it was making a difference in
my life.’ His younger brother’s graduation was a special point of pride for Eugene, as
he took delight in the fact that his brother not only earned a degree from BU, but
‘thrived on campus.’ Eugene felt his brother’s success, as well the academic success of
other family members who were similarly encouraged by witnessing Eugene’s ‘excite-
ment’ and ‘transformation,’ was a major part of his legacy within the program.

Hernán, a Hispanic man in his early-40s, shared a similar experience with his family.
He recalled speaking as valedictorian at his graduation ceremony. One point of emphasis
during his speech was the impact he believed his involvement in the program had on his
family:

I spoke about my life, and how education and the teachers and professors helped me change.
How I was the first one in my family to get a degree, and how I was so motivated to see my
family [do the same]. My sister went and got her degree, and my brother went and got a
degree. I was the first one, and they were able to follow me.

Hernán expressed that his desire to positively impact others extended well beyond his
own family. After graduating from BU and then being released from prison, Hernán
began a career that eventually led to him work as ‘a youth social worker…working
with individuals from the street life, individuals coming home from prison, being a
mentor.’ Hernán believes that part of what makes him effective in his job is his ability
to relate to others. This ability often reveals itself in relatively ‘ordinary,’ but important
ways, as he described working with clients who are,

always saying the same thing, ‘I wish I told this person this type of thing, but I don’t know
how to express it; I can’t find the right words.’ And I’m like, ‘I can relate to you. I remember
when I was in a situation where I couldn’t find the right words either.’

For Hernán, it became important to assist others in gaining the tools necessary to express
themselves better, articulate their thoughts and emotions, and communicate in healthier
ways. Now directing a non-profit that works with ‘troubled youth,’ Hernán views his job
as an extension of his involvement in the BU program, aiming to continue ‘pass[ing] on’
the types of opportunities for personal growth that he himself benefitted from.
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A number of participants found their experiences so meaningful that it became impor-
tant for them to ‘give back’ to the program itself. Jeffrey ascribed this tendency to the wel-
coming interpersonal dynamics the program fostered: ‘There’s really not a jealousy
factor. I thought there would be. It’s like, everybody acknowledges the goodness of
this – how powerful it can be.’ Similarly, Regina emphasized how ‘transformative’ the
BU program was for her. In part, what made her experiences so impactful was the rec-
ognition that she could help others have similarly meaningful experiences. She helped
serve as a clerk for the program, taking her responsibilities seriously to assist in recruiting
potential candidates for enrollment, ensuring better communication between the
program and students, and helping faculty with administrative needs.

When asked why she became so invested in the program, Regina referenced the
impact her involvement had at a personal level: ‘When you’re in education, that’s
when you can focus on you. Because that’s when you start to learn about who you are,
and what possibilities there are, and things that you had never been [exposed] to
before.’ Regina found helping others in prison so rewarding that she started a separate
program (with help from BU administrators and faculty) aimed at facilitating an
improved reentry process for those who were set to be released. The fact that she accom-
plished this while still incarcerated speaks to her entrepreneurial spirit, something she
has continued to put to use post-release, as she now has taken on a leadership position
within a nationally-recognized tutoring and academic support services program for both
incarcerated and formerly incarcerated students.

The number of this study’s participants actively involved – either through volunteer-
ing or within their own careers – in work that ‘gives back’ to incarcerated, formerly incar-
cerated, or other marginalized groups was astounding. The sample included those
currently working as nurses, social workers, drug addiction counselors, church leaders,
mentors for ‘at-risk youth,’ leaders within tutoring and academic services, reentry
specialists, and domestic abuse counselors. After being asked about the types of
careers former BU students often pursue, Hugh found it unsurprising that so many of
the study’s participants went on to find work with a public service orientation. He
described how being involved in the program served as such a ‘lifeline’ for students
that it naturally encouraged many to consider how they could translate the opportunities
they received into similarly benefitting others.

