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Crime is one of the most distressing issues facing our society. That distress is exacerbated by the number of people in jail, images on television, misinformation, and even the legislators’ stance regarding crime and rehabilitation. Educating inmates is both a transformative process and a societal benefit. Correctional education is not a new topic of discussion; the United States correctional education movement began in 1789 with clergyman William Rogers who began offering instruction to the inmates in Philadelphia’s Walnut Street Jail (http://www.360degrees.org).  In 1870, the American Prison Congress was convened to address the dismal situation in the penitentiaries. The American Prison Congress first began to talk about prison reform and generated a list of guiding principles that would later impact the correctional system (Chlup, 2005).

However, I was immediately struck by the topic because of the public’s ambivalence and my own personal experiences. The public has a very strong opinion regarding correctional education and the prison system in general. Even amongst my peers, views mirror that which many in the larger community express. Often times, the role of correctional institutions is thought to be one in which inmates are locked away and we are then supposed to quickly throw away the key. But let us take a look at who we’re incarcerating. Nationally, the average inmate is: 

· Drug/alcohol involved and/or addicted to substances

· Functionally illiterate

· Learning disabled 

· Juvenile delinquent

· A Non-violent offender (53% are in federal prison because of drug offenses  and Illinois leads the nation)

· From a dysfunctional household with a history of abuse

· Uneducated (About 41% in state/federal prisons have not completed H.S.)

· A man (particularly those of color)

· Facing a mental health issue

· Under 40 years old
(Bureau of Justice Statistics; Goebel, 2005). Correctional facilities are supposed to simply house and punish inmates; rehabilitation is not seen as a possibility. The Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) does however believe in rehabilitation, as evidenced in its mission and the programs offered to inmates. IDOC’s mission statement is as follows: 
The mission of the Department of Corrections is to protect the public from 

criminal offenders through a system of incarceration and supervision which securely segregates offenders from society, assures offenders of their constitution rights and maintains programs to enhance the success of offenders’ reentry into society. (http://www.idoc.state.il.us)
One of the important parts of its mission statement centers around its commitment to “enhancing the success of offenders’ reentry into society”.  It is suggested that at least 95% of State prisoners will eventually be released and will return to our communities (Hughes & Wilson, 2003). That’s a powerful statistic not easily ignored.  
The Illinois Department of Corrections housed 45,629 inmates as of June, 2001 in approximately 44 facilities across the state. The facilities include adult transition centers, youth centers, work camps, and minimum to maximum facilities that had capacities ranging from 60 inmates to 2,257 inmates. Illinois also spent approximately $21,844 per inmate, a bit under the national average of $22,650 per state inmate in 2001 (Stephen, 2004). Education of prisoners is about giving them the necessary tools to be successful once they are released. It is less expensive to educate prisoners while they’re in prison than it is to keep incarcerating them due to a lack of resources and tools (Sussman, 2002). 
Program Content

The Illinois Department of Correction’s educational programs are offered via School District #428 which comprises all of the programs throughout the facilities in the state. School District #428 is a part of the Office of Programs and Support Services headed by Deputy Director Roberta Fews. The school district offers a variety of educational opportunities for inmates, including General Education Diplomas (GED), Adult Basic Education (ABE), life skills programs, transition programs, special education, vocational certificates, Associate degrees, etc. According to an interview with Roger Williams, Acting Superintendent of School District #428, Bachelor’s degrees were formerly offered in eight facilities but were eliminated in 1995 due to the lack of funding via the national Pell Grant program. 
Harlow (2003) suggests that 41% of inmates enter correctional facilities having some high school experience or less, so educating and equipping inmates seems to be one of the most important things to do. There is an economic benefit to educating inmates as well, helping many transition to life after prison and thus avoid returning to jail. There is 20% increase in the earning potential of those former inmates with a GED within the first year of release (Tyler & Kling, 2005). 

