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ABSTRACT
While much has been written within academic journals about
prisoners, rarely is there anything written by prisoners. In this essay,
we, a group of prisoners who are earning or have earned college
degrees while incarcerated in Texas, address the purpose, merits,
and pitfalls of prison education and reform. Written as a response
to the essays appearing in this special issue, we discuss our
experiences of being othered as inmates, the impact of societal
bias against us, our perspectives on prison education, and our own
ideas for reforming prisons and making them more humane.
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The impact of slavery in America has yet to be forgotten. It’s a memory that will always
have a place within the history of American political and economic development. The sha-
meful truth is that slavery has never been completely abolished but was restructured
within the American prison system. State officials used their political powers to
promote campaign slogans such as “theWar on Drugs” and “Tough on Crime.” These pol-
itical agendas played a huge role in convincing tax-paying citizens that there is a need for
more prisons. Soon after, prisons were built all over the country. Consequently, the prison
population had increased.

The increased population has had a pathological effect on African American commu-
nities in particular. Angela Y. Davis states, “[Prisons] serve as a symbolic reminder to the
black people that slavery had not been fully disestablished.”1 Those effects have been a
cycle within those communities since. Today, that cycle has tumbled into lower-class neigh-
borhoods in general. No one can deny that poverty-stricken neighborhoods are infested
with criminal behavior. The purpose of this conversation is to change the stereotypical per-
spective of the incarcerated “other.” Changing people’s perspective about incarceration is
the primary step for breaking the cycle. The truth of the matter is, before we can have
any conversation concerning incarcerating the “other”; we must first submit to a discussion
to understand the realities of prison and the steps necessary to reform it through education.
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We are the “other”

It is crucial to recognize how criminals have been excluded as the “other.” The crim-
inalized other has been stereotyped by the state as ruthless, disturbed, psychopathic, unde-
serving, and unable to change or be rehabilitated. Erin L. Castro and Michael Brawn state,
“the prison classroom is ultimately a site of contradiction: institutions of confinement exist
to punish, not educate or rehabilitate.”2 Even though these negative stereotypes have been
associated with anyone who commits a crime, it is completely illogical to brand the entire
category of people with the same stereotypes. Furthermore, the systematic methods for
misinforming the general population is manipulative. Edward Said discusses the relation-
ship between the Orient and the Occident in context of enlightening, geopolitical organ-
ization, and methods of control. The Orientalist mentality of authority over the Occident
was “describing it, settling it, [and] ruling over it.”3 According to Said, there are two forms
of textual attitude that the reader receives in this perspective. First, the initial contact with
the unknown subject (criminalized other). Second, the appearance of success according to
the writer’s (Orient) experiences with the subject.

This method of so-called enlightenment has been a reciprocal factor throughout history
for dealing with the learned and unlearned, author and reader, and the powerful versus the
weak. Once the Orient has claimed authority over the Occident; it utilizes political and
doctrinal influences through all sorts of avenues in mass media. This doctrinal
influence is considered to motivate textual attitude; thereby, it is very misguiding for
the public. Any textual attitude, according to Said,

is a fallacy to assume that the swarming, unpredictable, and problematic mess in which
human beings live can be understood on the basis of. . . book. . . and/or [mass media]; and
to apply it literally to reality is to risk folly or ruin.4

To interject some personal perspective in relation to Orientalism, our prison experiences
have served as a real-life source, which debunks the negative stereotypes that are blanketed
about the incarcerated other. We have encountered many prisoners who committed situa-
tional crimes,meaning theywere not a part of any criminal enterprise. On the contrary, they
were raised in healthy households and brought up with respected morals and values. Fur-
thermore, these incarcerated men have dealt with their guilt, and are remorseful for their
crimes. Most prisoners want to change their lifestyles, but some just cannot find the
proper paths for applying the change they desire. They want to change their paradigm
but can’t find practical applications that provide bases for transition. These stories will
never be heard by lawmakers nor citizens because there is no platform that provides crim-
inalized others a “voice” to represent themselves. For example, social media is the most
useful platform for communication today. However, it is against prison policy for prisoners
to have any activity online. Again, systematic oppression has had an active hand in making
sure that prisoners have nomeans of effective communication for voicing prison awareness.

