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Abstract: The United States prison industry is the largest in the world. With the reintroduction of Second 
Chance Pell in 2015, more people are starting their education while incarcerated, and some attempt to fi n-
ish after release. However, they are faced with numerous barriers that may prevent graduation. Drawing on 
Astin’s theory of student involvement, this mixed-methods study examines the challenges that formerly incar-
cerated people face while pursuing college degrees. Rather than focusing on access, this research focuses on 
the supports that institutions of higher education can establish to help formerly incarcerated students persist 
and successfully complete their undergraduate degrees. The fi ndings highlight several supports that former-
ly incarcerated students fi nd helpful, including counseling, academic advising, and fi nancial aid. There are 
diff erences between what men and women fi nd most helpful. The fi ndings could be used to create and adapt 
policies to produce a more welcoming and supportive campus environment.
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Introduction
 Over 600,000 people are released from America’s jails and prisons each year, and many are likely to re-
cidivate	(Bureau	of	Justice	Assistance,	2022;	Halkovic,	2014;	Sokoloff		&	Schenck-Fontaine,	2017).	Although	
research	shows	lowered	recidivism	rates,	or	the	likelihood	of	reoff	ending,	for	people	with	an	education	(U.S.	
Department	of	Education,	2016;	Escobar	et	al.,	2013),	few	higher	education	institutions	off	er	targeted	support	
for formerly incarcerated students. Despite the lack of support and research on this population, formerly incar-
cerated students should be given the opportunity to attend an institution of higher education, and institutions 
should	dedicate	more	resources	to	support	them.	As	Strayhorn	et	al.	(2013)	argue:	
 this population demands our collective attention, as education is the most direct pathway to economic  
 and social mobility in America. Indeed, there is a moral and social justice imperative to better   
 understand their challenges, dismantling policies and practices that systematically relegate them to  
	 the	lower	echelons	of	society	(p.	94).

 Based on best practice and an attempt to humanize all research participants, this study uses the terms 
formerly	incarcerated	people	(FIP)	or	formerly	incarcerated	students	(FIS)	and	incarcerated	people	or	incar-
cerated	students	(Cerda-Jara	et	al.,	2019).	
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	 It is also important to note that there is no single example of what a FIS looks like or what their needs 
are. In addition to their age and past educational backgrounds, some students may have started their post-sec-
ondary education while incarcerated, and some did not start until years after their release. The process of 
reentry also varies; it can be “traumatic” and is “an ongoing process” (Halkovic et al., 2013, p. 12). 
	 The purpose of this research is to determine what supportive measures higher education institutions 
need to put in place to help FIS successfully complete an undergraduate degree. The following research ques-
tions guide this study:
	 1.  What are the barriers, if any, that prevent formerly incarcerated students from successfully 		
	 completing an undergraduate degree? 
	 2.  What institutional support should institutions of higher education provide formerly incarcerated 	
	 students to help them successfully complete an undergraduate degree?