Hugh, who now works as a social worker after earning his Master’s in Social Work
(MSW), described how he recently returned to prison to visit with students currently
enrolled in the BU program. He became emotional when reflecting on why the
program was so personally meaningful, and why he felt the need to return to meet
with students: ‘It was an awakening of potential,… of belonging in this community of
higher education, and the acknowledgement that I, in fact, belonged there.’ Like
Hugh, imparting this sense of empowerment and belonging to others was something
that became integral to the lives and careers of many of this study’s participants.

Discussion

With the expansion of Second Chance Pell and the announcement of the full return of
Pell Grant eligibility for incarcerated students, higher education opportunities in US
prisons are set to become more accessible than at any time in recent history. This is
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an important sign of progress, particularly as college degree attainment has become both
more common, and also more frequently required by employers (Schaeffer 2022). The
need for access to a college-level education is vital, a reality that holds especially true
for incarcerated people, who often already face significant challenges post-release in
developing careers and securing housing (Couloute and Kopf 2018; Remster 2019).
Beyond such instrumental aims, college-in-prison programs represent a unique – and
often, ‘liberatory’ – opportunity for students, frequently disrupting the many harmful
personal and interpersonal dynamics inside prisons (Conway In press; Evans 2018).

And, yet, with so many instructors likely to begin teaching inside prison facilities for
the first time, it is vital that they engage with students in a way that responds to the types
of experiences incarcerated students find developmentally beneficial. The present study
contributes to this end, employing a critical andragogical lens to help identify the
types of experiences formerly incarcerated students found most impactful, and often
even transformative. These insights can help guide educators and program administra-
tors in the development of teaching strategies and curricula inside college-in-prison
programs.

The data gathered represent a particular time, program, and institutional culture, and
so implications of this study should be drawn carefully, especially considering the wide
array of program types college-in-prison now comprises. The themes emerging from the
current data, however, are nonetheless important for program administrators and prison
education faculty in considering the types of educational experiences they aim to culti-
vate. Findings contribute to research on how involvement in college-in-prison programs
can catalyze personal and interpersonal development among participants (Behan 2014;
Keen and Woods 2016). Data analysis uncovered three potential personal and/or inter-
personal outcomes for students enrolled in college-in-prison programming that stood in
direct contrast to the environment of the prison itself. These outcomes were directly
linked to experiences participants had within the BU program. Figure 1 provides a
visual presentation of this study’s findings.

As Figure 1 depicts, the BU program is situated within a nuanced and complicated
political space, in that the program exists within the confines of the prison environment,
but also encourages experiences that are disruptive of that very same environment. For
example, many participants described that some of their most developmentally impactful
experiences related to developing a renewed sense of confidence. In line with scholarship
on prison contexts, the environment of the prison was routinely described as engender-
ing fear and self-doubt (Dehart et al. 2018). Participants felt the treatment they received
from faculty in the BU program helped combat this harmful paradigm, offering a path
toward greater self-esteem and self-worth. The fostering of mutual respect (both
between peers and between students and faculty) allowed for a supportive environment
in which students felt liberated to reflect on their own experiences and lives within the
context of broader societal structures.

A paradoxical tension often exists within college-in-prison programs, in that such
programs often maintain aspirations of providing ‘emancipatory’ education, while sim-
ultaneously inhabiting a highly restrictive and punitive environment (Castro and Brawn
2017). These dynamics highlight the need for instructors to recognize the individuality of
students, to respond to their diverse needs and learning styles, and to create opportu-
nities for peer-based and peer-led curricula (Devilly et al. 2005). Peer-educational
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activities – including small group work, classroom discussions, and peer-directed exer-
cises – allow for students to share and take in knowledge from each other. The risk of
not encouraging these types of educational practices may increase the likelihood of stu-
dents experiencing stigmatization (Evans et al. 2018), as programs can become perceived
as an additional form of social control (Pryor and Thompkins 2013).

With the confidence gained in the development of critical thinking skills, participants
identified that maintaining a measure of agency within their own reflective practices was
very important, a finding that is unsurprising given the importance of fostering self-
direction among adult learners (Knowles et al. 2020). Rather than merely following
additional dictates, the guidance and support offered by faculty to help students formu-
late their own conclusions encouraged the integration of experiences inside the class-
room into healthier self-conceptions and better understandings of lived experiences.
Such a finding emphasizes the need for curricula and teaching practices that are not pre-
scriptive in nature, but instead value student input and insight. Assignments and activi-
ties that draw on students’ life experiences can be particularly useful within such settings,
as learners’ prior experiences can often form one of the richest reservoirs for adult learn-
ing (Clemons 2019).