Rethinking prison reform

The traditional approach for assessing, treating, preventing, and reducing crime and reci-
divism is a failed attempt. Currently, the American prison system has more incarcerated
people than any other country in the world. While America is more politically divided now
than perhaps any other time in history, prison reform is one of the few issues that both
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parties agree on that require change. This conversation will require massive transform-
ation to eliminate the preconceived notions and stereotypes of the criminalized other.
Criminalized others have been completely dehumanized by the state, to a point that
they don’t represent a life in the system, but only a number within the system. This
journey for transformative conversation, and seeking change, will generate positive
energy for transformative learning. Edward A. Hinck, Shelly Schaffer Hinck, and Ashley
Howell state that “conversations about crime and criminality are entwined with narratives
of moral order, moral agency, and equality and justice that are deeply anchored in an indi-
vidual’s worldview.” In order to consider the other’s point of view, the transformative
learning theory is one of the best options available. Because people have lost or never pos-
sessed a connection to the criminalized other, it would be in the best interest for everyone
involved to take part in this conversation.

There comes a point in life when we should try and see things from another or the
“other’s” perspective. It’s the only way to recognize others for who they are and not
who we think they are. The most valuable and effective human trait within this concept
is, as Bryan Stevenson explains it, “the transformative power of just mercy.” He further
expounds,

mercy is just when it is rooted in hopefulness and given freely. Mercy is the most empower-
ing, liberating, and transformative when it is directed at the undeserving. The people who
haven’t earned it, who haven’t sought it, are the most meaningful recipients of our
compassion.5

Now that the life in need for apprehension is defined, we must recognize it with an inten-
tion to reframe it. Reframing this life will ensure we receive a better representation for its
perspective. Judith Butler shares the definition of “frame” and provides the concept and
how it functions. She explains, “When a picture is framed, any number of ways of com-
municating on or extending the picture maybe at stake. But, the frame tends to function,
even in a minimalist form as an editorial embellishment of the image.”6 By asserting indi-
vidual framing to life, we will assign more value to recognizing the individual criminalized
other as a life instead of simply defining prisoners by stereotypes or the nature of their
crime. We believe that criminals should be held responsible for the crimes they
commit; however, during some point of that punishment there has to be some sort of
avenue that guides them to a rehabilitative awareness.

Butler also poses a critical question regarding the “precariousness” of life in connection
to poverty. She asks, “Do we apprehend the precariousness of life through the frame avail-
able to us, and is our task to try to install new frames that would enhance the possibility of
that recognition?”7 The answer is obvious—it is our responsibility to make sure a proper
perspective is gained. Because apprehending the precariousness of life through existing
frames has been the problem with the socioeconomic and criminal justice system, existing
frames are misrepresentations, and they require refocusing with an interest in seeking
working solutions for improving life and recidivism.

At some point of the “lock ’em up” attitude, we have lost touch with human value by
dehumanizing the criminalized other. In order for us to dismantle the current practice that
dehumanizes lives to numbers; we must reframe those lives and redefine their meaning.
Just as those Central Michigan University (CMU) students were able to confront their
biases and preconceived ideas of the incarcerated, state representatives and officials
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should be required to participate within the guiding concept of transformative learning.
This form of transformative communication helps with opening other avenues for chan-
ging outside perspectives of prisoners.

Furthermore, it will be conducive for helping reformative actions. For example, a lot of
those students at CMU changed their perspectives and now are making plans to help bring
awareness about prison conditions. Student 6 said,

first action I would take to continue our project would involve working with my classmates to
form a registered student organization that is dedicated to prison reform activism and/ or
communication activism. . . we would work to “spread the word” about the problems with
incarceration. (Hinck, Hinck, and Howell)

Simple ideas like this have all the potential to transform into meaningful change.

Becoming prison educated

When people speak of being “prison educated,” you can imagine the first thing that comes
to mind is being educated in the ways of prison life. However, for the purpose of this essay,
when we use this phrase, we are referring to the utilization of the numerous educational
programs available for inmates to take advantage of while incarcerated. During our time as
incarcerated students, we have encountered many educators. The majority, we must
admit, seem like they are only there to earn a living, nothing more and nothing less.
However, there are a select few who genuinely have an interest in us as students.
Leland J. Carver and Laura M. Harrison state that “prison educators stand at the cross-
roads of liberation and incarceration.”8 This statement is extremely powerful and often
very true, but we feel that for a prison educator to really have a meaningful impact in
an inmate’s life, especially to the point of liberation, they must be willing to do more
than just their job. They can teach the curriculum, sure, but unless they are willing to
show an actual interest in their student’s learning, the student’s interest is often lost
and the impact is minimal, if there is an impact at all. These types of educators do
exist. In our experience, we have found that it has mostly been college instructors who
have shown the interest we are speaking about. The most obvious indication of whether
a teacher has a vested interest in their students is their willingness to take the time to
help the students. It can be by helping a student individually with course material or
doing research on their own time and spending their own money for materials that are
not provided by the institution they are employed by. These teachers take time away
from their own lives and, trust us, it is not lost on the students who are in it for the
right reasons.