Literature Review 
	 The American prison industry is the largest in the world (Castro & Zamani-Gallaher, 2018; Halkovic, 
2014; Halkovic et al., 2013; Harding & Harris, 2020; Strayhorn et al., 2013; U.S. Department of Education, 
2016). Additionally, as Harding and Harris (2020) assert, the criminal justice system in America is “intimately 
connected with race, both in its causes and in its consequences” (p. 13). Castro and Zamani (2018) agree and 
emphasize that “incarceration disproportionately and negatively impacts communities of color, LGBTQ indi-
viduals, people with histories of mental illness or substance abuse, and communities denied access to quality 
education” (p. 9). Statistics from 2019 show that “Black people are incarcerated at five times the rate of White 
people” even though “White people make a much larger portion of the general US population than Black peo-
ple” (Lampe-Martin & Beasley, 2019, p. 37). Even sentencing is disproportionate as “Black males convicted 
of federal crimes receive sentences that are approximately 19% longer than White males convicted of identical 
crimes, even after controlling for criminal history, age, and education” (Ott & McTier, 2019, p. 297). This, in 
turn, impacts who is receiving a post-secondary education in America.
	 In the past, Pell grants, federal grants for students attending an institution of higher education, pro-
vided incarcerated people with more access to higher education (Castro & Zamani-Gallaher, 2018; National 
Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators, 2022). However, in 1994, Pell Grants for incarcerated 
people were removed as part of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act, essentially eliminating 
educational access to thousands of people (Castro & Zamani-Gallaher, 2018; Couloute, 2018; Quach et al., 
2022; Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017). While some institutions continued to run programs funded by 
philanthropic donations (Quach et al., 2022), “the number of prison-based college programs [was reduced] by 
90%” (Halkovic et al., 2013, p. 1).  However, public sentiment has shifted in recent years as research shows 
the many societal benefits of offering education to incarcerated people. One of President Obama’s goals was 
to have “the world’s largest share of college graduates by 2020” (Strayhorn et al., 2013, p. 75). To achieve 
that goal, Strayhorn et al. (2013) argue that higher education institutions would “need to develop and employ 
more effective recruitment and retention strategies that support historically underrepresented and underserved 
students” (p.75), such as incarcerated people and FIP. From July 1993 to June 2023, the Higher Education 
Act (HEA) “restricted the eligibility of incarcerated students to receive Pell grant” (Congressional Research 
Service, 2024), except under Second Chance Pell. Second Chance Pell was started by President Obama in 
2015 and piloted Pell grants to some prison education programs (Delaney et al., 2019). Based on the results 
(National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators, 2022), Second Chance Pell expanded multiple 
times, and now more incarcerated people are eligible for the grants under the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA) Simplification Act of 2020 (Quach et al., 2022) and the Consolidated Appropriations 
Act of 2021, which took effect on July 1, 2023 (National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators, 
2022).
	 Expanding access to higher education is important for society. As Harding and Harris (2020) argue, 
“college is an important gateway (or barrier) to a successful transition to adulthood and to both inter- and in-
tragenerational social mobility” (p. 74). American society can no longer overlook incarcerated or FIP.
	 However, some people do not believe tax dollars should be spent on education for incarcerated or FIP. 
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They argue that it is unfair to provide a free education to incarcerated people when some people who have 
never been convicted of a crime struggle to access or pay for an education, which was also the argument 
used when Pell Grants were eliminated in the 1990s. For example, after New York State Governor Cuomo 
proposed free education for incarcerated people, Assemblyman Butler stated that “it is outrageous that the 
Governor has made free college degrees for convicts a priority. . . Free college tuition for prisoners is an 
insult to everyone that plays by the rules and has no relief in sight” (Zoukis, 2014). What opponents like 
Butler fail to acknowledge is that there are many benefits to education and that education ultimately results 
in fewer tax dollars being spent on incarceration (Castro & Zamani-Gallaher, 2018; Delaney et al., 2019; 
Escobar et al., 2013; Halkovic et al., 2013; Ott & McTier, 2019).
	 The benefits of education for incarcerated or FIP tend to be discussed in terms of recidivism rates. A 
2013 study found that people “who participated in correctional education programs (at any level) had 43% 
lower odds of recidivating than those…who did not” (Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017, p. 98). A similar 
study in 2018 found that 48% were less likely to recidivate (Bozick et al., 2018). For people who have been 
incarcerated, recidivism rates are lower when a higher degree is completed (Runell, 2015). This may be 
because having a college degree is more helpful in the job market than vocational training (Runell, 2015). 
	 While recidivism is an important metric, there are many other benefits of education. For FIP, some 
of these benefits include lower unemployment (Quach et al., 2022; Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017) and 
more civic engagement (Halkovic et al., 2013; Quach et al., 2022). Educational experiences, specifically in 
prisons, also “increased knowledge and critical thinking, [a] greater ability to think through and solve prob-
lems, and [led to] heightened curiosity and desire for more education” (Castro & Zamani-Gallaher, 2018, 
p. 14). Education may also help “counteract the stigma many have internalized due to their incarceration” 
(Quach et al., 2022, p. 84). Indeed, the benefits are many and “the effects of going to college post-prison 
mirror those experienced by first-generation college students” (Halkovic, 2014, p. 496). The benefits for FIP 
are numerous and also extend to families and communities.
	 Benefits for families include improved relationships, especially between parents and children 
(Halkovic, 2014) and “increased life chances” (Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017, p. 96). It may also 
“strengthen…intergenerational mobility” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p. 39). Additionally, by 
keeping people out of prison, families can stay together, resulting in fewer children in foster care and less 
welfare dependency (Halkovic, 2014).
	 Benefits for communities include fewer tax dollars spent on incarceration (Castro & Zamani-Galla-
her, 2018; Delaney et al., 2019; Escobar et al., 2013; Halkovic et al., 2013; Ott & McTier, 2019). The econ-
omy would grow if more people were in the labor market. According to Castro and Zamani-Gallaher (2018), 
“in 2014, the nation lost the equivalent of 1.7 to 1.9 million workers because of imprisonment” (p. 10). Ad-
ditionally, college graduates tend to have higher salaries, pay higher taxes, own a home, own a business, and 
participate and engage with their local communities (Murillo, 2021). Reports also show better public safety 
(Delaney et al., 2019), which strengthens communities and reduces the cost of law enforcement.
	 Despite the numerous benefits of higher education, many FIP struggle to access and complete a degree 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2016). While prison education programs are increasing due to Second Chance 
Pell and the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021, many people are still released without having access 
to any type of education. In fact, “only five percent of incarcerated individuals have access to postsecondary 
education, and an even smaller percentage complete a degree” (Escobar et al., 2013, p. 34). Sokoloff and 
Schenck-Fontaine (2017) argue that “these staggering numbers alone suggest this population warrants criti-
cal consideration” (p. 96) and demonstrate a clear need for additional resources for FIP (Donaldson & Viera, 
2021). 
	 Approximately 29 percent of the U.S. population earns a college degree; while only four percent of FIP 
earn a college degree (Donaldson & Viera, 2021). This is partly because “supporting college enrollment im-
mediately after release from prison is more complex than making it available in prison” (Delaney et al., 2019, 
p. 38). This group faces more barriers than traditional adult learners, so institutions need to be better prepared 
to support them (Custer, 2018; Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017).
	 Even after they are released, the lives of FIP are not easy, because they face a myriad of barriers that 
are often called “collateral consequences” (Custer, 2018; Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017; U.S. Depart-
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ment of Education, 2016). One consequence is limited educational access and, therefore, limited employment 
opportunities. Additional barriers prevent FIP from enrolling in college, including admission policies that 
prevent people with convictions from enrolling, mandatory disclosure or background checks during the appli-
cation process, or denying financial aid for people with certain convictions (Couloute, 2018; Castro & Zama-
ni-Gallaher, 2018; Custer, 2018; Halkovic, 2014; Harding & Harris, 2020; Lampe-Martin & Beasley, 2019; 
Ott & McTier, 2019; Quach et al., 2022). Since these barriers and their impact have been well-researched and 
documented as part of the Ban the Box initiative (Donaldson & Viera, 2021; U.S. Department of Education, 
2016), this research does not focus on the issue of access.
	 Instead, this research focuses on the barriers that may prevent FIP from persisting and successfully 
completing their undergraduate degrees. A study conducted by Harding and Harris (2020) followed 338 men 
in Michigan who enrolled in a postsecondary institution after incarceration and found that “only twenty (or 
about six percent) earned a degree or certificate” (p. 102). Additionally, another study looked at the time since 
release and determined that “even four or more years after release, the educational attainment of formerly 
incarcerated people still lags well behind that of the general public” (Couloute, 2018, p. 8). However, these 
studies did not determine why the students did not graduate.
	 The barriers that may prevent degree completion may include parole; finances; family responsibilities; 
and access to housing, food, transportation, and clothing (Castro & Zamani-Gallaher, 2018; Delaney et al., 
2019; Halkovic et al., 2014; Lampe-Martin & Beasley, 2019; Miller et al., 2014; Ott & McTier, 2019; Quach et 
al., 2022; Strayhorn et al. 2013). One study found that parole requirements can “substantially hamper college 
attendance and engagement” (Quach et al., 2022, p. 80). For example, there may be curfews or meetings with 
parole officers that interfere with coursework, or FIS may not be allowed to fraternize with other FIP, which 
eliminates the ability to join a cohort with other FIS (Delaney et al., 2019; Quach et al., 2022). Parole might 
also require “secure housing” (Quach et al., 2022, p. 88). Not being able to live in on-campus housing or near 
campus adds “to the strain of learning how to simultaneously balance academic, social, and familial responsi-
bilities” (Runell, 2015, p. 14). Each of these many barriers could prevent degree completion.
	 Additionally, many students, including FIS, need to work to pay for the cost of their post-secondary ed-
ucation. Employment might also be a condition of parole (Delaney et al., 2019; Quach et al., 2022). On-cam-
pus work, often called work-study, is a way for students to make money and gain experience without having 
to leave campus. However, some campuses prevent FIS from working on campus as student employees are 
subject to background checks (Castro & Zamani-Gallaher, 2018; Custer, 2018).
	 The stigma and discrimination associated with disclosing their status as a FIS may also impact a stu-
dent’s ability to persist (Ott & McTier, 2019; Runell, 2015). Students may have to disclose numerous times, 
and “it is the continual unveiling of a student’s criminal history at different points in the college journey that 
harms these students, making them feel exposed and vulnerable” (Custer, 2018, p. 60). Their convictions mean 
they might “be unable to enroll in certain majors, have limited campus employment opportunities, and be 
barred from participating in co- or extracurricular activities” (Ott & McTier, 2019, p. 298). Stigma may also 
prevent FIS from finding a sense of belonging on campus, which may impact their persistence.
	 Lack of specialized on-campus support is another barrier that may impact persistence. As Strayhorn 
et al. (2013) argue, “the kind of help they [FIS] needed was far from general and included unique forms of 
advice, information, or guidance” (p. 87). The barriers outlined above suggest that this population needs “spe-
cific types of support based on the unique challenges they confront” (Donaldson & Viera, 2021, p. 18). FIS are 
similar to other populations such as veterans but have different needs. 
	 Importantly, as noted earlier, people of color are disproportionately incarcerated, so many FIS are peo-
ple of color; however, FIS aren’t usually included in the diversity statements of post-secondary institutions. 
Including this population puts “institutions of higher education on the front lines of an important social justice 
issue of our time” (Halkovic, 2014, p. 494). Institutions have the opportunity to address the racial disparities 
in our educational system.
	 Some institutions offer specific support to help overcome the barriers, but they often “seem haphazard” 
(MacKillop, 2017, p. 171). A new, emerging model is called the hybrid model that offers college education “in 
prison and upon reentry” (Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017, p. 100). However, only a few institutions offer 
this type of “direct link to community-based education for those leaving prison” (p. 100). Additionally, since 
there are not as many hybrid programs, “it is questionable how the structure and resources of these programs 
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grams meet the standards of available research on successful transition programs” (Lampe-Martin & Beasley, 
2019, p. 38). Hybrid programs would help alleviate “the stress of the reentry process on the individual by out-
lining a clear path to accessing resources” (p. 39), but more research is needed to see how effective they are.
	 Despite the large number of FIS, very little research documents their experiences (Castro & Zama-
ni-Gallaher, 2018; Donaldson & Viera, 2021; Halkovic, 2014; Halkovic et al., 2013; McTier et al., 2020; 
Runell, 2015; Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017; Strayhorn et al., 2013). Castro & Zamani-Gallaher (2018) 
argue that part of the problem is that
	 there are no systematic data collection mechanisms, and collecting student-level data is potentially	
 	 unethical. Thus, there are barriers to fully understanding both the experiences of currently and 		
	 formerly incarcerated college students and the factors that influence their access to and completion of 	
	 higher education (p. 10).
The unethical aspect that the authors describe is the possible discrimination that comes from mandatory dis-
closure of criminal backgrounds throughout a FIP’s enrollment.
	 Even though formerly incarcerated women are believed to need additional support after release, typi-
cally due to their increased family and child responsibilities, they tend to be less researched than men (Don-
aldson & Viera, 2021; Sokoloff & Schenck-Fontaine, 2017). Sokoloff and Schenck (2017) argue that “there 
is a clear imperative to pay special attention to particular needs of women in and coming out of prison” (p. 
104). Castro and Zamani-Gallaher (2018) agree because “formerly incarcerated women and women of color 
can face complicated and unfair stigmatization related to gender, sex, and parenting” (p. 20). In almost all the 
literature and research reviewed, women were either not included, or the sample was very small.
	 The literature covers the many barriers that FIS face and provides some recommendations for how to 
support this population. However, the research was lacking in that most studies were qualitative with very few 
participants, or only included men, or failed to include the voices of the FIS themselves. 

