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ABSTRACT 

One of the ways California is addressing issues of mass incarceration and prison over-

crowding in the state is through recent reinvestment in education for justice involved students. 

Using sustainable development (Brundtland and Khalid, 1987) as a guiding framework, this 

dissertation examines California’s Corrections to Education pipeline. In particular, I explore the 

potential of the state’s community college system—the largest in the nation with 116 

campuses—to help reduce recidivism by being a critical component in a formerly incarcerated 

student’s reintegration journey. I report on the results of a content analysis I conducted on 

what programs are available across all 116 campuses, in order to understand how many 

programs exist, where they exist, and what they look like along the program development 

spectrum. Informed by the results from the content analysis, I present a portraiture study of a 

southern California community college to tell the story of how this particular community has 

been serving these vulnerable students, some of the challenges formerly incarcerated students 

face, as well as the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The need for sustainable program 

development, policy implications, and future directions for research are discussed.   
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CHAPTER ONE:  
Introduction 

“A world in which poverty is endemic  
will always be prone to ecological and other catastrophes.” 

- Our Common Future, 1987. 

1.1. Problem Statement 

The United States has over 2.3 million adults in its prisons and jails—the highest in the 

world (Wagner and Sawyer, 2019). Additionally, there are approximately 4.5 million adults on 

some form of probation or parole (Kaeble, 2016). Combined, this is nearly 7 million adults who 

are under correctional supervision. Recidivism rates can differ considerably, depending on what 

measures (i.e., re-arrest, reconviction, or reincarceration) are used. According to the latest 

study by The United States Sentencing Commission, using re-arrest as the measure for 

recidivism, the federal recidivism rate is estimated at 49.3%, within five years of release, with a 

median time of 21 months from release to re-arrest (Hunt and Dumville, 2016). Whereas, 

according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), in a study of a comparable cohort of releases 

from the same time period, the recidivism, or re-arrest, rate for state prisoners was 77% 

(Markman, et al., 2016). While these numbers give us a snapshot of mass incarceration in the 

US, there is also another link in the carceral chain that often gets left out of this discussion: 

county jails—where the revolving door of the justice system functions. The BJS reported that in 

2016, 10.6 million people were admitted to county level jails across the nation, while the 

average daily population was 731,300 (Zeng, 2018).  



 2 

The annual costs of incarceration in the United States, including who benefits and who 

pays, is a staggering $182 billion2 (Wagner and Robuy, 2017). Here in California, we have one of 

the highest state prison populations at 129,293 inmates (operating at 131.8% prison capacity as 

of May 2018) (CDCR, 2018). The estimated cost of incarcerating a state prison inmate is now 

approximately over $80,000 per year (LAO, 2020). This is an increase from $75,560 per year in 

2017 (Associated Press, 2017), even as the prison population has continued to decline, due to 

the fixed costs associated with prison staffing and maintenance. For FY 2020-2021, the budget 

for all judicial and criminal justice programs across the state is over $15.93 billion dollars (State 

of California, 2020). In addition, jails across the state have an estimated average daily 

population of 83,000 (Mukamal & Silbert, 2018), over a million annual admissions (McConville 

and Bird, 2016), with varying costs that come out of county level Sheriff’s department budgets. 

Scholar Angela Davis indicts, “The prison has become a black hole into which the detritus of 

contemporary capitalism is deposited. Mass imprisonment generates profits as it devours social 

wealth, and thus it tends to reproduce the very conditions that lead people to prison.” (p. 17, 

Davis, 2003). 

1.2. Statement of Purpose 

Education has always been an important partner in the corrections environment and 

recognition of its potential to reduce recidivism has led to reinvestment in programs for justice 

involved students across the state. This dissertation examines the current landscape of 

 
2 This figure also includes county level jail and probation costs, judicial and legal costs, and costs to inmates 
and families (see Appendix 1). 
3 $14.9 billion of which is from the state’s general fund. 
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programs, services, and outreach to incarcerated and formerly incarcerated students at 

California’s Community Colleges (CCCs), in an attempt to develop a heuristic for the 

understanding of program development along the corrections to education pipeline, as well as 

understand how justice involved students are served. I hope that this work will be particularly 

useful for policymakers and administrators—those with the power to help prioritize funding 

and enact the structural changes necessary to ensure sustainability and continuing 

development. 

 The corrections to education pipeline, which will be further defined below, refers to any 

educational pathways, traditional or otherwise, that facilitates an incarcerated student to 

continue working towards completing a degree or vocational certification after they have been 

released back into the community. Most programs have been developed in recent years and 

are still in nascent stages, so a lot is still unknown about what is actually available for this 

vulnerable population. In order to develop a heuristic to understand the community college 

segment of the corrections to education pipeline, I begin by conducting a systematic content 

analysis on what targeted programs and services are available at all 116 campuses across 

California, via the manifest content found on campus websites, which is one of the main ways 

that students interact with the campus and search for relevant services and resources. It is a 

large system and campuses are at various stages of program development and there are a 

number of colleges that do not have targeted programs for these students. Having a sense for 

what has already been developed within the system is an important step in understanding how 

the story of accessibility actually plays out throughout the state.  
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Next, I use portraiture methodology (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) to take a in 

depth look at the complicated story behind how programs and services are being developed at 

a southern California community college. The results of the content analyses from the previous 

chapter, as well as a stakeholder interview that I conducted in 2018, showed me that this 

college has been awarded funding for, and is currently serving, students across the entire 

pipeline, from instruction in the county jail and two state prisons and through a student club on 

campus. With that foundational knowledge, I wanted to take a deeper look at how programs 

were developed and progressing in this particular community, the experiences of students, and 

how students are being served in absence of other official structures and processes. Due to 

when I conducted primary data collection, between December 2019 and March 2020, I also 

report on how the COVID-19 Pandemic (WHO, 2020) has impacted programs and students. 

Portraiture allowed me to weave together different elements of all the data (video and audio 

recorded interviews, course retention and completion data, photos, articles about programs, 

other documents, etc.) into a more comprehensive narrative to tell the story of this community.   

1.3. Research Questions 

In order to better understand California’s corrections to education pipeline, my study is 

guided by the following research questions:  

1. How many California community colleges provide targeted outreach and services to 

justice involved students?  

2. What stage of development are these programs (i.e., informal, in development, 

formalized) and where are there gaps? 

3. How are CCCs serving justice involved students?  
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1.4. Rationale & Significance 

Given the high costs typically associated with this population (i.e., repeated 

institutionalization, substance use disorder treatment, complex and co-occurring medical 

conditions, etc.) (Freudenberg, et al., 2008; Listwan, et al., 2006; Petersilia, 2003), and the 

continuing research which shows that education is one of the best strategies to reduce 

recidivism (Erisman & Contardo, 2005; Lois, et al., 2013; Stevens & Ward, 1997; Vacca, 2004), 

providing targeted services to these students in our communities is a valuable opportunity to 

serve multiple vulnerable groups in order to improve individuals’ life outcomes. California’s 

higher education infrastructure poises the state to be a national leader in building these 

pathways.  Importantly, in 2014, AB 1391 (also known as the Hancock Bill) went into effect, 

which created the financial pathways for California’s community colleges to start coordinating 

face-to-face (F2F) instruction for incarcerated students. Then, Proposition 57, or the Public 

Safety and Rehabilitation Act of 2016, expanded the Milestone and Educational Merit Credits4 

program in order to incentivize good behavior and participation in rehabilitative programming, 

which has impacted CCCs as demand for courses increases. Additionally, in 2018, Budget 

Assembly Trailer Bill 1809 provided CCCs $5 million in one-time funding to establish programs 

for formerly incarcerated students enrolled in colleges or for providing F2F instruction in 

prisons and/or jails. This funding led to the CCCCO’s 2019 announcement of the creation of a 

Currently and Formerly Incarcerated Students Reentry Program grants program, which will be 

 
4 Time off an individual’s sentence for educational credits earned and/or good behavior. 
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focused on students’ reentry5 into their communities through the Guided Pathways framework 

(CCCCO, 2020). These, and other intersecting criminal justice, health, and public safety, policy 

goals create an environment that is ripe for the development of programs that can sustainably 

serve students over time, especially as California continues to reduce its prison population 

through the decriminalization of non-violent crimes (e.g., cannabis related) and other sentence 

reforms.  

From 2014-2017, CCCs' programs grew from serving zero to over 4,000 incarcerated 

students in F2F courses (Mukamal & Silbert, 2018). The growth of these educational 

opportunities for incarcerated students, along with the developing programs meant to support 

students as they transition back to communities, builds on the work that The Renewing 

Communities’ five-year initiative started to construct bridges between incarceration and 

college, and are indicative of California’s commitment to the evidence-based strategy of using 

education as a means of combatting recidivism and reducing the state’s prison population 

(ibid.). Though there have been efforts to put together a catalog of available programs, such as, 

correctionstocollegeca.org (ibid.), the information available is incomplete and often inaccurate. 

My research takes a deeper examination of the quality of programs produced by this boom in 

investment and development, in order to get a fuller understanding of what programs and 

support services are actually available for justice involved students, with a focus on programs 

for formerly incarcerated students. I hope to shed some light on little known aspects of this 

pipeline and identify best practices and/or additional gaps and barriers that can be shared in 

 
5 This can be confusing because “reentry” can also refer to an individual reentering school after a period in 
the workforce. 
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the interest of improving and expanding these pathways. I am particularly interested in 

whether programs being developed are sustainable, as well as visible and accessible to the 

community they are supposed to be serving. Sustainability—and, consequently, reliability of 

access for this population—is especially important given the combination of factors, such as 

mental illness, substance use disorders, and housing and employment instability, that puts 

them at a high risk for re-arrest and repeated institutionalization (CalHPS, 2018).  

1.5. Theoretical Framework 

 Achieving sustainability is the underlying motivation for this work—whether it pertains 

to operational functionality of programs that serve justice involved students or the identities 

that students must cultivate in order to achieve successful integration into the communities 

they belong to. Sustainability has always mattered when we think about impacting institutional 

change, because that is a measure of success—a sign that change was truly transformational—

when those goals are inculcated in the institutional culture and resulting processes become 

routinized in everyday practice. It is a concern that I struggled with as a graduate student in 

campus organizations, and it is a concern that I hear echoed in every policy discussion that I 

have ever been a part of—around research circles, with practitioners and community-based 

providers, with local and state leadership and policymakers. Given the amount of investment 

that goes into developing and building out capacity for programs, and the potential 

socioeconomic benefits from reducing recidivism through education, it is in our best interest to 

ensure that these pathways are constructed with sustainability in mind. The concept of 

sustainable development (SD), broadly defined as “development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (p. 
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16-17, Brundtland and Khalid, 1987), undergirds my exploration and analysis of programs for 

justice involved students at California’s Community Colleges and will be elaborated further in 

Chapter 2. 

1.5. Researcher Positionality Statement 

It was my last semester at UC Berkeley when I participated in the Teach in Prison DeCal, 

a program run and facilitated by students, for students. I was an English major and I needed a 

class outside of my major to fulfill a graduation requirement. Teach in Prison, run out of the 

public policy department, immediately grabbed my attention. It took some persistence and 

several emails before I made it off the waitlist into the 70-student program. The class met once 

a week to debrief on our experiences and cover various topics related to the justice system, and 

once a week we carpooled with our assigned groups to San Quentin State Prison, where we 

worked one on one with inmates in the education department. I didn’t know it at the time, but 

my experiences in this program would open my eyes to topics in justice and education that 

forever altered my personal and professional trajectory. 

I grew up in a paradox of diversity and homogeny—in a culturally protected enclave of 

the San Gabriel Valley in southern California, where I was surrounded by predominantly Asian 

and Latino communities, and not much of anyone else. This environment shielded me from 

seeing a lot of the racial disparities and disproportionalities that now drive my work. In 

retrospect, I recognize the heterogeneity inherent in both the Asian and Latino communities—

both literally in terms of the diverse cultural backgrounds and national origins, and structurally 

in terms of endogenous group experiences through the systems of education, justice, and the 

workforce. But at the time, it seemed simple—the nuances of discrimination and disparity were 
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difficult to notice because I was only surrounded by Asian and Latino folks, so what I also saw 

were Asian and Latino folks at all ends of the spectrum, from high-achievers to low-achievers, 

the people who “got away with” bad behavior and those who were punished for similar 

behavior. It wasn’t until I stepped foot in my assigned classroom at San Quentin that the 

realities of discrimination hit me and left me with experiences that made me breathless, 

engraining in me an almost visceral need to learn more about these issues and take action. It 

was there that I witnessed the type of impact an education can have on an incarcerated 

individual’s sense of identity and their perceptions of the opportunities that can be afforded to 

them post-incarceration. My work with students at San Quentin drove me from English to 

Education and shaped the lines of inquiries that I have around issues of school discipline, the 

school to prison pipeline, prison education policies, and now the corrections to education 

pipeline.  

During my time as a doctoral student, I have been purposeful in cultivating the types of 

experiences that will add depth and nuance to my expertise. I have spent time volunteering in a 

juvenile hall, in order to understand the schooling experiences of youth in those settings. In 

2016-2017, as part of a legislated mandate from the 2015 Budget Act, I helped conduct the 

evaluation of Career and Technical Education programs in California state prisons through 

Resourcing Excellence in Education (REEd) here at UC Davis. I was involved in the evaluation 

from design and pilot phases to case study data collection at prisons to the authorship of the 

evaluation report for legislature (O'Hara, Martin, Recouvreur, Beauchamp, Bookmyer, and 

Newton, 2017), and those experiences gave me in depth knowledge of education in those 

settings, as well as about the experiences of incarcerated students in those programs.  
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I have also expanded my knowledge as a health policy researcher for the past four 

years, for California Health Policy Strategies, L.L.C., on the Reentry Health Policy Project. This 

project was funded by the California Health Care Foundation and L.A. Care, and seeks to 

address the medical and behavioral health needs of Californians transitioning back into the 

community post-incarceration. This work has provided me insight into the complex social and 

health challenges that formerly incarcerated individuals face when they attempt to reintegrate 

into communities. The resulting CalHPS (2018) report has drawn attention from stakeholders 

across the state, and we collaborated and built coalitions with: county level corrections 

partners, health and human services, and treatment providers (e.g.: Alameda, Sacramento, 

Santa Clara, San Diego, Riverside, etc.); various departments at the CDCR (i.e., Correctional 

Health Care Services, the Department of Rehabilitative Programming, etc.); California’s 

Department of Health Care Services (DHCS); various statewide community-based providers 

(e.g.: The Transitions Network; The Amity Foundation; HealthRIGHT 360; other state leadership 

and legislative committees (e.g.: the Department of Finance, multiple legislators and their staff, 

etc.). I have given briefs of our report to California’s Chief Fiscal Policy Advisor, the Senate 

Budget Committee, the Senate Health Committee, the CDCR’s Council on Criminal Justice and 

Behavioral Health, and the Board of State and Community Corrections. The third and final, 

phase of the Reentry Health Policy Project involved continuing discussions with leadership to 

advance policy recommendations for making critical social benefits accessible immediately 

post-release (i.e., Medi-Cal, supplemental security income, CalFresh, etc.); developing a Health 
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Transitions Hub demonstration project in partnership with the Transitions Network Clinics6 in 

order to help transition medically fragile7 inmates back into communities; collaborate with 

statewide stakeholders on housing issues for the reentry population; and identify and evaluate 

examples of integrated treatment programs for formerly incarcerated individuals living with co-

occurring disorders (i.e., mental health disorders and substance use disorders). 

In the summer of 2017, my work with CalHPS led to a collaborative meeting with 

researchers from the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC)—amongst whom was research 

associate, Shannon McConville, who shared with me her desire to study educational pathways 

for justice involved individuals. At the time, I was in the process of attempting to secure access 

to the evaluation data that I collected, from the CDCR, as a path for my dissertation. However, 

as it became apparent that it was not a realistic hope,8 I reached out to Shannon and told her 

about my data dilemma. She was interested in working with me and wanted to help me find an 

avenue for data. Our conversations resulted in me writing a one-page proposal for a 

prospective research project, which Shannon turned into an exploratory project under the 

purview of current research she is conducting about career education pathways in California, as 

well as a call to hire an intern for the project under the Richard J. Riordan Summer Intern 

Program at the PPIC. I then applied for the position and went through the PPIC’s hiring process 

and was offered the position in March of 2018. I spent that summer working full-time at the 

 
6 Transitions Clinics provide comprehensive case management and wrap-around health and treatment 
services for the reentry population. 
7 Medically fragile inmates have one or multiple chronic health conditions. They are typically the costliest 
(often requiring residential, skilled nursing care) and most difficult to place, and are often left to the mercy of 
county emergency departments. 
8 The CDCR did not inform me that they were reviewing my application for data until the end of January 2018 
and informed me in August 2018 that they were denying my data request.  
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PPIC, as a member of both their Higher Education Center and their Corrections Policy Group, 

developing this project that I proposed. I experienced the privilege of being largely left to 

myself and given the freedom to steer the direction of the research. The time that I spent there 

was valuable in allowing me to focus on laying down the groundwork for this study, but did not 

live up to the expectations I had around securing data. I did not have a clear understanding of 

how project development and data access occurs at the PPIC until late into the summer. This 

dissertation study stems from the knowledge I have of the system and justice impacted 

populations, from the multiple perspectives that inform my work and understanding, as well as 

the gaps I identified while researching these issues from diverse perspectives. These are my 

lived experiences, the foundation whereupon my positionality as a researcher is rooted (Milner, 

2007; Rose, 1997). 

1.6. Notes on Language & Key Definitions 

Generally, I make the conscious attempt to always use person-first language—choices in 

how I identify people that focus on the individual, rather than the disability they live with or 

their life circumstances (Blaska, 1993; Duncan and O’Neill, 2020; Jensen, et al., 2013). This is a 

philosophy from recovery-oriented mental health care, at the core of which is centering dignity 

and respect for each person and fostering positive attitudes about those who live with 

disabilities (Jensen, et al., 2013). 

Examples of person-first language choices: 

o Formerly incarcerated identifies those who served a term in any incarceration setting 
(i.e., juvenile hall, jail, prison), as opposed to ex-convict. 
 

o Justice involved/involvement describes any person who has an arrest or conviction 
record, or who is currently or formerly incarcerated. For example, in Chapter Three’s 
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content analysis, I examine programs for “justice involved students,” meaning students 
on both ends of the incarceration spectrum, inside and outside.  

 
o The phrase “person living with X“ will be used to identify those suffering from any 

mental illnesses or other conditions (medical or social), as opposed to identifying 
individuals as “mentally ill.” 

 
Key Definitions 

 
Abolition—Du Bois conceptualizes abolition as a tendency embedded in working-class struggles 
to dismantle structural violence, while also developing humane and liberated ways of living 
(McQuade, 2018). 
 
Abolition Democracy is not only, or even primarily, about abolition as a negative process of 
tearing down, but it is also about building up, about creating new democratic institutions that 
can take up the issues that can never be addressed by prisons in productive ways (p. 69-72, 
Davis, 2005). 
 
“The Box” refers questions on employment application forms which ask about individuals’ 
criminal background. As of September 2020, there are 36 states and 150 cities and counties 
which have adopted various fair employment policies—those which ask employers to consider 
individuals qualifications first, without the stigma of having to report criminal background 
(usually until the background check process, once an employment offer has been initially made) 
(Avery & Lu, 2020). 
 
Cell Block Pedagogy is a method of informal education that offers a critical look into social 
issues, drawing from the critical insights of criminology, sociology, psychology, history, and 
world politics—where “women and men make sense of the confined world around them and 
resist it by sharing banned books and knowledge in one-on-one and small group discussions. 
They are willing to intellectually challenge the educational status quo, and the rules of the 
system, by not adhering to educational programs that rely heavily on the banking method. 
Cellblock pedagogy is overtly political and rooted in dialogue (Freire 2000).” (Leyva, 2018, p. 
42). 
 
Collateral consequences of incarceration are the impacts of punitive policies that continue to 
disenfranchise an individual once they have been released from incarceration (Taliaferro & 
Pham, 2017). These policies effectively bar formerly incarcerated individuals from many 
employment and housing opportunities that could lead to stability and lower their risk of 
recidivism. For example, any vocational certification or licensure which precludes those with 
felony convictions—particularly those that do not account for type of offense or when they 
occurred.  
 
Convict criminology is a branch of criminology that privileges the voice of the “convict-scholar,” 
is research conducted by formerly incarcerated academics and incarcerated academics, and is 
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borne out of the critique that criminology is a field led by those who do not have any 
experience with incarceration (Leyva & Bickel, 2010; Richards & Ross, 2001). 
 
Felony application attrition refers to the phenomenon where college applicants will drop-out 
of the application process due to the questions and requirements regarding criminal history. 
Once students report justice involvement, it usually triggers requests for various additional 
documentation—and at this point, many formerly incarcerated people will simply withdraw 
from the application process. A recent study revealed that this rate of attrition was higher than 
the rejection rate for students who do report criminal histories (Delaney, et al., 2019).  
 
The Corrections to Education Pipeline refers to the educational pathways that help individuals 
transition from incarceration settings back into their communities. I chose these terms carefully 
to be inclusive of the multiple systems and institutions at play: 1. Corrections is an identifier 
that includes all prisons (federal and state) and jails, and is a term commonly used in the field 
and in policy discussions. However, I acknowledge the inherently problematic nature of the 
term, especially as it pertains to those who are incarcerated based on identities and situations 
out of their control.; 2. Education includes all forms of schooling and learning—formal and 
informal; academic, career, or behavioral; in school or out of school contexts—that an inmate-
student or a formerly incarcerated student may experience. 
 
Sustainable Development meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs (Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). 
 

1.7. Laying Out the Dissertation 

Chapter Two is a literature review that is organized by domains of understanding that 

aims to properly contextualize this study. I begin by presenting the historical arch of corrections 

education in the United States, followed by describing the role of public universities and 

community colleges in this educational pipeline, before narrowing in on California’s corrections 

to education landscape. Next, I discuss the School to Prison Pipeline, how it has contributed to 

our nation’s problem with mass incarceration, before exploring the concept of “abolition-

democracy” and the ways building pathways in the Corrections to Education Pipeline is an 

important avenue in addressing these problems by increasing opportunity and reducing 

recidivism. Finally, I dive into the concept of sustainable development, the theoretical 
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framework that undergirds this work, and talk about how developing these programs is a way 

schools can serve their communities in pursuit of global sustainability goals by addressing 

poverty, an area too often ignored by similar pursuits. 

Chapter Three explores the landscape of the Corrections to Education Pipeline in 

California to understand what is actually available for justice involved students across the state. 

I present findings from the systematic content analysis that I conducted, using manifest data 

from all 116 of California’s Community College websites on what programs are available. The 

simple heuristic that was produced is based along the development spectrum—informal, in 

development, formal—to get a sense of what programs and program development looks like 

across campuses. I discuss the variations across the system and consequent policy, access, 

equity considerations, as well as directions for future research.    

Using portraiture methodology, Chapter Four presents an institutional case study of a 

California Community College that serves southern California. This institutional portrait is 

presented as a series of “vignettes,” each highlighting an important thematic finding from the 

data (i.e., interviews, other communication, photos, articles, and documents). This community 

college has been serving justice involved students since 2014, starting with programs for 

incarcerated students at a county jail and two state prisons, and is currently 

expanding/developing programs for formerly incarcerated students on campus. Through this 

case study we see the complicated story of serving justice involved students, meet some of the 

dedicated people doing this work, learn about some of the challenges formerly incarcerated 

students face, and discuss the impact of COVID-19 on this community.     
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Chapter Five discusses the COVID-19 pandemic and the state of our world, weaving 

together a few threads of ecological and social catastrophes in our contemporary history. I 

open with introducing COVID-19, and as 2020 progresses, I thread in the civil unrest that spread 

across the nation after the slaying of George Floyd by former Minneapolis, MN, police officer 

Derek Chauvin (McDonnell Nieto del Rio, et al., 2021), as well as the experience of the worst 

wildfire season in California’s history (Anguiano, 2020). Next, I discuss the ways 2021 has been 

about responding to the crises of the past year—of making changes in various systems to 

policies and practices that are fundamentally unsustainable, and the impetus for change. 

Finally, I make the argument for why building pathways in the Corrections to Education pipeline 

is critical part of this work, is praxis towards building an abolition-democratic future, while also 

being a restorative answer to the School to Prison pipeline.  
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CHAPTER TWO: 
Literature Review 

“Some of my peers that I saw at the parole office were also attending community 
college. I saw them on campus. I knew their disposition. I knew their walk, but I wasn't 
going to ask them about prison. I could see in their eyes that they didn't know how to 

ask for help either. But I was determined to change that and seek help for all of us. Here 
we all were, transitioning from a correctional institution to a learning institution. What a 

scary thing. I wanted my college to see and recognize my peers and me as human 
beings, not animals locked in cages that were freed for a short time.”  

 – Martin Leyva (p. 57, Leyva & Bickel, 2010) 

2.1. Introduction 

In order to illuminate the importance of building sustainable pathways along the 

Corrections to Education Pipeline, the following chapter explores the complex issues at play 

that contribute to the vicious, often lifetime, cycle of inequity, injustice, and institutionalization 

that begins with some of our most vulnerable and disadvantaged youth. I begin by providing an 

overview of the School to Prison Pipeline in order to delineate how inequitable educational 

experiences have contributed to the current problem of mass incarceration, which situates the 

Corrections to Education Pipeline as a restorative answer to the School the Prison Pipeline. 

Next, I present a historical overview of corrections education in the U.S., in order to shed some 

light on this less visible, though essential, educational landscape and provide the context for 

program growth cycles. Then, I lay out the role that public universities and community colleges 

have played in education for incarcerated people, before I narrow-in on California’s corrections 

to education landscape and identify the gaps in knowledge that my work aims to fill. Finally, I 

elaborate on the concept of the Corrections to Education Pipeline, positioning it as a way to 

build towards an abolition-democracy (Meiners and Winn, 2010), and discuss the ways this 

work intersects and aligns with the global imperative of achieving sustainability. 
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2.2. The School to Prison Pipeline 

 The School to Prison Pipeline refers to the reliance on exclusionary (i.e., suspension and 

expulsion) practices of discipline and punishment in schools, especially as Zero Tolerance 

Policies spread throughout the country in response to the rhetoric that permeated public and 

political discourse around youth and criminality (Christle, et al., 2005; Cregor & Hewitt, 2011; 

Fabelo, et al., 2011; Heitzeg, 2009; Meiners & Winn, 2010; Noguera, 1995; Skiba, et al., 2014; 

Skiba, et al., 2011; Skiba, et al., 2003; Wald & Losen, 2003). These policies not only increased 

the use of exclusionary discipline practices that left youth vulnerable to contact with the justice 

system, but also increased police and security presence in schools, which leads to direct contact 

with the justice system through the criminalization of youthful behavior (Nance, 2016b; 

Noguera, 1995). Racial disproportionality in the entire pipeline from school to prison has been 

long-documented (Fabelo, et al., 2011; Leyva, 2018; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Noguera, 1995; 

Poe-Yamagata, 2009; Skiba, et al., 2011; Snyder, et al., 1996).  

Fabelo, et al. (2011), in their longitudinal study of cohorts (from 2000, 2001, and 2002) 

of seventh graders in Texas, found that 59.6% had experienced at least one suspension or 

expulsion between seventh and twelfth grades; only 3% of the disciplinary actions were for 

conduct that state law mandates suspensions and expulsions for9; Black students and those 

with certain disabilities were more likely to be removed from the classroom; and any incident 

of suspension or expulsion from a school nearly tripled the likelihood that a student would have 

contact with the juvenile justice system within the subsequent year. This study’s findings are 

relevant to other states because Texas has the second largest public school system in the 

 
9 The rest of the infractions were for violations of school conduct.  
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nation, where students of color make up two-thirds of the population, and the authors’ 

multivariate analyses included juvenile justice and school records for nearly a million students, 

tracking them from seventh through the twelfth grade (ibid.). The authors’ access to these data 

helped establish a stronger conceptual link between disciplinary practices and contact with the 

juvenile justice system (Skiba, et al., 2014). 

In their analysis of disciplinary referrals in 364 elementary and middle schools in the 

2005-2006 academic year, Skiba, et al. (2011) found that Black students were 2.19 (elementary) 

to 3.78 (middle) times more likely to be sent to the office for behavioral problems than their 

white peers. In addition, they found that Black and Latino students were more likely than their 

white peers to receive out-of-school suspensions and expulsions as consequences for the same 

or similar infractions. These practices also increased the use of excessive physical force on 

students in schools and contributed to such headlines as: the arrest of a 12-year-old girl for 

doodling on a desk (Cregor & Hewitt, 2011), the long-term suspension of a six-year-old boy for 

bringing a Boy Scout knife for show and tell (ibid.), the battery charges against three students 

that resulted from birthday cake being dropped on a cafeteria floor (Nance, 2016), the violent 

use of force and arrest of a young girl for inappropriate cell phone use in a classroom (ibid.), 

amongst others.  

It should go without saying that school climates based on such hostile and exclusionary 

discipline policies do not foster positive learning environments, especially since the students 

who are most impacted by these policies are typically those who are in need of more support 

and in-school time (i.e., students who live in poverty, students living with disabilities, etc.), 

rather than less. Since students of color are also more likely to experience poverty (Christle, et 
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al., 2005; Patterson, 1991), exclusionary practices effectively remove disadvantaged students 

from schooling environments where they have access to support systems that they may not 

otherwise have at home due to the simple fact that working parents cannot be available to 

supervise these youth when they experience school exclusion. Lacking the appropriate support 

systems leaves youth at-risk for delinquency and eventual contact with the justice system, 

which is a common way that the school to prison pipeline manifests. Sedlak and McPherson 

(2010), in their survey of youth in residential placement, found that 61% of all youth in custody 

had experienced suspension or expulsion, compared to 7% of youth in the general population. 

Furthermore, students who experience school exclusion are also those who are typically 

struggling academically, and the confluence of factors put these students at-risk for drop-out 

(Christle, et al., 2005; Losen & Gillespie, 2012), which only exacerbates these students’ difficult 

situations and again increases their risk for delinquency and negative life outcomes.   

The other way that the school to prison pipeline manifests is through direct justice 

contact and referral to law enforcement, such as the examples of headlines above, where a 

student was arrested for doodling or the student who had battery charges pressed against 

them for dropping cake. The school resource officer (SRO) program, which places police officers 

on school campuses, began in the U.S. in the 1950s, but did not become widely used until the 

1990s, in response to a number of school shootings (Weiler & Cray, 2011). SROs can be found 

on approximately 35% of school campuses across the nation, regardless of level or urbanicity, 

despite little evidence to their efficacy in providing safer school climates or preventing school 

shootings (ibid.; Jackson, 2002; Ryan, et al., 2018; Theriot & Orme, 2016; Wolf, 2014).  
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Studies have instead shown that having SROs on campus adds to youth’s negative 

perceptions of the police because of negative contact with SROs10 (Jackson, 2002), and that 

having SROs on campus made Black students and those who have experienced victimization 

feel less safe (Theriot & Orme, 2016). Scholars have long argued that having such punitive 

discipline policies do nothing but criminalize youthful, developmentally appropriate behavior 

(Nance, 2016; Noguera, 1995; Wolf, 2014). Wolf (2016), in a statewide survey of SROs in the 

state of Delaware found that SROs used a huge amount of discretion11 when making decisions 

about arresting students, where collectively the SROs indicated that a variety of circumstances 

beyond the mere occurrence of an arrestable offense would lead them to making arrest or not. 

In particular, the authors found that the following factors influenced whether the SRO would 

make an arrest: 1) the wishes of teachers; 2) expectations of whether the student will continue 

to misbehave; 3) the student’s history of misbehavior; and 4) the student’s attitude when 

confronted by the alleged misbehavior (p. 8).  

Ultimately, regardless of the policies providing guidance for the role of SROs on 

campuses, SROs are police officers first and foremost, and the ways they exercise “discretion” 

and make arrests, mirrors how arrests are made on the streets, including the increased use of 

force against youth, and disproportionately against youth of color (p. 12, ibid.; Noguera, 1995; 

Ryan, et al., 2018). According to the US Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights, Black 

 
10 And inversely, students who had positive contact and felt safe around the SROs had positive perceptions of 
them. 
11 “All but five of the respondents indicated that they did not make arrests every time that they were 
presented with strong evidence of an arrestable offense, with 15 responding that they made arrests 80% of 
the time, 7 responded that they made arrests only 60% of the time, 2 respondents indicated they made 
arrests 40% of the time, and 1 respondent answered that he made arrests only 20% of the time.” (p. 6). 
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students represent 16% of student enrollment, but represent 27% of students referred to law 

enforcement and 31% of students subjected to a school-related arrest; in comparison, white 

students represent 51% of enrollment, 41% of students referred to law enforcement, and 39% 

of those arrested (OCR, 2014). Vanderhaar, Petrosko, and Munos (2014) reported that there 

has been widespread reliance on the placement of students who experience disciplinary issues 

into alternative schools, and of students who were placed in alternative schools for disciplinary 

reasons, 50% of the Black students were eventually detained, compared to 32% of their white 

peers. Rather than make schools safer and prevent school shootings, SROs bring additional 

violence into the environment and further oppresses youth who already suffer from 

disadvantages. In fact, there has been 304 school-shooting fatalities since the Columbine 

massacre in 1999 (Vigderman & Turner, 2020), despite increased police presence on campuses.  

The Center on Crime, Communities, & Culture (1997) noted that quality educational 

interventions are one of the most effective ways of crime prevention and reducing delinquency.  

Studies have shown that schools are capable of fostering protective factors such as a safe and 

positive learning environment for students, where there are high but achievable academic and 

social expectations, and they actively work to facilitate academic and social success (Christle, et 

al., 2005; Furlong & Morrison, 2000; Nance, 2016). Yet, schools still rely heavily on suspensions 

and expulsions to handle discipline issues, and the data shows that the use of these 

exclusionary practices have increased substantially over time—between 1974 and 2010, 

according to data from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights Data 

Collection, the rate of suspensions and expulsions almost doubled from 3.7% (1.7 million 
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students) suspended in 1974-75 (Skiba, et al., 2014; Wald & Losen, 2003) to 6.6% (over 3 million 

students) suspended in 2009-10 (Losen & Gillespie, 2012, Skiba, et al., 2014).  

Understanding that the ways we punish youth in schools is often a reflection of how we 

punish adults in society (Noguera, 1995), it is not surprising then that this disproportionality in 

school discipline is also reflected in the even worse disproportionality of incarceration across 

the US, where Black Americans are five times more likely than whites to be incarcerated (and at 

least ten times the rate in five states) (Nellis, 2016). Though Black Americans and Latinos make 

up approximately 32% of the US population, they comprised 56% of all incarcerated people in 

2015 (NAACP, 2018). Given what we know about recidivism, and how difficult it is to disengage 

from the justice system once contact is made, we also know that a lot of those who are 

incarcerated today were once disadvantaged and vulnerable youth, who experienced the 

systemic inequality and push-out that also impacted their current realities.   

2.3. Historical Overview of Corrections Education in the United States 

 Corrections education in the United States is documented to have originated from 

chaplain’s Sabbath schools, which ran from 1789-1875 (Gehring, 1995; Ryan, 1995). During this 

period, education programs in US prisons were exclusively religious in nature, with The Bible as 

the only text, until secular subjects were introduced. In 1826, the Boston House of Reformation 

started providing instruction in reading, writing, arithmetic, history, and geography; while The 

Boston Farm School provided many of these traditional academic content areas, along with 

early vocational programming in shoemaking, joiner’s work, cloth making, and carpentry 

(Gehring, 1995). Most occupational education programs were developed in order to meet the 

needs of the prison population and prison maintenance (McCollum, 1989). Notably, in this 
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period, the Boston Prison Discipline Society reported that prisons with schools had a lower 

annual death rate than prisons without schools—a difference that was attributed to the 

unchecked authority of prison administrators at prisons where outside community members 

did not have a regular presence (Gehring, 1995). Corrections education was first formally 

established in 1847, through legislation in New York state that appointed instructors at its 

prisons (Gehring, 1995; Jengeleski, 1984; Reagen and Stoughton, 1976). However, corrections 

education programs were not implemented until the establishment of the Elmira Reformatory 

in 1876 (Jengeleski, 1984). Here in California, San Quentin, the state’s oldest prison, had an 

education program that was run in full cooperation with the University of California Extension 

Division by 1925 (Morris, 1969, in Jengeleski, 1984), at one point enrolling 1,300 prisoners in 

nearly 100 different university extension courses (McCollum, 1975, p. 546). 

In 1965, Congress passed Title IV of the Higher Education Act, which instituted the Basic 

Educational Opportunity Grant Program, also known as the Pell Grant (named in 1980 after 

Senator Claiborne Pell (D-RI)), which provides funding to low- and middle-income students so 

they can afford college (Page, 2004). This funding opened up new opportunities for inmate 

post-secondary education. In 1967, through the Upward Bound Oregon Prison Project, 

maximum security inmates were offered opportunities for higher education and counseling for 

the first time. The positive results of this program led to the development of Project Newgate, 

which was a national educational reentry pilot in Oregon, Kentucky, Minnesota, New Mexico, 

and Pennsylvania that was funded by the Office of Economic Opportunity in 1968 (Gehring, 

1997; Jengeleski, 1984). Clendenen, Ellingston, and Severson (1979) evaluated the first five 

years of Project Newgate and found that the program helped offenders adjust to social and 
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personal programs and helped them develop educational and vocational skills (Clendenen, et 

al., 1979). This study’s major contribution was that it provided validation for educational 

programs that bridged the transitional period between incarceration and release, during prison 

education’s nascent stages, when programs—especially those geared towards college 

participation—were still developing (Jengeleski, 1984). The availability of Pell Grants was a 

primary driver of post-secondary education expansion in prisons during the 1970s, when there 

was a significant increase in support for correctional education. Federal funding from The Adult 

Education Act supported basic education and the Manpower Development and Training Act 

provided funds to develop career education programs (Ryan, 1995).  In 1965 there were only a 

dozen correctional post-secondary education programs in the US, by 1982 there were over 

350—120 of which developed between 1976-1982 alone (Williams, 1989; Wolford and 

Littlefield, 1985).  

During the 1980s, Martinson’s (1974) “Nothing Works”12 indictment of prison reform 

caused an onslaught of attacks on the concept of offender rehabilitation and catalyzed a shift in 

the philosophy guiding corrections in the U.S., and support for rehabilitation was withdrawn in 

favor of more punitive measures (e.g.: retribution, incapacitation) (Ryan, 1995). Even so, 

institutions across the nation continued to offer educational programming to inmates, 

particularly because education in carceral settings had already proven to be effective in 

behavioral management and fostering positive interpersonal relationships amongst all who are 

within the institution (i.e., inmates and staff) by encouraging interactions and decreasing the 

 
12 Which has long been refuted by the large body of research documenting the value of correctional 
education. 
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social distance between groups (ibid.), and by mid-1990 there were 772 post-secondary 

education programs in 1,287 correctional institutions in the US (Stephan, 1992). By 1993-4, 

approximately 73% of the approximately 38,000 total prisoner-students were using Pell Grants 

to pay for college (Lillis, 1994; Page, 2004).  

This expansion period in prison education was relatively short lived, as the “tough on 

crime” policies of the 1990s helped push through legislation such as the Violent Crime Control 

and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, which eliminated federal and state prison inmates’ eligibility 

to receive the Pell Grant (Messemer, 2011; Gehring, 1997; Violent Crime Control and Law 

Enforcement Act, 1994). Proponents of eliminating the Pell for inmates framed the argument as 

criminals taking away education funds from deserving students, but in 1993, inmates received 

$34 million, less than $1,300 per student, which was less than a tenth of 1% of the $5.3 billion 

in Pell awards that year (Karpowitz, Kenner, & Initiative, 1995). Programs suffered due to 

reduced funding, and in some places, opportunities for post-secondary education ceased when 

Pell Grant funding ceased (Welsh, 2002; Gehring, 1997). In 1994-95, when the benefit was 

taken away, approximately 82.6% of correctional systems13 offered post-secondary education 

opportunities, but by 1997-98, only 54.9% correctional systems offered programs to 

incarcerated students (Tewksbury, Erickson, and Taylor, 2000). Messemer (2003) conducted a 

national survey of State Correctional Education Directors and found that 24 of the 45 states (or 

53.3%) who responded still offered college programs to inmates, using a constellation of 

funding sources (e.g.: state, federal, corporate, foundations, etc.). Messemer (2003) also found 

 
13 A system is defined at the state level.  
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that 17 of the 24 states that offered college programs to inmates still used federal funds 

through the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act (1998).  

