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The College-in-Prison Reentry Initiative

The Manhattan District Attorney’s Criminal Justice Investment Initiative (CJIl) funded the College-in-Prison
Reentry Initiative (CIP) to close this gap by expanding access to academic college education in prisons
throughout New York State. The Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) conducted a research study to understand
the impacts of college participation on behavior in prison, contacts with the criminal legal system,
employment, and income using a common quasi-experimental approach. Vera also conducted a costing
analysis to understand the resources needed to implement and scale college-in-prison programs, including
the delivery of instruction, student services, supports, and reentry services. This factsheet presents initial
findings of a larger study to be completed in 2024.

Methodology

The study gathered data from various sources, including college providers, the New York Department of
Corrections and Community Supervision, the New York Division of Criminal Justice Services, and the New
York Department of Labor. It involved CJll-funded students and similar non-students, focusing on their
incarceration periods, eligibility for education, employment, wages, and conviction histories.

Using a quasi-experimental approach called propensity score matching, Vera researchers selected non-
students for comparison based on criteria similar to the students. Variables for comparison included
demographics, conviction history, correctional characteristics, and educational attributes. Outcomes
assessed included in-facility behavior (“misconducts”), new convictions post-release, and employment status
and wages after release. Vera researchers applied regression analysis techniques to estimate differences
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between groups and the impact of college education on the time until a new conviction occurred post-
release. For the full report, including more information on the methodology and a description of propensity
score matching, visit https://www.vera.org/publications/the-impacts-of-college-in-prison.

Key Findings
Recidivism

People who participated in college-in-prison programs were at least 66 percent less likely to have another
conviction within six months, 12 months, or at any point after release (up until September 2021) within the
study period compared to incarcerated people who did not participate. This effect is notably stronger than
researchers have previously observed for postsecondary education in prison.4

Wages

The impact of college participation on formal employment and wages showed mixed results. In the first two
quarters following release, students were 30 percent less likely to find employment; however, this effect was
not significant over four quarters. Additionally, students earned nearly $3,900 less over the first four
quarters following release compared to non-students. These findings may be attributed to the difficulty in
accounting for pre-incarceration employment and wages as data was not available. Thus, further research is
required to better understand these outcomes.

Misconducts

Vera researchers did not observe any significant differences in the number of misconducts between non-
students and students after beginning postsecondary education. This lack of difference may in part be due
to the strict behavioral eligibility criteria both groups had to meet for inclusion in the sample, leading to a low
baseline level of misconduct.

Costs

Colleges need resources beyond those that the CIP Reentry Initiative provides. While CIP—funded through
CJll—was successful in supporting a scale-up of college-in-prison programming, colleges, nonetheless, had to
use additional funding sources or in-kind donations of time and materials to fund education programs and to
provide reentry services. This indicates single, time-limited grants—such as those available through Clll—are
useful as a component of blended or braided funding models but colleges cannot depend on them as a
single source of funding in perpetuity.

Implications and Next Steps

The findings of this study show that academic college programs in prison are very effective at reducing
future convictions. Yet, interest in college in prison among prospective students far outstrips the ability of
institutions of higher education to provide that programming, due in no small part to severe resource
constraints. In such a context, funding through initiatives such as CJII not only supports the aspirations of
people who are incarcerated but also promotes public safety. As CJIl ends, the reinstatement of funding
through the Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) in New York State—and Pell Grants at the national level—will
play a significant role in closing the aspiration gap, expanding college programs, and improving safety and
well-being. This benefits students, prospective students, and their families and communities—all while
reducing expenditures on incarceration. Investing in postsecondary education in prisons unlocks myriad
benefits that extend far beyond individual students and their families. It has the power to strengthen
communities and enhance public safety, all while securing for students themselves the numerous benefits
inherent to education. Highlighting these benefits and celebrating student success are important pathways
to continue to garner support for these programs.
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