Theoretical Framework
	 No single variable can predict what makes a student persist and graduate, and other research done with 
FIS tends to focus on student attributes rather than the environmental structures that post-secondary institu-
tions can create. For example, theories in the literature ranged from desistance from crime (Runell, 2015), 
transition theory (Strayhorn et al., 2013), stigma (Ott & McTier, 2019), and sense of belonging (McTier et 
al., 2020). Perhaps this focus on the student attributes is because it can be difficult to determine exactly what 
makes a difference in retention. Astin (2001) argues that “environmental assessment is not only the most dif-
ficult and complex challenge in the field of higher education research, but is also the most neglected topic in 
the assessment literature” (p. 33). However, environmental variables are what institutions can control, so they 
should not be ignored.
	 Despite the complexity associated with assessing environmental variables, that is what this research 
attempts to study. This research uses Astin’s theory of Student Involvement, which is based on Astin’s In-
put-Environment-Outcome (IEO) model (see Figure 1). I chose IEO as the theoretical framework for this 
study because its “principal purpose is to enhance our understanding of how undergraduate students are af-
fected by their college experiences” (p. xix) and to “assess the impact of various environmental experiences 
by determining whether students grow or change differently under varying environmental conditions” (p. 7). 
This study looks for growth or change in retention and graduation. 
	 Astin developed this theory in 1962, and it has “undergone a number of refinements over the years” (p. 
7). The theory and model consider the “inputs” of a student, i.e., the “characteristics of the student at the time 
of initial entry to the institution” (p.7). In this study, the main input considered is incarceration. The theory and 
model also consider environmental factors, which Astin groups into six categories: institutional characteris-
tics, curriculum, faculty, peer group, residence, major and financial aid, and student involvement.
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	 This complexity also means that not many researchers focus on environmental variables as Astin does, 
but his work has informed many other studies. Even the most prominent researchers in student retention, Pas-
carella and Terenzini (1991, 2005, 2016), look to Astin’s work. How College Affects Students “is based on As-
tin’s (1984) framework for understanding how college affects students” (Mayhew et al., 2016, p. 2). Pascarella 
and Terenzini believe Astin’s framework and its categories “work together to explain college and its effects on 
students” (p. 2). Understanding how college affects students allows institutions to direct resources to the most 
effective student supports.
	 Van Horne et al. (2018) used this theory and model to study international students, another nontradi-
tional student population. They point out that the “theory would suggest that success is largely a matter of 
effort made by and on behalf of the student” (p. 353). The effort made on behalf of the student is what is most 
important to my research.
	 One limitation of Astin’s model is that he did not test it on nontraditional students. However, his mod-
el is closely aligned with Bean and Metzner’s model (1985), which argues that environmental variables are 
“more important for nontraditional students than academic variables” (p. 491). Bean and Metzner’s environ-
mental variables include finances, hours of employment, outside encouragement, family responsibilities, and 
opportunity to transfer (see Figure 2).