Reform and capacity building for correctional education and this population, like many 

other areas of social reform, moves like a pendulum. There are upswings, when the 

combination of public support and economic viability produces an environment that is 

conducive to investment and growth. Then, there are downswings—when budgets and 

programs are slashed, and benefits are taken away from those deemed unworthy—often 

brought on by economic recession or a change in political administrations that no longer value 

investment in criminal justice reform and justice involved populations. In recent years, mass 

incarceration in the US has gained global attention, because the US accounts for less than 5% of 

the world’s population, but we incarcerate nearly 25% of the world’s prisoners—at a rate of 

716 per 100,000 people, which is higher than any other country14 (Lee, 2015). These appalling 

numbers sparked public interest, and a number of initiatives (i.e., the Prison Policy Initiative, 

The Sentencing Project, The Southern Poverty Law Center, etc.) have been working to inform 

the public about issues in criminal justice to gain support for reform efforts, which, combined 

with the renewed federal interest for reform during the Obama Administration (Obama, 2017), 

created the conditions for another pendulum upswing. Momentum for these efforts continued 

at state and local levels, despite the Trump Administration’s obstructionism (Coleman, 2018), in 

part due to the confluence of other issues that are inextricably tied to criminal justice reform 

 
14 More than half the other countries in the world had rates below 150 per 100,000. The US’s rate of 
incarceration is higher than other developed nations: approximately six times Canada’s rate, six to nine times 
Western European countries, and between two to ten times more in Northern European countries (Lee, 
2015). 
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and populations, such as the disproportionate amount of homelessness15 and mental health 

disorders16 suffered by justice involved people, which directly impacts communities and public 

safety.   

2.4. The Role of Public Universities and Community Colleges in Education for Incarcerated 
Individuals 
 
Local educational partners (i.e., vocational/technical schools and junior/community 

colleges) had been developing programs in correctional institutions since funding became 

available through the Pell Grants. A 1973 Newgate survey found that colleges and universities 

were conducting the programs at 166 out of 218 institutions that offered post-secondary 

education (Jengeleski, 1984). Another study, conducted by the American Association of 

Community and Junior Colleges in 1976, revealed that not much was known about ex-offenders 

continuing their education, and that only 13 of the 295 programs surveyed were targeted 

towards ex-offenders (Jengeleski, 1984). As stated earlier, the existence of occupational 

education, hereafter referred to as career education, programs were primarily driven by the 

needs of the prison population and prison maintenance. However, in 1982, recognizing the 

need to prepare inmates for post-release employment in a quickly changing job market, the 

Federal Prison Industries (UNICOR) begun funding pilot career education programs, at the 

federal level, in new fields, through an effort known as “Project $3 Million” (McCollum, 1989). 

The Bureau of Prisons established a few new policies to guide this request for proposal (RFP) 

 
15 Formerly incarcerated people are more than 10 times more likely to suffer homelessness (Couloute, 2018). 
16 Based on the National Inmate Survey (2011-2012), the Bureau of Justice Statistics found that 14% of state 
and federal prisoners and 26% of jail inmates reported experiences that met the threshold for serious 
psychological distress (SPD). In comparison, the BJS study found that one in 20 persons (5%) in the U.S. 
general population with similar sex, age, race characteristics met the threshold for SPD. (Bronson and 
Berzofsky, 2017). 
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process, which ultimately further stimulated the development of partnerships between 

correctional institutions and local vocational schools and junior/community colleges, along with 

some four-year public universities:   

1. The courses were to be new and innovative, and generally in skill areas different 
from those taught by the incumbent career civil service instructors. 
 

2. The courses, if approved, were to be initiated as quickly as possible, and curricula 
had to be ready. 

 
3. It was anticipated, because of the experimental nature of the courses, that contract 

instructors would be hired to do the teaching. 
 

4. It was further anticipated that, wherever possible, contract instructors would use 
already developed curricula and adapt them, if necessary, for the shorter, open-
ended, individualized experimental courses. 

(McCollum, 1989). 

The timeline for approval and implementation of already developed curricula forced 

proposal writers and planners to look towards contracting with local institutions of career and 

higher education. By the late 1980s, community colleges and vocational/technical colleges 

sponsored 75% of the prison education programs in the country (Williams, 1989; Wolford & 

Littlefield, 1985).  The importance of these partnerships was recognized even then as potential 

pathways to help people transition back into the community, especially if they had not 

completed their program of studies prior to release (Yarborough, 1985). Jengeleski (1984) was 

critical of these partnerships, especially in regard to the lack of availability of services (i.e.: 

continuing education, employment training and counseling, etc.) to ex-offenders in order to 

help them reintegrate into society and reduce recidivism.  

In 1991, on the heels of when the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 

1994 would remove Pell Grants from this population, the National Conference on Corrections & 
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Higher Education convened in Columbus, Ohio, where scholars and practitioners spoke about 

the value of post-secondary correctional education (PSCE) programs for inmates, as well as the 

need for education programs for those who work in corrections. It is clear, based on the tone of 

the papers, that the field was contending with the question of whether institutions had the 

implicit mandate to educate inmates.  

Education was already being established as the most cost-effective way of reducing 

crime and recidivism (Corrothers, 1993; Taylor, 1993). Quinlan (1993) argued that prisons are 

not magically rehabilitative without proper educational programs that can act as important 

links to the real world for inmates, called for academics to be more involved in the 

development and support of programs for the incarcerated, and cited the need for greater 

public understanding of both education and corrections (p. 3-5). Several experts called for 

further professionalization of the corrections field, citing the need for professional 

development and related curricula for correctional officers and staff, again pointing to colleges 

and universities as natural partners (Crowe and Zappala, 1993; Keve, 1993; Menton, 1993). 

Keve (1993) provided the example of how Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) created the 

Department of Justice and Risk Management to meet this need in their state. 

Norfolk (1993) reported on the successful collaboration between Bacone College and 

Oklahoma Department of Corrections to provide PSCE to inmates at two of the state’s prisons 

which began due to policy restrictions on off-site education programs in 1989 (p. 24). Inmates 

had to be Pell Grant eligible in order to participate, and similar to data for current programs, 

the college reported lower attrition rates in correctional settings than on campus. At the time 

of the address, the program had just grown from 12 to 30, and reported average GPAs above 
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3.0 (p. 25). The elimination of the Pell Grant benefit for this population doomed this program 

before it truly had the chance to develop beyond these pilot stages, and no program for 

inmates or formerly incarcerated students currently exists at Bacone College (Bacone, 2020).   

Jones (1993) spoke about how correctional higher education is marginal amongst higher 

education spaces—reporting that most programs are self-supporting and dependent on 

shrinking state and federal entitlement programs to meet program costs, the struggles to 

recruit competent faculty, problems with securing access to academic resources (including 

technology and access to the instructor), and the challenges of overcoming resistance to the 

education of inmates at the institutions.17 Jones advocated for greater public understanding of 

both corrections and education in these spaces, and criticized the field’s silence on the fact that 

far from being an undeserved privilege, the inclusion of inmates in higher education “is little 

more than the routine and wholly unremarkable consequence of the pattern of expansion in 

higher education” (p. 9).  

Lawrence (1993) addressed the critical role of the teacher-student relationship in 

inmate education and described educational spaces as havens within correctional facilities, with 

protective qualities that foster educationally productive relationships between instructors and 

students. Positive educational experiences are historically rare for this population, and for some 

inmate-students, the positive experiences they have and relationships they build in carceral 

settings are the first they have ever had, which can be a powerful catalyst for not only helping 

students gain knowledge and learn valuable vocational skills, but also develop the necessary 

pro-social skills to be successful once they are released back into communities.  

 
17 All of these are still major barriers in correctional educational spaces, nearly three decades later. 
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 The year following the publication of the monograph from the National Conference on 

Corrections & Higher Education, the Pell Grant benefit was taken from incarcerated students. 

Tewksbury and Taylor (1996) conducted a study on the impact of this policy on PSCE in 

correctional systems the following year, sending surveys to the directors of correctional 

education programs in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. They received responses from 

46 systems and found that 40.9% had to completely change their programs when they lost Pell 

Grant funding, where 31.6% reported significant decreases to the number of students they 

could enroll in PSCE and 23.7% reported the elimination of PSCE altogether (ibid.). Following 

the inmate exclusion from the Pell Grant, it was also found that no additional non-incarcerated 

student received the Pell Grant, which refuted the major rhetoric that inmates were robbing 

deserving students of funding that drove the elimination of the benefit from this population 

(Kunen, 1995).  

A follow-up study was conducted by Tewksbury, Erickson, and Taylor (2000) in 1997-98, 

once again surveying correctional education systems, and found further erosion of PSCE across 

the nation. Key findings included a reduction in the percentage of enrolled students from 7.3% 

in 1994-95 to 3.8% in 1997-98, as well as the even more telling finding that this number 

represents an enrollment of only 10% of the 41% of inmates who are eligible to participate in 

PSCE (ibid, p. 48). Additionally, as colleges and programs faced decreased funding due to this 

change, some tried to make up the difference illegally, through such practices as “padding” 

rosters with additional students or inflating tuition prices, which resulted in investigations and 

the possibility of forfeiting future program funding (Gehring, 1997; Wright, 2001). During this 

time, tuition prices also increased significantly—more than doubling in a ten-year period—at 
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community colleges and public universities, making enrollment in PSCE even more prohibitive 

to inmates (Wright, 2001). It is important to contextualize this change against the backdrop of 

the exploding state and federal prison population that was occurring—during the 1980s the 

population increased from 360,000 to 700,000, and by the end of June 1994, there were over 1 

million incarcerated individuals in the U.S.18 (Ryan, 1995). Education program capacity already 

did not meet the needs of the existing population, and in the following decade, the prison 

population will have doubled once again to hit over 2 million incarcerated individuals in the U.S. 

by the year 2001 (AFP, 2001). 

Klein, et al. (2004), in a report on the status of state and federal prisons from the 

Department of Education, revealed that between the years of 1995 and 2000, there was an 

increase from 68.8% of federal prisons offering college coursework to 80.5%, but there was a 

decline from 31.4% of state prisons offering similar programs to 26.7% (p. 8). In response to 

criticism of previous studies that had flawed methodological designs, the authors also reported 

on the Three State Recidivism Study (Steurer & Smith, 2003) commissioned by the Office of 

Correctional Education, U.S. Department of Education, that employed a rigorous, quasi-

experimental research design to track the outcomes of 3,200 inmates released from prisons in 

Maryland, Minnesota, and Ohio in late 1997 and early 1998, which found that participants in 

correctional education had recidivism rates that were approximately 33% lower than those who 

did not participate in programs (p. 18). The authors also found that the pace with which 

institutions were hiring educational staff failed to keep up with the pace of the exploding prison 

 
18 This figure excludes jail populations, which incarcerated an additional half a million individuals. 
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population of the past decade (p. 20), affirming what we know about capacity issues in 

programs (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Percentage increase in federal and state inmate populations, total prison staff, and 
educational staff (1990 to 2000)  

 

(From Klein, et al., 2004, p. 21) 

Furthermore, another major finding from the report concerned the overarching theme 

of data issues across all systems. For example, the authors were unable to properly study state 

by state expenditures on correctional education due to differences in state accounting 

procedures and the variations in funding streams used for programs (p. 22). There will always 

be margins of error with any data reporting system, but a lot of the issues that exist here are 

the direct result of the unsustainable nature of these programs. For example, it is difficult to 

study something as fundamental as expenditures across systems when structural flaws exist 

due to the ways programs are sustained by piecemeal, and inequitable, funding streams. 

Successful programs are usually able to overcome funding shortfalls through “creativity,” and as 

commendable as that is, creativity cannot be written into replicable policy. Other data issues 

include lack of standardization of measures and definitions that often comes from the short-

sighted ways that programs are conceived—necessarily dictated by local contexts and needs, 
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but not informed by broader, unifying policy with long-term goals in mind that would lend 

themselves to naturally incorporating standardized features for the purposes of cross-system 

data collection and evaluation.  

 Punitive criminal justice policies continued through the next decade, adding pressure to 

U.S.’s overcrowded prisons. Removing the Pell Grant benefit from incarcerated students had 

dramatically reduced the number of programs across the nation, and those that continued to 

persist proved their value to the institutions that housed them by lowering recidivism rates of 

participants and improving the general climate of the prisons (Delaney, et al., 2019). On April 8, 

2008, the Second Chance Act (SCA) was signed into law, which was designed to improve the 

outcomes for incarcerated individuals, most of whom will return to communities upon release. 

The SCA’s grant programs are funded and administered by the Office for Justice Programs (OJP), 

within the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ), and in 2010, funding was set aside for the first time 

for a comprehensive evaluation of correctional education and the contract was awarded to the 

RAND Corporation by the OJP’s Bureau of Justice Assistance (Lois, et al., 2013). In this landmark 

study, the authors conducted a meta-analysis to synthesize the effect of PSCE programs being 

administered to adults across multiple studies (between 1980 and 2011), and the following 

findings have been oft cited and are currently helping to push forward development in this 

area: 

1. Participation in any correctional education program reduced recidivism by 43% and 
participation in a college program reduced it by 53%;  

2. Participation in correctional education increased a participant’s possibility of finding 
employment upon release by 13%; and  

3. We get five dollars back for every dollar that is invested in correctional education.  
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In 2012, the country was coming out of one of the worst economic recessions since the 

Great Depression, while simultaneously grappling with the increasingly less sustainable practice 

of mass incarceration, when the Vera Institute of Justice launched their Unlocking Potential: 

Pathways from Prison to Postsecondary Education (Pathways) Project (Delaney, et al., 2016; 

Delaney, et al., 2019). This demonstration project, which was backed by funding from five 

national foundations, supported state corrections agencies and colleges with building pathways 

from prison to higher education in Michigan, New Jersey, and North Carolina from 2012-2016, 

serving over 1,400 incarcerated students and awarded a total of 471 credentials (including 

certificates, associate’s degrees, and bachelor’s degrees) (Delaney, et al., 2019).  

A similar project, The Renewing Communities Initiative, which is described in more 

detail in the following section, was jointly run by The Opportunity Institute in Berkeley and the 

Stanford Criminal Justice Center, backed by thirteen philanthropic partners, and ran from 2015-

2019 with the goal of building sustainable pathways from incarceration to education in 

California. Both of these projects catalyzed a lot of growth in this important pipeline for these 

students in different parts of the country, serving as models for other states. The scholars and 

experts who facilitated these initiatives started from the simple premise that education, and 

giving people more opportunities, is what works in reducing recidivism—something that cannot 

be done without funding. The positive results from work in correctional education garnered 

increasing support for programs nationwide, and there has been continued reinvestment in this 

area. 
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On June 24, 2016, the Obama Administration and the U.S. Department of Education 

announced that 67 colleges and universities were selected19 to participate in the Second 

Chance Pell Pilot, an Experimental Sites Initiative, under the Higher Education Act—building 

partnerships with 100 state and federal correctional institutions, across 27 states, to serve 

approximately 12,000 incarcerated students (Anon, 2016). These institutions of higher 

education were selected based on the strength and quality of existing relationships they had 

with their corrections partners, and the Department of Education and the Department of 

Justice held a convening of the sites involved in the pilot to develop a community of practice 

and strengthen relationships at the outset (ibid.). Five institutions from California were selected 

for the first round of the Second Chance Pell funding: CSULA, Chaffey College, Columbia 

College, Cuesta College, and Southwestern Community College District, all of which already had 

established programs that served incarcerated students (Taliaferro & Pham, 2017). In response 

to renewed interest in reviving the Pell benefit for inmates, The Vera Institute of Justice’s 

Center on Sentencing and Corrections, published a report on developing quality postsecondary 

educational programs in prisons, based on important lessons learned from the Pathways 

Project (see Table 1), and called for renewed vigor in fostering the types of corrections and 

academic partnerships that would lead to more opportunities, lower recidivism, and safer 

communities (Delaney, et al., 2016).  

Table 1. Lessons Learned from the Pathways Project 
 

1. The most critical component is developing college-corrections partnerships;  
a. Formalize commitment to shared goals 
b. Building a cooperative and supportive alliance between corrections and 

education staff/instructors 

 
19 Through a request for proposal process initiated the previous year. 
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c. Ensure administrative capacity  
 

2. Ensuring quality in postsecondary education programs 
a. Comparable education to what students would receive in the community 
b. Degree earning pathways: Critical to sites selected for the Second Chance Pell 

Pilot. 
c. Articulation agreements in the states of New Jersey (Assembly Bill 3968), 

Michigan (The Michigan Transfer Agreement), and North Carolina (North 
Carolina Comprehensive Articulation Agreement), which allow for the transfer 
of credits between participating community colleges and universities in the 
states. 

d. Quality faculty recruitment and retention; technology and academic supports; 
minimize the impacts of inmate transfer or inmate release; recognizing 
student achievement/graduations   
 

3. Supporting education post-release. 
a. Additional needs beyond education: Find stable housing. > Meet the 

requirements of parole or other post-release supervision. > Find and maintain 
employment. > Reunify with family or other loved ones. > Secure health care. 
> Achieve financial stability  

b. Adequate pre-release, reentry planning  
c. Formerly incarcerated students are likely to face barriers in applying to college 

once they return home and may need extra supports once they are enrolled in 
courses.  

d. Engage post-release supervision and college staff 
e. Build peer support networks 

 
(Delaney, et al., 2016) 

Through the Second Chance Pell Pilot, institutions were awarded $36.2 million in Pell 

Grants in the first two years; Federal Student Aid records show that 5,000 incarcerated students 

received funding in the 2016-17 award year and 6,750 incarcerated students received funding 

in the 2017-18 award year; and over 4,000 credentials have been awarded to Second Chance 

Pell students over the last three years (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). The positive 

results of this pilot, and these programs, has earned bipartisan support, and the Trump 

Administration announced on April 24, 2020, that they have selected 67 new institutions to 
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participate in the second cohort of the Second Chance Pell Pilot. This expansion more than 

doubles the size of the pilot to 130 schools, in 42 states and the District of Columbia (ibid.).  

Currently, participants must be within five years of release to be eligible for Pell funding, 

and the reasoning stands that those are the students who can most benefit from PSCE 

programs, which, under the conditions and limited funding of the pilot experiment makes sense 

from a policy perspective. This is especially true for those in career education programs, where 

there is a more immediate need to keep up with advances in each respective industry, and 

there are real considerations that should be made with regards to an individual’s time-to-

release and program participation—since a seat taken by a student with a longer sentence can 

impact one with a shorter one, and the training received by the student with the longer 

sentence might not be up to contemporary industry standards upon release. However, 95% of 

all incarcerated people will eventually reenter society, and given the disproportionate rates of 

incarceration and the unequal ways that sentencing is often applied, this policy also 

disproportionately excludes younger men of color who would otherwise be eligible for 

programming (Ositelu, 2020). 

Alexander & Pickett (2018) report on the establishment, development, and expansion of 

the Prison-to-College Pipeline Program (PTCPP), a university-community engagement initiative 

launched by the University of Mississippi in 2014 and funded through a university grant, to 

serve college and college-aspiring students incarcerated in Mississippi. The program awards 

college credit and began at Parchman20/Mississippi State Penitentiary as a single-course 

 
20 Known as one of the south’s most notorious and brutal penal farms, called “the closest thing that survived 
the Civil War” by historian David Oshinsky (p. 707).  
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program that met once a week for three-and-a-half hours, and the authors designed the first 

course entitled “Justice Everywhere: The Civil Rights Stories of King, Hamer, and Obama” based 

on feedback and interests from that year’s cohort of students—the first on-site, university-

funded, humanities-based, for-credit college course offered at Parchman in the prison’s then 

113 years of existence (p. 707). As of August 2018, 92 men completed a humanities course at 

Parchman, and 43 of them earned credit from the University of Mississippi (ibid.). The program 

continues to use a student-centered approach in curriculum design and offer college credit for 

humanities courses, growing to include a partnership with Mississippi College, which first 

awarded college credit for course completion several months ahead of the University of 

Mississippi and expanded to serve the women at the Central Mississippi Correctional Facility (p. 

713). The authors’ tone and descriptions of how the PTCPP evolved reveals how truly 

groundbreaking and revelatory inmate PSCE is in this context, but when these efforts are 

juxtaposed against the backdrop of program development in the rest of the country, it is 

evident that they lag behind their contemporaries, which shows us how inequitable access to 

education can be in certain parts of the country without the proper policy drivers, 

implementation support, and accountability.   

 A lot is still unknown about this critical educational landscape (Castro, et al., 2018; 

Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017). Castro, et al. (2018) reported that there are a number of 

obstacles that make data collection and systematic evaluation of programs difficult—such as a 

general climate that his hostile to researchers across institutions, including restrictions on 

conducting research within facilities, issues with consent and coercion of participants, and 

factors related to capacity, resources, and program requirements. The authors noted that these 
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issues are a problem facing policymakers, practitioners, and researchers attempting to better 

understand this rapidly changing educational terrain and used descriptive and critical analyses 

to assess and organize the landscape of PSCE, focusing on markers for quality (types of 

programs) and equity (access) (p. 406). The authors found that there are only 202, or 4% of the 

4,627 degree-granting, post-secondary institutions in the U.S., offering credit-bearing PSCE—24 

of which did not offer programs prior to Second Chance Pell funding (p. 414). Furthermore, 

though 47 states have at least one institution offering PSCE, the general distribution of where 

programs are located is unequal—with California, New York, and Texas accounting for a third of 

all unique institutions offering programs. Ten states only have one institution offering PSCE, and 

over half of these are Second Chance Pell sites, which suggests that this ESI funding has 

dramatically altered the landscape of correctional education, and draws real concerns about 

the sustainability of programs if the Pell Grant benefit is not permanently expanded to include 

this population once again (ibid.).  

2.5. Towards Sustainability and Building an Abolition-Democracy 

Through the literature on the school to prison pipeline we see a glimpse into the 

complex, and inequitable, systems that contribute to the mass incarceration crisis we are facing 

today. The research shows us that most of the adults who are warehoused in jails and prisons 

were once the youth who experienced repeated school exclusion and push-out—and they are 

disproportionately people of color who lived under conditions of poverty. We know that 

individuals transitioning out of jails and prisons experience a number of barriers to successful 

reintegration into our communities, and the culminating conditions keep the momentum going 

on this vicious cycle that disenfranchises and keeps communities of color poor and tears apart 
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families. But this literature is only a glimpse, because the systems are actually more complex 

and the inequities are even more insidious and far-reaching, which will be discussed further in 

this section as I layout the concept of abolition-democracy, first espoused by W.E.B. DuBois in 

his seminal work Black Reconstruction (1966), and later elaborated by Angela Y. Davis in her 

Abolition Democracy (2005). The concept of an “abolition-democracy” has since become an 

organizing framework that has activated the imaginations of theorists in different disciplines—

such as criminology, education, law, sociology—as well as grassroots activists and abolitionists, 

working to dismantle systems of oppression in order to build a more socially just future 

(Balfour, 2003; Gimble & Muhammad, 2018; Heiner, 2007; McQuade, 2018; Meiners, 2011; 

Meiners & Winn, 2010; Romagnoli, 2018). I argue that building pathways in the Corrections to 

Education Pipeline is praxis towards the conception of abolition-democracy offered to us by 

Meiners & Winn (2010) because it would be “transforming our communities [by creating] 

structures that reduce the demand and need for prisons, including viable living wage jobs that 

are not dehumanizing, and ensuring that our most vulnerable populations, for example those 

that are mentally ill, under-educated, queer or gender nonconforming, do not get warehoused 

in our prisons and jails because of the failure of other institutions” (p. 274). 

 Du Bois’s (1966) Black Reconstruction lays out the role that Black Americans and white 

supremacy played during the Reconstruction era (1860-1880). This work was first published in 

1935 and is a succinct indictment of the postbellum American penal system and the practice of 

convict-leasing as the institution that replaced slavery as a means of oppression and social 

control, “Since 1876 Negroes have been arrested on the slightest provocation and given long 

sentences or fines which they were compelled to work out. The resulting peonage of criminals 
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extended into every Southern state and led to the most revolting situations.” (p. 698). Du Bois 

instructively identified that Black Americans were being systematically criminalized by design, 

so that their labor could continue to be commodified by white Americans through 

incarceration, or as Heiner (2007) put it, “the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, 

ratified in 1865, did not abolish slavery; it codified it—shifting the location of its deployment 

from the plantation to the prison” (p. 220).  

Du Bois (1966) explicitly named the pursuits of white supremacy as what stood in the 

way of economic equality, stating, “the chief and only obstacle to the coming of that kingdom 

of economic equality, which is the only logical end of work, is the determination of the white 

world to keep the black world poor and themselves rich” (p. 706-707). Nearly a decade later, in 

a follow-up work, Du Bois (1943) explained the historical background of the negotiations for the 

wording of the Fourteenth Amendment, between Stevens and Bingham of Ohio, which 

guaranteed privileges of “property” innocuously besides “life and liberty,” except with “due 

process of law,” emphasizing, “It was here that that fatal phrase first appeared.” (p. 100).” Du 

Bois’s work shed light on the structural and systemic discrimination that Black Americans have 

faced since the abolishment of slavery, which is written into The Constitution—the 

ramifications of which we can see starkly, and can track generationally, in places such as 

Chicago and Detroit. Embedded in this work is the critique that the abolition of slavery was not 

truly abolitionist because it only achieved abolition in the negative sense—by removing the 

institution of slavery without replacing it with democratizing structures, and it is this which 

undergirds the work of contemporary abolitionists and is the underlying principle in the 

development of abolition-democracy frameworks.  
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In Balfour‘s (2003) analysis, Du Bois’s attempts in these works to educate the public on 

the experiences of Black Americans, who had been systematically silenced, is in itself a 

democratic act (p. 35). The author uses their analyses of Du Bois, drawing attention to the 

suffering and exploitation experienced by Black Americans and Du Bois’s understanding of 

democratic citizenship as at least entailing access to a basic education and the ability to be 

economically self-sufficient, “the assessment of the economic dimension of Reconstruction’s 

promise and shortcomings is informed by twin convictions: that democracy must be grounded 

in an economically self-sustaining citizenry and that, through their labor on the land and in the 

army, the former slaves had more than earned the resources necessary for their independence” 

(p. 36), to add to the chorus of scholars who have called for reparations to impacted 

communities, in order to address the problems that exist as a consequence of what the author 

calls “the collective injustice at the core of the nation” (p. 42). 

Angela Y. Davis, renown American political activist, philosopher, and Professor Emerita 

at the University of California, Santa Cruz, elaborated W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of abolition 

democracy in a series of interviews of the same title, Abolition Democracy: Beyond Empire, 

Prisons, and Torture (2005). These conversations were in response to the revelations that the 

U.S. was employing brutal interrogation techniques at the Guantánamo Bay Detention Camp 

and acts of physical violence and sexual coercion at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, and allowed 

Davis to discuss at length her own experiences as a political prisoner, the nature of crime and 

punishment, the prison industrial complex, and finally, on a Du Boisian vision of abolition 

democracy. Davis attempts to disentangle the concepts of crime and punishment in the public 

imagination, pushing back on the dominant belief that it is purely crime that produces 
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punishment, and instead asks readers to consider that punishment may be a consequence of 

other forces—namely, racialized surveillance and policing practices that “produce more bodies 

for the punishment industry” (p. 37). More important than these discriminatory practices, Davis 

contends, is the fact that prisons have become warehouses for those who have suffered the 

failure of public institutions—people who might otherwise have led productive, satisfying lives, 

“Instead of building housing, throw the homeless in prison. Instead of developing the 

educational system, throw the illiterate in prison. Throw people in prison who lose jobs as the 

result of deindustrialization, globalization of capital, and the dismantling of the welfare state” 

(p. 37-38). This helps Davis illustrate the absence that Du Bois refers to when he argued that 

abolition was only accomplished in the negative sense:  

In order to achieve the comprehensive abolition of slavery—after the institution was 
rendered illegal and black people were released from their chains—new institutions 
should have been created to incorporate black people into the social order. . .Because 
this did not occur, black people encountered new forms of slavery—from debt peonage 
and the convict lease system to segregated and second-class education. The prison 
system continues to carry out this terrible legacy. It has become a receptacle for all of 
those human beings who bear the inheritance of the failure to create abolition 
democracy in the aftermath of slavery. And this inheritance is not only born by black 
prisoners, but by poor Latino, Native American, Asian, and white prisoners [as well]. (p. 
69-70). 
 
The business of incarceration has thrived and is inextricably tied to the absence of the 

resources that could meaningfully improve the lives and communities of those who are 

imprisoned, as well as the persistence of deep structures from slavery (i.e., racialized 

surveillance, policing, and incarceration practices) (p. 92-93; Du Bois, 1966; Heiner, 2007) that 

have become so normalized that brutality and disproportionality are taken for granted as 

necessary and justified by many who would consider themselves to be non-racist, well-

intentioned people (van Dijk, 1992). In Heiner’s (2007) analyses, these works of Du Bois and 
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Davis “reveal the social status of the criminal as a commodity within the racially-fashioned 

economy of the prison industrial complex—a commodity predominantly produced through 

racialized practices of surveillance” (p. 222). The author goes on to describe how this 

commodification manifests in rural white communities21, where prisoner labor is contracted at 

substandard wages to serve propertied-whites, and many non-propertied whites, who may 

have been laid-off due to deindustrialization, are employed by the prison industry (p. 223).  

Davis does not provide easy solutions in Abolition Democracy (2005), but with a deeper 

understanding that the abolition of slavery is still an unfinished project—with detrimental and 

unsustainable consequences that saturate our daily lives—she invites readers to start imagining 

the ways we can build the democratizing structures and institutions that can potentially 

transform society. Education is a space that has, naturally, begun to answer Davis’s call. 

Meiners and Winn (2010), in their introduction to a special issue of Race, Ethnicity, and 

Education on the topic of Education and Incarceration entitled, “Resisting the school to prison 

pipeline: The practice to build abolition democracies,” makes the connections between the 

school to prison pipeline and the crisis of mass incarceration, and discusses the ways in which 

education and society can resist the discriminatory structures that continue to oppress 

vulnerable populations. I am building on their definition of abolition-democracy in praxis in this 

dissertation: 

For many, working toward abolition means transforming our communities to create 
structures that reduce the demand and need for prisons, including viable living wage 
jobs that are not dehumanizing, and ensuring that our most vulnerable populations, for 
example those that are mentally ill, under-educated, queer or gender nonconforming, 
do not get warehoused in our prisons and jails because of the failure of other 

 
21 Such as in Colorado, where recent draconian immigration legislation has driven many of the state’s migrant 
agricultural laborers out, and farmers have hired prisoners who receive sixty cents per day in wages (ibid.). 
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institutions. Abolition asks us to reframe our material and ideological investments in 
locking people up. Building abolition futures requires us to dismantle, change and build 
(p. 274). 
 
Systems-change is a unifying goal amongst those of us whose work revolves around 

these issues, in part because of the understanding that justice involved populations are often 

those who are most vulnerable in our communities, whose resultant circumstances are the 

consequences of living under, what McQuade (2018) calls, “transhistorical structures of 

violence” (p. 4)—unchanging institutions that have doled out generations of violence, structural 

and literal, which continue to oppress communities to maintain the conditions of racially-driven 

socioeconomic stratification. However, there is inevitably a frustration that we experience 

when we come to terms with how difficult it is to enact change, even in light of insurmountable 

evidence to the injustice we witness.  

Meiners (2011), prompted by the candid observation from an inmate who noted that 

the author makes her living studying his circumstances, grapples with this tension in her career 

as she writes about working in the field for the past decade—from teaching to research in 

carceral settings—and questions the impact that the work is actually making in dismantling and 

changing the systems of injustice that she sees. The author notes that this is an important 

question for her to ask because she does not merely strive to be a better expert—something 

she suspects of her colleagues who are working on issues related to punishment, incarceration, 

and education, as well (p. 548). Particularly useful is Meiners’s critique of the nature of 

accountability in academia, where researchers are professionalized to produce academic 

products in order to be employed, and instead wonders how the nature of the work and the 

outcomes might change if scholars are instead held accountable to movements and other 
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collective struggles, “Changing to whom and how we are accountable can move us away from 

‘research of convenience’ to research that responds to express material, political or historical 

need(s)” (p. 562). This argument recognizes the interconnectedness of all societal institutions, 

acknowledges the current inefficacy of academia as a driver of change, and asks scholars to 

imagine transformation within leading to transformation without.  

In McQuade’s (2018) analysis, Du Boisian abolitionist praxis is a process of systemic 

transformation that occurs with the interplay of disruptive direct action (e.g.: Black Lives 

Matters demonstrations) and incremental change (i.e., through policy and praxis) within a 

historically informed understanding of a particular social struggle. The author, writing from the 

field of criminology, sets his analysis against the backdrop of developments within the Black 

Lives Matters movement, citing an August 2016 policy statement that was released by a 

coalition of 50 organizations entitled, “A Vision for Black Lives: Policy Demands for Black Power, 

Freedom, and Justice,” which went beyond traditional calls for policy reform by framing its 

demands as part of a larger divest-reinvest strategy to redirect resources for policing, prisons, 

war, and fossil fuel development toward universal public goods (p. 6, Movement for Black Lives 

2016 in McQuade, 2018). McQuade points towards Du Bois’s concept of abolition democracy, 

and the historical specificity inherent within its analysis of Reconstruction as a failed democratic 

process, as a holistic alternative to being trapped into constantly reproducing a false reform 

versus revolution dichotomy approaches to systems-change. The author builds on the Du 

Boisian conceptualization of abolition, which is defined “as a tendency embedded in working-

class struggles to dismantle structural violence, while also developing humane and liberated 

ways of living” (p. 4).  
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Du Bois’s analysis in Black Reconstruction shows us that it was a combination of 

“revolutionary actions” and “reformist measures,” and the interactions therein, which created a 

radical, though short-lived, Reconstruction period that advanced many progressive social 

policies—the failure of which sprung from lack of power behind the movement, rather than 

strategy (ibid.). In other words, there was no conscious coalition behind the Radical 

Reconstruction efforts, which were instead a temporary alignment of contradictory social 

forces—i.e., Black workers, middle-class abolitionists (Radical Republicans in Congress), 

northern industrialists, and poor southern whites (p. 5). McQuade uses these Du Boisian 

analyses to highlight the underlying historical complexities embedded in abolitionist efforts that 

tend to be erased by those transhistorical structures of violence (i.e., unchanging institutions), 

in order to push-back against those who demand revolution without consciousness and 

recognition of the contexts and progress of given struggles.  

For McQuade, “abolition is a process of liberation tied to broader clusters of 

emancipatory movements as they emerge and exist within specific historical moments” (p. 11), 

and being trapped by the false dichotomy of reform or revolution only detracts from 

understanding the nuances and opportunities of contemporary politics in pursuit of what 

abolition-democracy means for that historical moment. Currently, and certainly in California, 

there is support for evidence-based practices, and policymakers are using research to guide 

legislation, especially in the face of shrinking budgets and mounting problems—brought into 

stark relief by movements such as Black Lives Matter (BLM) and the ubiquity of technology that 

captures, and instantaneously publishes for a global audience, the historical record of police 

brutality in high definition. 
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Other scholars writing on the concept of abolition-democracy also note this critical 

moment, where contemporary movements for social justice have increasingly adopted 

abolition-democracy frameworks to guide their activism and organizing. Gimble & Muhammad 

(2018) published the first article in legal scholarship to “seriously imagine abolishing criminal 

law enforcement as we know it within that larger democratic abolitionist framework,” asking 

the field to shift away from the understanding of abolition in the purely negative sense of 

closing down prisons and precincts, and instead proposes the reframing of abolition as a project 

of gradual de-carceration where the creation of new non-police institutions can be empowered 

to intervene in violence/harm-reduction in communities, thereby supplanting traditional law 

enforcement (1454). Instructive here, and especially relevant to sustainability, is the authors’ 

urging for the explicit framing of such work as being part of a fundamentally global struggle for 

racial and economic justice (i.e., human rights), pointing to the entanglement of the interests of 

the military-industrial-complex with those of the prison-industrial-complex as exacerbating 

injustices, and asks readers to imagine what a community reinvestment of less than 20% of 

$100 billion from the military’s budget might do to address the root causes of violence in our 

poorest communities (p. 1540).  

McLeod (2019) describes acts of small-scale abolition democracy that have occurred 

within contemporary political movements (i.e., Black Lives Matter), such as the reclamation of 

Homan Square in Chicago, named after a local slumlord, into “Freedom Square,” where 

movement participants experimented in a radical reimagining of a society without policing (p. 

1614). Prior to disbanding, Freedom Square participants provided a number of services to the 

community, such as hundreds of meals, educational workshops, clothing, textbooks, and play 
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spaces for children (ibid.). The author provided examples of similar movements across the 

nation, from New York to Los Angeles, all guided by abolitionist principles that emphasize the 

defunding of policing and channeling those resources into building up the democratizing 

structures (i.e., schools, health clinics, community parks, etc.) that would lead to more 

opportunities and a healthier society (p. 1615). McLeod describes justice in abolitionist terms as 

a holistic process of managing and reducing harm (i.e., prevent harm, intervene in harm, obtain 

reparations, and transform the conditions in which we live)—a conceptualization of justice that 

can help, he argues, to eliminate the criminalization of poverty and survival while distributing 

resources and opportunities more equitably (p. 1619). 

Building pathways in the Corrections to Education Pipeline works towards an abolition-

democracy and a more sustainable future by creating access to meaningful educational 

opportunities that lead to career paths conducive to social mobility for those who are most 

vulnerable and trapped in cycles of institutionalization. However, those sustainability goals, 

conceived decades ago, can only be actualized if these programs are developed with those 

goals in mind—with the structural foundations in place so that these programs can serve the 

needs of current students, without compromising the ability of future cohorts of students to 

also benefit from these essential supports. Romagnoli (2018) ended their dissertation study on 

expanding incarcerated students’ access to upper division coursework with a discussion about 

how the construction of a jail/prison-to-college pipeline is a way of making reparations for the 

pervasive history of abuse and exploitation suffered by justice impacted individuals and 

identifies community colleges as the spaces that will determine whether that pipeline will 

prepare students “to be low-wage, low-joy workers, or programs that prepare students to be 
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active participants in healthy families, communities, professions, and democracies” (p. 152). 

These scholars, writing from varying disciplines about the same political moment, guided by the 

same theoretical framework, demonstrate that there is a coalescing of societal needs and 

awareness of the core problems, which can be a powerful catalyst for change, but whether we 

can appropriately build the sustainable coalitions we need to work towards those abolition 

futures remains to be seen. 

2.6. The Corrections to Education Pipeline 

“When I was finally released from prison in 2007, I asked myself over and over how I could stay 
free from prison? I struggled for answers. I had no idea what I was going to do. With two strikes 
on my record, it was hard to find work. Even though I paid my debt to society, I would have to 

report my crimes to the world for the rest of my life. ‘Have you ever been convicted of a 
felony?’ Yes! The odds are stacked against me with that single question alone; no one would 

give me the time of day. I am a felon, and I will pay my ‘debt’ for the rest of my life.” 
- Martin Leyva (p. 56, Leyva & Bickel, 2010) 

Stated previously, formal research on this post-incarceration educational pipeline is still 

in nascent stages—and scholars doing work in this area, many of whom are just establishing 

their research agendas, have been developing the heuristics for conversations around this 

pipeline in the last decade or so (Brower, 2015; Delaney, et al., 2019; Halkovic, 2014; Halkovic & 

Greene, 2015; Lampe-Martin & Beasley, 2019; Leyva & Bickel, 2010; Leyva, 2018; Mukamal & 

Silbert, 2018; Padilla, 2020; Scott, 2017; Smith & Digard, 2020; Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 

2017; Taliaferro & Pham, 2017). Progress in this area is being driven by the coalescing of urgent 

societal needs, increased societal awareness and concern for racial discrimination and mass 

incarceration, and the increasing value that policymakers have been placing on evidence-based 

practices and their utility in guiding legislation and the allocation of funding.  
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Halkovic (2014) begins to articulate this pipeline when she reports from The Gifts They 

Bring, a participatory action research (PAR) project she co-PI’d as a graduate student at the 

John Jay College of Criminal Justice, conducted with a research team of eleven undergraduate 

to doctoral students with various histories of justice involvement. The author opens with a 

discussion of the school-to-prison pipeline and the disproportionality evident in both education 

and incarceration, and “identifies college as the logical space for the articulation of civil rights 

through the complete integration of students with incarceration histories into the intellectual 

and social fabric of the institution” (p. 494). At the time, identifying the College Initiative, 

College and Community Fellowship, and The Prisoner Reentry Institute as some of the few 

community-based organizations that recognized higher education as a pathway to reentry (p. 

499). Through four focus groups (N=25)22 and individual interviews (N=14)23 of participants who 

successfully transitioned from incarceration to college and other experts, the researchers on 

the project found that while there is an abundance of evidence which demonstrate the 

transformative ability of higher education, institutions are operating as gatekeepers to 

possibility for formerly incarcerated students (p. 508). After providing evidence from the 

literature about the efficacy of educational programs in improving a number of life outcomes 

for justice involved people, the author notes, “it is striking…that colleges do not generally see 

the admission and support for formerly incarcerated students as being a part of their diversity 

and public service mission” (p. 497), citing a landmark national survey of 273 colleges and 

 
22 Participants were recruited from the college-as-reentry programs listed above, from various ethnic and 
educational backgrounds, with an average of 10.5 years spent incarcerated, and were compensated $25 for 
their time (p. 500). 
23 Benay Rubenstein provided access to individual interviews she and Jeremy Robins conducted as a part of 
their film: Passport to the Future: Accessing Higher Education in an Era of Mass Incarceration (p. 501). 
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universities in the U.S. conducted by the Center for Community Alternatives (CCA) which 

revealed that most institutions of higher education use the application process to screen out 

students with conviction histories (Weissman, et al., 2010).  

