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In the present study, we examined the impact of a higher education in prison (HEP) 
program, specifically exploring the relationship between various academic experiences 
that characterize liberal arts education (e.g., opportunity to improve writing, 
opportunity to build and defend an argument) and students’ development of agency-
related beliefs and behaviors (e.g., proactive coping skills, confidence in advocating 
for themselves). Using a mixed-methods approach, we received survey data from 58 
incarcerated students who were either currently or formerly enrolled in college courses 
as part of a HEP program where students could earn their Associates Degree; we also 
received qualitative data from 21 students enrolled in the same program. We found 
significant, moderate correlations between many of the educational experiences and 
the five different agency-related indicators. The qualitative remarks illustrated that 
nearly all respondents experienced profound transformations in how they understood 
their skills, related to others, and described their identity. Moreover, students connected 
these transformations to the set of personalized and rigorous academic standards to 
which they were held accountable in their courses. Collectively, these data suggest 
that such educational opportunities are critical to the well-being of incarcerated 
students and the ultimate success and benefit of HEPs.
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I have found a greater purpose through FEPPS [Freedom Education Project 
Puget Sound] and not only have I found my voice, but I learned that I’m 
more resilient than I thought. I have learned the true meaning of suffering 
through countless sleepless nights of intense writing. I have [name of 
professor’s] history class to thank for some of those experiences. I’ve 
learned the value of education, which provides the most important tool 
to build and create my life for a better tomorrow. … Higher education in 
prisons is an essential to my life as air and water. It does so much more 
than teach me facts or figures. It builds self-esteem where there was none. It 
creates hope when I thought there was not a hint of hope, and it opens doors 
in life that were once closed.

 —Student Feedback from FEPPS program graduate, Spring, 2020
 
 Resilience, self-esteem, and hope for the future are just some of the benefits 
articulated by students in the Freedom Education Project Puget Sound (FEPPS) 
Higher Education in Prison (HEP) program in the Washington Corrections Center for 
Women (WCCW) in Washington State. The above quote captures how one student’s 
participation in a liberal arts HEP program provides intellectual, emotional, and 
social sustenance. Yet, until recently, most evaluations of HEP privileged reduced 
recidivism and employment after prison as the key indicators that college in prison is 
successful; the extant literature has demonstrated a clear and consistent relationship 
in this regard (Chappell, 2004; Cho & Tyler, 2013; Davis, Bozick, Steele, Saunders, 
& Miles, 2013; Duwe & Clark, 2013; Erisman & Contardo, 2005; Kim & Clark, 
2013; Vacca, 2004). Although we believe that these outcomes are critical, we assert 
that higher education confers much broader cognitive, social, psychological, and 
skill-based benefits that impact students well before their release. Moreover, these 
impacts are likely to mediate the relationship between higher educational experiences 
on the one hand and post-release effects on the other. The present study adds to 
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the literature that has begun to address the gap between how students narrate their 
experience in HEP programs and existing research that views higher education in 
prison primarily as an intervention-based treatment or correction, beneficial insofar 
as it results in employment or reduced recidivism (Castro & Gould, 2018).
 To reconcile the disjuncture between the lived experience of students and 
previous studies, we used both qualitative and quantitative methods to examine 
the degree to which particular types of educational experiences associated with the 
liberal arts related to student psychological agency. In this study, agency refers to a 
set of related constructs associated with one’s ability to self-advocate, general self-
esteem, hope for the future, locus of control, and proactive coping. Frequently used 
in psychological social-science research, these constructs correlate both to one’s 
well-being (Adler, 2012; Helgeson, 1994; Mak, Ng, & Wong, 2011) and capacity 
to function effectively (Baker, Berghoff, Kuo, & Quevillon, 2020; Yi-Feng Chen, 
Crant, Wang, Kou, Qin, Yu, & Sun, 2021). Anecdotally and via qualitative research, 
HEP students frequently report improvements to these and related constructs such as 
empowerment (Evans, Pelletier, & Szkola, 2018) and personal responsibility (Fine, 
Torre, Boudin, Bowen, Clark, Hylton, & Martinez, 2001).
 In this study, however, we sought to explore more systematically if and 
how specific HEP program characteristics (e.g., programs that emphasize academic 
and social skills such as critical thinking, responding to feedback, ability to develop 
an argument based on credible evidence, improved interpersonal communications, 
writing skills, and the ability to tolerate ambiguity) were associated with agency-
related variables. Demonstrating a connection between greater involvement with 
certain types of program characteristics to agency-related benefits is important to the 
extent that it bolsters the argument that the type of higher education one experiences 
is, in fact, consequential (Baranger, Rousseau, Mastrorilli, & Matesanz, 2018). It 
could also point to how programs might consider designing academic experiences 
within HEP programs, especially with the reinstatement of Pell funding. In the 
present study, such quantitative instruments to assess these program characteristics 
and agency-related measures made this type of examination possible. Using the rich 
and detailed descriptions of their academic experiences, we were then able to use 
students’ qualitative data to complement our understanding of these connections. 