Figure 2
A conceptual model of nontraditional student attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 491)

Note. Adapted from Bean, J. & Metzner, B. (1985). A conceptual model of nontraditional undergraduate stu-
dent attrition. Review of Educational Research, 55(4), 485-540. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1170245 
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	 Astin’s IEO theory “is more concerned with the behavioral mechanisms or processes that facilitate 
student development (the how of student development)” (Astin, 1999, p. 522). By using this theory, post-sec-
ondary institutions can consider the “processes that facilitate student development” (p.522). Institutions can 
reevaluate how to respond to the students’ needs rather than putting the onus on the students.  
	 IEO theory informs the survey questions this research uses. The survey focuses on the environmental 
variables that the institution can offer, such as housing, counseling, advising, transportation, and campus-work 
opportunities. During data analysis, I looked to see which environmental variables might affect student reten-
tion. 

Methods

Research Design
	 This mixed-methods study was designed to better understand the environmental variables that influ-
ence the persistence of FIS in higher education. The study utilized an anonymous online survey that included 
optional open-ended questions for participants to share their stories in more detail. The design is a simultane-
ous approach in that both the qualitative and quantitative data are collected at the same time. Additionally, the 
qualitative portion gives a voice to this population. As Creswell and Creswell (2023) note, a mixed methods 
study is “suitable for studying the complex problems of today that require gathering numbers and hearing the 
voices of individuals” (p. 23).
	 The study uses an explanatory design, which is “most appropriate to research that analyzes relation-
ships or trends using a quantitative approach, but also wants to be able to address underlying mechanisms or 
reasons” (Patten & Newhart, 2018, p.178). Explanatory design is the best approach for this study because the 
quantitative portion attempts to understand “the best predictors of outcomes” (Creswell & Creswell, 2023, p. 
20), such as what environmental variables best predict successfully completing an undergraduate degree. 

Setting
	 Because not all higher education institutions ask applicants about their conviction history, there is 
no way to know how many students were formerly incarcerated. Therefore, I conducted a nationwide sur-
vey to find as many participants as possible. Based on my research, I selected institutions that educate FIS 
and reached out to all institutions that were listed on the National Directory of Higher Education in Prison 
Programs (National Directory of Higher Education in Prison Programs, n.d.). In total, I contacted nearly 450 
higher education institutions and organizations that work with currently and formerly incarcerated people; 16 
agreed to distribute the survey. Finally, I reached out to six social media groups for FIP and posted the survey 
in their public groups.

Participants 	
	 Respondents were eligible to participate if they were over 18 and had served at least 24 hours in jail. 
Participation was open to all genders and to those on parole. Respondents were excluded from participating if 
still incarcerated; under 18; on work release, house arrest, in hospitals, or in alcohol/drug treatment facilities 
under court order. 
I received 47 responses. Participant data can be seen in Table 1.
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Instruments
	 Program directors or research coordinators at these institutions and organizations sent a survey on my 
behalf via Microsoft Forms. The survey included demographic and background questions and then asked par-
ticipants to reflect on the time enrolled in a post-secondary institution after their incarceration (see Appendix 
A). 
Data Collection Procedures
	 Participation in this research was completely voluntary. The survey was conducted using Microsoft 
Forms. A human consent form was provided at the start of the survey and participants could end the survey at 
any time if they chose not to participate for any reason. 
	 Names and email addresses of participants were not collected, but participants had the opportunity to 
share their contact information if they were interested in a gift card lottery.
	 Because this population was hard to reach and may have hesitations about participating and disclosing 
their involvement in the criminal justice system, I offered a lottery for participants. Those who wished to join 
the lottery provided their email at the end of the survey. I provided 10 $20 Visa gift cards, which were sent via 
email to the selected participants. Each participant was assigned a number when they completed the survey, 
so I used the random-number generator function in Microsoft Excel to choose winners, which ensured the 
winners were selected fairly and without bias. 
	 I used the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) to analyze the quantitative data, and I used 
QDA Miner Lite, a data analysis software, to complete the thematic analysis and open coding with the quali-
tative data. I saved and maintained all data in a password-protected OneDrive folder.
Data analysis
	 The data analysis techniques are based on the theoretical framework and IEO model. Specifically, 
the survey attempts to understand what environmental factors impacted the retention and graduation of these 
participants. Once the data was collected and the survey was closed, quantitative data was loaded into SPSS 
software, and qualitative data was uploaded into the QDA Miner Lite software.
	 First, for the quantitative analysis, I used descriptive statistics to describe the sample and to calculate 
the means and standard deviations for the variables. Next, I looked at the rankings of support variables and 
ran t-tests to analyze differences across groups (such as men and women, finished and still in progress). Of the 
participants, 21 had completed a degree (44.65%), 24 were still in progress (51.06%), and two did not finish 
(4.26%).
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	 Then, I took the highest-ranked variables and ran a regression analysis to measure the impact of the 
variables on graduation, but none was significant. Finally, for the qualitative analysis, I read the open-ended 
answers multiple times, and coded themes. I looked specifically for information about the environmental con-
ditions that the institutions created to encourage student involvement and persistence.