Specifically, 66% of respondents collected information on criminal history, even though 

less than half of these schools have written policies in place regarding such data collection and 

only 40% train their staff on how to interpret such information (p. i., ibid.). Once students 

report justice involvement, it usually triggers requests for various additional documentation—

and at this point, many formerly incarcerated people will simply withdraw from the application 

process. A more recent study revealed that this rate of attrition was higher than the rejection 

rate for students who do report criminal histories (Delaney, et al., 2019). If students fail to 

disclose this information and it is discovered later on, then admissions may be rescinded 

(Halkovic, 2014; Weissman, et al., 2010). Furthermore, if they make it through this process and 

are admitted—75% of institutions through a screening process assigned to a separate panel, 

rather than a typical academic admissions committee—55% of these schools will track them 

into special programs that function more as surveillance of, rather than support for, students 

(ibid.). In a follow-up study, Halkovic & Greene (2015) found that rather than being a threat, 

formerly incarcerated students bring a wealth of assets, identified as “gifts,” to higher 

education (see Table 2). 

Table. 2. The Gifts They Bring: Assets Formerly Incarcerated Students Bring to Higher 
Education 

1. Deconstructing stigma/teaching the university by being a role model and interrupting 
the discourse of risk and criminality.  

1. The desire to do more and give back. 
2. Intimate knowledge of how systems work on the ground. 
3. Bridging relationships between the academy and underserved communities. 

(Halkovic & Greene, 2015) 
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Around a similar timeframe, Brower (2015) conducted a holistic, single-case study of 

Robert Jones24, an African American former inmate from Florida who, although he still resided 

in transitional housing for the formerly homeless, was pursuing a graduate degree. The author’s 

findings aligned with research in the field that demonstrates the emancipatory ability of 

education to transform self-perception and aid in reentry, as well as the negative impacts of 

university policies around criminal history; and is recounted through Mr. Jones’ personal 

narrative about his struggles that led to incarceration, his belief that education was the only 

way he could change his life, and the injustice of being initially25 denied access to a master’s in 

social work (MSW) program at a public institution due to his record (p. 11). Stewart (2016) 

conducted his dissertation research at the University of Georgia on how colleges and 

universities were collecting information about applicants’ prior criminal history and also found 

inconsistencies in how information was collected, as well as what institutions did with the 

information afterwards. Scott (2017) extends Halkovic’s conception of the “prison-to-college 

pipeline” to the “prison-to-school pipeline,” as to include the needs of adults who need to 

complete K-12 schooling, and provides the example of the Sister Jean Hughes Adult High 

School, where formerly incarcerated adults can earn their high school diplomas (p. 48).    

Martin Leyva (2018) completed his master’s thesis, entitled “From Prison to Ivory 

Towers: Education as a Means of Reentry” at California State University, Los Angeles (CSULA), 

and in it is the powerful description of how he co-founded the Transitions Program at a 

California Community College in 2008, six months after being released from prison. The 

 
24 Pseudonym used. 
25 Jones successfully appealed his case and was admitted into the MSW program 
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Transitions Program began as a support group for formerly incarcerated students (FIS) after 

Leyva approached two other students on campus, who he frequently saw at his parole office (p. 

10). They began to have conversations about what was hindering their success in college, which 

would not have been possible while they were incarcerated due to the racially segregated 

nature of the prison environment (ibid.; Leyva & Bickel, 2010). The peer support group they 

formed provided a safer space for these formerly incarcerated students to share the 

experiences, fears, and struggles they were experiencing as they were trying to be successful 

scholars, such as: their fears of public speaking and participating in class, their anxieties about 

how they were being perceived by others, and their reluctance to seek help when they need it 

due to years of institutional indoctrination which taught them that seeking help was a sign of 

weakness (p. 10, Leyva, 2018). The Transitions Program sprung from these conversations and is 

structured as a cohort-model, admitting 25 students to a Summer Bridge Program, which 

introduces FIS to life on campus. Unlike compulsory programs that can be tied to a condition of 

parole, the Transitions Program is completely voluntary and FIS must commit to attending 

classes four days a week and participating in community building activities once a week. Leyva 

both experienced and witnessed the transformative impact that having structured support and 

community on campus can have on a FIS’s self-esteem, self-worth, and sense of purpose (p. 

11).  

Leyva’s thesis research revolved around the experiences of nine justice involved 

students, of different ethnic backgrounds, all well beyond the age of 18—eight FIS who had 

long histories of institutionalization (who were at various stages of post-incarceration) and one 

justice involved individual who has been under community supervision since his youth and 
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understood the culture of incarceration surprisingly well despite never having been locked-up 

(p. 25-27). Leyva provides a rich description and history of cellblock pedagogy—defined as a 

method of informal education that offers a critical look into social issues, drawing from the 

critical insights of criminology, sociology, psychology, history, and world politics—where 

“women and men make sense of the confined world around them and resist it by sharing 

banned books and knowledge in one-on-one and small group discussions. They are willing to 

intellectually challenge the educational status quo, and the rules of the system, by not adhering 

to educational programs that rely heavily on the banking method. Cellblock pedagogy is overtly 

political and rooted in dialogue (Freire 2000).” (p. 42). Formerly incarcerated students are not 

always able to make the connections between the informal educations they received from 

those considered to be elders, and prison intellectuals, and the formal educational spaces they 

step into post-release, because they recognize that society does not place any value on those 

educational experiences. Leyva points to the peer-support groups as spaces that can help 

bridge this gap—showing FIS that they have foundational knowledge and experience as 

scholars that can be further developed in the formal settings that they now find themselves 

navigating (p. 44).  

The value of having a program bridge the gap between incarceration and education is 

affirmed with another dissertation study from Arizona State University (ASU). Bell (2020) 

conducted her dissertation research at ASU on barriers to higher education for formerly 

incarcerated women. The author designed a College After Prison Workshop for women at a 

county jail and found that participants had a strong desire for a sense of belonging, feared 

stagnation or regression in their lives, and struggled with a loss of their sense of selves, which 
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suggests that this population would benefit from programs that foster a community of scholars, 

with a clearly articulated path towards degree attainment. There is also a dearth of research 

specifically focused on the experiences of women in this educational pipeline (Bell, 2020; 

Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017). 

Drawing from the literature on post-prison college programs, Lampe-Martin & Beasley 

(2019) identified common factors (see Table 3) that affect a FIS’s transition from corrections to 

education programs, then used those factors to evaluate the quality of six different programs: 

the College and Community Fellowship (C&CF) in New York, the Post-Prison Education Program 

(PPEP) in Washington State, the New Jersey Scholarship and Transformative Education in 

Prisons (NJ-STEP) Consortium, Project Rebound in California, Berkeley Underground Scholars 

(BUS) in California, and the Prison-to-College Program (P2CP) and College Initiative in New York. 

All of these are considered to be model programs, so it is unsurprising that they do a relatively 

good job of addressing most of the identified factors and report lower recidivism rates than 

non-participants. However, the authors found that all of the programs were impacted by each 

factor in varying degrees and could be strengthened—with the most pervasive issue being the 

factors related to privacy and disclosure of criminal history (p. 38). Studies show that forcing 

applicants to disclose this information during the application process results in a phenomenon 

known as “felony application attrition,” where prospective FIS will abandon the application 

altogether due to known stigmas and fears of rejection (Center for Community Alternatives, 

2015). One study of applicants to the State University of New York (SUNY) found that, on 

average, of the 2,924 people who check “The Box”—disclosing criminal history—each year, 

approximately 1,828 (or 62.5%) do not complete the application (p. 10, ibid.). 
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Table 3. Common Factors that Impact a Formerly Incarcerated Student’s Transition from 
Corrections to Education 

 
- the criminal history box on program applications;  
- an easy transition from education programs during incarceration to post-

incarceration education programs;  
- social support;  
- stigma;  
- provided resources;  
- academic and career advising;  
- the effect of labels;  
- and the choice of privacy about one’s past. 
 

(p. 37, Lampe-Martin & Beasley, 2019) 

Padilla (2020) completed her dissertation in education leadership from CSU Sacramento 

and her study focuses on the experiences of formerly incarcerated students attending 

California’s community colleges. The author explored the ways that the Public Safety 

Realignment, or AB109, impacted an individual’s reentry experience, and found that although 

realignment favorably impacted the reentry process by keeping non-violent, non-serious, non-

sexual offenders at the county level, thereby keeping more inmates in closer proximity to their 

familial supports and aiding in post-incarceration reunification, the shift merely transferred 

deplorable carceral conditions from the state level to the county level—resulting in conditions 

so inhumane that the author had respondent reports of witnessing inmate on inmate violence 

to trigger a transfer to a state prison facility (p. 178). Padilla further examined how the stigma 

of incarceration impacted a student’s access to education, as well as their choice in major, and 

found that due to recent advocacy efforts and program development, a student’s status as 

being formerly incarcerated increased their access to supportive programs, but students felt 

stigmatized by the academic tracks that are available, which are heavily oriented towards 

career education, agriculture, and heavy equipment operation, which highlights the inequitable 
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ways that certain programs are being developed (p. 182). Increasing access to education is a 

great first step, but the road towards a more equitable distribution of income requires 

equitable access to all educational and career pathways. Padilla also found that a FIS’s pursuit 

of a higher education inspires family members to consider doing the same; that assuming the 

college student identity positively impacts an individual’s self-esteem and overall outlook on 

life; and that FIS often feel deep gratitude for the opportunities they have, which translates into 

a desire to give-back and help their peers. The author’s findings add to the body of literature 

which attests to the potential of education to reduce recidivism, as well as the negative impacts 

that collateral consequences can have on an individual’s life outcomes.  

2.7. California’s Criminal Justice Reforms and Corrections to Education Landscape 

Figure 2. Timeline of Recent Criminal Justice and Education Reforms in California (2006-2018)   

 

Mentioned previously, California’s long history of providing inmate education through 

partnerships between corrections and local colleges was first documented in 1925. This 

partnership between San Quentin and the University of California’s Extension Division predates 

when post-secondary education opportunities became formally available to incarcerated 
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people, and when “Project $3 Million” drove growth of these partnerships at the federal level. 

In 1976, at a national conference, the California Community College Community Services 

Association claimed the following goals for offenders: 

1. To establish new personal and social contacts; 
2. To examine alternative lifestyles; and  
3. To acquire education and training credentials in order to enhance job opportunities; all 

in the hope that a non-criminal lifestyle will replace the offender’s former one.  
(Jengeleski, 1984). 

These messages of rehabilitation were thus long established in public and policy discourse 

before the California Department of Corrections finally added an “R” for Rehabilitation in 2005 

(OPEC, 2015).  

California’s criminal justice system has undergone major reforms in the last two 

decades. The impetus for reform was based on a couple of landmark court cases. On 

September 13, 1995, a federal court in Sacramento ruled in the case Coleman v. Wilson (now 

Coleman v. Brown) that the CDCR was violating inmates’ 8th Amendment protection against 

cruel and unusual punishment, due to inadequate mental health care, because of prison 

overcrowding (CDCR, 2018b). Then, in 2001, a class action lawsuit was filed from a law firm in 

Berkeley, California, on behalf of Marciano Plata and several other prisoners, alleging cruel and 

unusual punishment due to prison overcrowding (Brown v. Plata, 2011.). This lawsuit, and the 

previous court case, resulted in a three-judge panel being convened in 2009, which declared 

that prison overcrowding is why the CDCR is unable to provide constitutionally adequate health 

care. The court ordered the release of enough prisoners, so the inmate population would come 

within 137.5% of the prisons' total design capacity—that amounts to between 38,000 and 
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46,000 inmates being released. The ruling in this case26 led to the Public Safety Realignment of 

2011, which addressed prison overcrowding in California by shifting custody and supervision of 

many non-serious, non-violent, non-sexual offenders from state level prisons and parole to 

county level jails and probation. The impacts of this, and other changes, are being felt by 

counties attempting to manage this population, and communities attempting to help formerly 

incarcerated individuals reintegrate into society. One way that California is trying to address 

these issues is through its system of higher education and reinvestment in education for justice 

involved students. 

California’s higher education infrastructure has laid the foundations for building 

pathways along the corrections to education pipeline (Hiddleston, 2016). California’s three-

tiered system of higher education—which currently houses 10 University of California 

campuses, 23 California State University campuses, and 116 community colleges—is the largest 

in the country (Johnson and Mejia, 2016). California’s community colleges (CCCs), in particular, 

are a critical entry point for justice involved students. They are broad-access institutions, 

without admissions restrictions, located near every state prison, and over 90% of jail inmates 

are within ten miles of a community college (Mukamal and Silbert, 2018). Furthermore, the 

establishment of the Board of Governors’ Fee Waiver (known as the California College Promise 

Grant in its current iteration) in 1984, provided free tuition to low-income students (California 

Post-Secondary Education Commission, 1987). The CCCs currently serve 2.1 million Californian 

students, 1 million of which benefit from the California College Promise Grant (CCCC, 2017).  

 
26 This case was affirmed by the Supreme Court on May 23, 2011.  
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In 2014, SB 1391, or the Hancock bill, established an interagency agreement between 

the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) and the CCCCO, in order to 

provide access to academic and career education certifications through community colleges 

and transfer to four-year universities. This legislation created a pathway for sustainability and 

allowed CCCs to develop programs for incarcerated students, while counting them amongst 

their budgets as if they were on campus. Around this time, the Renewing Communities 

Initiative began, as a joint project between the Opportunity Institute in Berkeley, CA, and the 

Stanford Criminal Justice Center, with funding from a number of private foundations; this 

initiative, which also included a $6 million RFP to develop innovative programs and grow 

capacity, encouraged a lot of growth in this pipeline (Mukamal and Silbert, 2018). The 

combination of these factors contributed to the expansion of face-to-face college instruction 

being offered to incarcerated students across the state—from just San Quentin in 2014 to all 34 

active prisons (ibid.). Reentry college programs have also expanded across the state (ibid.). 

Most recently, in 2018, California passed a budget that allocated $5 million for incarcerated and 

formerly incarcerated community college students (Martinez, 2018), which is an intentional 

effort to further drive growth in this educational pipeline. 

 The Center for Postsecondary and Economic Success highlights California in one of their 

policy briefs focusing on states that are developing pathways from incarceration to reentry 

(Taliaferro & Pham, 2017). The authors report that the CDCR has reached its original blueprint 

goal of hiring 159 academic teachers and 92 career education instructors, and further 

developed capacity and reentry efforts by hiring an additional 12 career education instructors 

and 53 Community Transitions teachers who teach a five-week class prior to release for all state 
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prisoners (p. 5). Furthermore, the CDCR has expanded their Reentry Hub Model throughout the 

state, which provides programming to address cognitive, socioemotional, educational, health 

and wellness needs, and pre-employment training (job readiness and financial literacy) for 

inmates within four years of release, with future plans for further investments in education and 

reentry (ibid.). The authors’ recommendations align with those from the literature, and calls 

for: 

1. the expansion of funding at the federal level, including the reinstatement of the Pell 
Grant;  

2. state level improvements on data reporting, collecting, and sharing across stakeholders 
and systems for better tracking, evaluation, and case-management;  

3. further investment and development of education programs;  
4. ensuring equitable access to financial aid for students; and  
5. the elimination of policies that are considered collateral consequences—additional 

punitive measures—of incarceration, which negatively impacts the ability of a formerly 
incarcerated individual to reintegrate back into society (i.e., structural barriers to 
employment, housing, etc.) (p. 7-8). 

Using a critical trans politics approach, from their27 positionality as a queer abolitionist 

and jail educator, Roam Romagnoli (2018) conducted their doctoral dissertation study at San 

Francisco University on expanding California’s incarcerated students’ access to upper-division 

coursework. Their primary findings concerned unsustainable funding issues for programs; 

variations in quality of programs, instruction, and student support services; as well as the 

conflicts between competing academic departments at an institution (i.e., GED, workforce 

development, and academic pathways). At the program-level, they identified a lack of guidance 

and strategic planning, where programs are operating completely independent of each other, 

and lack measures for transparency and accountability (p. 100). Moreover, they reported that 

 
27 Gender neutral pronoun.  
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the majority of CCCs are providing limited scope of course offerings and typically focus on 

certificates, distance education, and workforce preparation—almost always to the exclusion of 

degree/transfer pathways in non-workforce related fields (p. 103). Given the typical 

demographic profile of an inmate—typically some combination of poor, disabled, queer, person 

of color—Romagnoli raises the important dilemma facing CCCs, “is it ethical for open access 

community colleges to funnel incarcerated students…into ‘workforce prep’ programs28 without 

also providing them access to academic pathways?” (p. 104).  

While all the findings are important and relevant in this conversation on developing 

sustainable pathways for this population, Romagnoli’s discussion on funding issues is 

particularly apt—as sustainable funding streams lay the foundations for sustainable programs 

and can be leveraged to address the other concerns. The author describes the problem that 

arises as various stakeholders (postsecondary institutions, faith-based organizations, non-profit 

organizations, etc.) compete for the influx of funding from reinvestment in this population, 

citing opening remarks from Jody Lewen, Executive Director of the Prison University Project 

(PUP), at the PUP’s Statewide Training Conference on Higher Education in Prisons in 2018, 

where she expressed deep concern for the profit-driven model of program development that 

was occurring since the Hancock Legislation passed—noting that institutions were using 

apportionment funding to fill gaps they were experiencing in their budgets as enrollment 

numbers were low (p. 105). This brings into question the quality of programs and courses that 

 
28 Not to be mistaken for Career and Technical Education (CTE) Programs, which must adhere to guidelines 
set forth in the Perkins Act that mandate an integrated education that includes academic coursework and 
pathways for transfer. Workforce prep courses are run on minimal budgets, with minimal supports and 
instruction.  
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many students receive, because even as institutions are spending undisclosed amounts of 

money on programs, they may also be simultaneously underfunding programs, a theme that 

emerged through the author’s research and accounts of instructors who are asked to do more, 

without being given adequate support, professional development, and resources to accomplish 

mandates (p. 112). To complicate the funding conversation even more, Romagnoli highlights 

another ethical dilemma—that barring sustainable funding streams, much of the foundational 

funding comes from sources that perpetuate, and benefit, from the prison industrial complex 

(p. 114). The author proposes divestments in certain areas, such as in the SRO program on 

elementary and secondary schools and other unnecessary law enforcement programs, and 

investments in education that would make California’s broad access institutions—namely 

community colleges and state universities—free for everyone, thereby guaranteeing access to 

quality postsecondary education for all of the state’s most vulnerable populations (p. 115).  

Most recently, the Vera Institute of Justice published a report on their evaluation of the 

Renewing Communities Initiative and the development of student support services during and 

after incarceration at the seven pilot sites (Smith & Digard, 2020). The Renewing Communities 

Initiative ran from spring 2016 to fall 2019, and supported FIS across the state while they 

earned 402 degrees and credentials (i.e., 183 certificates, 53 associates degrees, 130 bachelor’s 

degrees, and 36 master’s degrees) (p. 15). To fulfill the goals of creating pathways for people to 

access services, program staff conducted 1,227 outreach events (in correctional facilities, 

colleges and universities, and in the community) to spread the word about the opportunities 

being offered, and responded to 6,154 letters of interest from incarcerated individuals and 

community members (ibid.). For programs in correctional facilities (i.e., Inmate Scholars 
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Program in Bakersfield, Keys to College Program by Five Keys Charter School in San Francisco 

County Jails, the Prison Graduation Initiative at CSULA, and the Turning Point Program at two 

prisons), students reported overall satisfaction with the program, their instructors, and their 

experiences in the classroom—with an overwhelming majority (97% of survey respondents, 

N=525) stating that they planned to pursue continuing education beyond the current term (p. 

18). Barriers that students are experiencing are lack of access to technology, lack of other 

supplies, and the constraints of the correctional environment (e.g.: lack of physical space for 

classes, lack of access to technology due to security concerns, program limitations based on 

inmate housing designations, etc.) (p. 19-20).  

For the experiences of students in community-based programs (i.e., Street Scholars at 

Merritt College, STEP-UP at Shasta College, and Project Rebound at eight CSUs), data revealed 

that students juggled significant challenges while they were enrolled in school. 64% of students 

were employed part- or full-time, 30% of students were caretakers of children under 18, and 

approximately 75% of students were the first to attend college in their families (p. 23). Using 

available data, the authors also made the conservative estimate that 42% of students were on 

some form of community supervision (probation or parole) while enrolled in college—this 

proportion is likely much higher due to the stigmas associated with criminality and disclosing 

criminal history (p. 25). Many students reported becoming more interested in pursuing an 

education while they were incarcerated, and overwhelmingly expressed effusive gratitude and 

praise for these programs, describing their participation as life-changing, and attest to their 

value (see Table 4) (p. 27). Students provided testimony of how critical the spaces the programs 

occupy and create are—both metaphorically, as safe spaces where FIS can seek peer support, 
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but also literally, as campus hubs that they are encouraged to feel ownership of, belonging to, 

and that offers the material resources needed for success, such as tutoring services, technology 

use, supplies, etc. (p. 34).  

Table 4. Top Ranked Benefits to Academic Success Among Community-Based Students (spring 
2019, N=1122) 

Benefit to program participation 
Percent of 
responses 

receiving #1 rank 
The people who work in my program (i.e., affiliated staff with 
Project Rebound, STEP-UP, Street Scholars) 30 

Getting tutoring 23 
Book vouchers 15 
The people who work at my college who are not staff in my 
program 11 

Being able to connect with other formerly incarcerated students 10 
Being in the Educational Opportunity Program (EOP) or Extended 
Opportunity Programs and Services (EOPS) 6 

Getting transportation assistance 3 
The bridge/transition program before starting school 2 

(p. 29, Smith & Digard, 2020) 

Through student interviews, the authors found that programs and staff were helping 

many transform their personal narratives to reflect a sense of empowerment, agency, 

resilience, and growth—not defined by their justice involvement (p. 35). This powerful shift in 

students’ personal narratives is not only beneficial to their own self-worth and academic 

efficacy, but provides opportunities for these students to change the perceptions of justice 

involved people through program activities, including being role models for others, as one 

student shared, “My former lifestyle and the status I held has made it possible for me to have a 

huge positive influence over those still on drugs and involved with gangs. When they see me 

getting good grades and making the Dean’s list, it gives them hope and they tell themselves 
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that if I can do it, then so can they. When I do positive things in the community and help others 

who are trying to better their lives, it gives me a great sense of accomplishment.” (p. 38).  

As students are simultaneously navigating the complex, and at times conflicting, paths 

through academia and justice involvement, many face a host of challenges related to meeting 

basic needs—such as housing and food insecurity (see Figure 3), then even when students 

persist through their programs, many experience anxiety about graduating and leaving the 

safety of these programs because they know that they may encounter structural barriers to 

their aspirations due to the collateral consequences of incarceration (p. 42). Introduced above, 

such consequences are the structural barriers that formerly incarcerated people face, due to 

the nature of the crime(s) they were convicted of, and have already served time for—i.e., 

policies that disenfranchise, like those preventing licensure or employment in certain fields, as 

well as stripping their right to vote (NCSL, 2020b). For example, when I evaluated Career and 

Technical Education Programs for California state prisons, one of my colleagues, who was a 

doctoral student in another department, ended up being precluded from prison site visits due 

to his criminal record, even though he was hired for his experience, insights, and expertise into 

the criminal justice system. These policies are inherently unsustainable, unethical, and are a 

major impediment to the ability of formerly incarcerated people to be gainfully employed and 

fully engage in democratic participation.  
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Figure 3. Top-Ranked Challenges to Academic Attainment Among Community-Based Students 
(spring 2019, N=114) 

 

(p. 41, Smith & Digard, 2020) 

In addition to the obstacles above, students are also healing from multiple traumas—

from their lives and incarceration (Padilla, 2020)—and may need other individualized supports 

to facilitate academic success. Employing student-centered approaches would ensure that 

counseling and supports provided to each student is appropriate for their particular 

circumstances, and also emphasizes the need for programs to develop enough capacity to serve 

these students (p. 46). Students and staff were also asked to provide input on how to create 

successful programs and shared the following recommendations (p. 47-49): 

1. Acquiring strong institutional support and commitment. 
2. Being relatable and reliable for students. 
3. Actively engaging with prospective students, both incarcerated and in the 

community, through outreach efforts. 
4. Responding to the specific needs of justice-involved students. 
5. Participate in lobbying and advocacy, particularly around securing sustainable 

funding for programs. 
 

These efforts have done a lot to generate growth, and results continue to show positive 

outcomes for the students who have access to the programs, but as the literature also 
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demonstrates, these cycles of investment are not enough. Sporadic and unreliable influxes of 

seed-money from philanthropists cannot build and maintain the capacity necessary to ensure 

that all eligible inmates can participate in educational programming. Most of the research 

available on this pipeline focuses on state prison populations and programs, because the 

CDCR’s centralized structure makes it easier for data to be collected on the whole system. 

Whereas, county jails and CCCs operate under a decentralized structure, and every institution 

across the state is doing something different, according to the needs of its local contexts and 

demographics. We have some data from model programs across the state, but the California 

community college system houses 116 institutions and they are critical entry points into the 

education pipeline for this vulnerable population, so a clearer picture of what the entire system 

looks like is needed for policymakers, administrators, and researchers, especially as we 

continue to invest and build toward sustainable, systemic pathways across the state29.  

2.8. Theoretical Framework: Sustainable Development 

 Achieving sustainability is the underlying motivation for this work—whether it pertains 

to operational functionality of programs that serve justice involved students or the identities 

that students must cultivate in order to achieve successful integration into the communities 

they belong to. Sustainability has always mattered when we think about impacting institutional 

change, because that is a measure of success—a sign that change was truly transformational—

when those goals are inculcated in the institutional culture and resulting processes become 

 
29 The dearth of research in this area was affirmed through conversations with Raul Arambula, Dean of 
Intersegmental Education (which houses programs for incarcerated and formerly incarcerated students) at 
the CCCCO (August 6, 2018), as well as in a conference call with Rebecca Silbert of the Renewing 
Communities Initiative (August 8, 2018). 
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routinized in everyday practice. It is a concern that I struggled with as a graduate student in 

campus organizations, and it is a concern that I hear echoed in every policy discussion that I 

have ever been a part of—around research circles, with practitioners and community-based 

providers, with local and state leadership and policymakers. Given the amount of investment 

that goes into developing and building out capacity for programs, and the potential 

socioeconomic benefits from reducing recidivism through education, it is in our best interest to 

ensure that these pathways are constructed with sustainability in mind. The concept of 

sustainable development (SD), broadly defined as “development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (p. 

16-17, Brundtland and Khalid, 1987), undergirds my exploration and analysis of programs for 

justice involved students at California’s Community Colleges. 

Sustainable Development in the Global Context 

Sustainable Development became part of the global vernacular in 1987, when Our 

Common Future, better known as The Brundtland Report30, was published by the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). The Commission 

spent three years traveling the world, holding special hearings to listen to government leaders, 

scientists, experts, citizens’ groups, and thousands of individuals (i.e., farmers, shanty-town 

residents, young people, entrepreneurs, and indigenous and tribal peoples), concerned with a 

host of issues around the environment and development (Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). This is 

considered a landmark document because it was the first time the concept of sustainable 

 
30 Named after Gro Harlem Brundtland, Norway’s Minister of the Environment, who presided over the 
commission which produced the report (Bermejo, et al., 2010).  
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development had institutional backing and the endorsement of the United Nations (Bermejo, et 

al., 2010). Since its publication, its conceptualization and definition of sustainable development 

has been the most widely accepted and used, and has served as the foundational ideology that 

has guided development for the past few decades, especially as mounting concerns for 

environmental degradation and global warming has forced public and private sectors to take a 

critical look at traditional ways of doing business and seek more sustainable alternatives 

(Bermejo, et al., 2010; Estes, 1993; Gladwin, et al., 1995; Jabareen, 2008).   

 Sustainable development was introduced in the Brundtland Report with the following 

passage:  

Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs. The concept of sustainable development does imply limits - not 
absolute limits but limitations imposed by the present state of technology and social 
organization on environmental resources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb 
the effects of human activities. But technology and social organization can be both 
managed and improved to make way for a new era of economic growth. The 
Commission believes that widespread poverty is no longer inevitable. Poverty is not only 
an evil in itself, but sustainable development requires meeting the basic needs of all and 
extending to all the opportunity to fulfil their aspirations for a better life. A world in 
which poverty is endemic will always be prone to ecological and other catastrophes.  

(p. 16-17, Brundtland and Khalid, 1987) 

This United Nations report, and its conception of sustainable development, called for a 

global transformation of economic development that was both cognizant of the biophysical 

limits of the resources of our ecosystems, and also socially just and integrated in its provision of 

essential needs, as well as opportunities for growth, for everyone. The Commission’s diagnosis 

was clear, “We are unanimous in our conviction that the security, well-being, and very survival 

of the planet depends on such changes, now” (p. 38, Brundtland and Khalid, 1987), and the 

report popularized the concept of sustainable development and catalyzed a shift in how 
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organizations planned for future growth.  Bermejo, Arto, and Hoyos (2010) speculate that the 

generic nature of this definition led to its wide acceptance but note the importance of 

centralizing environmental protection and meeting the needs of a global population. In fact, the 

Commission understood that a concept such as sustainable development, which was 

attempting to reshape the global landscape of economic development, needed to be vague 

enough to be broadly applicable to all spheres of development, “No single blueprint of 

sustainability will be found, as economic and social systems and ecological conditions differ 

widely among countries. Each nation will have to work out its own concrete policy implications. 

Yet irrespective of these differences, sustainable development should be seen as a global 

objective.” (p. 39, Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). Their call to action was concise and contained 

the two essential tenets that should guide development, even as different interpretations must 

necessarily be proliferated by governments and institutions as they adapt the conceptual 

framework for their specific contexts. In their view, regardless of the approach taken, there 

must a consensus on the concept of sustainable development and on a broad strategic 

framework for achieving it (p. 41).   

The Commission offered guidance on how institutions should be reorganized in order to 

address the needs of sustainable development. Namely, they provided an assessment of the 

inadequacy of siloed institutions, and the departments within them, and advised that they 

should be integrated and positioned to meet the challenges of complex problems which will 

require comprehensive approaches from multiple stakeholders (p.17). Importantly, the 

Commission declared that it was a global imperative to eliminate poverty and meet the 

essential needs of everyone. They emphasized the need for development in poorer nations, and 
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the assurance of equitable distribution of the resources required to sustain growth (p. 17). This 

position came from an understanding that the conditions of poverty, and its associated 

problems of deteriorating infrastructure and urban decay, are fundamentally unsustainable and 

exacerbate the environmental crisis facing the world (p. 22).  Furthermore, that traditional—

inequitable—development trends contributed directly to the problem, “The failures that we 

need to correct arise both from poverty and from the short-sighted way in which we have often 

pursued prosperity” (p. 28).  

It is no surprise, then, that equity plays a central role in the “broad strategic framework” 

(see Table 5.) the Commission envisioned for achieving sustainability. The connections between 

poverty, development, and environmental unsustainability are highlighted throughout the 

Brundtland report (Estes, 1993; Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). For the Commission, sustainable 

development involves the iterative process of being conscious and sensitive to the changes in 

access to resources and in the distribution of costs and benefits—it is inextricable to the 

concerns of social equity within, and between, generations: “A world in which poverty and 

inequity are endemic will always be prone to ecological and other crises. Sustainable 

development requires meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all the opportunity to 

satisfy their aspirations for a better life.” (p. 41). 
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Table 5. Strategic Imperatives for Equity and the Common Interest 
 

1. Reviving Growth: 
a. Poverty reduces people's capacity to use resources in a sustainable 

manner; it intensifies pressure on the environment.;  
b. Growth must be revived in developing countries because that is where the 

links between economic growth, the alleviation of poverty, and 
environmental conditions operate most directly.  

2. Changing the quality of Growth:  
a. Less resource intensive, more equitable in impact;   
b. The process of economic development must be more soundly based upon 

the realities of the stock of capital that sustains it. 
c. Economic and social development can and should be mutually reinforcing. 

Money spent on education and health can raise human productivity. 
Economic developments can accelerate social development by providing 
opportunities for underprivileged groups or by spreading education more 
rapidly. 

3. Meeting Essential Human Needs  
4. Ensuring a Sustainable Level of Population  
5. Conserving and Enhancing the Resource Base  
6. Reorienting Technology and Managing Risk  
7. Merging Environment and Economics in Decision Making 

 
(p. 46-49, Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). 

The Brundtland report succeeded in unifying divergent theoretical and ideological 

perspectives under one conceptual framework, which inspired development specialists and 

managed to mobilize governments, policymakers, and other stakeholders to enter into formal 

agreements that promote socioeconomic development and environmental protection (Estes, 

1993). Predictably, due to the general nature of the definition presented by the Commission, 

scholars, such as Gladwin, Kennelly, and Krause (1995), called for greater attention to 

transformational change and the operationalizing of sustainable development. Kemp, Parto, 

and Gibson (2005) argue that current models of development are still unsustainable and that 

attempts at developing models (such as the economist capital model of sustainable 

development, described in Pearce, et al., 1989) have neglected essential dimensions and fails to 
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address inherent interconnections. Sustainable development, from its conception, must 

necessitate a holistic view of societal and environmental systems, and strives towards the 

effective integration of social, economic, and ecological considerations at all levels, from local 

to global, over time (Brundtland and Khalid, 1987; Estes, 1993; Kemp, et al., 2005; Schnurr and 

Holtz, 1998).  

Some scholars have attempted to develop holistic models of sustainable development. 

For example, Jabareen (2008) identifies, and weaves together, the seven concepts that form 

the foundations for the theoretical framework of sustainable development. The ethical paradox 

between sustainability and development—the tensions between a biophysical world with 

limited resources and the desires for unfettered development—rests at the heart of Jabareen’s 

conceptual framework, surrounded by the concepts of natural capital stock, integrative 

management, utopia, eco-form, global agenda, and equity (see Figure 4). Models such as this 

are useful foundational guiding frameworks for understanding sustainable development, 

particularly as a constant reminder that addressing all of these components is necessary in 

order to achieve sustainability visions. I would argue that models should explicitly emphasize 

the need to focus on addressing poverty in meaningful ways, so that the primacy of those goals 

cannot be misinterpreted as negotiable.  
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Figure 4. Jabareen’s Conceptual Framework for Sustainable Development31 

 

(Jabareen, 2008). 

Kemp and Loorbach (2003) elaborated a model of transition management (see Figure 5.) 

developed by Rotmans and Asselt (2002) and used by the Dutch government in their national 

implementation of their sustainability plans. The model for transition management is iterative 

and reflexive, process oriented, and bi-focal—with incremental changes that meet short-term 

goals, leading to and informed by long-term, societal goals and sustainability visions (Kemp, et 

al., 2005; Kemp and Loorbach, 2003; Rotmans and Asselt, 2002). This model is set in direct 

contrast to the traditional policy process, which is often driven by a series of short-term, near-

sighted goals that are not holistically informed and can lose sight of larger goals and visions.  

I see potential for flexibility in this transition management model, and the ability for it to 

be adapted and adopted in a number of contexts and organizations seeking to enact 

meaningful change—especially dramatic changes that represent a paradigm shift to entrenched 

culture and practice, such as around issues of criminal justice and destigmatizing justice 

 
31 Exactly as published in Jabareen (p. 188, 2008). Spelling of “Paradox” likely a typo. 
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involvement. Resistance should be taken for granted as an expectation for anyone attempting 

to make changes in such environments, and this model takes into account the necessarily 

incremental nature of this process, while continuing reflexivity acts as a structural checks and 

balances—to ensure alignment and continuing progress from short-term goals and changes to 

long-term visions.  

Figure 5. Current Policy Process vs. Transition Management 

 
(Kemp and Loorbach, 2003). 

Still, critics such as Bermejo, et al. (2010), contend that sustainable development has 

been distorted by those who seek to continue to operate under historical paradigms, which are 

inherently unsustainable, because they either minimize or do not fully account for the 

biophysical limits of resources necessary for unhindered growth. Essentially, models fall short 

when they do not fully account for all of the factors integral to sustainable development. 

Organizations interested in sustainable development cannot continue to ignore the 

components that are inconvenient to their bottom lines. 
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Sustainable Development in Higher Education 

 Unsurprisingly, sustainability and education have a relationship that predates the 

Brundtland report, and officially since at least 1972, at the Stockholm Conference, when 

education was recognized internationally as an important partner in fostering environmental 

protection and conservation (UNEP, 1972). Since then, there have been many academic 

declarations, charters, and partnerships developed in order to foster environmental education 

(See Figure 6) (Lozano, et al., 2013).   

Figure 6. Evolution of Declarations, Charters, and Partnerships for Sustainable Development 

 
(Lozano, et al., 2013) 

Notably, the first significant attempt to develop a framework for sustainable 

development for higher education was in 1990 with the Talloires Declaration (Clugston and 

Calder, 1999). Jean Mayer, the President of Tufts University, convened twenty-two university 

leaders in Talloires, France, to voice their concerns about environmental degradation, resource 

depletion, and planetary survival, and create a document that spelled out key actions 
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universities must take to create a sustainable future (ULSF, 2020a; Report and Declaration of 

The Presidents Conference, 1990 in ibid.; Lozano, et al., 2013). The declaration was signed in 

October 1990 by 20 university rectors, presidents, and vice chancellors from different parts of 

the world; and between 1990 and 2007, the signatures increased to 356 (Lozano, et al., 2013). 

As of June 2020, the number of signatories on the Talloires Declaration has further increased to 

513 from over 50 countries (ULSF, 2020b).  

Still, even as international commitments to sustainable development in higher 

education abounds, critics contend that most universities still operate under traditional models. 

Clugston and Calder (1999) argued that few institutions committed to sustainability have 

actually achieved transformation across all the critical dimensions, noting that most efforts are 

heavily oriented towards environmental initiatives and do not emphasize the broader goals of 

sustainability, “even while the term ‘sustainability’ is often used in the rhetoric of reform” (p. 

14). In fact, those who endorse the Talloires Declaration are participants of “the campus 

environmental movement,” which has the desired outcome of becoming a sustainable campus 

(Shriberg and Tallent, 2003). Lozano, et al. (2013), in their study of sustainable development 

initiatives in education, contend that universities continue to self-replicate Newtonian mental 

models, “which relegate learning and action to reductionist thinking and mechanistic 

interpretation” (p. 10), ultimately causing many higher education institutions to lag behind 

corporate entities in making society more sustainable.   

Sustainable Development Praxis and Education for Justice Involved Students 

 It makes sense that the focus on sustainable development in education has been mainly 

on ecological concerns, or the development of education programs for sustainable 
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development and environmental protection—after-all, we need well-trained experts to do the 

work. However, education, and higher/adult education in particular (UNDP, 1972), plays a much 

bigger role in shaping society’s vision for the future. The goal of eliminating poverty proliferates 

in the literature around sustainable development, and is a foundational principle emphasized 

multiple times in the Brundtland report (Brundtland and Khalid, 1987; Clugston and Calder, 

1999; Estes, 1993). Experts have watched as poverty, unemployment, community 

disintegration, and ecological abuse accelerated globally, even as global gross national income 

has experienced exponential growth since 1950 (Clugston and Calder, 1999). The links between 

poverty and crime have long been established (Patterson, 1991), and now we, as a society, are 

reckoning with the consequences of the unsustainability of mass incarceration, which 

disproportionately impacts people of color, with far-reaching, adverse impacts to individuals’ 

life outcomes and communities (Barlow, 2013; Forman, 2012; Simon, 2012). I argue that 

building pathways in the Corrections to Education Pipeline is an important way that institutions 

of higher education can fulfill their own missions, and help the communities they serve, strive 

toward a sustainable future.  

Scholars Clugston and Calder (1999), in their work about the critical dimensions of 

sustainability in higher education, talk about the ambiguousness around definitions and 

approaches to sustainability, noting that interpretations will vary depending on the 

perspectives and motives of individuals, but at its core, development activities must be 

ecologically sound, socially just, economically viable and humane, and be able to be maintained 

for future generations. The authors acknowledge that the historical use of the term 

“sustainable” arose from environmental concerns, but they also understood that the goals of 
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sustainability cannot be attained without truly addressing social justice issues, stating, “It is 

critical…to know that there can be no sustainable communities and institutions without social 

justice” (p. 2).  

Wals and Jickling (2002), in their discussion of “sustainability” in higher education, argue 

that if the term becomes too prescriptivist, it will stifle the imagination, “To educate for 

sustainability is not necessarily educational when sustainability is fixed, pre-and expert 

determined (i.e., academics) and to be reproduced by novices (i.e., students).” (p. 224). Instead, 

the authors propose an emancipatory approach (see Table 6.) to relationships between 

education and sustainability, citing the most basic goal of education as helping individuals 

“become self-actualized members of society, looking for meaning, developing their own 

potential and jointly creating solutions.” (p. 225). Through this lens, creating a sustainable 

society requires the full and democratic participation of everyone (ibid; Estes, 1993; UNDP, 

1992).  