FEPPS Program Background: HEP Context of the Present Study
 Freedom Education Project Puget Sound (FEPPS) provides a rigorous 
liberal arts college program at Washington Corrections Center for Women (WCCW), 
a large women’s prison in Washington State.1 Both authors have been involved with 

1 Although FEPPS operates at WCCW, a facility founded for incarcerated women, FEPPS 
enrolls all persons at the prison who qualify for admission regardless of their sex or gender-
identity status. This includes cis-gendered women, transgender men, and transgender women.
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the FEPPS program. Tanya Erzen was instrumental in founding the program; she 
routinely teaches courses in the program and presently serves as the FEPPS Faculty 
Director. Sarah Moore has also taught courses in the FEPPS program and oversaw 
the data collection reported in this paper. Although both authors are connected with 
the program and its educational practices, the present data collection efforts were 
undertaken not as a program evaluation of FEPPS per se, but rather to examine the 
relationship between educational experiences and student psychological well-being. 
We engaged in this work, therefore, with the aim of being able to generalize our 
findings and make recommendations to similar programs.
 FEPPS supports pathways to higher education after release from prison. In 
2011, women inside WCCW advocated for access to higher education and reached 
out to local professors who began teaching as volunteers. Initially, the courses were 
not credit-bearing; however, one year later, FEPPS was founded as a nonprofit. In 
2013, FEPPS partnered with a local community college to accredit an Associate 
of Arts degree. In the ensuing years, the program has grown to include some 279 
students, 55 graduates, and 130 instructors from 26 institutions; in 2019, a liberal arts 
college approved accreditation for the Bachelor of Arts degree for FEPPS students.
 Several important program qualities characterize the type of educational 
skills and experiences in which students are engaged. All students start as a cohort, 
with a sequence of pre-college math and English as needed. As they progress, they 
join the broader student body in other classes. This structure is critical to position 
students for success and to build a supportive community. The FEPPS courses 
themselves are grounded in the liberal arts tradition with an expectation of academic 
rigor comparable to outside classrooms and an emphasis on critical thinking, student 
leadership, and supportive relationships among students and between students and 
faculty. The A.A. and B.A. students alike develop critical, analytical, and contextual 
thinking and knowledge in ways designed to build self-efficacy and awareness of 
the social and political structures that shape individual lives, especially around 
race, gender, and sexuality. Courses explore broad themes essential to a liberal 
arts education such as: Who counts as experts? What is a valid question? What is 
evidence, and what counts as evidence for different fields? How do we understand 
issues from different disciplinary perspectives? Why do people believe what they 
believe? How does knowledge become codified? FEPPS also offers academic 
enrichment, including film, book, and lecture programs, and looks for collaborative 
opportunities to support a strong student community and learning culture at WCCW 
(e.g., gender identity workshops, the first women’s Ethics Bowl team in a prison, and 
the first Phi Theta Kappa honor society chapter inside a women’s prison).