Quantitative Analysis
	 Of the 47 participants, 12 identified as women (25.5%), and 35 identified as men (74.5%). The major-
ity of the participants identified as White (n=19, 40.4%); 13 preferred not to answer (27.7%); 11 identified as 
Black or African American (23.4%) (see Table 1). The average age was 44, and ages ranged from 27-62. The 
average age when participants first enrolled in higher education after incarceration was 22-58 with a mean of 
38.62 (SD=10.72), which means almost all were older than the traditional aged college student (ages 17-22). 
This average is in line with data on incarcerated individuals as “the vast majority…in federal prisons are older 
than 25” (Donaldson & Viera, 2021).
	 The majority of participants had no college education before they were incarcerated (n=34, 72.34%). 
There were 12 (25.5%) who had some high school but no degree; nine (19.1%) had a GED and 13 (27.7%) 
had a high school diploma. Nine (19.1%) had some college but no degree. Only four (8.4%) had some type of 
college degree. 
	 After incarceration, all participants went on to attend college. At the time of the survey, 15 (31.9%) 
had an Associate’s degree, six (12.8%) had a Bachelor’s degree, and six (12.8%) had a graduate degree. An 
additional 15 (31.9%) had some college but had not yet earned a degree.
	 Some participants had access to education during incarceration. 12 (25.5%) received no education; 
13 (27.7%) attended classes but did not receive a degree; five (10.6%) received a certificate; nine (19.1%) 
received an Associate’s degree; one (2.1%) received a Bachelor’s degree; three (6.4%) received vocational 
training; and four (8.5%) had other classes such as substance abuse treatment, anger management, and other 
rehabilitative classes.
	 Of the institutions attended, most participants attended a public two-year college (n=20, 42.55%) or a 
public four-year college or university (n=20, 42.55%). Some may have also attended a public two-year institu-
tion before attending a four-year institution. Two (4.26%) attended a private four-year institution, one (2.17%) 
attended a for-profit two-year, one (2.17%) attended a for-profit four-year, and three (6.38%) attended other 
types of institutions.
	 To better understand which institutional supports were most important to FIS, participants were asked 
to rate 16 variables on a scale of one to five, with five being the most important and one being the least im-
portant. I selected variables based on environmental factors identified from the literature review and theoret-
ical framework. Participants who did not receive assistance or were not given access to this type of support 
were instructed to select N/A. For each variable, I looked at the average ranking and how many participants 
responded (See Table 2).

Table 2
Ranking of Variables
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From table 2 it is seen that the highest ranked variables (in order) are mental health counseling, academic ad-
viser, tutoring, admission support, books, employment support, mentorship, and referrals.
	 There were additional survey questions about mentors, with 55.32% (26 out of 47) indicating that their 
post-secondary institution provided them with a mentor; and 73.08% (19 out of 26) indicating that the mentor 
had experience with incarceration. Of those mentors, 89.47% (17 out of 19) were also formerly incarcerated. 
One participant said, “mentorship opportunities to help the student stay successful and on the right path.” Most 
participants had a peer mentor, and it was a high-ranking variable, which highlights its importance. 
	 I ran a t-test to determine if there were significant group differences between the rankings of men and 
women. Four variables indicated a significant difference: childcare, career planning, technology training, and 
transportation (see Table 3). Though there were fewer women participating in the study, they ranked these four 
variables much higher than the men. Out of the twelve women participants, the five women who ranked child-
care (M=4.60, SD=0.89) compared to the 10 men (M=2.50, SD=1.72) ranked the support significantly higher, 
t(13)=2.54, p=0.03. The nine women who ranked career planning (M=4.33, SD=1.32) compared to the 25 men 
(M=2.76, SD=1.66) ranked the support significantly higher, t(32)=2.55, p=0.03. The 10 women who ranked 
technology training (M=3.10, SD=1.29) compared to the 25 men (M=3.28, SD=1.84) ranked the support sig-
nificantly higher, t(33)=-0.28, p=0.08. The seven women who ranked transportation (M=4.00, SD=1.15) com-
pared to the 21 men (M=2.76, SD=1.76) ranked the support significantly higher, t(26)=1.73, p=0.02.
	 When comparing the women’s highest ranked variables to the overall highest ranked variables, the 
women’s that rank higher are firstly childcare (M=4.60, SD=0.89), then career planning (M=4.33, SD=1.32), 
and then counseling (M=4.20).

Table 3
t-test comparing women and men 

	
	 Since grade point average (GPA) is a strong predictor of persistence (Astin, 2001, p. 241), I ran a bi-
variate correlation test, which revealed a significance between GPA (M=3.52, SD=0.362) and if an institution 
was in contact with a student before their release (M=1.66, SD=0.48), p=0.00. This aligns with the findings 
in Table 2, which show that admission support was highly ranked. I also ran a chi-square test to look for an 
association between each of the highest ranked variables and GPA, but none was significant. I also checked 
for a correlation between GPA and having a peer mentor, GPA and working full-time, part-time, or not at all, 
and GPA and type of institution attended, but found no significant correlation.
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	 I also ran a t-test comparing the rankings of those who finished and those who were still working on 
their degree, and found no significant differences.