Table 6. The Potential of Emancipatory Perspectives of Sustainability 
• sustainability as (socially constructed) reality (and as such a phenomenon to be taken 

seriously);  
• sustainability as ideology and therefore political;  
• sustainability as negotiated, the result of (on-going) negotiations;  
• sustainability as contextual, its meaning is dependent on the situation in which it is 

used;  
• sustainability as vision to work towards;  
• sustainability as dynamic and/or evolving concept;  
• sustainability as controversial and the source of conflict (both internal and with 

others);  
• sustainability as normative, ethical and moral;  
• sustainability as innovation or a catalyst for change;  
• sustainability as a heuristic, a tool to aid thinking;  
• sustainability as a (temporary) stepping-stone in the evolution of environmental 

education and of environmental thought. 
(p. 227, Wals and Jickling, 2002) 
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 Richard Estes, now Professor Emeritus of Social Work and Social Policy, Penn Social 

Policy & Practice at the University of Pennsylvania, who spent his career studying international 

development (UPENN, 2020), helped develop a framework for sustainable development praxis 

in 1992 (Estes, 1993). Estes developed his framework by building off of the work of David 

Brown, President of the Institute for Development Research at Boston University, who in 1991, 

out of the definition from The Brundtland Report, distinguished between the following four 

dimensions of sustainable development: 1) ecological sustainability (non-renewable and other 

natural resources are not depleted for short-term improvements); 2) economic sustainability 

(improvements do not depend on continuing infusions of resources that cannot be maintained); 

3) political sustainability (changes are consistent with present or emerging distributions of 

power in the society); and 4) cultural sustainability (changes must be consistent with core 

values, expectations, and mores of the society) (p. 8, Estes, 1993). Using Brown’s four 

dimensions of sustainable development, Estes created a typology of sustainable versus 

unsustainable social development practices in these four dimensions (see Appendix 2). 

Particularly apt, for the analysis of education programs for justice involved individuals, are the 

social development strategies that Estes identifies in the political and cultural dimensions (see 

Table 7).  
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Table 7. Selected Examples of Sustainable and Non-Sustainable Social Development Practices 
 Non-Sustainable Strategies Sustainable Strategies 
POLITICAL war; state terrorism; oppression of 

historically disadvantaged populations 
 
centralization of power in the hands of 
self-serving elites 
 
the systematic exclusion of people from 
participation in the formulation and 
implementation of policies and laws 
that directly affect their well-being 
 

popular participation in all aspects of 
governmental policy formulation and 
decision-making at all levels of social 
organization  
 
non-interference in the legitimate 
organizing activities of opposition 
political parties  
 
a significantly strengthened 
nongovernmental sector, especially at 
the level of grass roots organizations 
and collectivities of people at local 
levels of political organization 
 

CULTURAL Efforts to "homogenize" peoples and 
cultures with the goal of eliminating or 
minimizing cultural differences  
 
persistent socially-supported 
oppression of historically disadvantaged 
populations including women, religious 
and cultural minorites 
 

the emergence of values, 
expectations and social mores that 
foster tolerance and moderation in 
accepting cultural differences of 
others  
 
gender role definitions that permit 
women and men to share equally in 
the making of decisions that affect 
them separately and together 
 

(Excerpted from Estes, 1993, p. 10-11) 

Estes’ framework (see Table 8) was also informed by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) and the following outcomes they presented in their 1992 Human 

Development Report, as minimum requirements for achieving the goals of sustainable 

development: 1) the elimination of poverty; 2) a reduction in population growth; 3) more 

equitable distribution of resources; 4) healthier, more educated and better trained people; 5) 

decentralized, more participatory government; 6) more equitable, liberal trading systems 

within and among countries, including increased production for local consumption; and 7) 
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better understanding of the diversity of ecosystems, including locally adapted solutions to 

environmental problems and better monitoring of the environmental impact of development 

activities (p. 8, Estes, 1993; p. 17, UNDP, 1992). 

Table 8. Estes’ Framework for Moving Towards Sustainable Development Praxis 
Sustainable development consists of development-focused interventions that seek to 
promote and enhance the social, political, and economic well-being of people within an 
ecologically sustainable context at all levels of social organization.  
 
Sustainable development practice assigns the highest priorities to those local, national, 
regional and international activities that:  
 

1. ensure the satisfaction of at least the basic social and material needs of people 
everywhere;  

2. promote increased social and economic justice;  
3. minimize social oppression in all its forms;  
4. enhance popular participation;  
5. reduce violence; and  
6. promote peace  

 
(Estes, 1992; Jones and Pandey, 1981; Meinert and Kohn, 1987; Sanders & Matsuoka, 1989; Van 

Soest, 1992 in Estes, 1993) 
 

Mass incarceration is unsustainable, and using Estes’ heuristic, we can easily identify  

such practices in each of the four dimensions (see Figure 7). More importantly, this conceptual 

framework helps us understand the ways in which developing programs for justice involved 

students works towards the goals of global sustainability by addressing poverty—an aspect of 

sustainable development that is too often neglected by similar efforts.  
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Figure 7. The Unsustainability of Mass Incarceration through Estes’ Four Dimensions of 
Sustainable Development (1993). 

 

By ensuring programs are available to properly support students—that is, built to be 

sustainable, while having global sustainability visions in mind—education can be another critical 

bridge that helps keep people out of incarceration and on the path to being successful 

members of our communities. These programs help increase opportunities for legal economic 

self-sufficiency, as well as opportunities for democratic participation, for a group that has been 

historically excluded from many aspects of civic participation due to cycles of 

institutionalization and the collateral consequences of justice involvement. Furthermore, the 

sustainable development of the Corrections to Education pipeline is praxis toward an abolition-

democracy and a restorative answer to the damage that has been (and continues to be) done 

by the School to Prison pipeline.  

I undertook the following empirical work with this understanding of the history and 

context of these systems, guided theoretically by sustainable development. The current 

investment in these programs represents an opportunity to build robust support systems that 

ECONOMICALLY because it maintains the 
persistence of widespread poverty 

amongst those experiencing incarceration 
(and their communities), as well as the 

costs of incarcerating each person

POLITICALLY because it is the systematic 
oppression of historically disadvantaged 
people, often also resulting in exclusion 

from democratic participation due to 
collateral consequences

CULTURALLY because it is the persistent 
and continuing socially-supported 

oppression of historically disadvantaged 
populations

ECOLOGICALLY because of the associated 
costs of maintaining jails and prisons; the 

notoriously unsanitary conditions of 
carceral spaces; and the reliance on 
slave/inmate labor in many sectors

Unsustainability of 
Mass Incarceration
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can serve students now and into the future. The first step is to understand what programs look 

like across this large system, which will help tease out variations. The next chapter uses content 

analysis of all 116 CCC websites, as well as triangulation from other databases and sources, to 

address my first two research questions: 1. How many California community colleges provide 

targeted outreach and services to justice involved students? And 2. What stage of development 

are these programs (i.e., informal, in development, formalized) and where are there gaps? 

Informed by those data, the subsequent chapter is driven by my final research question (3. How 

are CCCs serving justice involved students?) and uses portraiture to explore the challenges 

formerly incarcerated students face and the complicated story of how one CCC is serving these 

students.   
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CHAPTER THREE: 
Programs for Justice Involved Students at California Community Colleges  

(Content Analysis) 
 

“As a 9th-grade high school push-out, I received my high school diploma in prison. I could not 
tell you one thing I remember from my prison education, except that it was packet-based 

learning. The correspondence school would send me a packet every two to three weeks, I filled 
it out and received another packet soon after. I had no tutoring and no interaction with 

teachers. I knew I had completed enough packets when the last packet I received included my 
diploma. Regardless, after my release from prison, I attempted to go to college.”  

– Martin Leyva (p. 23, 2018) 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter takes a closer look at programs and services for justice involved students 

across CCC campuses in order to get a fuller understanding of what is actually available, with 

particular attention focused on programs for formerly incarcerated students—those that can 

potentially be critical in helping individuals reintegrate into their communities and stay there. 

This study is exploratory in nature and my concerns are primarily descriptive, meant to shed 

light on a developing educational pipeline. An integrated, or mixed, methods approach to 

content analysis is employed and the following research questions guide this work:  

1. How many California community colleges provide targeted outreach and services to 

justice involved students?; and  

2. What stage of development are these programs (i.e., informal, in development, 

formalized) and where are there gaps?  

Education has had a long history of being a part of the corrections environment and its 

role has evolved over time—from its early position as a safe-guard against abuse of authority 

and vocational training for the purposes of institutional maintenance, to its increasing 
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recognition as a critical partner in the rehabilitation and reentry process. In particular, post-

secondary education and program development in this space has had periods of ebb and flow, 

but its potential for addressing recidivism has led to the current reinvestment and growth 

period for programs. California’s higher education infrastructure has laid the foundations for 

building pathways along the corrections to education pipeline (Hiddleston, 2016). California’s 

three-tiered system of higher education—which currently houses 10 University of California 

(UC) campuses, 23 California State University (CSU) campuses, and 116 community colleges—is 

the largest in the country (Johnson and Mejia, 2016). California’s community colleges (CCCs), in 

particular, are a critical entry point for justice involved students. They are broad-access 

institutions, without admissions restrictions, located near every state prison, and over 90% of 

jail inmates are within ten miles of a community college (Mukamal and Silbert, 2018). In 

addition, the California College Promise Grant provides free tuition to low-income students. The 

CCCs currently serve 2.1 million Californian students, 1 million of which benefit from the 

California College Promise Grant (CCCC, 2017).  

The CCCs have been engaging in comprehensive reform, informed by evidence-based 

practices from the Community College Research Center (CCRC) at the Teacher’s College at 

Columbia University, in their adoption of, and attempts at scaling up, the use of the “Guided 

Pathways” model for academic program structure and support (CCCCO, 2021; CCRC, 2015). 

Guided Pathways are meant to support students by helping them identify and navigate straight-

forward academic pathways towards desired career goals, and of particular relevance are the 

“Equity Considerations in Area 1” that are part of the “Guided Pathways Essential Practices” 

adopted by the CCCCO (CCCCO, 2019, p. 3, emphasis added): 
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• Are the college’s website and program pages easy to navigate and understand 
for students and families without prior experience with higher education?  
 

• How could the college ensure that access to and use of this information is 
equitable for students who have been historically underrepresented and/or 
underserved in higher education (e.g., racial/ethnic minority students, lower-
income students, first-generation students, students with disabilities, indigenous 
students, formerly incarcerated students, veterans, undocumented students, 
etc.)?  
 

• How are financial costs, potential debt, and economic benefits of program 
completion (including paths to program-relevant regional employment, 
projected earnings, and transfer outcomes) made clear for prospective students? 
Do program websites clarify differences in earnings potential between related 
certificates and degrees and across levels of educational attainment? 

Important to note is that these essential practices are found in a “Scale of Adoption Self-

Assessment” document that can be accessed easily through the Chancellor’s Office, where 

colleges can rate their level of adoption of each essential practice as either “not occurring, not 

systematic, planning to scale, scaling in progress, or at scale” (see Appendix 4). This is 

affirmation that there is recognition from leadership of the importance of targeted programs 

for this student group and is evidence that investment and program development is supposed 

to continue.   

In 2014, SB 1391, or the Hancock bill, established an interagency agreement between 

the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) and the CCCCO, in order to 

provide access to academic and career education certifications through community colleges 

and transfer to four-year universities. This legislation finally created sustainable financial 

pathways through apportionment funding and allowed CCCs to develop face-to-face (F2F) 

education programs for incarcerated students, while counting them amongst their budgets as if 

they were on campus. Around this time, the Renewing Communities Initiative began, as a joint 
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project between the Opportunity Institute in Berkeley, Calif., and the Stanford Criminal Justice 

Center, with funding from a number of private foundations; this initiative, which also included a 

$6 million RFP to develop innovative programs and grow capacity, encouraged a lot of growth 

in this pipeline (Mukamal and Silbert, 2018). 

Then, Proposition 57, or the Public Safety and Rehabilitation Act of 2016, expanded the 

Milestone and Educational Merit Credits32 program, which has impacted CCCs as demand for 

courses increases. According to a report from the CCCCO detailing the results from a Research 

& Planning Group evaluation of the CCC’s pilot program for incarcerated students (at the state 

prison level), from the spring of 2016 to the spring of 2018, CCCs' programs grew from serving 

zero to 3,923 in face to face (F2F) courses (Arambula & LeBlanc, 2018). The program grew from 

the original four pilots to 19 colleges providing F2F instruction to incarcerated students across 

the state, with an increase from 49 to 309 courses offered. Other notable findings include an 

increase of transferable courses from 84% to 96%, an increase of courses leading to degrees 

from 92% to 97%, and both retention (on average 92% vs. 89%) and success (on average 85% 

vs. 75%) rates were higher for incarcerated students than on-campus students (ibid., p. 12-13).  

These promising reports has led to further investment, in 2018 Budget Assembly Trailer 

Bill 1809 provided CCCs $5 million in one-time funding to establish programs for formerly 

incarcerated students enrolled in colleges or for providing F2F instruction in prisons and/or jails. 

In 2019, the CCCCO announced the creation of a Currently and Formerly Incarcerated Students 

Reentry Program grants program, which will be focused on students’ reentry into their 

communities through the Guided Pathways framework (CCCCO, 2020). This current upswing in 

 
32 Time off an individual’s sentence for educational credits earned and/or good behavior. 
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program investment, along with the intersecting criminal justice, health, and public safety 

policy goals create an environment that is ripe for the development of programs with the 

potential to sustainably serve students over time, especially as California continues to reduce 

its prison population through the decriminalization of non-violent crimes (e.g., cannabis 

related) and other sentence reforms.  

The earliest attempt at putting together a database of programs for justice involved 

students came out of the Renewing Communities Initiative through their website that used to 

be found at correctionstocollegeca.org (C2C-CA) (Renewing Communities, 202133). The 

“Program Directory” on the original site contained the most comprehensive catalog on 

California’s Corrections to Education pipeline34, reporting whether campuses at all three tiers of 

the state’s higher education infrastructure had education programs that served local jails, 

prisons, or on campus for formerly incarcerated students. The data on what programs are 

available were self-reported and mostly drawn from a survey conducted by the Renewing 

Communities Initiative (N=72, or 63% of 114 CCCs35) (Renewing Communities, 2018a). Most of 

the respondents (N=55, 76%) were a high-level administrator at the campus (President, Vice 

President, or Dean), other respondents (N=17, 24%) were faculty, program coordinators, or 

other staff members. Due to the nature of the data, the Program Directory was incomplete and 

sometimes inaccurate. For example, sometimes names of programs or student clubs would be 

listed, but a search through the campus’s website yielded no results (e.g.: “The Registry 

 
33 February 2, 2021, is the last available screen capture through the Internet Archives. 
34 Via hardcopy of the directory from 2018. 
35 Not based on published information, but after personally reviewing the data. The Renewing Communities 
Community College Survey data was emailed to me by Rebecca Silbert after a phone interview in August 
2018. 
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Program” at Contra Costa College, “Unbound Scholars” at Fresno City College) (Renewing 

Communities, 2018b).  

Attempts to go to the C2C-CA website began to redirect users to 

risingscholarsnetwork.org on March 14, 202136, which is maintained by the CCCCO’s Rising 

Scholars Network (RSN) team, which is part of the Chancellor’s Educational Services and 

Support Division, under the leadership of Vice Chancellor Dr. Aisha Lowe and Dean Raul 

Arambula (FCCC, 2021b). The team itself consists of three Regional Coordinators, a Senior 

Director, and two additional specialist and staff members. Notably, the Senior Director is 

Rebecca Silbert, formerly of The Opportunity Institute, who helped spearhead the Renewing 

Communities Initiative. Chelsea Esquibias, the Regional Coordinator serving the Central Valley, 

Sacramento, San Diego, and Imperial areas, was formerly the Director of Inmate Education 

Programs at Bakersfield College where she helped build one of the largest Associates for 

Transfer Degree (ATD) programs for the California Department of Corrections and 

Rehabilitation (CDCR)—serving ten state prisons and clocking in over 6,000 course enrollments 

during her tenure (Esquibias, 2019). Kellie Nadler, the Regional Coordinator serving Northern 

California, the Bay Area, and Bakersfield, was formerly the Program Manager for the Renewing 

Communities Initiative (CCCCO, 2018). Javier Rodriguez, Regional Coordinator serving the 

Central Coast, Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, and the Inland Empire, received his master’s in 

social work from UCLA.  

These are significant structural changes that signal California’s commitment to 

developing sustainable programs—including appointing experts from the field to key leadership 

 
36 The date that the site began redirecting from correctionstocollege.org, based on Internet Archive results.  
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positions, so that they can continue to guide growth. Previously, the Directory contained 

information for institutions across all three tiers of the higher education system, but these new 

developments also consolidated the networks for justice involved students within their 

respective systems, and the RSN site directs the public to each tier’s respective parent networks 

(i.e., Project Rebound at CSUs and the Underground Scholars Initiative at UCs) (FCCC, 2021). As 

of spring 2021, there are 14 out of 23 (or ~61%) CSU campuses that have Project Rebound 

programs (CSU, 2021) and 8 out of 937 (or ~89%) UC campuses that have Underground Scholars 

Initiatives (BUS, 2021). 

Although the Chancellor’s Office provides statewide guidance and support, California’s 

Community Colleges operate under a largely decentralized structure, so programs and services 

will vary across the 116 campuses serving the state. This allows each college to adapt to, and 

serve, the needs of their local contexts. However, this also means that the adoption of certain 

statewide initiatives and implementation of programs recommended by the Chancellor’s Office 

will also vary. It is clear that the CCCCO recognizes the importance of providing targeted 

services to this vulnerable group of students and is attempting to build the structural supports 

for the continuing development of programs across the state, “Despite many academic and 

personal challenges faced by incarcerated students, they have proven these programs are not 

only effective, but also highly successful. The Chancellor’s Office is committed to the Vision for 

Success and proud that community colleges lead the nation in reaching these new students. We 

are dedicated to clarifying the path for these students, closing the equity gaps and helping 

them to stay on their path. Serving all students, including those who are or who have been 

 
37 And the BUS is attempting to recruit formerly incarcerated students at UC Merced to start a chapter. 
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involved with the criminal justice system, is our utmost priority” (Arambula & LeBlanc, 2018, p. 

13). Given this commitment to the development of support, where are we now and what do 

those programs and services actually look like across the system? 

3.2. Methodology 

The current Program Directory on the RSN website appears to be a cleaned-up and 

updated version of the Program Directory from the former site (see Figures 8 and 9.), which as 

previously mentioned, was built from self-reported survey data conducted by the Renewing 

Communities Initiative. Visitors to the site are encouraged to help keep the Program Directory 

up to date by contacting the site administrators through an email form and sending updates 

(FCCC, 2021). A comparison of the current Program Directory and its predecessor from a year 

ago reveals that it is typically contact information for various program staff that is updated, and 

where programs are expected—such as at Berkeley City College, launching in fall 2021—contact 

information for known staff and relevant services (i.e., Associate Dean of Student Success, 

EOPS/CARE, Veterans Services, and Career and Transfer Center, etc.) are also provided (ibid.).  
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Figure 8. A Snapshot of the Corrections to College California Program Directory (2020) 

 
(Renewing Communities, 2020). 

Figure 9. A Snapshot of the Rising Scholars Network Program Directory (2021) 

 
(FCCC, 2021). 
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Not all of the CCCs are represented in this database, and though part of that is due to 

the speed of program development, the self-reported nature of the data suggests that there 

might be gaps, where campuses with programs (e.g.: The Reentry Resources at Cerro Coso 

College) may not be captured within the database because folks might not be self-reporting for 

some reason (e.g.: lack of knowledge, staffing issues, etc.), or conversely some information 

listed may be inaccurate and some programs and/or student clubs may no longer be active. 

Furthermore, the listing of programs tells us little about the nature of the programs and how 

they are actually supporting students. The construction of a more comprehensive database of 

programs available for justice involved students, which I endeavored to do for this study (the 

database in its current form can be found here38), will provide deeper understanding into what 

the landscape of program development across the state for this population looks like, especially 

in light of the recent investment in this educational pipeline. I will be employing content 

analysis (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Macnamara, 2005; Neuendorf, 2017; White & Marsh, 2006) 

on both the CCC listings in the Program Directory and all 116 websites for each campus to get a 

fuller sense of not only how many of California’s community colleges are actually providing 

targeted services to justice involved students, but also how those services manifest on 

campuses. Content analysis provides a systematic and objective means to make valid inferences 

from data, and is concerned with meanings, intentions, consequences, and context (Downe-

Wamboldt, 1992). 

 
38 Full link address: 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1njEwlEK2KzNEKOzLBYOLXlNJ6_wPyu6uINUSAWlpHL4/edit?usp=sh
aring  
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3.3. Content Analysis 

Media content analysis, a sub-set of content analysis, was introduced by Harold Lasswell 

(1927) as a systematic method of studying mass media and political propaganda (Berelson, 

1952, Macnamara, 2005). Growing interest in political opinion and propaganda, especially out 

of World War I and the emergence of the radio as a medium of mass communication, led 

naturally to the study of communication and the development of content analysis (Berelson, 

1952, p. 23). Albig (1938), in his study of American and English radio programming from the 

1925 to 1935, characterized content analysis as being useful for describing trends in the 

content over time, “Systems of classification may be inadequate and unstandardized; 

nevertheless, if a system is used consistently over time, valuable facts may appear (p. 349). 

Since then, it has evolved into a dynamic and flexible research methodology that has been 

adapted by researchers from various fields (e.g.: education, journalism, law, nursing, political 

science, etc.) to study different forms of content (e.g.: print, audio, video, digital, photographic, 

etc.) (Berelson, 1952; Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Hodge, et al., 2020; Macnamara, 2005; White & 

Marsh, 2006)., and became one of the fastest-growing methodologies used in the field of mass 

communications research towards the end of the 20th century (Neuendorf, 2017).  

Early researchers, such as Berelson (1952), defined content analysis as a research 

methodology for the “objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the manifest 

content of communication” (p. 18), and though the fundamental exercise of content analysis 

still retains much of these qualities, understanding around research objectivity has become 

more nuanced and we know that research will always be informed, and hopefully enriched, by 

researcher positionality (Eisner, 1992). Carney (1977), who is oft cited in the literature, 
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summarized the three main uses of content analysis as descriptive, hypothesis testing, and 

facilitating inference (p. 52). Shoemaker and Reese (1996) have two conceptualizations of 

content analysis that can be seen as coming from a behaviorist tradition, which concerns itself 

with the effects that content produces, or a humanist tradition, which reflects on the nature of 

content to draw inferences on the society and culture that produced it. The authors categorized 

research coming from a behaviorist tradition as being typically quantitative and those coming 

from a humanist tradition as being typically qualitative (Macnamara, 2005).  

The quantitative component of content analysis is the central concern for some content 

analysts, such as Kimberly A. Neuendorf, professor in the School of Communication at 

Cleveland State University (CSUOHIO, 2021), who is a prominent author and researcher on the 

topic and maintains a narrow view of the methodology as being strictly quantitative, and 

therefore its main uses are: descriptive, inferential, psychometric, and predictive (Macnamara, 

2005; Neuendorf, 2017). However, while quantification still has a primary role to play, the 

methodology has been used and developed through many interdisciplinary lenses, and not only 

is there no need to divorce the quantitative and qualitative dimensions, but the methodology 

traditionally integrates, or mixes, both (Berelson, 1952; Carney, 1977; Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; 

Macnamara, 2005; White & Marsh, 2006).  

For Barbara Downe-Wamboldt (1992), writing from the nursing and health care research 

traditions, content analysis is an ideal methodology because it is flexible enough to integrate 

the quantitative and qualitative dimensions of the data. In her 1992 article introducing the 

methodology to her discipline, she laments that some researchers remain limited by a narrow 

focus on quantification, elaborating, “Content analysis is more than a counting game; it is 
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concerned with meanings, intentions, consequences, and context. To describe the occurrences 

of words, phrases, or sentences without consideration of the contextual environment of the 

data is inappropriate and inadequate. … The goal of content analysis is to enhance the 

inferential quality of the results by relating the categories to the context or environment that 

produced the data” (p. 314). What Downe-Wamboldt is essentially describing are qualitative 

and latent analytic research techniques, or as Wilkinson & Birmingham (2003) put it, “In 

essence content analysis is based on the assumption that an analysis of language in use can 

reveal meanings, priorities and understandings, and ways of organizing and seeing the world” 

(p. 68).  

3.4. Study Design 

3.4.1. The Unit of Analysis 

The unit of analysis is each campus’s respective website, which is the most public-facing 

access point for the institution, accessible from any computer or mobile device with internet 

capabilities. We have watched as the use of, and access to, technology become ubiquitous in 

our daily lives in the 21st century—it is no longer surprising to see elementary school children 

with smart phones. Providing universal phone service has been an established public policy 

since the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) established the Universal Service Fund 

through the Communications Act of 1934 (FCC, 2021), which provides phone service to those in 

need by imposing an extra tax on phone bills, and the evolution of that program during the 

Obama Administration made mobile devices, known colloquially as “Obama phones,” available, 
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so it is also unsurprising to see individuals experiencing homelessness—who are also more 

likely to be justice involved—with mobile devices39.  

A college’s website is a virtual representation of the institution and has increasingly also 

become a primary avenue for student engagement with programs and administrative 

services—something we witnessed becoming a global phenomenon during the COVID-19 

pandemic, when access to education became inextricably tied to technology access, as shelter-

in-place orders were issued in domino effect, and those who could, had to switch to virtual 

(“distance learning”) formats whether they were prepared or equitably resourced. Websites are 

used for all levels of institutional operations and act as databases for a host of administrative 

purposes—from student engagement with campus organizations to the archival of 

administrative meeting minutes. Recently, Hodge, et. al.’s (2020) study, also used content 

analysis to examine what websites revealed about student support services for first-generation 

students at 14 institutions. Given the state of universal reliance on virtual spaces for the 

conduct of campus business, a search through a college’s website search engine of relevant key 

terms should ideally help an impacted student access programs and services, as well as give 

them (and the public) a sense of what is available in terms of institutional support.   

3.4.2. The Data 

An alphabetic listing of all 116 of California’s community colleges was accessed from the 

Chancellor’s Office’s website (CCCCO, 2020b) and a database was then manually constructed as 

a spreadsheet, where each row was assigned to a college in the system. This database was then 

 
39 However, the ability to reliably charge mobile devices is still a major access barrier for those experiencing 
homelessness; as well as, technology/institutional navigation competence, and therefore access/use will vary 
significantly across both formerly incarcerated and homeless populations.   
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populated with the community college information that was available from the C2C-CA 

Program Directory, which, as previously mentioned, was the most comprehensive catalog of 

what was available for students (see Table 9. Sample Database Entry). That directory 

information (refer to Figure 7. above) added columns for contact person(s), program(s) offered, 

and where programs operate (either in jail, prison, or on campus), and provided preliminary 

program information for 68 out of 115 (or approximately 59%) CCCs in the listing during this 

stage of data collection (February 10, 2020). This served as the starting template for analysis.    

Table 9. Sample Database Entry 
College Program(s) 

offered 
Operating in Serving 

IS/FIS 
Contact(s) 

1. Allan Hancock 
College (Santa 
Maria) 

AA in Liberal 
Arts (non-
transfer Social 
and Behavioral 
Sciences), AA in 
Social Science, 
AA in 
Psychology; 
Beyond 
Incarceration, 
Greater 
Education (BIGE) 
(on campus) 

Lompoc Federal 
Correctional 
Institution 
(federal prison); 
on campus 
 

IS/FIS 
 

Rick Rantz (prison): 
rrantz@hancockcollege.edu  
 
Edwin Hodges (campus): 
Edwin.hodges@hancockcollege.edu 
 

 

3.4.3. Defining and Refining Search Terms 

 This study focuses on program development for justice involved students broadly, and 

formerly incarcerated students in particular. The program information from the C2C-CA 

directory informed the a priori development of content categories, and the initial task was to 

refine the search term for the target population because students can be identified in several 

ways. Informed by the literature and my experiences in the field, I began by generating initial 

search terms that have been used to identify these students (see Table 10. Initial Search 
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Terms). Students being served in carceral settings are identified as “incarcerated” or “inmate” 

students. These terms were not only those explicitly used to identify students, but also terms 

that were analogous to, or descriptive of, their justice involvement that the institution might 

use, so that I could catch discourse that might occur at an administrative level that would shed 

some light on the state of program development at the institution. Even though the term 

“formerly incarcerated” has become part of the policy and institutional vernacular, and is the 

term that the CCCCO has elected to use, there are those who believe the term is not inclusive 

enough, and so have adopted terms such as “justice involved” and “system impacted” to 

encompass the nexus of institutional entanglement that is often also a part of a formerly 

incarcerated individual’s history—such as those whose paths have also intersected with the 

foster system, the mental health system, immigration system, etc. 

Table 10. Initial Search Terms   

Explicit Target Population Identifiers Analogous Terms 

Formerly incarcerated student 
Incarcerated/inmate student 

Justice involved student 
System impacted student 

Parole 
Probation 
Reentry 

 

 These generated search terms were tested exhaustively for their internal reliability 

across the system during a pilot study, while I was conducting exploratory research at the Public 

Policy Institute of California under the Richard J. Riordan Summer Internship program in 2018. 

After a systematic search through search engines across all California community college 

websites using all of the above terms, it became clear that “formerly incarcerated student” is 

the term the system is using consistently for those with past incarceration histories, even 
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though the terms “justice involved” and “system impacted,” both of which can also refer to an 

incarcerated individual, can be found in the descriptions of programs throughout the state (e.g.: 

Making Alternative Transformations Program at Columbia College or Project Change at Skyline 

College). Testing the terms for “incarcerated” and “inmate” students yielded either no results 

or expected results mentioning education programs for incarcerated persons, where 

“incarcerated student” is the most consistently used term in the field.  

Testing of the analogous terms yielded the most unreliable results, where searches for 

“probation” typically yielded results for academic probation and searches for “reentry” 

typically, though not exclusively (e.g.: Reentry Resources at Cerro Coso College), referred to 

older students who are returning to education after spending a period of time in the workforce. 

It was during this pilot stage that I noted in research memos that some colleges (e.g.: Allan 

Hancock College) listed Formerly Incarcerated Students and/or Programs as a Special 

Population, nested in some form under Student Services, while most did not. I also discovered 

that some student clubs (e.g.: The Pinto Club at Chaffey College) that served the target 

population did not come up in my search for “formerly incarcerated” because those words 

were not associated with the club (i.e., not found in any manifest description or page linked to 

the club’s name), and the only reason I had known to look was because of their inclusion on the 

C2C-CA directory.  

3.4.4. Data Collection 

Systematic data collection of CCC websites was performed across the entire system on 

three separate occasions (Summer 2018, Spring 2020, Spring 2021). This allowed me to gain an 

understanding of how the landscape was changing over-time and to capture the most 
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comprehensive and up-to-date state of programs for formerly incarcerated students for this 

report. Initial data collection occurred during the pilot study (July-August 2018), when search 

terms and categories were generated and their reliability tested and established. Primary data 

collection occurred between February and May of 2020. The 116th CCC, Madera Community 

College (formerly a satellite campus of Reedley College) was founded in July of 2020 and was 

added to the database upon discovery. This discovery also prompted me to conduct data 

collection once again in the spring of 2021, this time using the updated directory information 

that is provided under the auspice of the Rising Scholars Network (FCCC, 2021b).  

During this cycle of data collection, and informed by previous data collection, categories 

were also generated for whether searches for each category of justice involved students (FIS or 

IS) yielded relevant results for pages on programs for respective students, and I also began 

noting whether the colleges identified these students and programs as deserving “special” 

designation, which is typically operationalized through programs being housed and listed 

prominently under Student Services. These data were collected because searching for FIS 

and/or IS at some institutions did not reliably pull up pages for programs, even though their 

existence was known through their listing through the RSN Directory (e.g.: The Pinto Club at 

Chaffey College). 

 The program development that had occurred up to that point, driven by the 

combination of criminal justice reforms and growth by the Renewing Communities Initiative, 

provided a helpful blueprint for understanding this educational pipeline, especially as the 

purposeful work done by the Renewing Communities Initiative was conducted with program 

sustainability in mind (Mukamal, Silbert, and Taylor, 2015). Informed by the pilot study and the 
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validity checking of a priori generated search terms, a search protocol (see Table 11. Data 

Collection Protocol) was developed and used consistently to ensure fidelity and systematic data 

collection.  

Once again, the complete database can be accessed here: Corrections to Education 

Pipeline @ California Community Colleges. 

Table 11. Data Collection Protocol 
Step 1. Use college search engine to perform a search for “formerly incarcerated” and 

“inmate education.” 
Step 2. Follow relevant links or note if there are no search results for the target population. 
Step 3. Populate database with relevant information: what programs are offered, whether 

the institution serves incarcerated and/or formerly incarcerated students, where 
programs are housed, any relevant contact information, and relevant memos.  

Step 4. Search through college’s list of active student clubs for relevant clubs that may not 
have appeared in the previous search results. 

Step 5. Note whether Formerly Incarcerated Students/Programs are identified at the 
institution as a “Special Population/Program.”  

 

3.4.5. Reliability and Limitations 

Three types of reliability are typically important to content analysis: stability, 

reproducibility, and accuracy (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Krippendorff, 1980). However, the 

constantly changing nature of the data—relating to both programs and development stages at 

the institutional level, as well as the processes that lead to websites being an accurate 

reflection of programs on campus—impacts reliability on all levels (Krippendorf, 1980, p. 72). 

Stability describes intra-coder reliability, or my ability to get the same results from following the 

above search protocol on CCC websites at different points-in-time, which is irrelevant and 

unnecessary for this study. This study is not claiming generalizability but is meant to be a point-

in-time assessment of program development across a large system, which will inherently exist 

along a spectrum and contain many variations. This was, in fact, what I observed through each 
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of the three cycles of data collection. Observing stability in this pipeline over the span of time 

that I have been studying it, would be a finding of complete stagnation in pipeline 

development. I followed the developed search protocol consistently to maintain stability within 

my methodology, and especially through the primary and final data collection cycles. Websites 

are used for their accessibility and demonstrated high user engagement, but they are also at 

the whims of human choices and error, and therefore may not always accurately reflect 

program availability on campuses. However, it should be noted that if this is the case, that 

would be a finding that deserves more investigation, as program (in)visibility would impact 

accessibility. Reproducibility, or inter-coder reliability, was not a concern for this study and I did 

not have the resources for additional coders on this project. However, the methodology I used 

and protocols I developed could be used to continue to assess development in this pipeline. 

3.5. Mixed Methods Analyses 

A mixed methods approach was employed for analyses of these data. Quantitative 

analysis for this project provided basic descriptive information on programs across the entire 

community college system. From the C2C-CA directory we know that there are a spectrum of 

courses and programs available for incarcerated and formerly incarcerated students, and from 

there, based on the descriptive information that I was interested in, categories were identified 

for the target population and service location, which are binomial (1=yes, 0=no) indicators for 

each unit of analysis that tells us whether they serve either category of justice involved student 

and where those services are rendered (see Table 12. Sample Binomial Indicators from the 

Data). Conveniently, the first three colleges in the data, from the examples below, show a range 

of ways institutions engage in serving this pipeline of students: where Allan Hancock has 
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programs and services for both incarcerated and formerly incarcerated students (IS and FIS), 

American River College has no explicit services for either category of student, and Antelope 

Valley College has programs for incarcerated students (IS) and not for those who are formerly 

incarcerated40.  

  Table 12. Sample Binomial Indicators from the Data 

College 
Operating in Serving 

Jails/Prisons Campus IS FIS 
1. Allan Hancock College 

(Santa Maria) 1 1 1 1 

2. American River College 
(Sacramento) 0 0 0 0 

3. Antelope Valley College 
(Lancaster) 1 0 1 0 

 

This is a developing educational pipeline and the fact that we know little about it made 

grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1997) an 

appropriate methodology to guide the latent, or qualitative, analyses embedded throughout 

this study. Grounded theory is recommended for the investigation of social issues that 

necessitate adaptation due to their constantly changing nature (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This 

methodology facilitated a deeper understanding of the manifest database that was 

constructed, to develop a taxonomy of student services for formerly incarcerated students that 

is happening (Strauss and Corbin, 1997). Since the methodology’s introduction by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), which was criticized for its rigidity, the methodology has evolved to become 

even more flexible and focus on the processes of deduction and validation (Corbin and Strauss, 

2008). Strauss and Corbin (1997) define validation as “a process of comparing concepts and 

 
40 Not represented in the example is an institution that only serves formerly incarcerated students.  
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their relationships against data during the research act to determine how well they stand up to 

such scrutiny” (p. 24). The researcher is engaged in an iterative analytic process, where 

interpretations are verified against the data as the study progresses (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). 

Grounded theory’s iterative analytic processes were employed throughout the study, 

informed by my broad experiences in the field and my knowledge of the literature (Downe-

Wamboldt, 1992). Constant comparison of latent analyses of CCC websites and program 

manifests for justice involved students found through various databases, particularly the C2C-

CA program directory initially, which became the RSN directory in the final round of data 

collection (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Additional data sources (e.g.: relevant internal documents 

from CCC sites, information from external sites, etc.), which will be cited and referenced in the 

findings, were also used in qualitative analyses to triangulate, or verify, the data to increase 

internal validity (Meijer, et. al., 2002) and gain a deeper understanding of programs at the 

institutional level. Thus, findings are never based on the face validity of program reporting that 

the college may have done to the former Corrections to College-CA Directory or the current 

Rising Scholars Network Directory, as further investigation found that some reported programs 

had no web presence or signs of formal structure at the institution (e.g.: The Registry Program 

at Contra Costa College), thus institutions were accordingly coded as not having programs for 

these students. 

3.6. Findings 

3.6.1. Across the community college system, 52 of 116 (or ~45%) institutions have targeted 
programs for formerly incarcerated students.  

 This is in comparison to over 60% of the CSU system and approximately 90% of the UC 

system having targeted programs for this student group (see Figure 10). Admittedly, both the 
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CSU and UC systems are smaller, and development and scaling-up of programs are relatively 

easier to accomplish, especially since each system has an established umbrella program to 

serve as a model for replication across campuses, and the CCCs have only just begun to scale-up 

programs under the auspices of the Rising Scholar Network. Operationally, this means that 

there is a broader range of what programs will look like across the CCCs and programs at those 

52 campuses cannot be taken for granted as being comparable. 

Figure 10. Snapshot of California’s Corrections to Education Pipeline 

 
 (BUS, 2021; CSU, 2021) 

3.6.2. 53 (or ~46%) campuses offer no targeted programs for justice involved students at all.  

Where there are no programs, there is often institutional discourse that reveals there is 

awareness of this student group, such as at American River College, where there are no official 

programs, but an “Expungement Clinic” is available to help students clear past criminal records. 

To be clear, based on what we know about the justice involved population in California, it is not 

likely that there are not any students who are impacted by justice involvement on campuses 

without programs. Furthermore, there are institutions in the system that have reported 
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programs to the RSN Directory, such as Contra Costa College where there is supposed to be The 

Registry Program and a Corrections to College Club offered, but neither have a web presence, 

searches for justice involved students yielded no results, and the contact information that is 

listed in the directory is for a “Alternative Education Transition Specialist” at the college (Contra 

Costa College, 2021). There are no programs available at Orange Coast College (OCC), but 

minutes from a November 2017 Student Senate and Executive Board meeting at the college 

reveals that the student government endorsed a Student Senate for California Community 

Colleges (SSCCC)41 resolution (F17-A-09) (See Appendix 3) supporting the establishment of 

programs and/or resource centers across campuses for formerly incarcerated and system-

impacted students (ASOCC, 2017). More recently, the college published an article promoting 

the success of an alumnus who is graduating from California State University, Long Beach, 

entitled, “From Prison to the President’s Honor List: OCC Alum Proves It’s Never Too Late” 

(Rangno, 2021), affirming not only the knowledge of this student group, but staking claim on 

the fact that OCC was a stepping-stone along this individual’s path of rehabilitation and success. 

In the same article, we learn that the student, Joseph Valadez, earned two associates degrees 

from OCC and found support from a combination of campus resources through the EOPS office 

and the Veterans Resource Center (ibid.).  

  

 
41 The statewide student government organization. 
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3.6.3. 42 out of 116 CCCs (or ~36%) provide education to incarcerated students in jails and 
prisons across the state of California. 11 (or ~9%) of those campuses offer no programs 
to support students’ continuing education and transition back into the community 
once they have been released (see Figure 11).  
 

Figure 11. Breaking Down the Biggest Slice of the Pie 

 

College of the Canyons provides a variety of courses, from noncredit life skills to credit 

earning general education courses, to incarcerated students at two southern California jail 

facilities (FCCC, 2021). Minutes from an October 26, 2020, steering committee meeting at the 

college reveals that instruction is provided through a correspondence mode, reporting robust 

programs, serving close to 1,000 students through spring of 2021 (College of the Canyons, 

2020). Correspondence education at the college, defined as “education provided via the 

distribution of instructional materials, including assessments, via mail or electronic transmission 

to students who are separated from the instructor and have no means of engaging in 

traditional forms of distance education,” is outlined in an addendum from November 2020 
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(College of the Canyons, 2020b, p. 1). Correspondence education is self-paced by the student, 

with limited instructor-student contact, and is exclusively for incarcerated students (ibid). The 

most instructive and relevant components of this document are the details regarding methods 

of instruction and communication between incarcerated students and their instructors. Hours 

of instruction are divided into “touchpoint” units, where there will be one “touchpoint” 

between instructor and students for every ten hours of what would typically be “in-class” time. 