Previous Program Evaluations: Beyond Employment and Recidivism
 A recent and growing body of scholarship has challenged the predominant 
deterministic view of HEP programs’ impact and benefit solely in relation to 
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employment and reduced recidivism (see Castro, 2018; Gould, 2018; McCorkel 
& DeFina, 2019; Pelletier & Evans, 2019). Early studies such as the participatory 
action research of Fine et al. (2001) demonstrated the impact of HEP on recidivism 
but also addressed its impact on the culture within the prison and student leadership. 
More recently, the Mount Tamalpais College/Prison University Project (MTC/PUP) 
and Education Justice Project (EJP) studies focused on criteria related to student 
well-being and found that higher education supported students’ transition to more 
positive identities (e.g., mentors). The EJP study utilized student-generated criteria 
such as a sense of themselves as an “educated man” to assess the impact of their 
program (Boyce, 2019). Similarly, the program evaluation conducted by Evans et 
al. (2017) pointed to how higher education increased incarcerated students’ sense 
of empowerment that, in turn, helped to diminish the negative self-stigma that 
frequently accompanies incarceration. Likewise, McCorkel and DeFina (2019) 
highlighted that such a singular emphasis on recidivism in HEP program evaluation 
detracts from higher education’s importance to democracy and communities 
characterized by justice. A recent report from the Institute for Higher Education 
Policy commented that a fuller and more robust examination of HEP program’s 
impacts was critical for responsible stewardship of public funds directed towards 
education in prisons (Brick & Ajinkya, 2020). In summary, the emerging literature on 
HEP programs suggests that their effects may be far-reaching, impacting much more 
than recidivism rates, and that continued examination is essential. 
 Another body of literature also informed our current study: research 
focused on understanding the impact of a liberal arts education. This literature 
demonstrates that liberal arts education cultivates lifelong learning, well-being, 
and leadership (Pascarella & Blaich, 2013; Seifert, Goodman, Lindsay, Jorgensen, 
Wolniak, Pascarella, & Blaich, 2008). In addition to the “hard” skills (e.g., writing, 
development of arguments using evidence) that are connected to assignments 
and specific coursework, good liberal arts education facilitates the development 
of more generalizable “soft” skills (e.g., ability to tolerate ambiguity, manage 
stressful situations, handle large workloads) and psychological well-being (Morales, 
2011; Pascarella & Blaich, 2013). These benefits also extend to students who are 
incarcerated. These students are often in greater need of such skills and have fewer 
avenues for obtaining them due to their incarcerated status. Indeed, our focus on 
the broader impacts of high-quality higher educational experiences for all students 
aligns our scholarship with the call to move away from a “correctional education” 
philosophical underpinning that has often characterized the field (Castro & Gould, 
2018).

Focus of the Present Study
 Using both quantitative and qualitative data, the focus of this study was 
to explore the relationship between various liberal arts educational experiences 
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to students’ reports of agency-related benefits. Although the data also offered an 
evaluation of the FEPPS program, the primary emphasis of our research was not 
program evaluation per se. Rather, we sought to understand which educational 
features were associated with student well-being for the purposes of generalizing our 
findings and their implications to similar programs. 
 An important aspect of this work relates to how we considered and 
operationalized liberal arts education. Namely, for this study, when we speak of 
a liberal arts style of education, we are referring to a broad set of educational 
characteristics that include experiences both inside and outside of the classroom. 
For example, we considered qualities of course requirements, the standards to 
which students are held, the varied types of skills students are asked to develop, the 
relationships they have with student peers and faculty, the informal conversations 
and study groups, and optional activities that augment students’ development. 
Using the quantitative data specifically, we sought to identify which features of this 
educational approach were most strongly associated with the agency-related benefits. 
To our knowledge, previous scholars have not studied specific, granular educational 
characteristics in a HEP context; thus, part of our work involved developing this 
measure for our research. Should such specific qualities be identified, we believe 
they could inform HEP program development, revision, and/or evaluation.
 There are many potential benefits from higher education. However, we 
chose to explore agency-related outcomes for two reasons. First, we posit that agency 
may play a mediating role in many of the post-release outcomes (such as reduced 
recidivism) and thus could point to a greater understanding of exactly why or how 
education confers benefits on these measures. Although this was not a primary 
motivator of the study, we recognize its potential benefit to the field. In addition, 
however, we believe that agency benefits are important in their own right, to the 
extent that they improve the incarcerated person’s quality of life and may help them 
successfully navigate life inside prison. Such markers of agency (e.g., self-esteem, 
hope for the future) have long been recognized in the social sciences as meaningful 
contributors to mental health and well-being (Adler, 2012; Helgeson, 1994; Mak, et 
al., 2011). 
 Anecdotally and via qualitative data, students who are incarcerated have 
noted well-being benefits in previous research (see Baranger, et al., 2018; Fine, et 
al., 2001; Lagemann, 2016; Lewen, 2014). However, our use of a mixed methods 
approach makes several contributions to the literature. First, our quantitative 
methodology offers us a more standardized way to operationalize and understand 
what types of educational experiences and benefits students are experiencing; 
often, such precision is difficult to glean from qualitative data as students will use 
slightly different words, phrases, and examples to convey their meaning. Next, 
quantitative indicators allow us to identify more precisely which types of academic 
experiences correlate specifically to agency-related variables. Last, by examining 
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students’ written, qualitative remarks to focused questions that ask about educational 
experiences, we can augment and enhance our understanding of these connections. 
In short, our use of both types of data confers two distinct advantages: precision in 
definition, measurement, and association (quantitative data); and depth, nuance, and 
fuller meaning (qualitative data).