Qualitative Analysis
	 As noted earlier, giving a voice to the students was important as many of the studies with this pop-
ulation were very small. Some of the major themes from the open-ended survey questions were work ethic, 
finances, and student services such as mentoring, counseling, and academic advising, which aligns with the 
quantitative data. 
	 Many participants noted their work ethic. One participant said “we belong in every space. We are 
resilient, smart, and determined. We have a work ethic second to none, and we have academic integrity.” 
Another participant said, “We are smart, dedicated, and hardworking. We don't take this chance for granted, 
and if allowed to succeed, we will shine in ways that will surprise you.” Such testimonials demonstrate that 
the participants are highly motivated, which is an important factor beyond the scope of this research, which 
focuses on the institutional supports that will help the students graduate. 
	 Yet, many voiced their frustration with the higher education institutions they dealt with after incarcer-
ation. One said that institutions do not recognize “how hard it is to deal with the barriers of having a record.” 
Another said that “the system didn’t do its job, so I had to do it myself.” They asked for institutions to be 
patient and understanding: 
	 “being treated like an animal for years of your life chips a piece of your humanity, and you constant-	
	 ly think others are judging you or will not help you. Offer the help, and don't be surprised when the 	
	 person says, "Why would you help me?”
	 Finances were also mentioned numerous times. One participant said they needed “more financial as-
sistance. Rebuilding our lives post-incarceration is financially very difficult, especially when starting from 
nothing.” Helping with finances can even include the seemingly simple financial transactions. As one partic-
ipant remarked, “Most of us do not have a bank account and only have cash. That was a problem because the 
[school] cafeterias only take credit cards.”
	 Student services such as mentoring, counseling, and academic advising were another important theme 
in the open-ended answers. Participants said they needed “mentors and others to help with resources” and 
“more counseling for us.” Counseling can help support students’ mental health as they navigate their reentry 
and the stigma of their conviction. Some participants mentioned that they did not disclose their conviction sta-
tus or disclosed on a need-to-know basis, while others said the disclosure was not a struggle. One participant 
noted that disclosure would have been easier if they saw “others like me.”
	 The scheduling of classes and student services was also frequently noted. One participant noted that 
“this schedule is impossible to meld with a regular job. The classes and work hours do not merge.” Another 
said that one of the biggest barriers to their success was the “lack of accessible tutors.” Accessibility might 
mean available times because, as one participant stated, “the biggest barrier for me is that most classes that I 
need to complete are only offered during the day. I work 40 hours a week, and more online and night classes 
would help me out the most.” At no point in the survey did participants ask for services that were not already 
offered—their biggest issue was not always being able to access existing services.

Discussion
	 Needs vary greatly across this population, and as one student noted, they “can't speak for all formerly 
incarcerated.” However, by hearing directly from FIS, something that was often limited in past research, we 
can learn more about their needs and how institutions can better support them. Specifically, by using Astin’s 
IEO theoretical framework, we can evaluate the environmental factors that institutions should put in place to 
better support these students. 	
	 To begin, institutions must also make sure policies and procedures are in place to make sure these 
students can access support. As one participant stated, policies should “welcome and support us. Policy sets 
the tone.” As more institutions focus on creating diverse and inclusive campuses, they should make sure to 
include this population in their efforts. As Mayhew et al. (2016) point out, “quality engagement with peers of 
diverse…backgrounds…inspires positive attitudes in ways that few other educational interventions have the 
power to do” (p. 598). Inclusion of this population benefits the entire campus.
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	 The results of the survey also show the importance of supports that many institutions already offer, 
such as counseling and academic advising. Additionally, as Eisenberg et al. (2016) highlight, “given the con-
nection between mental health, retention, and resilience, it is necessary to have a counseling center offering 
the broad range of prevention and intervention services” (p. 93). Institutions should consider the demands of 
FIS and make sure tutoring, counseling, and academic advising are available at hours that are convenient for 
them. Many institutions already have nontraditional students on their campuses, and research has shown that 
“nontraditional students pursuing higher education often face a lack of time due to competing priorities such 
as work and parenting” (Donaldson & Viera, 2021, p. 16). Improving scheduling could help all nontraditional 
student populations, including FIS.
	 As noted in the findings, participants believed it would be easier to disclose their conviction history if 
they saw others like themselves. Additionally, one participant recommended “a student-led RSO [registered 
student organization] for formerly incarcerated individuals.” Peer mentors, professional mentors, or cohorts of 
FIS, such as a student club, could be helpful. Eisenberg et al. (2016) argue that “peer support groups can offer 
an important complement to the services provided by campus professionals. Student affairs leaders should 
foster the growth and development of these groups” (p. 92-93). No matter how the services are configured, 
representation among this population matters. Institutions should create opportunities for this population to 
create community among themselves.
	 One procedure that institutions should update is the recruitment of FIP. Admission support was highly 
ranked in the survey results, and an institution reaching out before a student was released was positively cor-
related with a higher GPA. As Mayhew et al. (2016) explain, “college GPA appears to explain or mediate the 
relationship between academic integration (or involvement) and subsequent retention” (p. 415). Therefore, 
institutions should attempt to recruit FIS while they are incarcerated so the options are understood before re-
lease. Eliminating questions about criminal records in the application process could also help attract FIS since 
evidence “suggests that the requirement to disclose their conviction history may discourage people from even 
applying” (Donaldson & Viera, 2021, p. 9). Finding and eliminating unnecessary barriers is important for this 
population.
	 Most of these recommendations would not require substantial financial investments. Most already have 
the services being requested—counseling, academic advising, employment support, and mentors. Higher edu-
cation is experiencing significant disruption with declining demographics of college-aged students (Schwartz, 
2023). Some institutions are closing or consolidating (Higher Ed Dive Team, 2023), but many have yet to tap 
into the potential of FIS.
	 Additionally, as noted during the literature review, formerly incarcerated women have different needs 
and ranked supports differently from men who took the survey. There was a significant difference in the rank-
ing of childcare as a necessary support. Institutions that recruit formerly incarcerated women should offer or 
help secure childcare.
	 FIS are a large population that would greatly benefit from a post-secondary education and institutions 
should do more to recruit and retain them. Additionally, many institutions purport to support social justice 
initiatives, and supporting this population, which is largely made up of people of color, can help address the 
injustices of our criminal justice system. As Halkovic et al. (2013) note, “there is a growing consensus that 
institutions benefit from diversity, and that diversity is maximally productive when the organization seeks out 
the unique talents that each participant contributes to the college community” (p. 18). FIS, their peers, and the 
institutions that admit and support them all benefit from their enrollment and persistence. 