It was surprising to learn that 95-98% of all IDOC facilities offer General Education Diplomas (GED) and Adult Basic Education (ABE) programs; there are even mandatory GED programs throughout the state’s correctional facilities (Roger Williams, personal communication, April 12, 2006).
School District #428 employs over 550 staff members who include vocational instructors, administrative and clerical staff, educators and librarians. The school district has been able offer some type of educational program to over 27,000 inmates. The program within the Illinois correctional system happens to be a model program, often cited alongside Texas (Wynne Correctional Institution) and Ohio (North Central Correctional Institution). 
Partnerships become critical to the success of the educational programs within the correctional facilities. The Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) partners with colleges/universities, faith-based organizations, and other non-profit organizations to supplement and support its current educational offerings. Currently, IDOC contracts with eight institutions located within areas where correctional facilities are situated. Essentially, it is up to the institution to decide if they want to work with The Illinois Department of Corrections (Glen Donaldson, personal communication, April 25, 2006). The following educational institutions have some involvement with the Illinois Department of Corrections:  Rend Lake College in Ina, Lake Land Community College in Mattoon, Carl Sandburg College in Galesburg, Illinois Central College in Peoria, Richland Community College in Decatur, Southeastern Illinois College in Harrisburg, Lincoln Trail College in Robinson, and Southern Illinois University-Carbondale. These institutions offer volunteer tutors for literacy programs, vocational certificate instruction, life skills and employment workshops, and Associate degree programs. 
One example of an IDOC and college partnership is the academic and vocational offerings at Robinson Correctional Facility in Robinson, Illinois. Lincoln Trail College offers courses leading to the Associate degree and vocational training programs which include horticulture, custodian maintenance, food service, computer operations, and business management. There is a significant investment on the part of the college/university. In the case of Lincoln Trail College, IDOC reimburses the institution for the vocational programs that are offered at the correctional facility. However, the college sponsors the Associate degree program. Of the total average daily population of 1,193, over 350 inmates took advantage of some educational program last year.   
Administrative and Programming Issues

As with any type of organization, there are always limitations and challenges for administrators to overcome. Nationally, the literature suggests a number of barriers to prison education. Some of these barriers include: poor academic preparation of inmates, logistical and security concerns, restrictive eligibility requirements, inmate reassignment, values/attitudes of authorities, lack of support from policymakers, inadequate funding (teaching personnel, supplies, etc), overcrowded prison population, peer pressure, public ambivalence regarding rehabilitation, and removal of grant money (Sussman, 2002; O’Bryant, 2003). The greatest challenges within the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) include staffing issues, lack of funding, and the low self-esteem of inmates (Roger Williams personal communication, April 12, 2006 & Glen Donaldson, personal communication, April 25, 2006). 
According to the IDOC’s website, due in large part by the state’s Early Retirement Incentive, the school district saw the number of vacancies double from 87 in FY 2002, to 176 in FY 2003. It has been difficult replacing these individuals, especially in the area of special education. Budget constraints also affected the school district’s staff development and annual training for FY 2003 as it had in FY 2002.

Despite staff shortage, the Superintendent noted that educational offerings to inmates have not experienced any significant loss. Upon hearing his comments, I’m taken 
aback as I don’t agree that educational programs have not been impacted in some significant way. When the workforce is depreciated by 89 individuals-over 50%, how can service not suffer? 

In regards to funding issues, IDOC’s educational offerings-and many correctional education programs, started to feel impact when former President Clinton eliminated Pell Grant funding for inmates. The Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act (1994) prohibited inmate access to Pell Grants and disabled state budgets from absorbing the additional costs (Sussman, 2002; O’Bryant, 2003). Partnerships with local organizations and monies from its general revenue funding become keys to sustaining programs offered within the Illinois Department of Corrections. Besides these public-private partnerships, the only way funding can be significantly impacted is if the legislature enacts new guidelines and policies to support the work of the correctional institutions and its educational programs. But the legislature can only be moved if public perception regarding the impact of prisoner education changes. 
Information Sources

360degrees: Perspectives on the U.S. Criminal Justice System 
http://www.360degrees.org
Bureau of Justice Statistics 
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov
Chlup, D. (2005). Chronology of Corrections Education [Electronic version]. Focus on Basics: Connecting Research and Practice, v7. Retrieved May 1, 2006 from http://www.ncsall.net.
Federal Bureau of Prisons

http://www.bop.gov
Goebel, K. (2005). Re-Entry and Corrections Education [Electronic version]. Focus on Basics: Connecting Research and Practice, v7. Retrieved May 1, 2006 from http://www.ncsall.net.

Harlow, C. (2003). Education and Correctional Populations. U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics.
Hughes, T. & Wilson, D. (2003). Reentry Trends in the United States: Inmates Returning to the Community after Serving Time in Prison. U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics.
The Illinois Department of Corrections

http://www.idoc.state.il.us
Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction

http://www.drc.state.oh.us
O’Bryant, J. (2003). Crime Control: The Federal Response. Issue Brief for Congress

Stephan, J. (2004). State Prison Expenditures. U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics.
Sussman, A. (2002). The Effects of Education in American Prisons:  How Inmate Education Benefits Society. Retrieved on May 1, 2006 from http://www.outofthecube.com
Texas Department of Criminal Justice

http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us
Tyler, J. & Kling, J. (2005). What are the Economic Effects of Earning a GED in Prison? [Electronic version]. Focus on Basics: Connecting Research and Practice, v7. Retrieved May 1, 2006 from http://www.ncsall.net.

U.S. Department of Education 
http://www.ed.gov
Appendix

· Facility Information Spreadsheet

· Illinois Department of Corrections Organizational Charts