Method
Participants and Procedures
 The authors obtained data for this study from two different sources. In 
December 2019, we collected quantitative survey data from 58 incarcerated students 
who were either currently or formerly enrolled in courses as part of a higher 
education program that offers the opportunity for people who are incarcerated to earn 
their Associate’s degree. As part of a semester-end, all-student meeting, we explained 
the aims of the evaluation and invited all students to participate in completing  a 
survey designed to measure their classroom experiences and various indices of 
academic and personal well-being. We clarified that they would not receive any 
compensation for their participation and that their participation was voluntary. We 
provided an alternative activity to those who opted not to complete the survey. 
In advance of this meeting, we attended classes to explain the nature and aims 
of the evaluation project in an effort to encourage robust meeting attendance. Of 
approximately 125 students who were eligible to attend the meeting, 60 attended. All 
but two students in attendance chose to complete the survey (mean age = 37.3 SD = 
9.7).
 In Spring 2020, the authors also collected qualitative data by inviting 
the same students to participate in a focus group aimed at understanding their 
academic experiences in greater depth. We were able to schedule and hold one of 
these groups with three students before COVID-19 forced the prison’s closure to 
outside volunteers. As an alternative data collection process, we converted these 
focus group questions to written form and invited students to answer a series of 
open-ended questions that asked more specific questions about their academic 
experiences and well-being. These data were collected via a written paper packet 
distributed to all students who were either presently or formerly enrolled in the same 
education program; 21 of the 128 students returned written responses to the authors. 
This lower-than-anticipated response rate was likely affected by COVID-19 and 
our inability to advertise the data collection in advance of the packet distribution. 
We obtained approval from the Department of Corrections, the Washington State 
Institutional Review Board, and our own university’s IRB for both of these data 
collections.
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Survey Questions
 To measure academic experiences, we asked participants to consider their 
college coursework overall and to indicate the degree to which their courses had 
included various characteristics and opportunities such as “opportunities to improve 
my writing skills” and “working independently,” rated from 1 (never) to 6 (always). 
These 32 items were generated by the authors and two other program support staff 
familiar with the types of educational opportunities available to students through 
the program. See Table 1 for a complete listing of item content, means, and standard 
deviations. The authors of this paper, both of whom have extensive experience 
teaching at a small, private, liberal arts university, also consulted the extant 
literature related to liberal arts education to develop a comprehensive list of viable 
characteristics and experiences (Haberberger, 2018; Seifert, et al., 2008).
 We obtained measures of agency-related well-being from the literature 
and selected items to fit a sample of individuals who are incarcerated. We also 
had pragmatic concerns about the length of the survey and the prison’s schedule 
constraints that impacted the amount of time available for survey administration. 
For this reason, it was necessary to shorten most of the measures by selecting those 
items with the best psychometric properties. These two modifications noted, scale 
reliabilities were comparable to those reported in the literature (see below). All 
measures used the same response format (1 = definitely false, 5 = definitely true), and 
where appropriate, negatively worded questions were reverse coded before summing 
to obtain a total score.
 General Advocacy – Confidence was assessed with eight items that asked 
respondents to indicate the degree to which certain statements about their coping 
style were true for them (Hawley, Gerber, Pretz, Morey, & Whiteneck; 2016). 
Example statements included, “I can keep track of important information that I 
need,” “I can communicate my needs in a way that is respectful of others,” and “I 
can work with other people to solve problems” (alpha = .81). The General Self-
esteem measure consisted of five statements drawn from Debowska, Boduszek, 
and Sherretts (2017) and Horon, Williams, McManus, and Roberts (2018) that 
asked participants to consider “how you feel about yourself.” Statements included 
sentences such as “I feel like I can’t do anything well” and “I think that I have worth 
as a person” (alpha = .82). We measured Hope for the Future with four statements 
(alpha = .79) that included, “The future appears bright to me” and “I see a purpose 
for my life” (Shumway, Dakin, Jordan, Kimball, Harris & Bradshaw; 2014). Locus 
of Control aimed to measure the degree to which one believes positive outcomes are 
a function of their own, internally derived efforts. The scale included such statements 
as “In my life, good luck is more important than hard work for success” (alpha = 
.61) and included items drawn from the work of Gregg, Galyardt, Wolfe, Moon, 
and Todd, (2017), Wang and Su (2013), and Alonso-Tapia, Garrido-Hernansaiz, 
Rodriguez-Ray, Ruiz, and Nieto (2017). Last, Proactive Coping was measured with 
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six items (alpha = .72) designed to evaluate the degree to which participants believe 
they have the skills and abilities to solve problems and overcome any barriers to 
these efforts (e.g., “I reach out to others in times of need,” and “I begin working on 
my plans to meet my goals as soon as possible”). This measure was also developed 
by selecting items published by Gregg et al. (2017), Shumway et al. (2014), and 
Alonso-Tapia et al. (2017).