A “touchpoint” is defined as the dissemination of instructional materials and assessments, and 

it is possible to have courses where there is only one “touchpoint” for the entire term (p. 2). If 

students need instructional support, have questions, or otherwise need to communicate with 

their instructor, their messages must go through a burdensome chain of command with 

unreliable turnaround times (see Figure 12), which is a reflection of a process that is known to 

be overcomplicated, impedes instructional efficacy, and was further exacerbated by additional 

administrative procedural barriers during the COVID-19 pandemic (Montenegro, 2021).  

 In the scheme of distance learning modalities, correspondence courses (especially those 

completely paper-based) have fallen out of use and are considered antiquated, but programs 

deserve continued attention and support because it is still a critical way that vulnerable 

populations access education. Recently, Montenegro (2021), in her article on the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on prison education, described the necessity of correspondence courses as 

an educational modality because of the custody requirements of carceral settings, but called for 

the revitalization of correspondence education and emphasized the importance of not 

neglecting the needs of those involved in correspondence education at all levels (from students 

to administrators) (p. 4). 
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Figure 12. Inmate-Instructor Communication Procedure in Correspondence Courses at College 
of the Canyons (2020b) 

 

Relevant to this example, is the author’s assessment of the need to expand student 

support services for incarcerated students, so that they are comparable to the services students 

can receive in traditional postsecondary settings: “to set and maintain predictable hours and 

access that students can count on that would closely emulate the services that students would 

receive in the traditional post-secondary educational process. Other perceived support systems 

should be re-coded as essential and required” (p. 5). After all, the institution is drawing-down 

funding for those nearly 1,000 students enrolled in their “robust” correspondence courses, and 

students should always be provided with the proper support. 

In the same minutes document discussed above, a conversation about services for 

formerly incarcerated students takes place and participants discuss the problem inherent in not 
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having services for these students, with someone quoted as stating, “it is not realistic to get 

people's hopes up while incarcerated if there is not some pathway with the appropriate 

support and structure for release,” and several other participants agreed that development in 

this area would be beneficial to students, with one individual suggesting that another meeting 

be scheduled to further develop services (College of the Canyons, 2020, p. 2). As of June 2021, a 

search for the target populations yielded no results for any relevant programs and services, nor 

are there relevant active clubs for students on campus. An evaluation of pilot programs for 

incarcerated students across the CCCs found that sustainable funding, access to textbooks, 

access to technology, recruitment of faculty, and problematic scheduling parameters were all 

barriers to the future success of programs (Arambula & LeBlanc, 2018). 

3.6.4. Programs and services for Formerly Incarcerated Students (FIS) exists along a spectrum 
of informal to formal.  

Formal programs are institutionalized (i.e., funded, staffed, and ideally housed in a 

physical space that can act as a resource center and meeting space for students). Informal 

programs have no funding or unreliable funding, and are typically cohort or individual driven 

(i.e., student organizations and/or motivated staff/faculty members). When the 52 colleges 

with programs for FIS are further broken down, we see that 38 have formalized programs, 7 are 

currently in the process of formalizing programs, and 7 currently rely primarily on student 

organizations to support students (see Figure 13). 
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Figure 13. A Closer Look at Targeted Programs for Formerly Incarcerated Students at CCCs 

 
*Campus level, as of June 2021.   

Informal Programs and Services 

Programs at this level are characterized by a lack of formal structure and are primarily 

cohort or individual driven, and the resources provided to students are typically in the form of 

referrals to community-based organizations. Functionally, this means that support systems are 

available and sustained if there are motivated individuals to do the work, with little to no 

resources—such as impacted or passionate students to lead and maintain a club or faculty/staff 

members who act as a point of contact and resource for students. Operationally, this also 

means that support systems are more siloed, and knowledge about their existence, and 

therefore access to them, will also be inconsistent. For example, Norco College provides two 

associate degrees for transfer at a state prison (FCCC, 2021), but searches for target student 

groups yields no results, even though there is a student club that is intended for formerly 
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incarcerated and other system-impacted students (Norco College, 2021). This club is not listed 

in the RSN Directory. Another example is “Free on the Outside,” which is a student club that is 

the only listed student support at Bakersfield College, but a search for “formerly incarcerated” 

does not yield an explicit result for the club. Instead, the top result is for the “Inmate Scholars 

Program,” and users can follow the link, scroll to the bottom half of the webpage that lists 

“Components of the Program,” where the student club is mentioned under the sub header, 

“Outside of Prison” (Bakersfield College, 2021). 

  “The New ‘D.R.E.A.M.’ Program” at the College of Alameda is listed as a student club at 

the institution, but its club webpage is more sophisticated than many actual program pages 

across the state (see Figure 14). If these data were only coded based on face validity, or solely 

upon descriptions of the manifest webpage, it might seem like a more formalized program at 

the college. The major red flag indicating otherwise is the fact that this “program” is housed 

under Student Clubs at the institution (College of Alameda, 2021), and upon closer 

investigation, the listed “Program Manager,” Dr. Lawrence VanHook, who received his 

doctorate in Urban Ministry Development from the United Theological Seminary in Dayton, 

Ohio, is an adjunct instructor in the Peralta Community College District; but is primarily the 

pastor of The Community Church for Christ in Oakland, California, which he founded in 2000 

(CC4C, 2021). Cross comparison with a CCC funding memorandum, “Intent to Award 

Notification for RFA 18-087, Amendment 1, Currently and Formerly Incarcerated Students 

Reentry Program,” showed that the College of Alameda was rejected for funding under this 

grant (CCC, 2019). “The New ‘D.R.E.A.M.’ Program” is also not listed in the RSN Program 

Directory (FCCC, 2021). The manifest formality of the club page could reflect the direction that 
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Dr. VanHook hoped would come from the application to the Incarcerated and Formerly 

Incarcerated Students grant. However, both Dr. VanHook’s status as an adjunct instructor and 

the “program’s” status as a student club are evidence of its tenuous structure and existence at 

the college. 

Figure 14. The New D.R.E.A.M. Program at the College of Alameda 

 
(College of Alameda, 2021)   

Programs in Development 

Programs at this level were identified based on their announcement as an offering (or 

future offering) by the college, staff have been hired or assigned and can be identified, and 

signs of program presence can be found. For example, the “Resilient Education Program” is 

listed for Cañada College, but the program does not appear to exist beyond planning stages, 

and the provided contact information is for Terrence Cole, “Human Kindness Project 

Consultant,” out of the Counseling department of Student Services at the college (Cañada 

College, 2021). At Columbia College, the “Making Alternative Transformations” (MAT) program 

is listed as being available for formerly incarcerated students, and it is listed as a Special 
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Program at the institution, but if a user clicks on the link, they will be taken to a PDF flyer for 

the program, which is a two-page document with no mention of formerly incarcerated students 

(Columbia College, 2021). There is an actual webpage for the program, accessible from the 

fourth result in a search for “formerly incarcerated students,” and features an updated 

description that incorporates formerly incarcerated students in its language and out of the web 

address a user can discern that the program is housed in the Extended Opportunity Programs 

and Services department (Columbia College, 2021b). The page directs students to visit a 

“Resources” link in the menu for more help, which is a separate page with a list of primarily 

external links to resources that might be helpful, including to YouTube.  

Formal Programs and Services 

Formal programs are identified as being funded, staffed, have an established web 

presence that is also an access point for interested students, and some even have resource 

centers that can act as meeting spaces for students. A best practice from the data is when it is 

clear the college has designated Formerly Incarcerated Students as a special population, and 

clear links and descriptions to programs can be found under Student Services. An example is 

Chaffey College, which identifies justice involved students as a Special Population under System 

Impacted Students, where there are separate and clear links for information and support for 

incarcerated students and formerly incarcerated students (see Figure 15)—a practice that is not 

found across the system, where there is little to no web presence of programs for most 

institutions that provide education to incarcerated students. The RSN Program Directory 

information does not currently reflect the addition of the Rising Scholars Program at the 
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college, which is formalized support for formerly incarcerated students, and lists an inactive 

student club as the only campus support (Chaffey College, 2021).  

Figure 15. Chaffey College’s Webpage for System-Impacted Students 

 
(Chaffey College, 2021) 

Another example of a formal program is Santa Barbara City College’s Transitions 

Program, which is also a summer bridge program, is housed under their EOPS department and 

requires students to: enroll in two college preparation courses (College Success and EOPS 

Orientation), attend school Monday through Thursday from 8:00am to 12:30pm, and attend 

team building fieldtrips on Fridays (SBCC, 2021). The program also offers tutoring and peer 

advising, daily food vouchers, weekly guest speakers, and internet resource guide that is 

curated by campus librarians (ibid.). 

3.6.5. Program quality varies across formalized programs for FIS in the system.  

It is important to remember that programs being identified as “formal” does not speak 

to their quality or ability to provide students with support at their respective campuses. For 

example, at Coastline College, the “Formerly Incarcerated Student Services” is listed, but the 
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webpage features a list of links to community organizations (see Figure 16) with the 

information for three contact persons at the college found at the bottom of the page, and no 

results were available when a search for “incarcerated student” was conducted, which raises 

extra questions and ethical concerns because this institution is reportedly serving students in 

35 state prisons, some federal prisons, and some county jails (FCCC, 2021).  

Figure 16. Formerly Incarcerated Student Services at Coastline College 

 
(Coastline College, 2021)  

 
Project Rise at Santa Ana College is a program for formerly incarcerated students, but it 

is housed in their School of Continuing Education, under the Adult Secondary Education 

Department (Santa Ana College, 2021). The webpage is rudimentary (see Figure 17), with a 

single sentence description that states simply, “Project Rise is a program to help 

students formerly incarcerated with their transition back into the community,” and it does not 

appear that there are services provided to students beyond the noncredit courses in: English 

language, high school equivalency exam preparation (i.e., GED/HISET), earning a high school 

diploma, or college readiness (English and math) (ibid.). Webpages for “Job Training” and 
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“Support Networks” are empty, “Community Resources” are a few external links to community-

based reentry organizations (including the CDCR), and “Education” outlines the pathways listed 

above (which are also offered to incarcerated students at the local jail). Importantly, there are 

no other searchable targeted services and programs at the college and the campus was 

awarded funding through the Chancellor’s Office’s grant for formerly and incarcerated student 

programs and services (CCC, 2019).   

Figure 17. Project Rise at Santa Ana College  

 
(Santa Ana College, 2021)   

Similarly, Santiago Canyon College offers non-credit courses to incarcerated students 

and limited vocational certificates in receptionist/office clerk and commercial/institutional food 

preparation. They also have a Project RISE for FIS, which is housed in the college’s Division of 

Continuing Education, but it is unclear what services and support the program provides, and 

users need prior knowledge of the program’s existence to be able to find it, because there are 

no relevant search results for the student group (Santiago Canyon College, 2021).   
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3.6.6. Lack of standardization of basic structural features (i.e., where programs are housed, 
what terms are used to identify students, shared definitions, etc.) could lead to 
navigational and access issues.  

Aside from conducting a search for target populations, the collected data necessitated 

navigating to lists of active student clubs and finding out whether the college identified as 

Students/Programs as a Support Program under Student Services. This process could not be 

standardized because of how many methods I had to use to find the appropriate information. 

Usually, Support Programs are nested under Student Services, but depending on the campus, 

locating this list could lead to clicking through several pages, where users needed to have a 

level of awareness of the existence of these special programs to hunt them down through 

various links and then read through text heavy pages and sift through program descriptions. 

Moreover, some colleges elected to house their programs for FIS under other departments—

such as at Chabot College, where RISE is housed in Academics, as an Academic Pathway and 

Student Success program. The lack of a standardized location for housing programs could 

impede accessibility. In a study of students’ perceptions of their community college experience, 

students report awareness of services on campus, but that finding and accessing services 

requires navigating silos and going on a “wild goose chase” (Nodine, et al., 2012, p. 2).  

Having a common language for how to identify students and what programs are called 

can increase accessibility. Hartnell College is only listed has having programs for incarcerated 

students in the RSN directory, but they have a “Rising Scholars Network” program through their 

Office of Equity Programs, under Student Services (Hartnell College, 2021). However, a search 

for “formerly incarcerated student” does not yield a result for the program, likely because 

those words are not used in brief description and listing of what services are available, and 
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instead the top result is a document with information about their Inmate Education program 

(González, 2019). Users can find the program by going to the list of Student Support Programs, 

where their Rising Scholars program is listed; a direct search for the name will also yield the 

proper result.  

The City Scholars Program at San Diego City College serves justice impacted students 

and is nested under student services, however, there are no links that a user can follow through 

relevant site pages (see Figure 18) that would lead them to the program (San Diego City 

College, 2021). Instead, a user must search for either the name of the program or “justice 

impacted” (as opposed to “justice involved” or “system-impacted”) to pull up the appropriate 

program page (see Figure 19). And at San Joaquin Delta College, their program for FIS is called 

the Phoenix Project and Rising Scholars is for homeless students (SJDC, 2021). 

Figure 18. Student Service Directory from San Diego City College 

  
(SDCC, 2021)   
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Figure 19. City Scholars Program Webpage 

 
(SDCC, 2021b)   

3.6.7. Unsurprisingly, funding plays a central role in the story of program development and 
sustainability at campuses.  

The Chancellor’s Office awarded $5 million in grant funding for program development of 

programs and services for justice involved students and funds were scheduled to commence 

being awarded on July 1, 2019 (CCC, 2019). Based on the CCCO’s “Intent to Award Notification 

for RFA 18-087, Amendment 1, Currently and Formerly Incarcerated Students Reentry 

Program” from March 12, 2019 (ibid.), we can see that formal programs are more likely to exist 

at campuses that were awarded funding (see Figure 20). Though certainly self-selection bias 

exists, where campuses that were already interested or developing programs were more likely 

to participate in the request for proposal process, but like the “Project $3 Million” RFP process 

by the Federal Bureau of Prisons in the 1980s that drove development of career education 

programs and partnerships between prisons and public colleges and universities (McCollum, 

1989), seed money always matters. The fact that there is data for programs at campuses that 
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were rejected or not eligible for the grant shows us that there is more to the story of 

development that deserves further investigation.   

Even more cause for investigation are the campuses that have been awarded funding, 

but there is no clear sense of what programs, if any, are available for these students. For 

example, the RSN Directory lists the “Reentry Success Pathway Program” being available at 

West Los Angeles College (FCCC, 2021), and the college was awarded funding from the 

Chancellor’s Office to develop targeted programs for justice involved students (CCC, 2019), but 

there is no current sign of the existence of programs or program development, and the only 

mention is from a fall 2019 flyer (West Los Angeles College, 2019).  

Figure 20. Programs for Justice Involved Students and Funding from the CCCCO (RFA No. 18-
087) 

 
*Includes programs in development. 

3.7.  Discussion 

“Re-entry was very, very different than I anticipated. There was a lot of stress. The world is 
faster now. I was fortunate to have a friend who referred me to the Transitions program. I 

started the program a few months after I paroled, and it basically gave me a safe place to land. 
There were people here who had experienced what I experienced. I had zero social capital 
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coming out of prison… Transitions gives people a chance, regardless of what happened. The 
reality is, a lot of people need love, they need support—and that’s what they did for me.” 

– Kory Nokes, graduate from Palomar College’s Transitions Program42 (Palomar News, 2020) 

The Story of Sustainability and Directions for Future Research 

Development in CSU and UC spaces have been easier because they are smaller systems, 

where each system has an umbrella organization for formerly incarcerated students that has 

been established and provides a model for growth at other campuses. Berkeley’s Underground 

Scholars Initiative, which began as a student organization and has spread nearly across the 

entire system, is so firmly established that it was written into the University of California’s 

budget ($500,000 in funding over five years) for continued program development (LAO, 2016).  

The CCCs have only recently begun to start organizing under the auspices of the Rising 

Scholars Network, and a lot of great investment and work has already been done to develop 

this important educational pipeline, but development cannot stop where it is, if we want this 

essential segment of the corrections to education pipeline to make a meaningful impact on the 

lives of formerly incarcerated individuals and our communities. Scholars, such as Jengeleski 

(1984), have long contended that more needs to be done to develop education and 

employment programs for formerly incarcerated individuals in order to help them successfully 

transition back into the communities they will inevitably return to. Currently, there is still an 

over reliance on individual or cohort driven support systems, like student clubs. Student 

organizations are great spaces for students to seek peer support and are optimal when they are 

institutionalized and part of other formal support systems (e.g.: BIGE at Allan Hancock College), 

but they will not be sustainable without a formal structure to support them. 

 
42 Who also became a peer mentor and ambassador for the program. 
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As the data demonstrates, programs across such a large system cannot be taken for 

granted as being comparable, but it is easy to do so if we allow our vision to be obfuscated by 

only focusing on the stories of exceptionality and success. Where those stories exist, more 

research should absolutely be done to understand programs and share best practices with the 

community, but future research should also be conducted to understand program gaps. For 

example, why certain programs seem to have stagnated in the development process or only 

offer referrals to community-based support? This reminds us of a concern that is echoed in the 

literature, where existing personnel may be assigned to support these students, without being 

provided the resources to properly perform those duties (Romagnoli, 2018). Or at institutions 

such as Orange Coast College, where there is clear interest and need, what are the factors 

preventing program development? 

Practical Implications 

Accessibility can be increased by identifying justice involved students as a target 

population at the outset, much like students who are veterans, those living with disabilities, 

foster youth, or undocumented students—a best practice identified by the CCCCO, with efforts 

to scale-up pathways. In addition, links to all services should be easily visible and accessible 

through user-intuitive interfaces—sensitive to the needs of older and visually impaired 

students. Poock and Bishop (2006), in their study of the characteristics of effective community 

college websites, found that students, particularly older ones, have trouble navigating pages 

that are too busy, text heavy, or used fonts that were too small. Standardizing more structural 

features of community college websites might mitigate any confusion users might experience, 

as well as make it simpler for students to navigate services within and between campuses. 
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3.8.  Conclusion 

Building pathways along the Corrections to Education pipeline looks like the good work 

that is already being done across the state. It is expanding degree pathways, increasing access 

to credit earning courses, ensuring that those credits earned while students are incarcerated 

will transfer to institutions where they can complete their degrees upon release, and providing 

appropriate academic and navigational support to students at every stage of the process. It is 

also ensuring that the credentials students work hard to earn while they are incarcerated are 

delivered to them in a timely manner and that those credentials are valid and valued in the real 

world—recognized by employers who are willing to give opportunities to formerly incarcerated 

individuals. When individuals return to communities, their local community college can make 

an impact as a critical access point to continuing education, where folks can complete their 

degrees and be connected to the necessary services and supports that would increase the 

likelihood that they will thrive and remain in their communities, rather than returning to 

incarceration.  The investment and program development in this space can be a transformative 

and restorative community response to poverty and its associated problems, including mass 

incarceration, but its impact depends on how programs are built, their accessibility to impacted 

students, and sustainable funding streams that have the capacity to not only serve today’s 

cohorts of students, but also future ones. 

The community college, in the town I have lived in while in graduate school, has no 

programs available for justice involved students, but the college sits right next to the county 

jail. In fact, the closest bus stop is in front of the college, so when a jail inmate is released and 

they need to catch a bus, they must walk onto campus. This is a complaint I have heard from 
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students over the years—one that is a symptom of the stigma that justice involved people 

continue to face, that could be addressed by providing programs and actively working to shift 

the narrative and humanize formerly incarcerated individuals. These are members of our 

communities who deserve a chance at the rehabilitation we have expected but have failed to 

offer access to, authentic opportunities to disrupt the incarceration histories they are haunted 

by, and, as Kory from the quote above put it, “a lot of people need love, they need support.”  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
Desert Valley Community College43: Portrait of Community and Human Capital 

(Institutional Case Study) 
 

“We do understand that we are champions in this, and we need to do what we can to make this 
sustainable, so that when we’re gone it’s not going to go away. I think the other thing that’s 
exciting about working at the jail level is that most of the people there are our community 

members, these are our neighbors and to help them and their families break those cycles of 
recidivism is critical for our community.” – Fiona, Founder of Inside/Out at DVCC 

 
4.1. Introduction  

The previous chapter provided us with an overview of the landscape of programs and 

services in California’s Corrections to Education Pipeline, with a focus on what is available for 

students at community colleges, and outlined a simple heuristic (i.e., formal, in development, 

and informal) for understanding programs and development in this critical educational pipeline. 

This next chapter will take a deeper look into programs and development at a southern 

California community college to uncover the complicated story of serving vulnerable students 

that is beneath the labels that help us understand programs, highlighting the importance of 

building programs that are robust and sustainable, ensuring that current and future cohorts of 

students can benefit from them. Justice involved students are on campuses, whether or not 

programs exist to serve them.  

As I have sat with the stories of my research participants and the numerous other data 

from this institution, it became clear that my primary challenge as a researcher was in how I 

could possibly present a full picture of how program development has occurred—or not 

 
43 Pseudonyms are used for institutions, persons, and other identifying information to maintain the 
anonymity of research participants throughout the chapter. Participants were encouraged to select a 
pseudonym for themselves, but when they chose not to, names were chosen to be culturally sensitive of the 
background of participants. 
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occurred? The process—like all change, but particularly change such as this, which challenges 

people’s values and pushes-back on stigma—is expectedly messy, at times fraught with conflict, 

and takes sustained effort, over a substantial amount of time. How could I capture that 

effectively and do justice to the stories that I have been entrusted with?  

4.2. Methodology: Portraiture 

Portraiture, developed by scholar Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983), blends all the 

traditional markers of good social science with the aesthetics of literary narrative construction 

to “capture the complexity, dynamics, and subtlety of human experience and organizational 

life” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. xv). The five major features of portraiture 

are its concerns with context, relationships, voice, emergent themes, and the aesthetic whole 

(ibid), which I would argue are preoccupations that any rigorous qualitative research 

methodology would attend to. It is primarily a qualitative exercise, incorporating many features 

of ethnography, but can accommodate mixing in quantitative methodologies and data to add 

further depth and help triangulate findings.  

It is a post-positivist (Fox, 2008) and naturalistic (Guba & Lincoln, 1982) approach to 

inquiry, which pushes back on the notions of positivist research objectivity and facilitates the 

critical examination of a phenomenon that is situated in context, necessitates reflexivity 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) from the researcher, privileges relationships and the co-construction 

of meaning amongst participants, and allows for multiple and dynamic perspectives to emerge. 

The difference is in the theoretical orientation towards “goodness” that is at the core of 

portraiture, which undergirded Lawrence-Lightfoot’s development of the methodology. 

Portraiture was developed to be accessible to wide audiences (not just academics) and was in 
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response to the pathology that Lawrence-Lightfoot observed in so much of social science 

research, “searching out what is wrong and trying to remedy the wrongs,” which tends to 

devolve into blaming the victim (2016, p. 20).  

Lawrence-Lightfoot (1986) elaborated on this lens of “goodness”—which is neither 

idealizing nor romanticizing—a few years after she published her study, “The Good High 

School,” that introduced the methodology, stating that, “themes of goodness can be roughly 

translated into themes of empowerment” (p. 10), and that, “In recognizing goodness as a 

quality that refers to the complex whole, we also see it as situationally determined, not 

abstracted from context” (p. 14). Implicit in this methodology is also the acknowledgement that 

people are actors within systems, responding to other systems, which are inherently imperfect, 

“It is not the absence of weakness that marks a good school, but how a school attends to the 

weakness” (p. 15). In other words, we know there are problems, instead let’s focus on the 

strengths of those acting within the limitations of imperfect systems, guided by those voices, 

“[The researcher] sees the actors as knowledge bearers, as rich resources, as the best 

authorities of their own experience.” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997, p. 141). 

4.2.1. Site Selection 

I first heard of programs at Desert Valley Community College while I was working as a 

research intern at the Public Policy Institute of California in 2018. I had been hired to conduct 

exploratory research under the Higher Education and Corrections Policy groups, under the 

auspices of an existing project that was examining career and technical education (CTE) 

pathways for vulnerable students in the community college system. The principal investigators 

of that project had access to statewide community college management information system 
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(COMIS) data, and my research interests and background as a former evaluator of state prison 

CTE programs intersected with theirs, and our conversations resulted in me writing the 

proposal for this exploratory project (see Appendix 6). One of the goals of that project was to 

conduct a few exploratory stakeholder interviews to get a sense of what was happening across 

the system, and we ended up speaking with Rebecca Silbert, who was then still with The 

Opportunity Institute in Berkeley, California; Raul Arambula, Dean of Intersegmental Studies, 

and Leslie LeBlanc, at the California Community College Chancellor’s Office—key top level 

administrators involved in program development for this population at CCCs; and Fiona, who 

had retired as an instructor at DVCC and was coordinating the Inside/Out class, amongst other 

education programs, at the Desert Valley County Jail, largely on a volunteer basis. At the time, 

Fiona’s involvement with the Inside/Out program at the jail interested me.  

Fiona was instrumental in getting programs off the ground in her community. The 

Inside/Out partnership between DVCC and the county Sheriff’s Office began as part of Fiona’s 

research agenda as a doctoral candidate in an Educational Leadership program, prior to—and 

broke the ground for—early iterations of DVCC’s programs for justice involved students. At the 

time of our first interview, Fiona was 69 years old, had given up hopes of completing her Ed.D., 

and was fully committed to supporting the education programs at the county jail—working long 

hours, for little pay. This existing interview provided me with foundational context for program 

development, and the opportunity to not only follow-up with Fiona to find out what changes 

had occurred since we last spoke, but to also fill in the gaps about how DVCC is serving this 

student group. From available public directories DVCC is identified as serving incarcerated (IS) 

and formerly incarcerated students (FIS), and from the content analyses that I conducted in the 



 136 

previous chapter, I have found that DVCC’s services for FIS falls on the informal end of the 

continuum—relying on a student club as the primary support for these students on campus.  

4.2.2. Data Collection  

I conducted participant interviews in two primary cycles, between August 2018 and 

March 2021 (N=10). The first cycle only included one, audio recorded phone interview, which 

was conducted while I was an intern at the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) in August 

of 2018, with Fiona, who founded the Inside/Out program in 2014. During this interview, Fiona 

mentioned Fernando, a staff member at Desert Valley Community College (DVCC) who was 

responsible for inmate education programs. This existing interview with Fiona gave me the 

opportunity to follow-up with how programs have developed since we last spoke. Two years 

later, the second cycle of interviews were conducted between December 2020 and March 2021 

and were video recorded using the video communications platform Zoom (2021) due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic (WHO, 2020)—except for the follow-up interview with Fiona and my 

interview with Jack, which were both audio-recorded phone calls.  

The first participant was Fernando, current counselor at DVCC and former coordinator 

of all inmate education programs from when he was hired in 2016, until his recent transition, 

and continued through the organic snowball sampling (Goodman, 1961) that occurred through 

Fernando’s recommendations for key stakeholders involved in the development of programs 

for justice involved students at the institution. The ensuing interviews included: Cordelia, 

Interim Associate Dean of Student Equity and Achievement; Reina, a counselor at DVCC and a 

former intern for Fernando; Angelo, Coordinator for Restorative Justice Programs and the 

Puente Program; Manuel, Restorative Justice Program and Puente Program Specialist; a follow-
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up interview with Fiona, founder of the Inside/Out class, retired instructor from DVCC, and 

former coordinator of jail education programs; and student leaders, Isabel, Jack, and Achojah, 

who were part of the club on campus. Attempts were made to interview the DVCC instructor 

who initially took over the Inside/Out class after Fiona’s departure and the Sheriff of Desert 

County, but there were no responses to attempts at communication. I also attempted to 

interview Dr. Hernandez, the Superintendent and President (former Vice President and early 

supporter of programs) of the campus, but she was unavailable.  

Interviews were semi-structured in nature and adult participants were provided 

information explaining the goals of my dissertation study, outlining the broad subject areas of 

interest that would guide our conversation44 (i.e., 1. Program details; 2. Community and Justice 

Partnerships; 3. General information about this student population; 4. Success metrics; 5. 

School/program climate; 6. Funding; and 7. Space for additional input). and asked for signed 

consent to participate in, and be video recorded, for the purposes of this study and subsequent 

analyses (see Appendix 5). Participants were asked again for verbal consent to record before we 

began our interviews, which were typically about an hour in length (shortest: 52:44; longest: 

2:40:46; total: 12:33:44).  

Additional data that informed analyses and cross-comparative triangulation of programs 

at DVCC included relevant publicly accessible institutional documents that referred to programs 

or evaluations of programs (on either the college or custody side of programs and services), as 

well as additional data, documents, and/or artefacts (such as photos and training materials) 

provided to me by research participants after or during our interview process. Fernando 

 
44 Adjusted based on the expertise and relevance to each respective participant. 
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provided program data (i.e., courses offered, success and retention rates) for all courses 

offered to incarcerated students during his tenure as coordinator of inmate education 

programs (at the county jail and at two local state prisons) (2016-2019). Fiona provided 

program evaluations and a recidivism study that were conducted on the Inside/Out class for the 

Desert County Sheriff’s Office, training materials to introduce programs to custody partners, 

anonymized focus group and student reflection data for the Inside/Out class from fall 2014, and 

several recent photos of her students inside the county jail. Jack provided several photos of the 

student club participating in community events on campus, photos of himself, as well as some 

training materials he has valued as a student organizer and advocate for formerly incarcerated 

students. 

4.2.3. Analyses and Validity 

Detailed notes were taken during each interview, and afterwards I made memos on 

initial impressions and additional questions that came up after some reflection. Each interview 

was reviewed multiple times, while I coded for emerging themes, which were organized by 

respective topic areas. The topic areas reflect different segments of the Corrections to 

Education Pipeline and aim to capture the status and/or development of programs for these 

students at this institution and how they are served, from incarceration to their transition to life 

on a college campus. I constructed the narrative based on my coding and triangulation of over 

twelve and a half hours of interview data, as well as all the additional data that I was provided 

or had access to. All notes and data will be kept indefinitely, to maintain an audit trail of this 

project (Carlson, 2010).    
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Additional notes were taken as I reviewed and coded each recording, and relevant 

excerpts were manually transcribed for analyses and/or inclusion in this text as supporting 

evidence. Findings are organized as a series of vignettes, which together, represent the 

aesthetic whole of this piece of portraiture. My reflexivity as a researcher is woven throughout 

the narrative, providing additional layers of contextual texture that is grounded in my own 

observations and experiences in the field. In order to ensure that I captured the story of this 

community accurately and check the internal validity of constructed narratives, I conducted 

member-checking with the participants from DVCC. Each participant was emailed individually 

with a manuscript of this chapter and their feedback and corrections were requested. 

Participants’ feedback and corrections informed the final version of this chapter.  

4.2.4. Limitations 

Portraiture often breaks from the traditional research paradigm of protecting the 

anonymity of a site and participants because of the rich, thick descriptions that are valued in 

the final constructed narratives (Hampsten, 2015). I am explicitly choosing to protect the 

anonymity my participants to the best of my ability, given the sensitivity of some of the issues 

(particularly around criminal history). I acknowledge that this means I had to sacrifice some 

artistry and descriptions in my narrative construction.  

All interview data were collected through either video or audio recordings, primarily due 

to travel and social distancing restrictions enforced during the COVID-19 pandemic. When 

interviews were being conducted, a viable vaccine had not been made available to most of the 

public and most were still living in situations of varying isolation, so traveling to the site to 

conduct a proper visit was not an option and I could not spend more time with research 
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participants or the site, make additional observations, take photos, or collect other data that 

may have organically manifested in those opportunities. Unsurprisingly, COVID-19 was also a 

salient theme that emerged from the data, and impacted program development at this 

institution. These issues will be discussed in a later section.  

Needless to say, I couldn’t be immersed at the site and that also significantly impacted 

my ability to provide description. Instead, my narratives are grounded in the words and lived 

experiences of my participants and the data they provided, and I attempt to color in relevant 

contextual characteristics for how programs are developed and/or students are served. This is 

limited to the voices of those I spoke to, so gaps absolutely will exist where perspectives are 

absent, and I am not claiming that this piece represents the entire picture of programs and/or 

development. There are other members of the DVCC community whose perspectives would 

have been valuable to this study, but due to prospective participants’ availability or willingness 

to participate (i.e., those I reached out to, but declined or never responded), as well as the time 

constraints of this project (i.e., when awareness of prospective participant was too late to 

initiate further data collection), I was unable to include their voices and insights.  
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4.3. Findings: Portrait of Community and Human Capital  

4.3.1. Community Context 

Figure 21. Map of Desert County 

 

Desert County is a primarily agricultural community in southern California. The climate is 

dry and it gets hot—not unusual to see 115°F in the summer months, hot. I couldn’t travel 

down to Desert Valley to conduct a more traditional, or thorough, case study because we were 

contending with the COVID-19 global pandemic, but I’ve experienced a Desert Valley summer. A 

few years ago, I evaluated the career technical education programs at one of the state prisons 

in Desert Valley, at the peak of the season—during a heat wave.  

I vividly remember the blast of heat that hit me every time I stepped outside, my breath 

suddenly slightly more weathered, beads of sweat forming almost immediately on my forehead 

and above my lip. My phone was scorching hot when I pulled it out from the glove 

compartment of our rental car after a long day at the prison, too hot to turn on until we would 
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get back into town. That first day, I saw a thin, unhoused woman, barely dressed, and huddled 

under a highway overpass to seek respite from the brutal, beating sun. It became a fast habit to 

scan my field of vision for her each time we passed that spot. Twice, I saw a small, sleeping 

figure, tucked into a nook, nearly hidden from view—could that be her?  

The county spans over 4,100 square miles of land and is home to approximately 181,000 

people, 85% of whom are of Hispanic or Latino decent (U.S. Census Bureau, 202145). To put this 

into perspective, Yolo County has approximately 220,000 residents and Sacramento County has 

over 1.5 million residents, both counties are about 1,000 square miles (with Sacramento being 

smaller) and both have less than the state’s average of 39.4% of residents of Hispanic/Latino 

decent (31.9% and 23.6%, respectively)46. Educational attainment in Desert County is 

considerably lower than the state’s, with only 69.7% (CA’s 83.3%) who are high school 

graduates or higher, and 15.2% (CA’s 33.9%) who have earned their bachelor’s degrees or 

higher. In line with what we know about educational attainment and income potential, the per 

capita income47 in Desert County is only $18,018 compared to the state’s $36,955, resulting in 

higher levels of poverty (22%, compared to CA’s 11.8%).  

Aside from the two state prisons and county jail, there are several other law 

enforcement agencies (including Immigration & Customs Enforcement and the CDCR) 

represented throughout the area (refer to Figure 20). Based on 2009-201648 data from the 

California Sentencing Institute (2021), Desert County has consistently had higher than the 

 
45 Based on most recent census data, site county omitted from citation to protect the identity of participants. 
46 Percentage of foreign-born persons (30.7%) is only slightly higher than the state’s average (26.8%). 
47 In 2019 dollars. 
48 Ensuing examples are from 2016, the latest year. 
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state’s average for their county jail population (~370 vs. ~277) and adult felony arrests (~1,462 

vs. ~1,089; per 100,000 adults aged 18-69). There are only three institutions of post-secondary 

education in this community: the community college, a for-profit university, and a religious 

college. For most of the residents of Desert County, DVCC, which serves over 8,300 students, is 

the best choice for local access to higher education.  

4.3.2. Fiona & Inside/Out: Vignette of Service and Commitment 

“[The Sheriff] did consider retiring this year, but he decided to stay on four more years because 
he wanted to give it more time to become part of the culture. And me—I’m going to be 70 next 

year,” Fiona laughs, “But I can’t give up on it yet. Because the sheriff and I, and others are so 
committed to making this sustainable, so that when we leave things will continue, because 

we’re seeing the success.” – August 2018. 
 

 Fiona is a lifelong member of Desert Valley, has always had an interest in serving her 

community, and a passion for criminal justice. She has an undergraduate background in 

criminal justice; a master’s degree in Public Administration, served as a probation officer in the 

region in the late 1980s and early 1990s—a job she loved and would have continued, had an 

on-the-job injury not forced her to stop; and worked in rehabilitation for seven years after that. 

It was her experience in criminal justice, and the observations she made then about the lack of 

educational opportunities for incarcerated individuals, that led her to eventually pursue a 

doctorate in educational leadership at a California State University and focus her research on 

postsecondary correctional education (PSCE). There were no experts in correctional education 

in her program, so she read everything she could, discovering, as we do, that most of the work 

is focused on prison programs. Jail stays are typically short—too short to complete most 

programs, and they can be even more challenging to coordinate, but there is a great need for 

both programs and research in this area, and recent legislation had opened-up opportunities 
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for local partnerships and the development of educational programs. Moreover, the California 

Public Safety Realignment Act of 2011 (AB 109) and the shift of non-violent, non-serious, non-

sexual felony offenders to the county level meant that the incarcerated population was 

changing, with more individuals serving longer jail sentences. Fiona knew this was the direction 

she wanted her work to go.  

Around this time, Fiona started working as a full-time political science instructor at 

DVCC. She also leveraged the social capital and connections she had in her community to get 

her foot in the door at the county jail as a doctoral intern in 2013. Her good relationship with 

Desert County’s Sheriff through their mutual involvement in their local Rotary Club helped, but 

she attributes a lot of their success to the Sheriff’s open-mindedness and willingness to push-

back against a culture that had become resistant to education that made the difference. Fiona 

recalls that in the early stages of developing the program and partnership between the jail and 

DVCC, she and the Sheriff presented their ideas to the Rotary Club, and in attendance was the 

District Attorney who came forward to be critical of their efforts, but the Sheriff’s reply was to 

say that what they were currently doing was not working, so he was willing to try something 

new. A lot of groundwork had to be done before this “something new” came to fruition. 

While reading everything she could about PSCE for her research, Fiona stumbled upon 

Lori Pompa’s (2013, 2013b) work on the Inside-Out Prison Exchange Program that she helped 

develop at Temple University in 1997. The basic premise is that there is a cohort of students 

taking a class(es) together in a carceral classroom, split evenly between “Outside” students (not 

incarcerated) and “Inside” students (incarcerated).  What made an impression on Fiona was the 

program’s emphasis on building relationships—something she believed was a critical ingredient 
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to real transformation and breaking down stigma. But Pompa’s program is based on a 

partnership between a university and a prison, so how could she adapt that model for her local 

college and county jail?  

Fiona and the Sheriff approached their Community Corrections Partnership (CCP), which 

are local governing boards that oversees county Realignment (AB 109) programs, together. The 

Chair of the CCP at the time was also someone Fiona knew well, had been a colleague when she 

was a probation officer, and became instrumental in getting support from the CCP for their 

efforts. The CCP not only provided their institutional blessings, but they also provided about 

$6,000 in funding for Fiona and a Sergeant from the jail to participate in official Inside/Out 

training in Pennsylvania during the summer of 2014. By the end of their training, the Sergeant 

was on-board, and for Fiona that meant that they finally had the right buy-in on custody-side to 

start a program. Research had taught her that another critical ingredient to access and success 

were people who could act as bridges between custody and education—people who 

understood and could negotiate the contradicting, and often competing missions of the two 

departments.   

On the community college side, there was support from leadership at the top (i.e., the 

President and Vice President of DVCC) for her to do this work, but there was still push-back 

from others in the community and she would end up needing to gain the support of the Board 

of Trustees at the college before things got off the ground. However, her status as a doctoral 

student in education leadership made people more accepting of the experimental, boundary-

pushing nature of what she was proposing. It was a shared and critical goal for everyone to 

have programs support students as they reintegrate back into the community. Therefore, an 
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important goal from the beginning was that the program could be a viable pathway for 

incarcerated students to get employment in the community. After a lot of collaboration and 

meetings, on all sides, where attorneys needed to be present to draft liability waivers, DVCC 

and the Desert County Sheriff’s Office developed an Inside/Out program in Addiction Disorder 

Studies, so students can be Addiction Counselors/Specialists if they complete all the courses in 

the 36-unit certificate program (see Table 13).  

This is a familiar pathway for students with incarceration histories, where up to 63% of 

jail inmates live with substance use disorders, compared to 5% of the general population (Tsai 

& Gu, 2019). I know from my background in health policy research that peer navigation—having 

a formerly incarcerated person help another as they transition or undergo treatment—is a 

promising evidence-based practice (Binswanger, et al., 2015). But I also know there are voices, 

such as Romagnoli (2018), who are critical of the limited educational pathways available for 

these students—ones that are typically non-degree, certificate programs that also lead to 

limited employment opportunities, in limited occupations. I admit that after conducting 

analyses on what programs are available across the community college system, I agree with 

Romagnoli and company. Student leader, Achojah, is also critical of this pathway, “Not all of 

them want to do that…They just push them into alcohol and drug counseling, and to me, I don’t 

think that’s right.” However, a more holistic assessment of the curriculum in this particular 

context also includes the understanding that students in these courses are more likely to 

experience these disorders, so even if they only end up taking one class in the series, they are 

getting exposure to some level of fundamental knowledge within the substance use disorder 

treatment curriculum. Many courses in the series also address a host of other life and 
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interpersonal skills that might have a more immediate impact on a student’s understanding of 

themself and the disorder(s) they might be living with.   