Eleanor Novek states that “some prison educators regard their classrooms merely as
one setting among many in which they can apply the traditional authoritarian form of
education.” In our experience, this is mostly true in the more traditional prison class-
rooms. By “traditional,” we are referring to programs such as General Educational Devel-
opment (GED) and Changing Habits and Achieving Goals to Empower Success
(CHANGES). These are classes that rarely change, and therefore are taught on a rotating
schedule. They are repetitive and monotonous, and often mandatory. In many cases, these
types of classes are taught by career correctional officers who have formed an authoritative
mentality as a product of their careers that often spills over into their teaching styles. Then
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there are administration directors whose sole concern is their annual budget requirements.
It seems to us that their job is to direct their counselors to solicit enrollment in these pro-
grams to as many potential students as possible, regardless of the students’ individual
needs. We ask you this, what sense does it make for a counselor to try and solicit an
anger-management class to someone with a drug or alcohol offense? Or how about an
Alcoholics Anonymous class to someone with an assault offense? One logical answer is
to justify annual funding from the state and federal governments. We have found that
this sort of soliciting occurs with not only prison administrators and counselors, but
also the institutions that provide college programs to prisons. We have experienced
college counselors trying to push as many courses as possible on as many prospective stu-
dents as they can, regardless of the students’ academic abilities. You must understand that
it has been many years—sometimes decades—since some of these offenders have attended
any sort of schooling. For example, Johnson had not been in a classroom for any extended
period of time for over 16 years when he started the GED program three years ago. Even
then, he was only in that class for three months before earning his GED, and then it was
straight to college.

Prison education is not only a vital tool for an inmate while inside of prison, but also
an integral part of their successful reintegration into society post-release. Whether it’s a
general education program focused on the development of basic literary and mathemat-
ical skills such as the GED or a rehabilitative program focusing on cognitive change such
as CHANGES, prison education provides many skills necessary for leading a successful
life during incarceration as well as after release. Important aspects for creating personal
growth necessary for a successful life are self-confidence, self-value, and, most of all, self-
worth. An individual’s development is determined by their environment. Poverty is one
of the prominent characters of criminal environments. But it also includes many other
obstacles such as: drugs and alcohol, abuse (physical, mental, sexual), gang affiliation,
and violence, as well as other psychological effects. Most people raised in these con-
ditions have already accepted the possibility of incarceration. For instance, we know
of many people who believed prison would serve as “a badge of honor.” Some of
them, for the most part, didn’t have the privilege for envisioning the “American
dream.” We know that America wasn’t always great for them. According to the National
Center for Education Statistics, 30% of incarcerated adults have less than a high school
education. This is more than twice the number of U.S. households.9 According to the
Texas Department of Criminal Justice, the average educational level of a Texas prisoner
is approximately 8th grade with an average IQ of 91.10 Without improved college edu-
cation, we doom the incarcerated to failure and virtually guarantee their return to crime
and prison.

The combination of all these factors, with the oppressive prison system, has all the
possibility to push them into a deeper pit. At this point, they lose hope for a better lifestyle.
Ironically, Ahmed once had a cellmate who believed that he was much more “free” in
prison. According to Craig Haney, “a great many persons who engage in adult criminal
behavior once lived in abject poverty, frequently were victims of physical or emotional
abuse and chronic neglect, and were exposed to a variety of other painful experiences
as children.”11 Education is promoted to us as a way to achieve freedom, but it should
take our backgrounds into account.
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An honest conversation about prison reform

When we read the articles for this special issue, we had one primary thought: “Oh, hey
look, it’s the prison reform cheerleaders! Here they come now. Prison reform here!
Prison reform there! Prison reform everywhere!” Those cheerleaders can chant all day
every day and even get the USP–Atlanta debaters to echo their chants, but it sounds to
us like more hot-air politicians, empty promises, and joining whatever is the popular
movement until the next one comes along. How come no one has a plan? A real plan
with actual details, not just the keywords of “drug–alcohol treatment,” “education,” “re-
entry,” and “job training”?