Limitations
	 One limitation of the survey was the sample size. While this was one of the larger studies done with 
this population, it would have been helpful to compare this group to a larger group of FIS who started but did 
not successfully complete their degree. 
	 As the literature review suggested, more focus needs to be paid to formerly incarcerated women, and 
as evidenced in the results of the independent samples t-test, they have different needs.
	 Finally, this population had a smaller percentage of African American and Black participants com-
pared to the population and the percentage of the population that is incarcerated. A study with a sample size of 
the formerly incarcerated population would represent the challenges of this group better.
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Conclusion
	 This research examined what institutional supports FIS need to successfully complete an undergrad-
uate degree. Given that over 600,000 people are released from America’s jails and prisons every year, the 
country cannot afford to deny them a post-secondary education. The costs of investing in this population are 
outweighed by the numerous benefits for individuals, their families, and communities. The findings highlight 
the fact that the supports needed, such as counseling, academic advising, and mentorship, are typically already 
offered on campuses. Therefore, institutions should make sure that the supports are easily accessible to this 
population and that the FIS are communicated with regarding what is available to them. Since this study had 
limited participation of women and FIS who dropped out, additional research should look at those sub-pop-
ulations more closely. Supporting FIS is beneficial for both the students and institutions and is especially 
important as many institutions face a disruption in demographics and resources.

	 	

13

Colbert: Supporting Formerly Incarcerated Students



References 
Astin, A. (1991). Assessment for excellence: The philosophy and practice of assessment and evaluation in 

higher education. Oryx Press.
Astin, A. (1999). Student involvement: A developmental theory for higher education. Journal of College 

Student Development, 40(5), 518-529. Retrieved from https://www.middlesex.mass.edu/ace/downloads/
astininv.pdf

Astin, A. (2001). What matters in College? Four critical years revisited. Jossey-Bass. 
Bean, J. & Metzner, B. (1985). A conceptual model of nontraditional undergraduate student attrition. Review 

of Educational Research, 55(4), 485-540. Retrieved from https://www.jstor.org/stable/1170245
Bozick, R., Steele, J., Davis, L., Turner, S. (2018). Does providing inmates with Education improve post-

release outcomes? A meta-analysis of correctional education programs in the United States. Journal of 
Experimental Criminology, 14, 389–428. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-018-9334-6

Bureau of Justice Assistance. (2022). Fact sheet: Second chance act reentry education and employment. U.S. 
Department of Justice. Retrieved from https://bja.ojp.gov/doc/sca-reentry-education-employment.pdf

Castro, E. L. & Zamani-Gallaher, E. M. (2018). Expanding quality higher education for currently and for-
merly incarcerated people: Committing to equity and protecting against exploitation. Association for the 
Study of Higher Education. National Institute for Transformation and Equity, Lumina Foundation. Re-
trieved from https://nite-education.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Expanding-Quality-Higher-Ed-FI-
NAL-11.26.pdf

Cerda-Jara, M., Czifra, S., Galindo, A., Mason, J., Ricks, C., Zohrabi, A. (2019). Language guide for com-
municating about those involved in the carceral system. Underground Scholars Initiative. Retrieved from 
https://undergroundscholars.berkeley.edu/blog/2019/3/6/language-guide-for-communicating-about-
those-involved-in-the-carceral-system

Congressional Research Service. (2024). Federal Pell Grant Program of the Higher Education Act: Primer.
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/r/r45418

Couloute, L. (2018). Getting back on course: Educational exclusion and attainment among formerly incar-
cerated people. Prison Policy Initiative. Retrieved from https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/education.
html

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2023). Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 
Approaches (6th ed.). SAGE.

Custer, B. (2018). Reconsidering policy barriers for justice-involved college students. Journal of College Ac-
cess, 4(1), 51-63. Retrieved from https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jca/vol4/iss1/6

Delaney, R., Patrick F., & Boldin, A.  (2019). Unlocking potential: Pathways from prison to postsecondary ed-
ucation. Vera Institute of Justice. Retrieved from https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/unlock-
ing-potential-prison-to-postsecondary-education-report.pdf

Donaldson, V. M. & Viera, C. (2021). College after prison: A review of the literature on barriers and supports 
to postsecondary education for formerly incarcerated college students. John Jay College Institute for 
Justice and Opportunity. Retrieved from https://justiceandopportunity.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/
College-After-Prison-Whitepaper.pdf 

Eisenberg, D., Ketchen Lipson, S., Posselt, J. (2016). Promoting resilience, retention, and mental health. New 
Directions for Student Services, 156(1), 87-95. doi: 10.1002/ss.20194

Escobar, E., Jordan, T. R., & Lohrasbi, E. A. (2013). Redefining lives: Post-secondary education for currently 
and formerly incarcerated individuals. The Vermont Connection, 34(1), 32-41. Retrieved from https://
scholarworks.uvm.edu/tvc/vol34/iss1/5

Halkovic, A., Fine, M., Bae, J., Campbell, L., Evans, D., Gary, C., & Tewaji, A. (2013). Higher education and 
reentry: The gifts they bring. John Jay College of Criminal Justice. 

14

Journal of Prison Education and Reentry, Vol. 9 [2025], Iss. 1, Art. 6



		  https://justiceandopportunity.org/research/higher-education-and-reentry-the-gifts-they-bring/
Halkovic, A. (2014). Redefining possible: Re-visioning the prison-to-college pipeline. Equity and Excellence 

in Education, 47(4), 494-512. doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2014.959284
Harding, D. & Harris, H. (2020). After prison: Navigating adulthood in the shadow of the justice system. Rus-

sell Sage Foundation.
Higher Ed Dive Team. (2023, December 1). A look at trends in college consolidation since 2016. Higher Ed 

Dive. Retrieved from https://www.highereddive.com/news/how-many-colleges-and-universities-have-
closed-since-2016/539379/

Lampe-Martin, L. & Beasley, C. (2019). Do the pipes align? Evaluating the effectiveness of prison-to-college 
programs. Harvard Journal of African American Public Policy, 37-44. Retrieved from https://www.pro-
quest.com/docview/2316972965?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true

MacKillop, J. (2017). Creating counterspaces in college: LaGuardia community college’s correctional edu-
cation initiative. In Chaney, J. R. & Schwartz, J. (Eds.), Race, Education, and Reintegrating Formerly 
Incarcerated Citizens (pp. 165-176). Lexington Books. 