Table 13. Addiction Disorder Studies Certificate Requirements 
All courses must be completed with a grade of “C” or better. 

I. 

Required for the major (30.0 units): 

ADS Alcoholism: Intervention, Treatment, and Recovery 3.0 

ADS Physiological Effects of Alcohol and Drugs 3.0 

ADS/PSY Introduction to Counseling 3.0 

ADS/PSY Group Leadership and Group Process 3.0 

ADS Family Counseling Approaches to Alcohol and Drug Abuse 3.0 

ADS/PSY Crisis Intervention and Referral Techniques 3.0 

ADS/PSY Practicum 3.0 

ADS/PSY Practicum 3.0 

ADS Ethics and Legal Standards in Alcohol Counseling 3.0 

ADS Dual Diagnosis 3.0 

II. 

Minimum of six (6.0) units from the following: 6.0 

ADS/SOC Sociology of Minority Groups 3.0 

ADS Sex and Gambling Addiction 1.0 

ADS Anger Management 1.0 

ADS Life Skills 1.0 

ADS Alcohol and Drug Prevention and Education 3.0 

PSY Introduction to Psychology 3.0 

PSY The Psychology of Interpersonal Relationships 3.0 

PSY Developmental Psychology: Conception to Death 3.0 

PSY Abnormal Psychology 3.0 

SW Introduction to Social Work 3.0 

SOC Introduction to Sociology 3.0 

Total Certificate Units 36.0 
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 Ultimately, the point of Inside/Out is in the structure itself, which was what compelled 

Fiona—the bringing together of incarcerated and non-incarcerated students into a shared 

learning space. The curriculum is only part of the experience, and arguably not the most 

important component. What ends up being transformational for students is the opportunity to 

build relationships and break down stigmas about incarceration and the incarcerated, as one 

student from the first cohort in 2014 put it, “It’s given me a different look about the 

stereotypes of people who are inmates. They are just as normal as anybody else. They are much 

more outspoken than the outside students in a positive way. They are willing to share and have 

a creative personality. I feel much more comfortable being in a class with them, than being at 

my other classes at [DVCC].”49  

For “Inside” students, the experience helps many see possibilities beyond the cycles of 

recidivism that they have experienced and envision themselves as students—capable of 

succeeding and achieving a better life for themselves and their families, as another student 

from the same cohort stated, “Attending the program was a life changing experience. I before 

never thought that going back to school was an option for me. Now, after attending college, it 

has me grasping at the idea of a better, brighter future. I believe that the possibility of 

becoming a counselor is very high. You would mention school to me before and my response 

would have been, ‘Yeah, right!’ I would say that school wasn’t an option for me. Everything 

seems so much more open to opportunities now than before.”  

“Outside” students go through background checks to be in the class, students sign a 

learning contract with a financial obligation component linked to unsuccessful course 

 
49 Quotes are from a transcript of final reflections collected by Fiona and provided to me.  
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completion (see Table 14), and the college is conscientious about course scheduling, on a 

rotation of the courses in the certificate program, based on the student who has been enrolled 

the longest, so that there are no repeat courses and students can maximize working towards 

their certification while they are incarcerated.50 Once “Inside” students are released from jail, 

they are encouraged to join the “Outside” cohort of students to continue the program. It is a 

twist on Pompa’s (2013) model that has been working at the jail level in this community—for 

students with short term stays, who will be transitioning out soon, and has even allowed them 

to conduct co-ed classes—something typically unthinkable in carceral settings.  

Table 14. DCSO Inside/Out Rules of Conduct and Learning Contract Conditions (2019)51 
Students are required to agree to the terms of the Learning Contract prior to acceptance into the 
Inside/out College Program. Failure to comply with the terms of the Learning Contract may result in 
removal from the course and disqualification from future courses in the Inside/Out College Program. 

Attendance I will attend all class sessions, unless required to be in court or under medical care. 

Appearance I will come to class well-groomed and neatly dressed.  

Reading and 
Assignments 

I will turn in all assigned homework and complete all assigned readings.  

Classroom 
Etiquette  

I will treat classmates, the instructor, and DCSO staff with courtesy and respect. I will 
respect the property and privacy of others.  

Textbook & 
Supplies 

Upon course completion, or upon removal from the course due to breach of contract, 
violation of Inside/Out rules, and/or DCSO disciplinary action, I will return all books and 
supplies provided. Textbooks will be returned in good condition, without damage or 
defacing.  

Successful 
Completion 

I acknowledge that successful course completion requires the following:  

• Full compliance with all Inside/Out rules of conduct and the Learning Contract; 
and  

• A final course grade of at least a C (2.0). 

High School 
Completion 

If I do not have a High School Diploma or Equivalency, I agree to meet with DCSO 
Educational Services to discuss completion of my HS Equivalency.  

 
50 In fall 2017, the program had just completed their first rotation of courses. 
51 Based on a fall 2019 course.  
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Financial 
Obligation 

If I fail to successfully complete the course, I agree to reimburse DCSO for all costs 
associated with my participation. Monies owed will be assessed against my inmate 
account.  

I hereby acknowledge that participation in the DCSO Inside/Out College Program is an opportunity 
provided through the partnership and efforts of the Desert County Sheriff’s Office and Desert Valley 
Community College. I understand that my performance in the program impacts my educational 
success and may impact the educational opportunities of my classmates and future students. I 
acknowledge that DCSO applies a zero- tolerance policy to all rule violations.  

 

In 2016, Fiona told DVCC that she wanted to enhance the services they were providing 

at the county jail and dedicate all her time there, but due to lack of funding, she was presented 

with two choices: 1) retire or 2) just keep teaching political science courses at the college 

without funding for the program she had worked hard to help develop, as part of her doctoral 

research. She could not walk away from her jail students, so she retired as an instructor at 

DVCC. Fiona continued to maintain a good relationship with the college, especially with the Vice 

President, who shared her vision for serving these students, and would demonstrate leadership 

on these issues by making progress on campus efforts. She began to dedicate all her time to the 

students at the jail, eventually coordinating all the education services, without an official title. 

Fiona received 20 hours of pay a week through the Adult Education Consortium for her work 

with high school equivalency preparation and testing, but she estimates that she easily worked 

up to 60 hours a week between all the other hours she generously calls, “volunteering.” In an 

article about Fiona and the program from 2015, she had reportedly already logged over 1,000 

hours at the jail, and the Sheriff praised her work and recognized how essential she was in 

building a program that others were now seeking to emulate.   

In the summer of 2018, when I spoke with Fiona for the first time, with Shannon 

McConville from the PPIC, four “Inside” students had just been released and enrolled full-time 
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at DVCC, and the community was very proud of them. Fiona was grateful that once the program 

got off the ground and benefits started being recognized, there was more community buy-in 

and support for it as something that was necessary. Success for the program is being tracked by 

course completion and retention (see Table 15), where success rates are typically higher or 

comparable than average credit-bearing courses for the same (fall/spring) terms at DVCC52 

(CCCCO, 2021b). Whereas retention in Inside/Out is comparable or less than campus courses, 

and any number of environmental factors that contribute to the uncertainty around an 

individual’s length of stay may also be at play here.   

Table 15. Inside/Out Success Metrics53 
TERM COURSE ENROLL SUCCESS % DVCC % RETENTION % DVCC % 
F2014 ADS54 26 88.5 69.3 92.3 86.6 
S2015 ADS 24 83.3 69.2 87.5 84.1 
F2015 ADS 27 70.4 69.6 88.9 87.3 
S2016 PSY 30 73.3 69.6 83.3 86.4 
F2016 ADS 30 76.7 73.2 83.3 90.1 
S2017 ADS 30 73.3 72.6 76.7 88.5 
F2017 ADS 26 73.1 75.9 80.8 91.2 
S2018 ADS 30 76.7 74.3 86.7 88.3 

 

Prompted by our phone conversation and questions I had on possible impacts to 

recidivism, Fiona realized they probably had enough data to conduct a study, and later that 

year the Desert County Sheriff’s Office released a recidivism study that found that of the 60 

incarcerated students who participated in one or more Inside/Out class between Fall 2014 and 

Spring 2018, 54 had been released, 4 of the 54 released students received a new felony 

 
52 Based on data from the CCCCO’s Data Mart.  
53 Different than publicly available data, based on data from the coordinator of programs on the college-side. 
Data for fall and spring semesters, cleaned of identifiers, and rounded to the nearest tenth.  
54 Addiction Disorder Studies. 
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conviction after release, making the recidivism rate for Inside/Out participants 7.4%, compared 

to the state’s 54.9%.  

As a result of Fiona’s service-learning orientation and core belief in building-

relationships, students also had various opportunities to volunteer for community-based 

organizations, such as their local Humane Society. They also participated in an annual 

Thanksgiving Project, where Inside/Out students prepared and served hundreds of meals for 

their community. Desert County Officers supervise the group as they travel in an envoy to a 

community center, where they serve the food to those who need a meal. At the end of the 

event, the students share a meal together and celebrate a job well-done. Then, to 

commemorate the holiday, students line up with their hands outstretched, each having written 

on their palms something they are thankful for—several list family and friends, many write 

education or school, health and mental health, love, hope, forgiveness, life, a fresh start, 

Inside/Out, read the palms of students from 2019 (see Figure 22).55  

Figure 22. Inside/Out Thanksgiving (2019) 

 

 
55 The last cohort who was able to participate before COVID-19 hit. 
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There are many photos and videos of each cohort of Inside/Out students, wearing 

differently colored shirts for easy identification, faces lit up, enthusiastically engaging in various 

community service activities. Achojah, a formerly incarcerated student leader at DVCC, is proud 

of the work he did to help organize this event, making sure that the Outside students received 

their shirts in time. As I looked at all the media of these students, I had the echoes of the many 

conversations I have had with incarcerated students and instructors in prisons, who affirm the 

value and importance of doing work that is meaningful and in service of their community—

especially when the rest of their experiences while incarcerated are completely routinized and 

designed to be dehumanizing. Incarcerated students are aware of how they are perceived by 

their community members and want the chance to change their minds and be seen as more, as 

the same. 

 Fiona recalled fondly success stories of students—recounting a FIS who spoke at 

graduation and was recently hired as an employee at DVCC, and another FIS who has 

progressed to a CSU to finish his bachelor’s degree. The program itself has won awards and 

recognition for its innovative approaches to reduce recidivism, and so has Fiona, as its 

champion and leader. In the couple of photos that I could find, she stands proud and beaming, 

flanked on either side by Officers or other professionals. The CCP continued to be supportive, 

eventually sending three additional staff members from the jail to be trained by Inside/Out—

who then brought that knowledge to back to train colleagues. Fiona sees getting incarcerated 

students enrolled in college as a major accomplishment in itself—it’s a foot in the door, a start, 

a chance to assume an identity that they might think is out of reach. It also sowed the seeds 

and got the college into the county jail, which not only led to additional courses eventually 
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being offered to jail students, but also to the partnership with the Adult Education Consortium, 

which essentially funded (some of) Fiona’s work.  

Funding was always a problem for Fiona, who attests that fundraising wasn’t in her 

skillset, maybe if she had help, but her time was better spent elsewhere—with her students, for 

her students. She knew she needed to work on funding to make the program sustainable, 

maybe one day, maybe if she could get that help she needed. Early on, she approached the 

Extended Opportunity Program and Services (EOPS) department, a natural place for 

disadvantaged students to seek support on campus, but was turned away, and told that there 

were not enough resources available for incarcerated students.  Student fees and instructional 

costs are covered by apportionment funding and the California College Promise Grant, but 

there are additional costs that are not covered, like textbooks or snacks or any number of 

essential classroom items any schoolteacher can list. The Sheriff’s Office has a small fund for 

textbooks, and they are maintaining a locked textbook library, but it isn’t enough. Fiona has 

advocated for access to open-source resources for students, “It’s so frustrating seeing so many 

people who want an opportunity for an education and then have textbooks as a barrier.” All the 

other costs, including polo shirts for Inside students, have been funded by Fiona and her 

husband, who are both ordained ministers and have seen these efforts as their ministry to their 

community, “This was my commitment to Desert County.” Fiona estimates that she easily spent 

over $5,000 per year of their money on her students. She also continued to maintain the 

Inside/Out webpage for DVCC for years after retirement. 

When I introduced myself to Fiona in our first call, the fact that I was a doctoral student 

resonated with her immediately, “You know, I’m all but dissertation at a Cal State in 
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educational leadership and postsecondary correctional education was my research focus. But 

the work I’ve been doing at the jail—I’ve been all-consumed, and I’m finding it hard to make 

the sacrifice, which would be what I’m doing with my students.” Her words had also resonated 

with me, and I thought of her and her students often, long after I had moved on from my 

internship at the PPIC. Speaking with her that summer had reinvigorated my focus on the work 

and made me feel less alone in it. I know how it feels to be a doctoral student in a department 

where no one else was focusing on these issues—it is isolating and there are little opportunities 

for organic collegial conversations, where exchanges of ideas and knowledge can happen.  

As I continued to think about issues of sustainability and program development, I came 

back to Fiona’s story time and time again. She is a champion of programs for her community, 

but what she has had to do—and give up—to build up this program is above and beyond what 

most people would be willing to, or should, do. By the time I spoke with Fiona the second time, 

it was January of 2021 and we had been living under the conditions of the global pandemic for 

nearly a year. I admit that before I was able to get a hold of Fiona, who I knew was entering her 

72nd year of life, I spent months concerned about her well-being. Our daily reality had become 

so fraught with uncertainty that I couldn’t help it, and I was more than happy to hear her voice 

again.  

She had retired from the Sheriff’s Office in 2019 to care for her disabled husband. She 

intended to find someone and groom them to take over the program before she left, but things 

didn’t work out that way—where would she have found the time?  But she hopes that the work 

will continue, even if it doesn’t look like the work she had been doing. After our conversation 

ended, I was again struck by the choices Fiona made—the commitment, investment, and 
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sacrifice involved to get the program going, and then to sustain it for those years. During 

COVID-19, Fiona sent periodic treat bags for the students inside the jail to remind them that 

they are thought of, even during trying times. She shared photos that the deputies took of 

some of them receiving her treats—groups of predominantly men of color in gray jail issue t-

shirts, blue shorts and shoes, holding small cellophane bags of sweets, tied off at the top with 

colorful ribbons, with a near monochrome palette of the crème walls, concrete floors, and steel 

bunk beds behind them. 

At the time of our last interview, Inside/Out temporarily listed a faculty member at 

DVCC as the advisor, who did not respond to attempts to schedule an interview. Since that 

time, Inside/Out has been reorganized under Restorative Justice Programs, advised by Angelo, 

the coordinator for programs, who I interviewed prior to this reorganization.   

4.3.3. Climate & Program Development: Vignette of Leadership and Support 

“I worked very closely with [Fernando] back in 2016-2017, and what was hard was for us was to 
build the awareness that there are formerly incarcerated students on our campus and really 

battle that stigma… For me personally, I am the daughter of someone who is formerly 
incarcerated and the first time I met my father was actually in a prison visitation room, so I’ve 

always had a soft spot [for these students] because I’ve seen the capability of people to change 
and have a second chance. Thanks to our campus President—with that ‘go ahead’—and that 
tenacity to go forward with everything, she laid the pathway for [Fernando, Angelo, and Dr. 

Thomson] to be pioneers, as scary as it was. We faced a lot of backlash at the time.”  
– Cordelia, Interim Dean of Student Equity and Achievement 

 When we talk about climate around programs for this group, we expect some level of 

pushback and hostility, from many fronts. It is a climate that was created by decades of 

negative, rhetoric-filled policies that further disenfranchised and dehumanized vulnerable 

persons. The stigma around incarceration did not happen overnight and the 90s were full of 

voices who decried educational opportunities for these students by framing it as some zero-
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sum game that took away from more “worthy” ones. Things are slowly changing, but those 

voices still exist. We know they are there, but they are less relevant here, and do not need to be 

highlighted. Instead, let us just acknowledge that they are, for the moment, a norm in this 

developmental environment. In distilling the data through the lens of “goodness” at the heart 

of portraiture, the voices that emerge and crescendo around climate for development are 

leaders from both DCSO and DVCC whose support of programs acted as protective factors to 

the criticism and back-lash that might be happening in the broader community. Those who 

undertake this work are familiar with the backlash that comes with it, but they also understand 

that the value of what they are attempting to build is far greater—for their students, impacted 

families, their community—and therefore worth figuring out the ways to mitigate the influence 

of negative voices on the progress and sustainability of programs.  

The Desert County Community members engaged in this work had to contend with the 

usual chorus of resistance, from those who do not believe that justice involved individuals 

should receive any support or benefits—something particularly true for incarcerated students. 

Moreover, early program development in this community (circa 2013-2014) started occurring 

prior to the efforts of the Renewing Communities Initiative, as well as additional legislative 

changes and investment across the state that would have made their early work easier, such as 

the Hancock Bill (SB 1391), which allowed community college apportionment funding for 

incarcerated students the following year, or Proposition 57, which allowed non-violent felons to 

be eligible for parole and expanded an individual’s ability to earn educational credits for good 

behavior towards time served by 2018. In the absence of a more hospitable development 

environment, what made the difference in Desert County was leadership that believed in the 
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mission of the work and the supportive community that formed amongst those who were 

serving justice involved students.    

Fiona credits the fact that they could even get a program started on the Sheriff of Desert 

County and his willingness to take a risk and use his political capital on education, despite 

receiving flak from the community and other criminal justice partners. However, during the 

time that she served these students, Fiona witnessed the positive ways that educational 

programs have changed the culture at the jail and completely shifted the attitudes that custody 

staff have about programs. There is recognition of the positive impact that education has had 

on the behaviors of the inmates, who have less behavior infractions and can be seen studying in 

their bunks before lights-out, which makes the jobs of officers and other jail staff easier.  

Fiona recalls the unhappy climate at the jail when she first started and that some were 

waiting for the program to fail, but now they are thankful for the educational programs. This 

gratitude was demonstrated by the Sheriff’s Office, which helped invest in a new educational 

space that was more welcoming and usable for students, after a riot at the jail destroyed their 

previous space. Others involved in programs at DVCC agree that the Sheriff’s Department’s buy-

in has been an essential factor to how well programs can function.  

On the college side, Fiona had the support of some leadership, but still struggled with 

resistance that led her to advocate for the program with the Board of Trustees before she 

finally got approval to start. She also received push-back from the faculty union, which did not 

like the idea of sending their members to teach in carceral settings. Luckily, the Director of the 

Addiction Disorder Studies program was on-board, did not allow opposition to impede 

development, and was willing to do the work herself—eventually teaching most of the 
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Inside/Out courses. Fiona maintained a good relationship with DVCC’s Vice President, Dr. 

Hernandez, a DVCC alum herself, who served the college for over two decades and would 

eventually become the campus Superintendent and President56, and the two continued to have 

conversations about their shared vision for serving vulnerable students after Fiona’s official 

retirement from the college in 2016.  

Multiple members of this community attest to Dr. Hernandez’s leadership and how 

instrumental it was in creating the type of environment that would allow programs to grow and 

thrive. There were conscientious decisions made about who was staffed for key positions and 

she, as well as other leaders, protected staff from community backlash around the work they 

were doing. This helped create a supportive development environment, something that Reina, 

formerly a Student Equity Specialist and currently a counselor for the same program, knows 

does not exist at every college. Reina recalls attending conferences and experiencing surprise at 

the stories she would hear from colleagues at other campuses who struggled for support, and 

feeling gratitude for the atmosphere that she has been able to work in.  As Dr. Hernandez was 

promoted through the college, and Dr. Thomson would assume her role and duties, it was clear 

to staff members that though things might operate differently due to personal style, he also 

shared their vision for serving vulnerable students and kept it a priority.  

Around 2016, DVCC also hired two key personnel, within a month from each other, who 

have helped shape programs for impacted students: Cordelia, who began at the college as the 

coordinator for Student Equity, and Fernando, hired as the coordinator for the college’s 

Minority Male Initiative. Cordelia’s father is formerly incarcerated and the first time she met 

 
56 And recently, July 2021, transitioned to preside over another CCC.  
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him was in a prison visitation room, so these issues are especially meaningful to her. She would 

eventually become the Interim Associate Dean of Student Equity and Achievement Programs, 

whose primary focus has been meeting the basic needs of the most vulnerable students on 

their campus—people who survived the foster system, people living with disabilities, people 

experiencing homelessness, where a lot of overlap and intersections with the justice system are 

common.  

In 2017, her department hired Reina as a Student Success Specialist, and later, she 

would become the counselor for the program. She considers herself privileged, not having 

experienced much hardship in her upbringing, and serving her students has taught her to be 

grateful for those privileges. She cannot envision herself doing anything else, her students 

inspire her with what they have gone through and how committed they are to their pursuit of 

an education, “School takes a long time—it’s not an easy pay off, but these students recognize 

how important school is to their success. They have so much commitment and drive, it blows 

my mind every day.” 

Things were still new, they had a supportive community, and the two were given a lot of 

freedom to develop the program. This was particularly important for Reina, who values the 

trust given to her to assess and meet the needs of her students. It has allowed them to 

essentially create their own “wrap-around,” or comprehensive, social services on the DVCC 

campus. This is language used in the traditions of healthcare and social work—a term I became 

familiar with in my work in health and mental health policy, and unsurprisingly, it came up 

when I spoke with both Reina and Fernando, who is a licensed clinical social worker by training.  
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Fernando’s former title as the coordinator for the Minority Male Initiative is misleading 

because the primary responsibility for this position was coordinating all inmate education 

programs, and eventually, just before COVID-19 hit, he shifted to a primarily counseling 

position due to the demands of a growing family. His background is in mental health services, 

so when he arrived at DVCC and saw what the needs of students were, he wanted to bring in 

wrap-around service models so that vulnerable students could be helped through better case-

management and linkages to services in the community. Reina ended up spending a year 

helping Fernando with inmate education programs, while she was fulfilling her own internship 

requirement for her own master’s degree in social work. This mutually beneficial arrangement 

also allowed for two staff members who were working with impacted students across the 

spectrum, in different capacities, to collaborate and exchange ideas, while they are both on 

their own personal, professional journeys.  

Early on, Fernando struggled with expected resistance, which became challenging when 

resistant faculty members attempted to use their union to obstruct staffing decisions, so that 

they could not staff certain courses in the jail and prisons. Everyone experienced 

microaggressions or actual aggression while doing this work, but they believed in their work, 

they had support from leadership, so they persevered. Things have improved significantly 

(though not completely) since then, and Cordelia attributes that to the success stories of their 

programs and students, to the work that Fernando, Angelo, Manuel, and others have done to 

promote programs and break stigma within their community, and to the leadership of their 

campus President and Vice President, who have demonstrated DVCC’s commitment to serving 

the most vulnerable students in their community.  
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4.3.4. Expanding Programs for Incarcerated Students: 
Vignette of Motivation and Growth 

“As long as people are making mistakes in the world, they’ll end up getting incarcerated—and 
it’s inevitable. These programs are much needed, and it is about sustainability. We are trying to 
lower the rates of [formerly incarcerated students] returning to prison, so these programs need 

to be permanent across higher ed.” – Angelo, Coordinator of Restorative Justice Programs 
 

When Fernando joined the campus in the fall of 2016, DVCC was only offering seven 

total classes—Inside/Out at the jail and six classes in the two prisons nearby. Technically, his 

role is a counselor, so he was naturally the academic counselor for the programs as well. When 

I asked him about how his position shifted from those early days, he told me it didn’t shift, it 

expanded. He was motivated, and he was a growing professional in this space, so programs 

grew with him. It was an exciting time for program development across the state, and as he was 

exposed to innovative practices from other campuses when he attended conferences, he 

started bringing that knowledge back to DVCC and adopting some of those practices from 

partner schools.  

Fernando did not have help for most of this work, and as Reina put it, he “was a one 

man show.” He was coordinating all the programs at the three facilities, handling necessary 

administrative needs, promoting the program for faculty recruitment and with the community, 

and attempting to fulfill the academic counseling role. He needed help and had looked into 

recruiting student interns, but he did not have time to add mentoring duties to everything else 

he needed to do. Additionally, there are privacy and release of information issues that would 

prevent them from accessing files that are essential to the job. Fortunately, Reina noticed that 

Fernando was struggling and wanted to help. She was already in her Student Equity Specialist 

role, which meant that she had access to classified student files, and she was in the last year of 
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her MSW and needed to fulfill her internship requirement, so she proposed that they help each 

other.  

During the year that Reina helped Fernando with inmate education programs, she 

learned how to coordinate educational programs and perform some academic counseling 

duties. She could not officially advise yet but provided the guidance she could for students that 

she met with in the facilities, who were savvy and usually figured out the rest on their own. 

Incarcerated students send letters whenever they needed support, and eventually Fernando 

could not keep up with all the correspondence, so Reina helped fill the void by responding to 

students. She remembers working a lot and spending long days on campus during that time in 

her life—overtime for her official role at the college and additional time for her internship. She 

was new and eager to help, without a partner or kids, so she had the capacity to throw herself 

into the work. A lot of it overlapped with her specialist role anyway, and because she is 

passionate about serving students, she loved every moment of it. She only wishes that they 

could have done more to support students, especially in terms of actual academic counseling 

and discharge counseling—giving them some help on what to do next. 

At the jail, Inside/Out paved the way for additional courses being offered, some which 

also ended up being co-ed as well. Fiona started working on advocating for career technical 

education (CTE) courses to the jail since she began, observing that the campus’s “beautiful, 

state of the art labs were unused on the weekends, so why not let [incarcerated] students use 

them and get job training?” Fernando was instrumental in helping this vision come to fruition 

and CTE courses (such as building maintenance and HVAC) started being offered in fall 2016. 

Lectures are held at the jail during the week, but a bus transports the students to campus on 
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Saturdays for lab work. The first time I spoke with Fiona, in 2018, they just started offering 

welding, and I could hear the lilt of excitement in her voice as she told me about it. There are 

up to three courses offered at the jail: Inside/Out, a CTE course, and typically an art or 

humanities course.  

DVCC also provides education to two state prisons within thirty miles of the college. 

They offer Associate Degrees for Transfer (ADT) tracks in sociology and psychology. They have 

already expanded from just offering a sociology track and is partly due to a limited faculty pool. 

Fernando struggled with gaining staff buy-in when he first started trying to staff courses in the 

prisons—people had fears about teaching in custody settings and they didn’t want to have to 

deal with the commute to facilities. Course schedules used to be set up a month, or even 

weeks, before the term began because of these issues, but that is no longer a problem and 

schedules can be organized well in advance. Eventually, as their programs grew, gained 

attention, and colleagues started sharing stories about their experiences, programs and their 

students became destigmatized and now there is a healthy faculty pool of instructors who have 

found that teaching in custody has, in some ways, been more rewarding. Teachers have found 

that incarcerated students are often more engaged and enthusiastic—they are hungry for an 

education. Behavior problems are rare, if they exist at all. 

DVCC serves approximately 250 students each term at the prisons and about 70 at the 

jail, and these students are usually enrolled in multiple courses. Student recruitment is never a 

problem—if they tell custody staff how much room they will have in courses, those spots will be 

filled. When I evaluated CTE programs for the state, there were only enough capacity in 

programs for less than 7% of eligible inmates and there was a large pool of hungry, waitlisted 
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aspiring students happy to take the program assignment, at every facility, for every program. 

The success and retention rates in the prisons are even higher (see Table 16). Amongst DVCC’s 

prison programs’ recent graduates from 2019 (N=86), most were men of color (72% 

Latino/Hispanic, 17% Black) and between the ages of 30-49 (over 80%). 

Table 16. DVCC Prison Education Success Metrics (Fall 2019)  
COURSE ENROLL SUCCESS RATE RETENTION RATE PRISON 

PSY 25 100 100 A 
MUS 27 88.9 88.9 A 
POLS 27 77.8 81.5 A 
HIST 26 76.9 84.6 A 

COMM 27 81.5 85.2 A 
GEOG 28 92.6 92.9 A 

PSY 28 96.4 96.4 A 
POLS 27 88.9 92.6 A 
SOC 27 77.8 96.3 A 

MATH 27 100 100 A 
COMM 27 92.6 100 A 
GEOG 22 100 100 A 
MATH 27 96.3 96.3 A 
SOC 27 96.3 96.3 A 

MATH 27 96.3 100 B 
GEOG 23 100 100 B 
POLS 27 100 100 B 
HIST 27 100 100 B 

MATH 27 96.3 96.3 B 
GEOG 27 92.6 92.6 B 
GEOG 27 96.3 96.3 B 
PHIL 27 92.6 96.3 B 

COMM 26 96.2 96.2 B 
GEOG 27 100 100 B 
GEOG 27 100 100 B 

COMM 27 96.3 100 B 
ENGL 26 100 100 B 
HIST 26 92.3 96.2 B 

GEOG 27 100 100 B 
SOC 27 96.3 100 B 
MUS 27 96.3 100 B 
HIST 27 96.3 96.3 B 



 166 

 Just before COVID-19 hit, the college started to recognize how important the enrollment 

of incarcerated students is to their budget and sustainability as an institution.  

Around this time, Fernando had also begun to transition out of his coordinator position and into 

a primarily counseling role, “He was doing the job of three people. That’s not right,” said 

Achojah, student leader. Fernando had a new family and needed to work less hours—wife and 

two young children, who’s joyful voices I could hear, playing in the background during our Zoom 

interview. He still dedicates part of his time, about eight hours a week, to these students, but 

most of those responsibilities have shifted to Angelo, who is now the college’s Restorative 

Justice Program Coordinator, as well as the Puente Program Coordinator. 

 Angelo started at DVCC in 2017 and has primarily worked with the Puente Program, but 

helped Fernando with some early coordinating and counseling at the prisons, served as the 

interim coordinator during the pandemic, and was hired as the Restorative Justice Programs 

coordinator in October 2020. His background is primarily in academic counseling, a strength 

that Cordelia hopes will further enhance programs and services for justice involved students. 

This department oversees all the programs for justice involved students—incarcerated and 

formerly incarcerated. They recently had a webinar on supporting justice involved students and 

are trying to get more faculty involved. Angelo says that one of the most effective ways to help 

destigmatize these students and programs is to invite faculty to speak with others about their 

positive experiences working with incarcerated students, interrupting the preconceptions of 

what these students might be like. When Angelo assumed these duties, Manuel—who also 

works with him serving students through the Puente Program—was hired as the Restorative 

Justice Program Specialist. 
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 Manuel is a formerly incarcerated person, a Desert County native, a DVCC alum, and he 

is passionate about helping others who need a little guidance, like he and his brother did. He 

grew up in a rough neighborhood in Desert County, but mostly stayed out of trouble because of 

his father, who was ex-military. “Mostly” because he was not always successful, ended up 

getting involved with the wrong people, ended up struggling with substance use for many 

years, and eventually found himself locked-up in 2005. It would be a handful of years, post-

release and post-stabbing by a “friend,”57 before Manuel would make the decision to go back to 

school. His younger brother walked a path that was eerily similar to his and both of them had 

decided to make a change and were enrolled as students in 2012, when, against warnings from 

him and his (brother’s) probation officer, his brother came back to Desert County for a visit and 

was murdered by a “friend.” That’s how it goes—friends you have complicated histories with, 

who have their own complicated histories, meeting in these moments of conflict that changes 

their lives. That personal tragedy also altered his professional path, and he made a commitment 

to helping justice involved students through their difficult paths towards success.  

 Manuel was one of DVCC’s first formerly incarcerated student-employees, who has 

worked with programs in different capacities, even helping Fiona with Inside/Out back when 

that was the only program available, before working with the Puente Program, and eventually 

getting the RJP specialist position when it opened. His personal history and passion for the work 

makes him an ideal person to support students in this capacity, and he is the RJPs only full-time 

dedicated employee. All of this happened just before COVID, so he experienced some anxiety 

over his job stability—after all, he and his wife are raising nine kids under their roof. Like 

 
57 Manuel’s word. 
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Angelo, most of his time is currently spent serving incarcerated students, doing what he calls 

“Teacher’s Aid” work. Currently, Angelo estimates that 80-85% of their time is spent supporting 

incarcerated students and facilitating logistics in correspondence courses. Angelo also splits his 

time between the RJPs and supporting students in the Puente Program. He wants to figure out 

how to track additional success metrics for these students in the future, such as recidivism, 

degree attainment, and employment, “We do our job here, but what happens afterwards?” 

4.3.5. Ad Hoc Transitional Support Services: Vignette of Warm Hand-Offs  
(A Best Practice) 

“It’s not babying them, that’s teaching somebody how to be prepared, how to get organized, 
how to make these phone calls, who to contact, and you’re setting them up for success that 

way. What they do afterwards, after you’ve taught them and given them the tools, maybe then 
you can have some criticism or opinion, but you need to help them first. Because how should 

they know? Why should they know? They’ve been shut up from the world for so long.”  
– Reina, Counselor for Student Equity & Achievement 

Fiona says that another partner that influenced program development was Scott 

Budnick, filmmaker and founder of the Anti-Recidivism Coalition, a non-profit organization 

based out of Los Angeles. Budnick visited the campus and had conversations with them about 

how, in his experience, an essential ingredient in successful reintegration was mentorship. 

Those words made an impression and Fiona kept them in mind as they developed services at 

the jail. From that interaction and the reflection that came afterwards, an important, informal 

practice was born in this community: “warm hand-offs.”  

Warm hand-offs are not new, it is a practice that has been long utilized in healthcare, 

and generally refers to situations where one care provider is transferring care of a patient to 

another care provider. There are any number of ways this might be facilitated, but the point is 

to ensure that there is a more personal introduction as a patient is literally handed-off to 
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another care provider. I encountered this term a lot in my health policy work, particularly 

because we were trying to figure out if that was a viable way to transfer medically fragile 

people from prisons to continuing care facilities—if the capacity even existed. There is a lack of 

bedspace for formerly incarcerated persons who are being released from prisons and need 

skilled nursing care. The horror story is that if the prison medical staff cannot place the 

individual by the time they need to be released, they could be dropped off at the emergency 

department of a hospital in their county of release. I was participating in a meeting with high 

level correctional healthcare providers when I learned this information. We were trouble-

shooting the worse-case-scenario in healthcare, so when I heard its use come up repeatedly 

amongst those at DVCC, I knew it was something to pay attention to.  

While Fiona was coordinating educational services at the Desert County Sheriff’s Office, 

she began facilitating warm hand-offs of students who were released from the jail. This means 

that when students were released, she would take them to the DVCC campus and introduce 

them to key people who will help them navigate their campus life—people like Fernando, 

Reina, Angelo, Manuel, and others in departments that might assist students (such as EOPS, any 

resources for basic needs, etc.). Fiona heard from recent students who transitioned back into 

the community, who told her what a difference it made to see familiar faces on campus—staff 

who they were personally introduced to and had started working with, as well as some of their 

classmates from Inside/Out. Those connections, that familiarity made them feel comfortable 

right away, like they already had friends. Fiona wanted to help these students cultivate a sense 

of belonging, something she knows is critical to college success.  
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The fact that she was working directly with members of her own community at the jail 

was something that had always appealed to Fiona, and she saw one of the primary functions of 

her role as being the liaison between custody and education, so it unsurprising that she would 

literally help them bridge those two worlds by walking a student from a carceral classroom to a 

free one. The importance of this practice spread amongst those who work at DVCC, and 

everyone who directly works with students talked about how newly released students need the 

extra navigational guidance—students are timid because they are afraid of stigma; they might 

get lost otherwise; they really don’t know how to navigate these systems.58  

It is a little trickier to provide transitional support for students in the prisons, particularly 

because of staffing limitations. Reina wishes they could serve students better, and during her 

tenure as an intern for Fernando, she tried to do some of this pre-release academic planning for 

a student. A student at one of the prisons said they would be released soon and asked for help, 

so Reina called the local colleges around where the student would be released to help them 

find programs, found out where there are relevant clubs, found contact information for college 

personnel. She collected this information into a file and made sure to hand it directly to the 

student—something that she says needs to be happening more for our transitioning students. 

Fernando also wishes they could have done more academic counseling and discharge planning 

for students. 

This practice began because education and the success of these students was a priority 

for Fiona. She facilitated the warm hand-off for students, but she has since retired, and there is 

uncertainty about how it might work with the new person coordinating programs at the jail. 

 
58 Responses from separate DVCC informants.  
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Fernando reassures that a lot of what they were doing was informal and just based on what 

they saw a need for, but now that there is official grant funding, they will be looking towards 

formalizing some of these processes to ensure that future students will be served by them. 

4.3.6. Meeting Students’ Basic Needs: Vignette of the College as Community Safety Net 

“In order to respond in a more immediate fashion, we decided to focus on the need versus the 
population. We thought regardless of who you are, you need food, you need shelter—so we 
looked at Maslow’s hierarchy and focused on [basic needs] first, and now we are working our 

way [up].” – Cordelia 
 

Cordelia has been focused on meeting the basic needs of DVCC’s most vulnerable and 

unhoused students since she began as the program’s coordinator in 2016. She calls these 

students part of their “layered populations” (see Figure 23) because when they decided to take 

a “deep dive” and ask what was going on with their unhoused students, they discovered that 

many of them initially started off being involved with the foster system, and eventually made 

contact with the justice system, and justice involvement led to challenges with employment, 

which then led to individuals experiencing homelessness. It is complicated and there are many 

systems at play, so Cordelia decided to focus on meeting basic needs first—essentials, such as: 

food, clothing, showers, housing, transportation, connections to other community resources. 

These services are not limited to a specific population on campus but is meant to serve those 

with demonstrated need—a number that has been dramatically impacted by COVID-19.  
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Figure 23. Layered Populations at DVCC 

 

Cordelia and Reina started forming partnerships with organizations in their community 

who were interested in giving back. They put together an email listserv full of leaders and 

supporters—people they could count on for answers, if they didn’t know where to find a 

resource. They gave presentations on what they were trying to accomplish, and their 

community responded by offering help and providing donations. DVCC distributes hygiene kits 

(e.g.: basic toiletries, fresh towels, etc.) to students who need them, and after a year, they 

received so many donations that they no longer needed to purchase supplies to put them 

together. For transportation help, students can receive bus tickets, a bike, and there’s a fund 

for emergency gas cards. 

One of their partners became a major supporter, who helped fund a food pantry for 

students experiencing food insecurity at the college. Students can receive a range of benefits 

depending on need: daily food vouchers, two-week rations, or a monthly food allowance. Reina 

says they are having conversations about issues of sustainability and have hopes to develop 

their own farm-to-table initiatives by using agricultural property owned by the college, hoping 

to “grow our own and feed our own.” They have already had construction students on campus 
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help build garden beds. Achojah, one of DVCC’s formerly incarcerated students and 

beneficiaries of these resources, says that providing supplemental food assistance is one of the 

things that the college is doing really well, though he knows it does not come from targeted 

funding for justice involved students. 

But their most audacious undertaking? Providing housing for students experiencing 

homelessness. It took several years and a lot of work, but DVCC has some major housing 

programs underway, including a $3 million state-funded housing project. They are starting out 

with twenty “tiny houses” that have been developed on campus, as well as thirteen trailers that 

have been delivered by the state. Their tiny home community reminded me of the CTE 

programs at a central Californian prison, whose instructors were attempting to negotiate with 

local community-based organizations (CBO) to form partnerships, where the CBOs would 

provide the raw materials and CTE courses would construct tiny houses for the homeless—a 

collaborative project for each of the disciplines (i.e., carpentry, plumbing, building 

maintenance, electrical, HVAC, masonry, to name the standard ones) in the yard. At the time, 

materials shortages were a constant challenge in classes, and students would have to dismantle 

constructed structures to reuse (until they could no longer) the materials for other lessons. 

Students shared their feelings of dissatisfaction with having to take down their hard work, and 

the rumors of possible CBO partnerships created a buzz of excitement in the CTE yard. This 

arrangement could potentially address the material needs in courses and provide much needed 

housing in the broader community, which is work students in the programs saw value in and 

wanted to participate in—especially because they were keenly aware that many of them end 

up living on the streets when they are released. I was excited to share that story with both 
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Reina and Cordelia, who shared my enthusiasm for its ingenuity. Their work with housing so 

often involves being creative in the ways they have found and built-up resources for students 

with the most need.   

Six of those state delivered trailers were filled with students when we conducted our 

interviews in January, most recently with a formerly incarcerated student with severe need and 

had moved over from a halfway house. There are emergency housing vouchers that can be 

given out, which can be up to a week stay in a motel—an environment that Manuel says is not 

ideal for formerly incarcerated persons unless they are homeless and there are no other 

options. Reina, who works directly with students and helps makes housing assessment, wishes 

they could provide even more housing and transportation help.  

There are not a lot of options for education in the area, so there are a lot of long-

distance commuters. Remember, the campus is situated in the desert, where everything is far 

apart, and there are summers where the temperature reaches 120°F. “Housing has always been 

a struggle for students and there is a huge gray area of students who need housing but don’t 

qualify,” she tells me, “The problem is there is a housing shortage in the area.” She recalls a 

formerly incarcerated student who spent a summer riding his bike ten miles each way to 

campus, wearing a brightly colored safety vest—he would arrive early in the morning and stay 

the entire day; one time he was almost hit by a car. There are little to no options for places to 

stop for food or water, and the public transportation system has hours that are not conducive 

to students’ schedules, where it could take hours for some student to get to campus.  