The BU program provided a space that helped combat a stratified, oppressive atmos-
phere of distrust and suspicion. Bonds developed between students in the classroom that
frequently overcame barriers of race, class, culture, and geographic background (Kallman
2018). The courses offered encouraged students to confront their own potential biases,
which enabled participants to begin viewing their peers with more compassion and
empathy. The classroom environment was one which fostered open discussions, where
viewpoints could be articulated, deliberated, and debated without fear of reprisal. This
study’s findings suggest that teaching practices that both challenge and develop students’
critical thinking (Howes 2017; Machum and Clow 2015) are particularly useful in prison
settings, helping students gain comfort dealing with nuance and complexity, and assist-
ing them in developing greater open-mindedness regarding the perspectives and
opinions of others. Such dynamics often instilled within students a desire to support
and encourage each other’s success, as a sense of mutuality developed in recognizing

Figure 1. Visual presentation of findings.
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shared goals, struggles, and hopes for the future. At a program-level, emphasis should be
placed on creating networks and communities of support for students post-release to best
capitalize on the dynamics created within such programs, and to better ensure that they
continue for students after incarceration.

As participants developed deeper understandings of themselves, their peers, and
society writ large, they also frequently developed a desire to positively impact others.
Many participants described such experiences as personally transformational, contribut-
ing to existing understandings of what comprises such types of experiences in college-in-
prison programs (Carberry 2017; Wyant and Lockwood 2018). This pattern often
occurred within the context of participants’ connection to their own families, as they
sought to pass on educational opportunities and insights to their siblings, children,
and/or extended family. Many participants also actively pursued careers where they
could make use of their own experiences and knowledge for the benefit of others.
Guided by this study’s critical andragogical framework, it is evident that program curri-
cula helping to contextualize students’ life histories (Ross 2009), while also offering an
important degree of personal agency (Knowles et al. 2020), enabled students to turn
the often-traumatic experience of incarceration into something much more positive,
not only for themselves but others as well. This became one of the most generative
aspects of their involvement in the BU program, helping participants share and pass
on the benefits of college-in-prison.

Conclusion

In considering the environment in which such programs take place, Jeremy’s comment is
particularly noteworthy: ‘The whole prison environment communicates the message that
you’re less significant, and even insignificant.’ The BU program helped provide an
entirely different dynamic, helping to combat the type of dehumanizing treatment and
messaging communicated by the prison itself. With access to Pell Grants set to be
fully restored in US prisons in 2023, new and already established programs are likely
to continue to emerge and develop. Many educators throughout the United States will
be entering into prisons as administrators and/or instructors for the first time. It is cri-
tically important that they reflect on the types of educational experiences students within
such programs find most developmentally impactful.

College-in-prison programs can help facilitate for students a greater sense of confi-
dence and pride, as well as healthier self-conceptions. Maintaining a sense of individual
agency, while also gaining the critical skills needed to better place life experiences into
context, can assist students in developing greater empathy, and inspire a desire to posi-
tively impact the lives of others. Such insights are not only important for instructors in
considering the specific aims and objectives of individual coursework, but also for
program administrators in planning and designing effective curricula capable of
responding to the types of experiences incarcerated students are most likely to
welcome and value.
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Appendix

A: Demographic characteristics of study participants.

Study Participants
Sample Characteristics n % Median Range

Gender
Men 11 52
Women 10 47
Race
Black 5 24
Latino/a/x or Hispanic 4 19
*Multiracial Native American 1 5
White 11 52
Education
Graduated with MA 1 5
Graduated with BA 13 62
Not Yet Completed BA 7 33
Current Age 43 26–72
GPA 3.70 3.00-4.00
Initial Enrollment 2006 1974–2019
Last Class/Graduation 2011 1986–2020

Note. N = 21.
*Self-Identified.
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