Mayhew, M., Rockenbach, A., Bowman, N., Seifert, T., Wolniak, G., Pascarella, E., & Terenzini, P. (2016). 
How college affects students: 21st century evidence that higher education works, volume 3. Jossey-Bass.

McTier, T., Santa-Ramirez, S., & McGuire, K. (2017). A prison to school pipeline: College students with 
criminal records and their transitions into higher education. Journal of Underrepresented & Minority 
Progress, 1, 8 –22. doi: https://doi.org/10.32674/jump.v1i1.33

McTier, T., Smith, C., Smith, G., Hodges, A., Bah, S. (2020). Full-time students with part-time benefits: How 
being denied on-campus housing affects college students with criminal records. Journal of College Stu-
dent Retention: Research, Theory & Practice, 0(0), 1-26. doi: 10.1177/1521025120960667

Miller, B., Mondesir, J., Stater, T., & Schwartz, J. (2014). Returning to school after incarceration: Policy, pris-
oners, and the classroom. New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, 144, 69-77. doi: 10.1002/
ace.20115

Murillo, D. (2021). The possibility report: From prison to college degrees in California. The Campaign for 
College Opportunity. Retrieved from https://collegecampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/imported-files/
Possibility-Report.pdf

National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators. (2022). Pell for incarcerated students work-
ing group report. Retrieved from https://www.nasfaa.org/uploads/documents/pell_for_incarcerated_stu-
dents_report.pdf

National Directory of Higher Education in Prison Programs. (n.d.). Alliance for Higher Education in Prison. 
Retrieved June 25, 2023 from https://www.higheredinprison.org/national-directory

Ott, M. & McTier, T.S., Jr. (2019). Faculty attitudes toward college students with criminal records. Journal of 
Diversity in Higher Education, 13(4), 297-208. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000138

Patten, M. & Newhart, M. (2018). Understanding research methods: An overview of the essentials (10th ed.). 
Routledge. 

Quach, K., Cerda-Jara, M., Deverux, R., & Smith, J. (2022). Prison, college and the labor market: A critical 
analysis by formerly incarcerated and justice-impacted students. The Annals of the American Academy, 
701(1) 78-97. doi: 10.1177/00027162221112772

Runell, L. (2015). Identifying desistance pathways in a higher education program for formerly incarcerated 
individuals. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 61(8), 1-25. doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624X15608374

Schwartz, N. (2023, December 5). Fitch Ratings issues deteriorating outlook for higher ed in 2024. Higher 
Ed Dive. Retrieved from https://www.highereddive.com/news/fitch-ratings-deterioriating-outlook-high-
er-education/701498/?mkt_tok=MTgwLUxTVi02NzIAAAGP2jzm_c1QtjkbsD8Y7Cp_s9QEopDj6i-

15

Colbert: Supporting Formerly Incarcerated Students



	 JawtMsaxThCAlmjy6_2Uvjt9naG_yZIRt85hxzNT7M2vUMdkKHUuXuznv0ziCN1M5_HcGKV4Swz-
sEv_6Au

Sokoloff, N. J., & Schenck-Fontaine, A. (2017). College programs in prison and upon reentry for men and 
women: A literature review. Contemporary Justice Review, 20(1), 95-114. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080
/10282580.2016.1262772

Strayhorn, T., Johnson, R., & Barrett, B. (2013). Investigating the college adjustment and transition experienc-
es of formerly incarcerated Black male collegians at predominantly White institutions. Spectrum: A Jour-
nal on Black Men, 2(1), 73–98. Retrieved from https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/spectrum.2.1.73

U.S. Department of Education. (2016). Beyond the box: Increasing access to higher education for justice-in-
volved individuals. Retrieved from https://www.aacrao.org/docs/default-source/signature-initiative-docs/
disciplinary-notations/ed-guidance.pdf

Van Horne, S., Lin, S., Anson, M., & Jacobson, W. (2018). Engagement, satisfaction, and belonging of inter-
national undergraduates at U.S. research universities. Journal of International Students, 8(1), 351-374. 
doi: 10.5281/zenodo.1134313

Zoukis, C. (2014). Opposition to New York’s college-in-prison plan grows despite mountain of supportive 
research. Zoukis Consulting Group. Retrieved from https://federalcriminaldefenseattorney.com/opposi-
tion-to-new-yorks-college-in-prison-plan-grows-despite-html/

 

16

Journal of Prison Education and Reentry, Vol. 9 [2025], Iss. 1, Art. 6



Appendix A
Survey Background Questions

Age: 

Gender (please select one): Woman 	 Man	 Non-binary	 Prefer not to answer

Race: 
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Black or African American
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White
Prefer not to answer

How long were you incarcerated for? 

Level of education before incarceration (please select one):
Some high school, no degree
GED
High school diploma
Some college, no degree
Associate’s degree
Bachelor’s degree
Certificate
Graduate degree
Level of education after incarceration (If you are a current student, select the last level of education you com-

pleted):
Some high school, no degree
GED
High school diploma
Some college, no degree
Associate’s degree
Bachelor’s degree
Certificate
Graduate degree

Did you receive any education while incarcerated?
None
Courses but no degree
Certificate
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Associate’s Degree
Bachelor’s degree
Vocational training
Other:

Your age when you enrolled in college/university after incarceration:

Type of college/university attended after incarceration (check all that apply):
Private, 4 year
Public, 4 year
Public, 2 year
For profit, 4 year
For profit, 2 year
Religious
Other: 

Was your degree online?
Completely online     partially online   all in-person

Name of institution that you attended after incarceration (please list all that you attended):

If you are a current student, select your current classification:
Freshmen Sophomore Junior Senior  N/A

GPA (your cumulative GPA when you graduated or your current cumulative GPA):

Did a college/university reach out to you before you were released? (ie: did you know about your options for 
education before being released)? 

Yes  No

How many years did it take you to complete your undergraduate degree?
3   4   5   6   7   8   did not finish   still in progress

Did you take a leave of absence at any point during your enrollment?
Yes No
	 If yes, for how long?
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