When Reina became the counselor for the program, she wanted to make sure that she 

was expanding her role, rather than shifting to a different one. It was important to her that she 
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continued to serve all the students she had built relationships with over the years—she didn’t 

want them to feel abandoned, especially because trauma has made it hard for these students 

to trust people. Instead, with Cordelia’s support, she has been creating the role that she wants, 

to meet the specific needs of her students. Her primary role is to help students do the 

groundwork necessary to track down and navigate resources, and she sees herself as a “Jack of 

All Trades” for her students, often telling them, “I may not always have the answers, but I will 

find the answers for you.”  

4.3.7. Serving Formerly Incarcerated Students: Vignette of Allyship and Disrupting Stigma 

“My favorite thing is to invest in our students and see them turn full circle into professional 
employees when they graduate. There’s nothing worse than not being able to hire someone 

who deserves a chance.” – Cordelia 
 

 The recent investment in this space has felt hopeful for those working on programs and 

serving students. The folks at DVCC are optimistic that funding will continue because they all 

recognize how necessary these programs are and know the data that was coming out of 

programs was proving their efficacy in reducing recidivism. Currently, to serve justice involved 

students, they are using a constellation of funding sources (i.e., funding from the CCCCO, 

housing funds from the state, student equity funds, lottery funds for textbooks, community 

donations). They also received a $10,000 donation from the food sales at one of the prisons 

nearby, which Fernando had reserved for case-by-case student needs and emergencies. 

As I mentioned previously, the Restorative Justice Programs (RJP) department serves all 

justice involved students and was recently (2020-2021) established at the college, now led by 

Angelo. The community has awareness of this student group and has been persevering to 

support them, particularly those most at-risk, the unhoused. Prior to the establishment of the 
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RJP department, Fernando was broadly the liaison for this student group, in a coordinator 

position with a vague title, meant to also be a catch-all, while the institution figured out where 

they fit in this educational space and developed programs for these students. In the fall of 

2020, the campus had just met to discuss adopting student equity initiatives for this population.  

 Formerly incarcerated students are identified through what Fernando calls, “referral 

with consent,” where a student’s justice involvement might come up organically during a 

counseling appointment, at which point they will be directed towards the resources that are 

available and relevant, that they are comfortable with, including providing their information to 

a staff person who works directly with students. Referrals also occur informally, amongst peers. 

This reliance on self-identification stems from the stigma that justice involvement is tainted by. 

It would be easier to serve these students if there are official ways of identifying them, but we 

know that the catch-22 here is that if they self-identify, to presumably qualify for support, that 

identification can be used to discriminate against them—as it has in the past. Scholars have 

found that identification in the application process has traditionally been used to screen out 

applicants in higher education spaces, causing formerly incarcerated persons to give-up on the 

application process once disclosure triggers more investigation into their criminal history, so 

there is evidence to support simply not asking (Delaney, et al., 2019; Halkovic, 2014; Weissman, 

et al., 2010). CCCs are broad access institutions, so that matters to a lesser degree, but that 

stigma still exists—every person at DVCC who serves these students can tell you that those 

voices are present and they complicate some of the conversations we can have about how to 

identify and serve students.  
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Angelo and Manuel, who are responsible for the RJP department estimate that they 

serve over a hundred formerly incarcerated students each term. Reina estimates that she 

serves about a hundred, unhoused FIS through Student Equity. They provide navigational help, 

counseling, and connections to resources, such as the basic needs discussed above. Everyone 

acknowledges that they know the number on campus is much higher, but that they don’t know 

the true number due to issues around stigma—the real barrier to serving students. Manuel, 

who is formerly incarcerated, still struggles with stigma around his incarceration history and his 

evolving identities. He often feels the tension between wanting to fit in at the college as a 

professional and wanting to fit in with his students who are from familiar neighborhoods in 

Desert County, “The stigma follows me too, you know?” He recalls his own feelings of self-

doubt as a student after he was incarcerated and believes that what they are trying to do are 

examples of transformative justice. Manuel’s lived experience helps him identify with students, 

and as a peer navigator it is easier for them to build relationships, and students see him as a 

role model and example of someone who has been successful turning their life around.  

The fact that Manuel is a formerly incarcerated person is also an asset to Cordelia, who 

advocates for non-discriminatory hiring policies and practices, especially on college campuses. 

She makes a conscious effort to hire those with a criminal history, and even works with 

students to build arguments to appeal hiring decisions by their own human resources 

department. She believes policies around hiring people with a criminal history need to be 

relaxed. For example, if a person has a drug charge on their record, they currently need to 

prove that they have been clean for five years after their release and complete a recovery 

certification program. Cordelia argues that not everyone takes that long to turn their life 
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around, “We need to be more forgiving because there are students who are just being released, 

who are traumatized from what they have been through, but have also completely switched 

around—not everyone takes five years to be rehabilitated.”  

Furthermore, Cordelia wishes there were protections for a FIS once they are hired, 

because she has experienced having a staff member disclose the criminal history of a student to 

isolate them in the department they were working in; it worked but there was nothing she 

could do. Angelo adds, “It’s really the culture, the acceptance from the rest of the world. It has 

to start at the community college, because it’s pretty hypocritical that we’re offering these 

second chances and skills, but if we are not accepting of, and hiring [these individuals], then we 

look like fools, right?” More stigma. The DVCC community does a good job of persevering 

through program development amidst resistant voices, but their supportive network cannot 

protect individual students from facing the discrimination in their everyday lives, which is why 

the work of disrupting stigma is where most of the campus efforts have been focused for all 

justice involved students. Most of that work has been done by the student organization, which 

is the only official support designated for formerly incarcerated students at DVCC. 

4.3.8. DVCC’s Student Organization: Vignette of Perseverance and Struggle 

“I think back on what I would do differently, and I honestly don’t know what I would do 
differently because I was placed in this place where there’s money, but you can’t reach the 

money. And there’s need that still needs to be met.” 
 – Achojah, formerly incarcerated student leader and former club president. 

The story of DVCC’s student organization is complicated and has been fraught with 

various conflict, as they have attempted to establish themselves and gain acceptance as part of 

the fabric of student life on campus, while also advocating for better support services. It is also 

a complicated story to tell as a researcher, because I have a responsibility to protect my 
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participants—both their identities, as well as how they are perceived by those who read my 

work. This is true of all research, but I think it is safe to say that it is of even greater importance 

here, when identity politics and stigma play such a central role in the daily experiences of 

formerly incarcerated persons. I take these responsibilities seriously, so I will make my best 

attempt to obscure identifying details, while also providing appropriate context and 

descriptions for the understanding of certain events, especially where students are involved. 

It is standard practice in the field to remain ignorant of an individual’s offense while 

serving them, to maintain distance and mediate personal bias. I have met many instructors in 

prisons who have told me explicitly that they don’t want to know why students are there. I have 

thought about this a lot over the months since I conducted these interviews, and especially as I 

have had to make decisions about what to include to support emergent themes or provide 

context for the experience of my participants. The details I include in the following section are 

done to highlight important aspects of these students’ experiences post-incarceration, and as 

Achojah put it, “I just take it as my life. I have to make the best out of it. Even if I die today and 

you tell the whole story, you can’t remove this part, this has become part of me. It’s my life, but 

I’m not going to stop living or stop breathing because of it.” 

Student clubs need a faculty/staff advisor and at least four members to be officially 

chartered. Fernando helped establish the club back in 2017 as a space for formerly incarcerated 

students to connect and support each other. Jack, former club vice president, summarizes the 

mission of the group as being about advocacy around issues of criminal justice and breaking 

stigma, recruitment of other impacted students, and retention of existing students through 

peer-support. In its brief history, they have continued to grapple with issues of group 
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presentation and issues related to identity politics and the name of the club itself. In the early 

days, the group faced backlash because it was established as the “FIST club” (Formerly 

Incarcerated Students in Transition), meant to be empowering, but the response from the 

community was that it was too violent and reinforced the criminal histories of students, 

according to Cordelia, who was around to witness the push-back. The name was consequently 

changed to the Formerly Incarcerated Students Club59.  

Initially, students were referred to Fernando when they self-disclosed justice 

involvement during academic counseling appointments, who would then introduce them to the 

club and the other students. This was the case for Achojah, Jack, and Isabel, the three students 

that I spoke with for this study, who were also leaders in the club. The 2019-2020 academic 

year, especially the term just before the pandemic, was an active year for the Formerly 

Incarcerated Students club. The group, which averaged 6-12 regular members (and up to 28 for 

popular workshops), participated in events to gain visibility, was active in their broader 

associated student government, hosted study groups to support each other in classes, and they 

hosted workshops based on areas of need for the group (e.g.: how to do citations, how to put 

together Power Point presentations, personal finances and banking, etc.). Cordelia gave the 

group some funds from Student Equity for shirts, a tablecloth, and banner for their advocacy 

work. Fernando, Angelo, and Cordelia all attest to the good work that students did on campus 

and in the broader community to break stigma around incarceration. At some point during the 

academic year, the group went through another name-change to the Rising Above Challenges 

 
59 Not actual name but captures the essential inclusion of “formerly incarcerated students” within the 
original. 
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club, due to the ideological orientation of the club president, Achojah, who wanted the group 

to be more inclusive of all system impacted students. 

 Achojah is an African man in his late 30s, religious, from an academic family, and a 

leader from his tribe, who immigrated to the United States in 2003. Being African in America 

has meant that he never quite fits in—Black Americans have made fun of his African accent and 

he has experienced racial discrimination from white co-workers. Achojah already holds an 

advanced science degree and had moved to southern California in 2009 for work. He didn’t 

have contact with the justice system, or much knowledge about it, until an incident in 2015 

completely changed his life and landed him on California’s sex offender registry60. He told me at 

length about the details around his case, the trial, and the aftermath. I have also independently 

studied the publicly available details, and I believe the appropriate ones to share are that: 1) 

none of the charges against him were for actual sex crimes committed against another person, 

but rather for intent; 2) he served one year in jail, three years on probation, and has a lifetime 

registration on California’s sex offender registry61 for his alleged crimes; and 3) Achojah asserts 

his innocence based on complicated issues of race and language62. He says that his charges 

brought deep shame to his community, but they still helped raise his bail and the cost of his 

lawyer, and his pastor even served as a character witness for him. At the time, Achojah was 

married and owned his own home—all of that is gone now, “When I apply for jobs, it comes up 

 
60 California had a lifetime sex offender registry prior to January 1, 2021, when SB 384 transitioned the state 
into a tiered system (i.e., Tier One: 10 years, Tier Two: 20 years, Tier Three – Risk Assessment Level: 20 years 
or Tier Three: Lifetime) (CA DOJ, 2021). 
61 Which could change, pending impacts and petition processes due to SB 384. 
62 For example, he says that his day and a half long testimony was thrown out because they accused him of 
lying under oath. He claims that when asked about how many “chairs” there were in the room (at the time of 
his arrest), he said there were two: a couch and a loveseat—the semantic difference was enough to be called 
a lie.  
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in my background [check]. And I’m not talking about high paying jobs here. Someone who’s 

convicted of a drug or a sex crime—whether they actually did anything wrong—they’re treated 

like rubbish. That’s my life now.” 

 During the year that he spent incarcerated in the county jail, Achojah says he witnessed 

the “revolving door” of the US justice system firsthand, watching as some of the men that were 

being released would wind up returning to jail, at least one person recidivating twice during his 

year. While incarcerated, he became an informal spiritual counselor to some of the men. 

Achojah expresses disbelief, even at the time of our interview, that the men in jail would 

confide in him and seek his advice. He didn’t have any formal training, only faith and his Bible. 

He also ended up taking a couple of the Inside/Out program’s courses, exposing him to some 

counseling topics and strategies. A combination of these factors and the desire and/or need to 

change careers, led to his decision to eventually enroll at DVCC as a full-time student.  

 He was connected to the Formerly Incarcerated Student club, where within three weeks 

of becoming a student at the college, he found himself the club’s president. The former 

president was graduating and Achojah looked like he knew what he was doing. He knew he had 

an advantage because of his educational experiences, so he naturally began helping others 

navigate resources on campus—something he had to figure out quickly on his own, especially 

since his existing degrees meant he didn’t qualify for traditional sources of financial 

assistance63. Achojah now sees his calling as being a peer navigator for those who might be 

locked out of systems due to exclusionary policies. This advocacy work has had him speaking 

with people across the campus, particularly with coordinators of programs for other vulnerable 

 
63 He managed to find funding through behavioral health resources on campus.  
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populations (i.e., foster youth, students living with disabilities, unhoused students), where he 

learned that many of those populations have also been impacted by the justice system. It was 

the knowledge that Achojah was gaining about how inextricably linked these systems were, 

that led to his desire to change the club’s name to the Rising Above Challenges club. He wanted 

the club to be more inclusive—of all system impacted students and even advocates, something 

he believed would be a positive move to increase membership and will help break stigma for all 

justice involve students. His vice president, Jack, did not agree with the decision to change the 

name. 

 Jack is Mexican-American—part Jewish, he emphasizes—in his late 40s, with a long 

history of justice involvement that started with juvenile hall, and has spent most of his life in 

the Desert County area. He struggled with substance use disorders and getting in trouble for 

crimes related to that, resulting in him being cycled in and out of various institutions 

throughout the better part of three decades (1986-2016). He spent seven and a half of those 

years unhoused and living in the county’s “skid row,” where a concentration of the unhoused 

population is located. In 2016, Jack was arrested again, but this time he was sentenced to 

recovery and detox, and the experience changed his life. He was enthusiastic about sharing and 

when we got to this point in his story, he sent me a photo of himself from 2016 when he was, 

“in full-blown addiction,” he says, “Tell me what you see when you look at this picture.” 

 It is a photo of a photo—part of an identification badge of some sort? Just enough is 

shown to frame the small black and white image of his head, a contrast to the blurry blue of the 

obscured background of whatever he took the photo over. Worn creases of lamination were 

lifting gently, the patterned signs of being folded and refolded over the years from showing 
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others, showing himself the reminder of how far he has come. Jack is wearing a light-colored 

sweatshirt with another shirt peeking through the edges of the collar, a healthy layer of black, 

curly hair sitting slightly disheveled at the top of his head. His face is accented by the 

pronounced arches of his thick brows and horseshoe mustache, his eyes are sunken in, and 

even through grainy monochrome, I can see the bags under his eyes. “It looks like a mugshot, 

quite frankly. And you look tired,” I offer.     

Jack started at DVCC three years later, in 2019, and was introduced to the Formerly 

Incarcerated Student club through counseling services at the EOPS office. He says that when he 

first joined the club, there was no real structure, no officers, and nothing was really going on. 

When he became the club’s vice president, he took the initiative to table once a month to 

spread awareness and promote their efforts in the community. He is proud of the work they did 

to gain visibility and their involvement though the student government on campus, recalling 

fondly about how their group got to march in a community parade. Really, Jack is just proud of 

his identity as a college student—so proud he started naming colleges across California where 

he knows people and has friends, adding me to the end of that list. He knows how hard it is to 

break cycles of recidivism and he doesn’t take his opportunities for granted.  

For Jack, the group represented a safe place for him and other formerly incarcerated 

students to share their experiences and support one another as they navigate through the 

uncertainties and complexities of life in their community post-incarceration—something not 

everyone understands, not even everyone who might be systems impacted in other ways. Jack 

was protective of maintaining this space for FIS and struggled with tensions between that 

desire and the expanding social circle around him, which included those who were not formerly 
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incarcerated but were advocates and allies. For example, Maya64, another officer/member of 

the club, who is system impacted by the incarceration histories of many of her family members, 

was unintentionally made to feel like an outsider at an event at a school because of her lack of 

incarceration history.  

It is unsurprising to me that Jack would experience such mistrust, given what he must 

have experienced those decades of his life, drifting in and out of institutions, imprisoned not 

only by the system but also by the substances he was addicted to. The transition out of a 

lifetime of institutionalization takes a time, Jack tells me, you can’t expect someone to come 

out of those experiences and be able to trust and be comfortable with those who might be 

considered “others” right away. Carceral spaces are segregated by nature—it is easier to 

maintain control if people are divided into groups. People are separated by genders, classified 

by risk levels, sorted based on gang affiliations and protective custody requirements, and 

grouped fundamentally by racial background. Mistrust is endemic. At one central California 

prison, I couldn’t conduct one on one interviews with students because the men refused to be 

alone with evaluators, even though we were asking completely benign questions about their 

experiences in classes. They didn’t trust each other not to say something they shouldn’t, so my 

partner and I had to spontaneously adjust to a focus group format at that facility, and even 

then, the men self-segregated by race in the prison classroom. I understand Jack’s impulses to 

be protective of the student club as being for formerly incarcerated students—there must be so 

 
64 I reached out to Maya a few times through email, in hopes of including her story and perspective, but 
never received a response. 
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few spaces that offer the sense of belonging and safety that one might feel with those who 

share that sort of traumatic history. 

When the club’s name changed to Rising Above Challenges, Jack felt threatened, like the 

space for formerly incarcerated students was being co-opted by those who might not identify in 

that way, “We have to be careful not to get involved with people who are not really interested 

in us.” During our conversation, we ended up talking about the semantics of nomenclature for 

these students—he wanted to know what I meant when I said, “justice involved” or “system 

impacted,” and at the heart of it, he needed to know if I explicitly meant those who are 

formerly incarcerated. That is an important distinction for Jack, and many other FIS, whose 

experiences with the carceral system have left them suspicious of most people and institutions 

due to the policies of surveillance and the other negative collateral consequences they have 

had to deal with.  

In November of 2019, Fernando sent Achojah to northern California for a training that 

was conducted by the Berkeley Underground Scholars (BUS) on developing support programs 

for justice involved students across the state. This training opened Achojah’s eyes to the work 

and investment that is being done around the state to develop programs for justice involved 

students, “They don’t think there is hope. They don’t know there is hope and there is funding 

for them, that the government is thinking about them and their families. They don’t know that. 

That messaging is not done.” He learned a lot from his peers about what was being done across 

the state and found himself simultaneously hopeful about the opportunities that could be 

available, while disheartened by the fact that his campus seemed to be behind in many ways. 

There were people who came from communities that had developed networks of employers 
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who were willing to hire the formerly incarcerated, and people were talking about how they 

were fighting for full-time jobs on campus, “I told them I wish we had their problems—we don’t 

even have part-time jobs.” Achojah brought this knowledge, and many consequent questions, 

back with him to DVCC, but before he could really do anything with them, conflict arose. 

At a club meeting after Achojah’s return from the BUS training, he suddenly found 

himself publicly attacked and called out for his sex offender status. Fernando was present and 

ended up making a statement to the students about how the club is supposed to represent all 

formerly incarcerated students, regardless of their crime, and that if some people didn’t want 

to be there because of what someone’s charge was, regardless of whether they were guilty or 

not guilty, then those people can leave. According to Achojah, whose voice dropped somberly, 

“a bunch of people truly left.” Including Jack, who resigned from the club soon after. He told me 

he also thought about leaving, and Fernando told him that he would understand that decision 

but would be disappointed, because that’s not what the club is supposed to be about, “How 

can the outside world accept you, when you can’t even accept yourselves?”  

This was late in the fall of 2019 and community spread of the COVID-19 virus would 

start being reported in a few months. What happened caused Achojah distress and he struggled 

to understand the conflicts within the group that he had been confronted with. The division in 

the group didn’t make sense. He didn’t understand why he was seen as an outsider, even 

though he has been incarcerated and his life is stained by that history. Sex crimes are seen as 

especially heinous in society, I think even anecdotally we can agree on that fact, but there is 

research that discusses the ways myths about sex offenders have been proliferated through 

media sensationalism, and how that has contributed to sex offenders being seen as a 
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homogenous group, characterized as being highly recidivistic, untreatable predators (King & 

Roberts, 201765). Fear plays a role in these responses (Kernsmith, et al., 200966) and there’s a 

lot I can attempt to unpack about sex crimes, offenders, victims, and patterns of victimization, 

but I won’t. Suffice it to say that nuance permeates human experience, but we encounter very 

little nuance in the ways we have chosen to identify people in the systems we have built—such 

as in the sex offender registry. In jails and prisons, these attitudes further exacerbate an 

environment of division, and those who are convicted of sex crimes are frequently the target of 

physical violence. Sometimes, offenders need to be segregated and placed in protective 

custody. Isabel, who became vice president of Rising Above Challenges in the spring of 2020, 

had to be transferred after she was attacked at a prison.  

Isabel is a Hispanic67 woman in her early 30s, who grew up in the Desert County area, 

and like Achojah, didn’t have contact with the justice system prior to her case. She served 

several years in prison, was released in 2015, is still on parole, and is a registered sex offender 

for an incident that she describes as “a drunken mistake.” She doesn’t offer details and I don’t 

pry. The prison she served her time in was one that I had also visited, and I still remember the 

time I spent there vividly. Unintentionally, while I was in the middle of data collection, I had 

also picked up a notebook that had my field notes from those evaluations (in 2016) when I ran 

out of pages in another—notes that I had forgotten about and continued to overlook while I 

 
65 The authors also conducted a survey of Pennsylvania residents (N=174) and found that people actually 
have complex attitudes about sex crimes when they know more context: details such as the type of offense, 
the genders of the victim and offender, the ages of the victim and offender, and their previous relationship 
mattered to how people felt about how long the offender should be incarcerated, as well as how long they 
should remain on an offender registry. 
66 Kernsmith, et al., (2009) conducted a phone survey (N=733) and found that fear and the type of offense 
played a role in whether people thought someone should be placed on a registry. 
67 Using the term she used to identify herself.  
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filled up the empty pages with frenzied scrawls from my interviews for this dissertation—until I 

got to the end of my interview with Isabel. On the page immediately following my notes for her 

were five, seemingly random names of women in a list, last name first. It took me a moment 

before I recognized them as women from that same prison, who I ended up pulling out of 

classes to interview. Isabel was one of the last participants that I spoke to at DVCC, and I had 

filled dozens of pages by then. The little coincidence flooded my memory with the voices and 

stories that I bore witness to during my few days there: the women who wanted to tell me 

about their dreams for a better life when they got out; those who weren’t there yet, still 

haunted by the trauma of their lives; the instructor who was like a lighthouse in a storm, daring 

to tell me about the normalized culture of degradation of women he was surrounded by, even 

though he had experienced sabotage68 for his advocacy work in the past.  

Isabel’s cosmetology instructor in prison, a boisterous Panamanian woman, who I have 

had the pleasure of meeting, pushed her to get her GED and helped facilitate her ability to take 

the exam to become a board-certified cosmetologist, “But she was a little pushy,” we share a 

laugh, “Like ‘C’mon let’s do this, I know you can do this!’ She was always pushy with me, and at 

one point I even got tired of her, but I know she was doing it for a good reason. I liked her, I 

really did.”  

“It sounds like you needed some of her pushiness,” I say. 

“Yeah,” she replies, and I know that her appreciation is understated, because pushing 

her towards getting her cosmetology license has helped her survive post-release by providing a 

 
68 Having the computer in his classroom temporarily “lost,” which is disruptive to all the administrative 
functions the instructor needed access to for his class to run properly. 
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pathway towards self-employment. She can’t get a job anywhere else, but she can be an 

independent contractor. Her mother pushed her to go back to school, so she started at DVCC in 

2017, where she is pursuing her associates degree in accounting. Learning accounting skills 

means that she can also independently contract as a tax preparer, but that pathway has its 

limitations because, given her record, licensure is currently out of reach (CBA, 2021). She 

wishes that she had received better academic counseling regarding viable career pathways, 

given the realities of how her criminal history impacts opportunities.  

Isabel has endured constant harassment69 and exclusion since her release, which has 

compounded the depression and isolation she was already feeling. She tells me that she 

experiences harassment a couple of times a week and has been called out on social media for 

her sex offender status. At one point, students were talking about starting a petition to have 

her expelled on the basis that there was a childcare facility on campus. She was so concerned 

that she went to speak with her counselor, and eventually ended up speaking with the 

president of DVCC, who reassured her that nothing could happen unless she were an actual 

danger70, “I’m not like that. I’m not a sex predator.” Her first attempts to get involved on 

campus was through the business club, where she experienced discrimination and was locked 

out of internship opportunities. It was there that she met Achojah, who introduced her to 

Rising Above Challenges, which she says is more like a family than just a club. She wasn’t 

 
69 Brannon, et al. (2007) conducted a study and found that nearly half of the sex offenders in their sample 
(N=125) experienced threats, property damage, or physical assaults as a result of public disclosure, while only 
10% of the public (N=193) were aware that vigilantism against sex offenders was occurring. 
70 In a recent study of a sample of 7,740 sex offenders, Hanson, et al. (2014) found that the highest risk for re-
offending was within the first few years after release, but for every five years a sex offender remained in the 
community without a new offense, their risk of recidivism was roughly further reduced by half. 
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around for any of the drama that unfolded, but she sees the club as a place where FIS can look 

out for one another, problem solve, and hunt down resources together. 

When she became vice president for the club, Achojah and Jack were both taking a step 

back after what happened in the fall, and the impending pandemic would overshadow most 

things in our lives. Around that time, Isabel was also grieving for the loss of her grandfather and 

dealing with on-going harassment. As a result, she says that she didn’t spend much time on 

campus and didn’t really interact with anyone, electing to take night classes to avoid most 

people. She tells me that she lost track of what was going on with the club during the 

pandemic, especially when she also needed to start attending a separate meeting to fulfill one 

of her parole obligations. She is also planning to finish her associates degree in accounting this 

year and has plans to also take some real estate courses afterwards.  

 During the pandemic, Achojah continued to build on the knowledge he had gained at 

the BUS training and is still advocating for programs. He is critical of the fact that there seems 

to be an imbalance on how the funding is being spent and wonders why more isn’t being 

invested in those who are formerly incarcerated, “This money is supposed to help them get a 

stable career, so they don’t go back in there.” He has met with the coordinator for the foster 

youth program on campus, where he is learning about the program structures they have built 

to support students, and hopes to bring those practices over to serve formerly incarcerated 

students, “Up to today, I haven’t seen the written program—like how the program is supposed 

to work? I haven’t seen it. That’s what I want to go discuss with the dean. Because if you don’t 

have it written, how do you measure success?” In addition to wanting a formal document that 

outlines programs (including the paid staff hours dedicated to this population), he hopes that 
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DVCC will make scholarship opportunities available to address the additional funding needs of 

students who don’t qualify for other sources of financial assistance. “There has been some 

successes and some pain along the way,” says Achojah, and he is taking all of them as lessons 

on how to navigate difficult situations, so that he can better serve others in this new path that 

he has found himself on.  

Jack values all the connections he has made through his involvement with the student 

club at DVCC, especially with the Berkeley Underground Scholars. Since he moved on from the 

group at DVCC, he became involved with BUS after he cross enrolled in a philosophy course at 

Berkeley, where is now helping students at other CCCs start FIS clubs on their campuses. He 

struggled to find employment in Desert County, so he had to move away, and is currently 

working as a dual-diagnosis71 addiction counselor, while finishing his third associates degree.  

At the end of our phone conversation earlier this year, Jack emailed me many photos of 

the student club engaged in the fundraising and festivities of a Halloween event at the campus, 

and we looked at them together. Eight or so students filtered in and out through the event, 

wearing club shirts, smiling and posing in some, bustling to prepare Flaming-Hot covered 

elotes72 in others. He put faces to the names of people he had told me about, like Achojah and 

Maya. Included in this media package were two other photos, one of his box of business cards 

from the Berkeley Underground Scholars and another of himself. Jack is standing in an office 

space, with a small collection of mostly indistinguishable certificates hanging behind him, 

except one which clearly reads Desert Valley Community College across the top: his black hair is 

 
71 Someone who is experiencing co-morbidity of two or more disorders, in this space it is usually substance 
use and mental health disorders.  
72 Mexican street corn. 
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thinner and his hairline is visible, his face fuller and highlighted by the apples of his cheeks 

lifting into a smile, with his facial hair now groomed into a circle beard, bespeckled with gray, 

brown complexion almost glowing beneath the fluorescence of office lighting. The brightest 

thing in the photo is the blue and gold Berkeley sweatshirt he’s proudly wearing, his left arm 

down to his side, while his right hand is holding up a philosophy course reader from Cal—the 

unmistakable image of the Campanile illuminated on the cover.   

4.3.9. The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic: Vignette of Adaptation and Collaboration 

“Thank goodness that I have my parents—who shouldn’t be supporting me, but they still are. 
Now, that’s what these other people don’t have. So my parents are struggling—they are both 

retired from [our home country], but now my dad is a substitute teacher and my mom is a 
nursing assistant who is treating COVID patients73. And what kept me last year was that when 

she was treating COVID patients, she was receiving $400 dollars on top of her income and that’s 
what they were sending me.”– Achojah 

 
The pandemic has thrown all our lives into upheaval, and it is no different in educational 

spaces. I worry that the pandemic may have set back program development in ways that are 

unforeseen in this moment in history. At DVCC it contributed to the disbanding of the Rising 

Above Challenges club, as it did to most others, which did not have enough members or an 

advisor until Manuel stepped in during winter of 2021. In Student Equity, it has further reduced 

their screening process because their population of students who need assistance has grown 

exponentially, so they are just trying to serve any many students as they can. The department—

really, the entire Desert County community—also lost Cordelia, who left to another CCC during 

the spring of 2021. For inmate education, it has not only greatly reduced the number of courses 

offered to incarcerated students (from approximately 29 per term down to 8), but it completely 

 
73 Emphasis his. 
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converted all their courses for incarcerated students to a correspondence model. Although 

Fiona had retired to care for her husband in 2019, she was teaching a course at a prison when 

change to correspondence models occurred. Although she understands the need, she was not 

happy with the change. It took away her ability to build relationships with her students, and the 

turnaround time for communications with students took too long. She says that she eventually 

lost contact with the program.  

Prior to the pandemic, DVCC did not even have a policy on correspondence education. 

They ended up reaching out to other community colleges for guidance with writing their policy 

for this mode of education, since that was the only viable option while lockdown was in place. 

Angelo was pleasantly surprised by the amount of collaboration across the system, particularly 

for these programs. A Rising Scholars & CCCCO working group, which Angelo says includes 

about twenty campuses, met three times during the fall of 2020—to check in with each other. 

The group has been supporting each other’s efforts and sharing ideas on how to serve students 

during the sudden disruption to programs. When DVCC struggled with developing a 

correspondence communications course, another CCC stepped in, and together they developed 

a pathway for the other campus to serve DVCC’s incarcerated students. All this collaboration is 

a hopeful sign for development, and the lessons learned during this pandemic can be a helpful 

blueprint for adapting to possible future emergencies.  

However, switching to a completely different mode of instruction—as most of us have 

learned in the last year and a half—can be difficult and time intensive. Inequities that exist, 

whether in resources, capacity, or access, will be exacerbated and foregrounded by any 

emergent situation. COVID-19 had major impacts to programs and services for justice involved 
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students at DVCC. When I first spoke to Fernando, in December of 2020, the newly established 

RJP department had three staff members serving students, representing additional human 

resources (27.5 additional official staff hours per week, by our calculations—Manuel’s 40, 

Angelo’s 20, and Fernando’s 7.5) that were not available until the beginning of the pandemic, 

but due to the situation and the logistic needs of correspondence courses, programs and 

services were impacted along the entire pipeline.  

Angelo and Manuel estimate that 80-85% of their time was spent coordinating and 

acting as teachers’ aids for correspondence courses—printing and copying duties, running 

materials back and forth from prisons, handling communication needs—and this was after they 

had to drastically cut the number of courses they were able to offer. Early on, materials had to 

be quarantined for 3-4 days before they could get to students, which compounded the 

notorious delay inherent in this mode of instruction. Even with those precautions, prison 

conditions are not conducive to most social distancing practices that might stave off the virus’s 

spread and there were eventually enough infections to warrant a “COVID Yard” at one of the 

nearby prisons. All the RJP staff members wished they had more time to conduct outreach and 

work with FIS on campus, but they simply did not have the capacity, given their other 

responsibilities.  

 During the reorganization of programs that occurred just before the pandemic, the 

student organization did not have an advisor, which they needed to become a registered club, 

so FIS involved with the club were in limbo during most of 2020. The students I spoke with, 

particularly Isabel and Achojah, discussed the impact COVID-19 has had on their lives as 

students. For Isabel, the pandemic has been a nightmare of further isolation and depression 
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and has major impacts to her ability to learn in her classes. She had to drop out of a couple of 

classes due to technology issues, including having necessary programs for some of her courses 

not being compatible with the Chromebook that she was provided by the college. She has also 

been frustrated by the lack of access to instructors in ways that would facilitate her learning, 

like the fact-to-face interactions where she can physically demonstrate problems she is 

experiencing.  

 Achojah, who has been motivated to maintain awareness of other FIS on campus, 

reiterated that there should be paid peer mentors and advisors available, who are responsible 

for keeping track of students and check in with them, especially during periods of stress. He 

says that the lack of this structure meant that no one knew that some students ended up 

needing to work in the fields during the pandemic to support their families, or that two 

students ended up drug dealing and getting reconvicted, “Nobody knew because nobody was 

accountable for them.” Ideological differences aside, both Jack and Achojah, worry that the 

college might become over-reliant on some of the pandemic changes—like correspondence 

courses—which would be a set-back for the movement for face-to-face instruction, won not 

long ago. The students are looking towards Manuel, as their new advisor, for leadership on 

where the club will go next, especially as they are all on their way to becoming DVCC alumni 

soon. 

4.4. Discussion & Conclusion 

I had the honor of spending over twelve and a half hours in dialogue with various 

members of the Desert County community about how justice involved students were being 

served through the partnerships between Desert County Community College, their county 
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Sheriff’s Department, and two nearby state prisons. I learned about, and am humbled by, 

Fiona’s history of service to her community, and the hard work, social capital, and personal 

sacrifice it required to even get programs started in Desert County.  

DVCC leaders and those who serve students are strong advocates, and the community 

of support they built protected actors from the negative backlash that they experienced, 

especially at the early stages of development. Fernando’s motivation to grow programs 

increased educational access to incarcerated students in those institutions, and though he has 

transitioned to a counseling role, he is still serving these students with the new Restorative 

Justice Programs coordinator, Angelo, and Manuel, the RJP specialist. Angelo and Manuel have 

been handed the baton, in terms of directing these programs, and there is a lot of potential for 

sustainable development, especially given Angelo’s academic counseling background and 

Manuel’s lived experience and insight.  

Fiona’s research background and dedication to reducing recidivism, as well as 

Fernando’s background in social work, led to the informal adoption of the practice of warm 

hand-offs of students who were transitioning from the county jail back into their community, a 

practice that I hope they manage to formally adopt, as all of them saw the value in connecting 

vulnerable students directly to campus resources that can support their academic and 

integrational success. Cordelia and Reina have turned their campus’s Student Equity and 

Achievement Programs into an impressive social services operation that strives to provide basic 

needs to some of the most vulnerable members of the Desert County community. The 

department is now in a much better position to shift focus to the specific needs of each of the 

special populations on campus and build well-rounded support services that can serve today’s, 
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and tomorrow’s, students. It is a loss to the community that Cordelia has moved on from DVCC 

and the area, but hopefully whoever is chosen to fill the position will continue to encourage the 

momentum in program development, as well as tap into the rich well of existing knowledge and 

experience of those who have been engaged in the work.  

Achojah, Jack, and Isabel are students who have come out of a system that is difficult to 

stay out of—the odds are generally stacked against them. They were brought together by the 

desire to help them form community, and they have, but there has been some conflict that has 

been difficult to negotiate, and frankly there was no opportunity to have a conversation that 

might bridge differences—for a number of factors, but the global pandemic happening a few 

months after conflict did not help. The unfortunate reality of student clubs is that they are 

dependent on their members to drive all activity, which helps build comradery and peer-

support, but when those members are experiencing extreme hardships, sometimes related to 

just survival, it is not realistic or fair to ask them to do all the heavy lifting.  

Achojah and Isabel’s statuses as registered sex offenders have further marginalized 

them and the nature of their convictions makes employment opportunities even more difficult, 

and further complicates the discussions around hiring policies for the formerly incarcerated, as 

well as the other punitive policies we have adopted in various institutions out of fear without 

really considering who they impact and how they impact them. Isabel has managed to survive 

by learning cosmetology and accounting, and becoming an independent contractor—she is 

persevering through significant barriers by being driven and creative.  

Achojah and Jack, ideological and historical differences aside, both work as advocates 

for their peers and aspire to a career that continues to help others navigate out of carceral 
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systems and are already making an impact on the development of programs in their community 

and beyond—like Achojah’s continuing advocacy at DVCC and Jack’s on-going work with 

students at other CCCs to develop programs and start clubs.  

The pandemic has caused major disruptions to everything. Those at DVCC have had to 

adapt to serve their students, transitioning to correspondence courses to serve incarcerated 

students, and becoming an important segment of the safety net in their community, especially 

in providing supplemental food assistance to those experiencing food insecurity. Eventually, the 

community will start to pivot away from pandemic response to shifting to returning things to 

“normal,” whatever that will mean, and all the needs that existed prior to the pandemic will still 

be there. Fortunately, the community has already made some changes that put them in a 

better position to continue developing programs, build capacity, and address the unique needs 

of these students. 
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CHAPTER 5  
Conclusion and Looking Ahead 

“If we're to live up to our own time,  
then victory won't lie in the blade,  
but in all the bridges we've made. 
That is the promise to glade the hill we climb. 
If only we dare it's because  
being American is more than a pride we inherit. 
It's the past we step into and how we repair it.”  

– Excerpted from Amanda Gorman’s “The Hill We Climb.”74 

5.1. 2020: A Year of COVID-19, Civil Unrest, and Environmental Catastrophes 

As I complete this dissertation, the world has been in the midst of another surge of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, caused by SARS-CoV-2, a novel coronavirus (WHO, 2020). The virus has 

been unpredictable and there is a range of ways its symptoms can present (or not, for those 

fortunate enough to be asymptomatic, but unfortunately possibly still a carrier and contagious), 

a range in severity of infection (from no symptoms at all to death), and even in the trends and 

reports of who is most vulnerable. At this point, the virus has mutated multiple times and there 

are five variants (Alpha, Beta, Delta, Gamma, and Omicron) ravaging the globe (CDC, 2021).  

Here in California, we had our first reported cases in January 2020, first reports of 

community-spread (or person-to-person transmission) in February, and shelter-in-place orders 

given in March. I am reasonably certain that I was infected early in February, prior to reports of 

community-spread—spending a week experiencing fatigue, body aches, and an inexplicable 

rash that covered my whole body, which were relatively mild symptoms compared to what I 

could have endured or even not survived. Practically overnight, the world slowed down and 

 
74 Amanda Gorman, at age twenty-two, is United States’ first National Youth Poet Laureate and the youngest 
poet to read at a presidential inauguration on January 20, 2021, for the incoming Biden Administration. 
(Jean-Philippe, 2021). 
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shuttered-up—social distancing practices (i.e., maintaining six feet apart in public spaces from 

non-household members) became habit, mandatory mask policies were enforced, and schools 

that could suddenly found themselves scrambling to figure out how to convert to distance 

learning.  

My son’s school district had the privilege of having the infrastructure and resources to 

accommodate fully remote instruction, as well as provide all students with a portable computer 

if they did not have access to one, but not all districts are so privileged and the pandemic 

highlighted the technological inequities that exist and continue to impact the educational 

quality and attainment of many students, particularly students from poorer communities 

(Simon, 2021). If we want to dig even deeper, we can also talk about the support and guidance 

students need to be successful in remote instruction models (e.g.: possible micromanaging of 

virtual meetings, additional explanations and guidance during lessons, help with schoolwork, 

help not getting distracted) and how they take for granted not only the availability of a parent 

or caregiver, but also of that person’s ability to help manage a student (or multiple students) 

education at home. We can also zoom out, look at our global community, and the educational 

inequities become even more disparate, where:  

• an estimated 31% (463 million) of school-aged children could not receive remote 
instruction due to lack of resources at home;  

• online platforms were most used by governments (83%) to deliver instruction, 
but this allowed for potential access to education for only approximately 25% of 
school-aged children; 

• and 3 out of 4 students who could not access remote instruction came from rural 
areas and belonged to the poorest households (UNICEF, 2020).  
 

And like any natural disaster, other inequities also came into stark relief—some, like me, had 

the privilege of easily moving to remote work situations, others, due to an insufficient public 
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safety net, had to choose between jobs that put them and their loved ones at risk or risk losing 

their homes and/or going hungry.  

During this pandemic, those who risked their lives out of necessity have earned the title 

of being “essential workers” (NCSL, 2020)—a title that calls our society’s values into question, 

when you consider the fact that most of these essential workers are still earning poverty wages 

(Lowrey, 2020). Unsurprisingly, communities of color, which are disproportionately impacted by 

the conditions of poverty, also have a disproportionate amount of people who work in service 

(e.g.: food service and production related, child-care, retail, etc.), necessary trades (e.g.: 

construction, plumbing, electricians, etc.), and public sectors (e.g.: transportation, health, etc.). 