Prison reform has been debated for many decades, and very little has followed. Reform
will come when lawmakers visit prisons, unannounced, to view how daily operations are
really maintained. If they viewed how abuse, corruption, poor medical care, and the
broken re-entry system worked, then change might finally occur. Until they address the
issues of post-traumatic stress disorder, institutionalization, and other underlying prob-
lems, nothing is going to be rectified. While well-intentioned, reformers are currently
only guessing at the solutions. We live here, and we know how to fix it. Why is no one
asking us?

As this journal has given us the opportunity to express our voices, we would like to offer
some of our own solutions to truly reform prisons.

A. Pre-entry
1. Community programs that teach kids what prison is. Weeklong stays in prisons,

revocation of privileges from teens such as driving, implementation of curfews.
Positive teaching interactions with law enforcement officers such as sporting
events, social gatherings, concerts, and carnivals.

2. County jails should teach inmates why prison is awful to deter further crimes.
Teach inmates en route to prison how to be successful while there and how to
never return. These classes should be taught by prisoners who have spent con-
siderable time behind bars.

B. Recognize prisoner needs
1. Mental health evaluation needs to be improved. Caudill was incarcerated for

more than 15 years before being diagnosed with PTSD, and this was only
accomplished through a legal battle to be able to see the Veteran’s
Administration doctor.

2. Psychologists and counselors should be made available to prisoners with the
assurance that those sessions will not be discussed with prison officials. Counse-
lors can evaluate, guide, and talk through emotions with prisoners—something
otherwise impossible inside prison walls.

3. Increase educational opportunities for prisoners. The top three blue-collar jobs for
released felons are truck driving, welding, and mechanical maintenance. Due to
limited resources, only a few prisoners get to learn these trades. This job training
should be available at every prison.

C. Teach prisoners responsibility
Pay prisoners for their jobs, but make them pay for their lives. Charge them for rent,
utilities, food, and taxes, and make them have savings accounts. Only funds earned in
prison can be used to pay prison bills, rather than money received from family
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members and loved ones. This will create societies in prison and reward successful
behavior.

D. Technology access
Give prisoners controlled access to new technologies. Technology changes quickly, so
imagine being in a coma for 10 years and waking up to use the newest technology.
This is the reality for prisoners who have never seen or touched smartphones,
tablets, or even laptops or computers.

E. Continued support
Throughout parole and after release, continue support through job training, housing
placement, mental health monitoring, counseling, job fairs for felons, reunions, and
other activities for continued networking and encouragement.

F. Support prison guards
1. Train employees to make prisoners better people, not worse. Their job is not to

punish, treat us like dirt, and bully us with unbridled authority. This only
creates hate toward law enforcement that carries over once we are released.

2. Pay them better. By offering low wages, you get poorly qualified employees. Give
them access to free or discounted college classes while employed and provide
raises for earning college credits. This will create a smarter and better staff.

Conclusion

In conclusion, things must change in order to change the cycle of criminal behavior. First,
we have to address the underlying issues with changing perspective. There are many
factors involved within the criminal justice system that require reform. However, the
most important factors that should lead this reform topic have been addressed within
this essay. We believe that the power of the state’s oppressive system is long overdue
for changing its perspective concerning incarceration. Once that transformative conversa-
tion begins, people’s preconceived notions about prisoners will change.

We have to rely on statistics and personal narratives to determine how to change. With
that said, the only tool that has been proven to work in rehabilitating prisoners is edu-
cation. It makes sense to build on the ideas that have already been proven to work the
best for changing lives and recidivism rates.

We are not scholars in the way you usually think of the word. Beyond Ahmed’s
master’s, we don’t have a doctorate or master’s or bachelor’s degree. Even as we write
this article, most of us have yet to earn our associate’s degrees. However, what we do
have is experience. We have seen all sorts of prison education and the educators associated
with it.

Educators, we urge you to engage your students. You must challenge them, but at the
same time you must build trust with them. It is your duty not only to educate your stu-
dents in the field of study you are teaching, but also to help them identify who they are
and what they want from their lives. We warn you that this will not be an easy task. At
times it may even seem impossible, especially considering the environment that you are
expected to accomplish all of this in. But we ask you, please endure! Take it from those
of us who have literally come from nothing. Because of the educational experiences we
had during this incarceration, we now have the confidence to accomplish all our
aspirations.
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