Consequently, people of color have also suffered disproportionately from incidences of COVID-

19 cases (CDC, 2020). Jails and prisons, with notoriously cramped and unsanitary environments, 

almost immediately became hotbeds for virus transmission, prompting justice systems 

everywhere to consider alternatives to incarceration or to release individuals close to serving 

their term. But even as our way of life was seemingly transformed overnight, as reports of 

COVID-19 illnesses and deaths slowly impacted us and those around us, a segment of the 

population continues to deny the existence and severity of the virus (Mcintyre, 2020). At the 

end of March, there were 188,578 cases and 3,890 deaths in the US; and in California there 

were 8,548 cases and 181 deaths (Worldometer, 2020a). 

Then on May 25, 2020, George Floyd75, a 46-year-old Black man, was murdered by 

Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin. Floyd was arrested for using a counterfeit $20 bill at a 

 
75 I discuss Floyd’s death because it sparked civil unrest across the nation, but he was by no means the only 
Black person killed by police in 2020 (e.g.: Walter Wallace Jr., 27, was killed by Philadelphia police on October 
26; Casey Goodson Jr., 23, was shot by a Franklin County Sheriff’s deputy while entering his own home in 
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convenience store to buy a pack of cigarettes. Chauvin is recorded on video, pinning Floyd to 

the ground by holding his knee to his neck until he died. According to a New York Times visual 

investigation, Chauvin had his knee on Floyd’s neck for eight minutes and 15 seconds; he did 

not relent even after Floyd fell unconscious, and not for a full minute and 20 seconds after 

paramedics had arrived on the scene (Hill, et al., 2020). The next day, the four officers involved 

in the arrest were fired, two days after that the Minneapolis police station was set on fire by 

protesters (McDonell Nieto del Rio, et al., 2021). The murder of George Floyd, yet another, in a 

long line of unarmed Black people, at the hands of the police, in an already existentially tense 

climate, ignited protests that spread to at least 140 cities across the U.S. and led to the National 

Guard being activated in at least 21 states (Taylor, 2020).76 At the end of May, total US COVID-

19 cases surpassed 1.7 million and deaths exceeded 100,400 (KFF, 2020a)77 and Derek Chauvin 

was arrested (McDonell Nieto del Rio, et al., 2021).  

A few days later, on June 4th, grassroots activists organizing as a coalition under the 

header, “FTP Formation78,” held a protest and march in the Mott Haven79 neighborhood of the 

South Bronx in New York, in response to the killing of George Floyd (Human Rights Watch, 

 
Columbus, Ohio on December 4; Andre Hill, 47, was fatally shot by a Columbus, Ohio police officer on 
December 22)(McDonell Nieto del Rio, et. al., 2020).  
76 Article publication date is July 10, 2020. 
77 Data is from the end of May 28th, all numbers continued to climb. 
78 There are various grassroots “FTP” groups across the nation, which can mean different things in different 
contexts (i.e., For the People, Feed the People, Fuck the Police) (Human Rights Watch, 2020). 
79 One of the country’s poorest urban congressional districts (over a third living in poverty, twice NYC’s 
average); where many homeless shelters and drug treatment facilities rejected by other neighborhoods are 
found; where approximately 82% of residents are Black and Latinx. It is an area that is notoriously over 
policed, where the police precinct (the 40th) was called “a paradox of policing” by a 2016 New York Times 
article because they have aggressively over-policed low-level crimes for years, while being the most under-
resourced to investigate violent-crimes and allowing those to go largely unsolved, as well as having the 3rd 
most civilian complaints about police misconduct and the most complaints about police use of physical force 
(out of NY’s 77 police precincts). (ibid., 16-19).   
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2020). This coalition was primarily led by Black and Brown women and consisted of various 

groups that have been organizing around issues of racial justice, economic justice, and police 

and prison abolition (e.g.: pushing back against gentrification in their neighborhoods, 

confronting police leadership regarding police abuse in the Bronx for the past six years), while 

also providing important services for their vulnerable community members (ibid, p.22).  

The group held a rally before marching peacefully through the Mott Haven 

neighborhood, learning about the various sites of injustice, violence, and harassment that their 

community had endured, through an unusually heavy police presence80, and at about 7:50pm 

(before a 8pm curfew that was in place) the police began “kettling” the protesters: 

systematically blocking their path, channeling them down a narrow street, and by 7:56 (before 

the curfew went into effect), all exits were then blocked and the approximately 300 protesters 

were trapped (or “kettled”) and surrounded by a heavy police presence pushing in from all 

sides81 (ibid., p. 27). At about 8:06pm, after the protesters were trapped and arrests had 

already begun, the police played a recording that stated “Beginning at 8 p.m., a citywide curfew 

will be in effect. Other than essential workers, no person shall occupy... city streets. Thank you 

for your cooperation.” (ibid., p. 28). A few minutes later, unprovoked, the police moved in to 

 
80 “From the start, protesters and observers described an unusually heavy police presence, including officers 
in riot gear, and many with their badges covered up. Already by 6:22 p.m., Human Rights Watch identified in 
the video footage 52 police officers, five police cars, four prisoner vans, and two unmarked cars, with more 
police officers and cars arriving. Groups of officers also gathered outside the surrounding subway exits and 
put up barricades, blocking some of the exits.” (Human Rights Watch, 2020, p. 24). 
81 An unnamed protester interviewed by Human Rights Watch describes how he tried to protect himself in 
the kettle: “For us in the middle, we were just being crushed. People were actually falling on the ground 
being crushed. One said they thought they had broken their leg. Someone fell on their chest and said they 
had a hard time breathing. I was pushed down but did a good job securing myself on the ground. I had put 
my arm on someone’s leg. There was a girl right beneath me and if I went all the way down, I would have 
crushed her. I was bracing myself and resisting the pressure from all directions. That went on for at least a 
few minutes.” (ibid., p. 28). 
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violently and brutally arrest protesters, as Chantel Johnson, a young teacher from the 

neighborhood describes (ibid., p. 30): 

There was a Black man next to me, and we started to hold each other, and as I’m 
holding him, I can feel the impact of the batons hitting his back. And that really 
traumatized me. ... Here I am holding a Black man as he was being beat on his back and 
every time he got hit, I felt the hit and now I’m feeling his tears on my face. I just kept 
telling him, “I got you, I’m not gonna let you go,” and he just rested his chin on my 
forehead and held me tight. 
 
The Human Rights Watch’s (2020) independent investigation of this incident—which 

included interviews or written accounts from 81 protest participants, 19 interviews with other 

community members, lawyers, activists, and city officials, and analysis of 155 videos that were 

recorded during the protest—found that: 

• the NYPD’s actions in Mott Haven on June 4, 2020, were premeditated and 
unjustified (p. 2);  
 

• at least 263 people were arrested and jailed during this protest (p. 4); 
 

• the police targeted legal observers82 and street medics83 to detain and remove 
them early on, so they could not assist protesters, and further obstructed their 
ability to do so even if they were released (p. 5);  

 
• at least 61 protesters, legal observers, and bystanders sustained injuries during 

the crackdown, including lacerations, a broken nose, lost tooth, sprained 
shoulder, broken finger, black eyes, and potential nerve damage due to overly 
tight zip ties (p. 5); 

 
• that the NYPD’s conduct amounts to serious violations of international human 

rights laws84 (p. 6); 
 

82 Lawyers or law students who volunteer to observe protest activities, document police conduct, and 
provide legal assistance to protesters who are detained—this is an officially recognized role and LOs are 
exempt from arrest.  
83 Health care professionals in scrubs, marked with red crosses, who are on hand to treat possible injuries. 
84 “Police conduct during the Mott Haven protest on June 4 amounts to serious violations of international 
human rights law which the federal, state, and local governments are obligated to observe. These include law 
enforcement’s excessive use of force, violations of the rights to free expression and peaceful assembly, 
arbitrary arrests and detentions, and cruel and degrading treatment of detainees. Legal observers and 
volunteers providing jail support are human rights defenders who are protected under international human 
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• and that the incident will cost the state millions of dollars, primarily from 

misconduct complaints, investigations, and lawsuits85 (p. 7). 
 

This incident was not widely reported even though it was the largest mass arrest of 

protesters in New York, in response to the death of George Floyd, and was covered primarily by 

local and independent news outlets (i.e., The New York Daily News, The Gothamist, The 

Intercept, The Riverdale Press) (Brendlen, 2020; Floyd, 2021; Parascandola, 2020; Pinto, 2021). 

The New York Times (Watkins, 2020) was probably the largest news organization to cover the 

protest, but their reporting significantly downplayed the incident, reflected the narrative that 

law enforcement was providing, and it mostly blurred into a general reporting on the ways 

police mishandled protests86: “Though there was no other evidence that violence was 

imminent, officers encircled and arrested dozens of peaceful protesters at the event, saying 

they had violated a curfew.” In a follow-up article by the New York Times, cited here because it 

provides a partial timeline of events following the killing of George Floyd (McDonell Nieto del 

Rio, et al., 2021), the authors completely omit the Mott Haven incident under their June 4th 

header, instead citing the suspension of two officers following an incident in Buffalo, NY, where 

a 75-year-old white protester was shoved and ended up being hospitalized with a head injury.  

Protests for racial justice continued through the summer, claiming several lives in cities 

across the nation as law enforcement, protesters, and counter-protesters clashed (Taylor, 

 
rights law and should never be targeted for this work. The attacks on street medics, the obstruction of their 
work, and the denial of medical care to injured protesters amount to violations of the right to health.” 
85 98 protesters and observers filed their intent to sue the city at the time of the report’s publication in 
September 2020. 
86 The parts of the article referring to the Mott Haven incident are five sentences buried in the middle, and 
one refers to unsubstantiated allegations by the police (also later refuted) that protesters were found with 
evidence that they intended to commit violence (Human Rights Watch, 2020). 
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2020). Slowly, some symbols of racism and the confederate south are slowly dismantled as 

statues are destroyed in protests, flags are removed (e.g.: NASCAR banned the confederate 

flag, Mississippi removes its emblem from its flag, etc.), and other racist artefacts of popular 

culture are reckoned with (e.g.: Gone with the Wind, “Aunt Jemima” dropped by Quaker Oats, 

Washington state changing the name of their football team and dropping its logo) (McDonell 

Nieto del Rio, et al., 2021). The uprisings that occurred felt different that summer—the 

pandemic meant that there were a lot of people with extra time to consume news and take 

part in protests. In a bold move that is perhaps a sign of percolating change, Minneapolis’s city 

council vowed to disband the city’s police department and replace it with a public safety agency 

(Yancey-Bragg, 2021). Perhaps the sense of shared restlessness, as we sat in endless lockdown, 

acted as kindling that fed the fire of unrest that had ignited in the face of continuing racial 

injustice and police brutality. In California, that metaphor is too on the nose, and we also ended 

up contending with one of the worst fire seasons in the state’s history.  

On August 17th, dubbed the “August Lightning Siege of 2020” by the California 

Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE), lightning strikes started hundreds of 

fires across northern California (CAL FIRE, 2020). Over 1.6 million acres burned in the 7,151 

wildfires across the state, killing seven people, and damaging or destroying over 3,600 

structures (ibid), putting California in a state of emergency. People lost homes and were 

displaced. Ash rained from the sky and air quality was hazardous for weeks, making outdoor 

activities—one of the only joys afforded to many during a pandemic—nearly impossible for 

those living in regions impacted by fires. Our masks protected us from both a deadly, 

unpredictable virus and the smoke and ash from the wildfires that we have come to expect 
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annually. Pharmaceutical companies were in the process of testing developed vaccines and 

planning for mass production, while conversations were happening around the equitable, 

global distribution of limited vaccine supplies (AJMC, 2021). By September 1, 2020, there were 

25,637,634 cases and 854,772 deaths reported globally; with the United States at the epicenter 

with 6,211,796 cases and 187,736 deaths; and 712,351 cases and 13,030 deaths reported in 

California (Worldometer, 2020c).87 The school year also started, remotely for those with the 

privilege of having the technological infrastructure and resources to do so. And the virus raged 

on. 

In November, the US elected Joseph Biden as the country’s 46th President and former 

California Attorney General Kamala Harris as Vice President—the first woman, Black person, 

and Asian-American to serve the office. The holiday season ushered in another COVID-19 surge, 

the Center for Disease Control (CDC) advised against traveling and holiday gatherings, and the 

Federal Drug Administration (FDA) began approval for Pfizer BioNTech and Moderna vaccines 

(two dose regimens), which started being administered by mid-December (AJMC, 2021). For 

many, like me, the availability of vaccines represented hope that there was an end in sight to 

the pandemic. By the end of the year, the CDC reported that about 2.8 million people had 

received an initial vaccination (ibid.). By December 31, 2020, there were 103,497,699 cases and 

1,938,349 deaths reported globally (Worldometer, 2021); with the US at 20,177,359 cases and 

363,093 deaths; and California at 2,231,552 cases and 25,374 deaths (CDC, 2021). In California, 

 
87 Based on available data, but due to systemic capacity and reporting issues for both testing and treatment, 
the actual cases and impact cannot currently be known.    
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we also recorded our worst fire season yet, with over 4.1 million acres burned, killing 31 

people, and destroying or damaging over 10,000 structures (Anguiano, 2020).  

5.2. 2021: Incremental Progress, Responding to Crises, and an Expanding Social 
Imagination 
 

The previous section, though clearly not a full accounting of the year, wove together 

three significant threads that impacted our daily life—the pandemic; civil unrest in response to 

police brutality and structural racism; and the pressures of climate change. I wrote about the 

impact of wildfires because I am a Californian, but I could have easily been from another region 

and talking about other types of ecological disasters that are all symptoms of the same 

phenomenon (e.g.: flooding, drought—also relevant to California, increasing severity of annual 

storms, etc.). It is difficult to fully process and articulate what it means to live in this moment. 

We are all undoubtedly living through at least one collective trauma (Watson, et al., 2020), but 

many of us are also experiencing multiple, co-morbid traumas—social, ecological, financial, 

personal, amongst others. This section, and part of the story of 2021, is about how we are 

responding to the events and crises of the previous year.  

2021 began with more civil unrest, but in a twist of events, it was President Trump who 

incited a riot by telling supporters to fight against the results of the election, and within hours 

supporters stormed the US Capitol while President Biden’s victory was about to be certified, 

resulting in hundreds of injuries and five deaths (Cillizza, 2021; McDonell Nieto del Rio, et al., 

2021). Throughout the year, there has been debate about whether the actions taken on that 

day are tantamount to treason, and there has been criticism of police conduct—this time due 

to their demonstrably less use of force against predominantly white protesters (McDonell Nieto 
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del Rio, et al., 2021). The incident is still currently under investigation by the House January 6 

select committee (Cillizza, Nov. 2021). 

In early March, the House passed a sweeping police overhaul bill entitled the “George 

Floyd Justice in Policing Act of 2021” (H.R.1280) (117th Congress, 2021-2022). Already signs of 

pivots away from the last four years, the Biden Administration had hoped Congress would 

broker a deal before the anniversary of Floyd’s slaying on May 25th (McDonell Nieto del Rio, et 

al., 2021). Meanwhile, locally in Minneapolis, the city agreed to pay $27 million dollars to the 

family of Floyd in a lawsuit settlement in mid-March, and Derek Chauvin was convicted of 

Floyd’s death the following month, facing up to 40 years in prison, on April 20th (ibid.).   

The George Floyd Justice in Policing Act of 2021 (H.R.1280) is intended to combat racial 

discrimination and misconduct in law enforcement by a number of important ways: 

1. increasing police accountability by enhancing the ability to prosecute offending 
officers; 

2. restricting the use of certain policing practices (i.e., related to excessive force 
measures); 

3. increasing data collection and transparency by creating a National Police Misconduct 
Registry;  

4. and establishes best practices and training requirements to prevent and remedy 
racial profiling, implicit bias, and the duty to intervene when another officer uses 
excessive force. 
 

By the fall, the bill would have stalled out in the Senate, primarily due to the measures that 

called for defunding police in favor of community services (Kanu, 2021), but it is worth noting 

that it was not the only policing reform bill that circled congress this year. Others, which did not 

progress as far, are: The Federal Police Camera and Accountability Act (H.R.1163), The Eric 

Garner Excessive Use of Force Prevention Act of 2021 (H.R.1347), the Stop Militarizing Law 

Enforcement Act (H.R.1694), the Closing the Law Enforcement Consent Loophole Act of 2021 
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(H.R.2172), and the End Police Use of Chokeholds Act of 2021 (S.353) (117th Congress, 2021-

2022). It is meaningful that these bills are being considered because they show us that we 

might finally be at a tipping-point in criminal justice reform—where the ubiquity of evidence of 

injustice that we have seen in familiar news stories, as well as the outrage and protest they 

have generated, is influencing the political process and attempting to lead to structural changes 

(and ideally more equitable and humane praxis).     

Still in the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic, the vaccine was rolled out to healthcare 

workers and those who were most vulnerable (i.e., those over 65 and those with various 

complex health conditions) first, before being opened up to the general public (initially for 

those 16 and over back in April, then finally in November for those age 5-11). There were a lot 

of hopes that the vaccine would return things to normal, but due to messy issues related to 

misinformation, mistrust of science, and political ideology, the reality is that there is still a 

continuing struggle to convince people to get vaccinated—as of mid-November the US only has 

59% of eligible people fully vaccinated (62.2% in California) (Mayo Clinic, 2021). These numbers 

represent a recent and on-going push to mandate COVID-19 vaccinations for those who wish to 

patronize public spaces, primarily driven by the summer surges of the delta variant of COVID-

19—currently the primary strain of COVID-19 in the US, which is more contagious, more deadly, 

and can cause breakthrough infections amongst the vaccinated (CDC, 2021b).  

Many parts of the US had already relaxed social distancing and masking requirements, 

before quickly having to revert back due to updated CDC guidance issued at the end of July 

(ibid.). The school year began and continues with ongoing collective anxiety, and education 

communities everywhere are grappling with how to serve their students safely, while 
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contending with those who—for whatever reason—hold anti-vaccination and anti-mask beliefs, 

despite science and the data that showed COVID-19 surged in under-vaccinated areas when 

schools reopened (The Economist, 2021). In October, California became the first state to 

announce COVID-19 vaccine requirements for schools (Office of Governor Gavin Newsom, 

2021), merely adding the COVID-19 vaccine to an existing list of required vaccines for school 

attendance, and by November a few school districts had already voted to defy the mandate, 

risking millions in state funding (Tucker, 2021). At the end of November, the World Health 

Organization announced that another variant—omicron—of the SARS-CoV-2 virus was detected 

(CDC, 2021). 

Also in the fall, California responded to the wildfire devastation of the previous year, 

and forecasts for increasing severity of fire seasons, by passing legislation (SB 332) that will 

pave the way for the state to engage in more prescribed burning—also known as controlled 

burning, which is “the intentional use of fire to clear away dried vegetation that acts as fuel for 

wildfires” (Smith, 2021). Controlled burning is a sustainable practice that has been used by 

indigenous people to manage tribal lands for centuries. SB 332, developed with the inclusion of 

tribal voices that have traditionally been left out of these policy conversations, is meant to 

undo some of the harm that has been done by the suppression of indigenous burning practices 

that occurred about 100 years ago, through aggressive policies such as “the 10am rule” 

employed by the US Forest Service through the 1970s, which prompted crews to extinguish 

wildfires by 10am after a blaze was ignited (ibid.). Even though it has been an improvement 

from last year, to date over 3 million acres have burned, killing three people, and destroying or 

damaging over 3,600 structures (CAL FIRE, Nov. 2021). 
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We also learned after the general election that Minneapolis’s efforts to disband their 

police department in favor of a new public safety agency had failed—54% vs. 44%—with much 

of the criticism being based on how vague the plans for the replacement agency were (Yancey-

Bragg, 2021). In a system that has historically operated with impunity where the murder of 

unarmed people of color are concerned, let us recognize that: 1. the officers involved were 

immediately fired and Derek Chauvin was convicted of Floyd’s murder; 2. the family received 

reparations ($27 million) from the city; 3. 44% of voters from that city who showed up to the 

polls were in favor of disbanding the police; and 4. Floyd’s murder pushed a meaningful piece of 

legislation up on the federal stage and forced conversations about policing reform to happen 

across the nation. This is a significant and resounding call for change from the community that 

bore witness to this particular injustice—not just the Minneapolis community, where it is 

situated, but the national community, where growing awareness and curiosity about the 

systemic nature of these issues have also helped expand our social imagination about the 

solutions we might need to meaningfully address the problems facing our communities.   

Although federal policing reform was not successful this year, a number of local and 

state governments—where most change and innovation happens—have already begun making 

their own policy changes and experimenting with various alternatives to policing practices. 

Some progressive District Attorneys, such as former San Francisco and current Los Angeles DA 

George Gascon, are leveraging their power to combat mass incarceration by employing a host 

of strategies such as moving away from the use of cash bail, pursuing the death penalty, and 

refusing to prosecute an array of low-level, misdemeanor crimes, facing backlash from powerful 

stakeholders in law enforcement (i.e., police unions, other DAs, etc.) (ABC7, 2020).  



 214 

Earlier in the year, Berkeley, CA, voted to prohibit law enforcement from conducting 

traffic stops, shifting duties to trained unarmed civilians, while New York City, NY, ended 

qualified immunity for law enforcement, making it easier to sue officers for conducting illegal 

searches or using excessive force (McDonell Nieto del Rio, et. al., 2021). CNN journalists Tucker, 

Nikeas, and Carrega (2021) reported in September that the attorney generals (AGs) of three 

states (California, Illinois, and Colorado) made announcements of either launching an 

investigation into a law enforcement agency in their state or reported on the results of a 

completed investigation. The authors note that state AGs are stepping into both the lack of the 

capacity of the federal government, as well as the gap left when the Trump Administration 

stopped investigating structural discrimination in police departments, or what are termed as 

“pattern-or-practice” investigations by the Department of Justice. 

In Washington state, Governor Jay Inslee signed a dozen police reform bills into law—

including banning chokeholds, requiring law enforcement to announce themselves before 

raiding a home, and calls for the exhaustive use of de-escalation techniques before resorting to 

force (ibid.). Later in the year, Governor Gavin Newsom also signed 8 police reform bills into 

law—among which was California’s own ‘George Floyd bill’ (AB 26), which requires and outlines 

techniques for officers to intervene when witnessing the excessive use of force by another 

officer; the ‘Kenneth J. Ross88’ initiative (SB 2), which is a process to decertify peace officers for 

serious misconduct; banning officers from using restraints that prevent a person from breathing 

(AB 490); and increasing the minimum age for a peace officer to 21 (AB 89); and increases 

 
88 Kenneth J. Ross was killed on April 11, 2018, while running past a community park, by Gardena police 
officer Michael Robbins, who was cleared of any wrongdoing in the incident. It was Robbin’s fourth shooting. 
At the time, California was one of four remaining states that did not have a process to decertify officers. 
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transparency and access to police misconduct records (SB 16) (Walike, 2021). Change is 

happening, to varying degrees, at different levels, all over the country—incremental progress in 

big and small victories towards racial and economic justice.   

One of the most progressive responses to the racial injustice protests of the last year is 

that city councils across the nation (e.g.: Austin, TX; Denver, CO; Oakland, CA; San Francisco, 

CA; Portland, OR; etc.) have begun trimming police budgets and reinvesting in other public and 

social service infrastructures—resulting in over $840 million being cut from police budgets and 

a $160 million in investments to community services (Levin, 2021). Although some argue that 

the $840 pales in comparison to the $100 billion spent annually on policing, researchers such as 

Andrea J. Ritchie from Barnard College, note that it is meaningful because it is not only a shift 

from the ways police budgets have ballooned in recent years, despite national outcries, but it is 

doing so in a way that is securing funds for the purposes of community-based safety strategies 

(ibid.).  

For example, Austin, Texas made one of the most dramatic changes by directly cutting 

about $20 million from their police budget, and then shifting an additional $80 million out of 

the agency by reassigning certain services away from law enforcement towards emergency 

medical services for Covid-19, community medics, mental health first responders, services for 

unhoused people, substance use disorder programs, food access, workforce development, 

abortion services, victim support, parks and more (ibid.). In addition, the city council is taking 

the money saved from policing to purchase two hotels to provide supportive housing for 

unhoused community members (ibid.).  
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What we are bearing witness to are examples of what it looks like to build towards an 

abolition democracy—that call from Davis (2005) that echoed DuBois (1966)—to defund 

structures that are causing harm in order to fund and build structures that will serve the 

community in meaningful ways. Furthermore, these are also examples of sustainable 

development praxis addressing issues directly related to poverty—an area of need that is 

essential to the broad framework for sustainable development proposed by the United Nations 

back in 1987 but has largely been neglected by most institutions pursuing efforts of sustainable 

development, which are typically myopic in their focus on environmental (or purely “green”) 

concerns. 

5.3. Looking Forward: The Corrections to Education Pipeline and Building 
Sustainable Programs for Justice Involved Students 

 
As we make this pivot and continue to grapple with these issues, there needs to be 

continued and increased investments in the community structures that serve those with unmet 

needs, and especially the institutions that can increase the social mobility of those living in 

poverty. If we want to do something about mass incarceration and the unsustainable 

warehousing of people that has given America the reputation of being the best at the wrong 

thing, then we need to give the people we release back into our communities the opportunities 

to heal, grow, and break those tragic cycles of institutionalization.  

Education is at the forefront of this work. By embracing the call to build robust and 

sustainable programs along the Corrections to Education pipeline, schools can be the critical 

transition piece that helps these students be successful and stay out of incarceration. The 

imperative for education is not only because of the broad global responsibilities to issues of 
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sustainability, but because supporting these vulnerable students is a restorative answer to the 

harm that has been caused—and is still being caused—by the school to prison pipeline.  

Things remain in a bit of a holding pattern, while we all wait for COVID-19 to be over, so 

we can scan the scene and clearly see the ways the landscape has been altered by the 

pandemic. As we can see from the experiences of those at DVCC, the pandemic disrupted 

virtually everything, causing adjustments and compromises to both the ways instruction was 

delivered and the support that students were able to receive, even from each other. It seems 

reasonable to hypothesize that program development (in most areas not related to online and 

distance learning) has more or less come to a stand-still, but more research needs to examine 

issues such as: How have other campuses across the CCCs served justice involved students 

during COVID-19? How many CCCs reverted (or converted) to correspondence education during 

the pandemic, and how long before/whether they converted back to face to face instruction? 

How many students recidivated due to COVID-19 related circumstances (i.e., survival) (that we 

even have knowledge of)? What is happening at campuses where program development 

appears to have stalled? 

I hope that this work can help inform development in this critical educational pipeline 

and be useful to those who care about these issues. My analysis of programs across the state 

sheds light on the fact that there is a lot of variation across CCCs on where there are programs 

and what those programs are. I have highlighted campuses at all ends of the development 

spectrum—from informal to formal. This is expected and shows us there is still a lot of work to 

do in terms of program development. Where I discuss gaps and point to problems, I hope that 

any stakeholders reading this do not take it as being “called out,” but rather, “called in,” as 
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Smith College Professor Loretta Ross (2019) would say. Called out with love, hand extended 

with an invitation to partnership.  

It is a concern that many schools still rely on student organizations as a primary source 

of support for vulnerable students. Although peer groups are an important and necessary part 

of the support system for students, they cannot be expected to do all of the heavy lifting. In 

moments of crisis, like what the student club at DVCC faced prior to and during the pandemic, 

that structure can fall apart just as students might need the most help. There should be staff 

who will routinely check in with designated students during the course of a term—ideally, these 

could be peer navigators, creating important employment pathways for FIS on campus, a 

suggestion from student leader, Achojah at DVCC. 

Regardless of circumstance, one thing is universally true: programs need enough and 

sustainable funding in order to properly serve students. It feels obvious, but even at an 

institution like DVCC—where top leadership are supportive of programs and there are 

committed individuals on the ground—capacity and staffing issues have significant impacts to 

student services. The gaps in programming are often due to structural limitations and lack of 

operational guidance and accountability (i.e., where programs are housed, how programs are 

funded, how programs are staffed, what services should be provided/is available, population 

specific success metrics, etc.), rather than a lack of need or desire to serve students. I stated in 

the literature review chapter that funding in this educational pipeline swings like a pendulum—

at the mercy of political power and ideology. If we want to build successful programs to serve 

these vulnerable students as they endeavor along a difficult path towards reintegration, we 

need to stop that pattern and permanently invest in programs for justice involved students. 
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5.4. Reinforcing Sustainable Development as a Guiding Framework in All Domains 
 

We need to continue to reinforce the understanding that the issues at the intersections 

of poverty, mass incarceration, and environmental unsustainability are inextricably linked. The 

United Nations warned us decades ago that, “A world in which poverty is endemic will always 

be prone to ecological and other catastrophes” (Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). I think it is safe 

to say, especially after the events of the last year, that their warning was pretty damn 

prescient. If we look closely at the stories I wove together about the last couple of years, we 

can see the ways poverty, and the impacts of it, is threaded throughout everything. The ways 

we have been responding to the crises in front of us can be boiled down to a critical 

understanding that certain policies or practices are unsustainable—they are not working and 

maintaining the status quo will only do more harm, so we make adjustments in pursuit of 

something better.  

COVID-19 is ravaging the world and we have vaccines, but a resistant segment of the 

population refuses to get vaccinated, endangering the community, so we enforce vaccine 

mandates on public spaces to protect the vulnerable amongst us. Wildfires are devastating our 

state and will only get worse, we see the mistakes of our past, having grown to understand that 

indigenous controlled burning helps protect the land and its people from naturally occurring 

wildfires, so we change the law and begin teaching and adopting sustainable tribal burning 

practices. There is growing awareness about the structural racism and violence at the core of 

criminal justice systems, as well as the far-reaching consequences for the broader community, 

so people everywhere are engaging in efforts to change the systems and policies that have 
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proven themselves to be unsustainable and harmful. Our world and our communities cannot 

afford for us to do otherwise.   

As of December 6, 2021, there have been 266,624,279 COVID-19 cases and 5,276,483 

deaths reported globally (Worldometer, 2021); with the US at 49,002,475 cases and 785,655 

deaths; and California at 5,084,927 cases and 74,046 deaths (CDC, 2021). 
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APPENDIX 1:  
“Following the Money of Mass Incarceration” 

  
(Wagner & Robuy, 2017) 
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APPENDIX 2:  
Selected Examples of Sustainable and Non-Sustainable Social Development Practices  

(Chart 2. from Estes, 1993) 
 

 Non-Sustainable Strategies Sustainable Strategies 
ECONOMIC international systems governed by rules 

that work to the advantage of already 
rich countries and to the disadvantage of 
poor countries  
 
the existing concentration of 83% of the 
world's total income in the richest 20% 
of the population  
 
the persistence of widespread absolute 
poverty, especially within land-locked 
and resource poor developing countries  
 

markets that fix prices for 
goods and services with 
reference to the human and 
environmental investments 
incurred in their production 
 
progressive "global" taxes 
based on wealth and 
consumption patterns  
 
the establishment of a global 
banking system that creates 
a common currency, 
maintains price and 
exchange-rate stability, 
channels global surpluses 
and deficits, and equalizes 
international access to credit 
(UNDP, 1992:78-79)  
 

POLITICAL war; state terrorism; oppression of 
historically disadvantaged populations 
 
centralization of power in the hands of 
self-serving elites  
 
the systematic exclusion of people from 
participation in the formulation and 
implementation of policies and laws that 
directly affect their well-being 
 

popular participation in all 
aspects of governmental 
policy formulation and 
decision-making at all levels 
of social organization  
 
non-interference in the 
legitimate organizing 
activities of opposition 
political parties  
 
a significantly strengthened 
nongovernmental sector, 
especially at the level of 
grass roots organizations and 
collectivities of people at 
local levels of political 
organization 
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CULTURAL Efforts to "homogenize" peoples and 
cultures with the goal of eliminating or 
minimizing cultural differences  
 
 
 
persistent socially-supported oppression 
of historically disadvantaged populations 
including women, religious and cultural 
minorities 
 

the emergence of values, 
expectations and social 
mores that foster tolerance 
and moderation in accepting 
cultural differences of others  
 
gender role definitions that 
permit women and men to 
share equally in the making 
of decisions that affect them 
separately and together 
 

ECOLOGICAL/ 
ENVIRONMENTAL 

cash crop and other forms of agriculture 
that leave food exporting-countries 
vulnerable to hunger or malnutrition 
 
agricultural and other practices that 
depend on technologies and resources 
not available locally  
 
technologies that consume more energy 
than they generate  
 
approaches to short-term economic 
development that deplete non-
renewable natural resources and pollute 
the environment 

a stabilized world population 
 
the elimination of weapons 
of mass destruction  
 
developing and sharing 
appropriate technologies, 
especially those that reflect 
local needs, available natural 
resources and ecological 
realities  
 
protect and promoting 
biodiversity  
 
dependence on energy from 
ecologically renewable 
sources  
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APPENDIX 3: 
Fall 2017 Student Senate for California Community Colleges: 

F17-A-09 Formerly Incarcerated Resource Resolution 
 
Author: Spencer Layman  
Sponsor: San Bernardino Valley College  
Disposition: Equitable Practices Committee  
 
WHEREAS, formerly incarcerated individuals have limited access to resources to succeed in life  

and end up becoming a statistic of high-rate recidivism; the tendency of a convicted 
criminal to reoffend; and  

 
WHEREAS, formerly incarcerated individuals struggle with navigating into a higher education  

which hinders their ability to develop the education and skills necessary to obtain a 
successful career; and  

 
WHEREAS, formerly incarcerated individuals are forced to revert back to unethical practices  

due to the lack of resources which denies them the opportunity of a higher education; 
and  

 
WHEREAS, recidivism rates by state vary but California is among the highest in the nation.  

According to a 2012 report by the California Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation, just over 65% of those released from California's prison system return 
within three years. Employment after release was 13 percent higher among prisoners 
who participated in either academic or vocational education programs than those who 
did not.  

 
RESOLVED that the SSCCC embrace a program or a resource center that helps formerly  

incarcerated individual’s transition from prisons to campuses.  
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APPENDIX 4: 
Guided Pathways Essential Practices: Scale of Adoption Self-Assessment Definitions 

 

Scale of Adoption Definition 
Not occurring College is currently not following, or planning to follow, this 

practice 
Not systematic Practice is incomplete, inconsistent, informal, and/or optional 
Planning to scale College is has made plans to implement the practice at scale and 

has started to put these plans into place 
Scaling in progress Implementation of the practice is in progress for all students 
At scale Practice is implemented at scale—that is, for all students in all 

programs of study 
(CCCCO, 2019) 
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APPENDIX 5: 
DVCC Participant Information and Consent Form 

 
Building Pathways in California’s Corrections to Education Pipeline: 

Striving Towards Sustainability at California Community Colleges 
 

Principal Investigator: Diana Recouvreur (dire@ucdavis.edu | 510.292.1952) 
 
 
Summary: 
 

This dissertation study focuses on California's Corrections to Education Pipeline. Even 
more specifically, I am looking at how formerly incarcerated individuals are being served by 
CA's higher education /community college system, and I am highlighting the good work that has 
been done/is being done at [DVCC]. In one of the chapters of my dissertation, I will be 
conducting a case study of [DVCC] and the programs and services for justice involved/formerly 
incarcerated students. I want to be able to describe in detail the types of services/supports you 
are providing to students, hope to provide to students, how the programs developed and how 
they are progressing, and share any best practices and barriers that you have encountered. You 
have been identified as a key stakeholder/person who has shaped/is shaping the development 
of these programs and services and your insight is valuable. This phase of data collection will 
involve video-recorded semi-structured interviews (approximately an hour in length) and any 
relevant artifact/document collection). During the interviews, we will be covering topics in 
these areas (with adjustments made based on expertise of the participant): 1. Program details; 
2. Community and Justice Partnerships; 3. General information about this student population; 
4. Success metrics; 5. School/program climate; 6. Funding; 7. Space for additional input. 

 
 

Consent to take part in research 
 
 

I,                                          , voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.  
 
 

1. I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse 
to answer any question without any consequences of any kind.  
 

2. I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two 
weeks after the interview, in which case the material will be deleted.  

 
3. I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I have 

had the opportunity to ask questions about the study.  
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4. I understand that participation involves video-recorded Zoom interviews (lasting 
approximately an hour) and artifact/document collection (i.e., relevant, non-confidential 
program materials).  
 

5. I agree to my interview being video-recorded.  
 

6. I understand that I will not benefit directly from participating in this research.  
 

7. I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially.  
 

8. I understand that in any report on the results of this research my identity and the 
identity of my institution will remain anonymous. This will be accomplished by changing 
my name and the name of my institution, as well as disguising any details of my 
interview which may reveal my identity or the identity of people I speak about.  
 

a. My preferred pseudonym is:                                         . 
 

9. I understand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted any resulting 
work that is produced from this study (i.e., Diana Recouvreur’s dissertation, conference 
presentations, other publications, etc.). 
 

10. I understand that if I inform the researcher that myself or someone else is at risk of 
harm, they may have to report this to the relevant authorities - they will discuss this 
with me first but may be required to report with or without my permission.  
 

11. I understand that signed consent forms and original video-recordings will be retained in 
Diana Recouvreur’s personal laptop, which is password protected and she is the only 
person with access to the device. Files will be retained for relevant use and will be 
properly erased upon completion.  
 

12. I understand that a transcript of my interview in which all identifying information has 
been removed will be retained while the data is in use for research purposes.  
 

13. I understand that under the freedom of information legislation, I am entitled to access 
the information I have provided at any time, while it is in storage as specified above.  
 

14. I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek 
further clarification and information. Names, degrees, affiliations and contact details of 
researchers (and academic supervisors when relevant).  
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Signature of research participant:  
 
 
 
_________________________   _________________  
Signature of participant     Date  
 
 
 
Signature of researcher:  
I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study.  
 
 
 
_________________________   _________________  
Signature of researcher     Date 
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APPENDIX 6: 
Exploratory Project Proposal for the PPIC 

 
California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (CCCCO) Data: 

The Intersections of Incarceration, Career and Technical Education (CTE), and 
Vulnerable Populations in California 

 
Diana Recouvreur 
dire@ucdavis.edu 

 

Reform efforts, such as the public safety realignment of 2011, addressed prison 
overcrowding in California by shifting custody and supervision of many non-serious, non-
violent, non-sexual offenders from state level prisons and parole to county level jails and 
probation.  The impacts of this, and other changes, are being felt by counties attempting to 
manage this population, and communities attempting to help formerly incarcerated individuals 
reintegrate into society.  The issues facing justice involved individuals are complex, and there is 
significant overlap between this demographic and other traditionally vulnerable and marginalized 
groups, such as CalWORKS recipients and foster youth.  
 

Data from The California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (CCCCO) have 
indicators for the incarceration status of students enrolled in California Community Colleges.  
These data started being populated in 2012, and codes not only indicate whether a student was 
incarcerated (during the reporting term), but also indicate the type of facility (county, Youth 
Authority, state, federal, out-of-state, private) where students are serving/have served their 
time.89  Collection of these data is partially driven by SB 1391, or the Hancock bill, which 
established an interagency agreement between the California Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation (CDCR) and the CCCCO, in order to provide access to CTE certifications through 
community colleges and transfer to four year universities.  Additionally, Proposition 57, or the 
Public Safety and Rehabilitation Act of 2016, expanded the Milestone and Educational Merit 
Credits90 program, which will impact California community colleges as demand for courses 
increases. 
 

Given the high costs typically associated with this population (i.e., repeated 
institutionalization, substance use disorder treatment, other medical conditions, etc.) 
(Freudenberg, et al., 2008; Listwan, et al., 2006; Petersilia, 2003), and the continuing research 
which shows that education reduces recidivism (Erisman & Contardo, 2005; Vacca, 2004; 
Stevens & Ward, 1997), providing targeted services to these students in our community colleges 
is another opportunity to serve multiple vulnerable groups in order to improve individuals’ life 
outcomes.  
 

 
89 Special Population Data Elements: #SG04, Student-Incarcerated-Status 
(http://extranet.cccco.edu/Portals/1/TRIS/MIS/Left_Nav/DED/Data_Elements/SG/SG04.pdf)  
90 Time off an individual’s sentence for educational credits earned and/or good behavior. 
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In order to better understand the educational pipeline for this critical population, our 
study would look at: 1) Whether there is targeted outreach and services directed towards 
formerly incarcerated students, and if so, what kind? 2) How many California community 
colleges provide targeted outreach and services to this population? In other words, are services 
provided systematic, driven by statewide policy, or site based? 3) Are attempts being made to 
engage students who were enrolled in CTE programs while they were incarcerated—either to 
connect them to continuing education or job placement programs? Do such pathways exist? 
 

The student level community college data will be used to provide descriptive statistics on 
the types of programs and courses incarcerated students are enrolled in, and the distribution of 
students across the state—i.e., where students are enrolled, so that targeted qualitative data 
collection can be performed at sites that serve the highest concentration of incarcerated students.  
Moreover, any data on student outcomes, such as course completion and/or certifications earned, 
can shed some light on the efficacy of programs.  
 

Work on this project can begin as soon as data is available, with a tentative goal of 
completion set for June 2019. 
 