Focus Group Questions
 To the extent possible, the written open-ended questions matched the 
questions we posed to the in-person focus group participants. The questions 
themselves centered on asking participants to describe the various ways they had 
changed during the time they were enrolled in the HEP courses and to identify the 
various education-related experiences that had prompted these changes. For example, 
we asked students: (a) What changes, if any, have you noticed in yourself over time 
as a result of your FEPPS enrollment? If you can’t think of anything, what have 
others noticed about you? These can be personal, academic, professional, etc.; (b) 
What, exactly, is it about your FEPPS educational experiences that have led to your 
changes? Consider the types of in-person classes, teachers, or assignments that have 
had the biggest positive impacts. Be as specific as possible; (c) COVID-19 required 
that FEPPS courses shift to mail correspondence. What changes – both positive 
and negative – did you notice in the types of assignments and activities or your 
engagement and motivation?
 For both the single, in-person focus group transcript and the 21 written sets 
of remarks, we read the responses and identified the types of changes reported by the 
students. Next, we identified the specific educational-related experiences the students 
cited as supporting these changes. The revisions to educational programming 
prompted by COVID-19 provided a point of comparison for many of the students 
and helped to illuminate the impacts of certain types of educational experiences.

Results and Discussion
Quantitative Findings
 To examine the impact of specific educational experiences on measures of 
agency-related well-being, we first examined the item means and standard deviations 
on educational experiences and their correlations with the five dependent measures. 
Table 1 illustrates that overall, students reported having experienced many of these 
educational qualities and characteristics. Item means were typically above 4.0 
(grand mean 4.78 from a possible range of 1.0 to 6.0) with improving writing skills, 
improving stress management skills, belonging to a community of learners, hearing 
visiting speakers, participating in in-person discussions with other students, and 
participating in various forms of (class, advisory council, study groups, workshops) 
receiving the highest levels of endorsement.
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 The correlations between these individual educational items and the 
measures of agency-related well-being revealed overall, moderate associations. 
For example, the opportunity to improve writing skills, improve time management, 
build and defend an argument, see films in a film series, being held to high, rigorous 
standards for work, and engage in personal reflection each correlated with either 
four or five of the dependent measures. Looking at the findings from the point 
of view of the agency-related measures, we found that they each correlated with 
several of the academic experiences ranging from seven significant correlations 
(Hope for Future) to 22 significant correlations (General Advocacy – Confidence). 
However, an inspection of these correlations did not reveal particular subpatterns 
where, for example, certain types of educational experiences (e.g., those that involve 
other people, those that require the development of more traditional academic 
skills) showed systematic patterns of association with any particular agency-related 
measure.
 Although we had intended to find a more focused set of relationships 
between the specific educational experiences and agency, such results may be due to 
the exploratory nature of our work and our development of this measure for use in 
this study. Accordingly, these initial findings provide a platform for revision and use 
in future research. For example, several of the items related to faculty relationships 
failed to show significant correlations. Yet, the qualitative remarks (see below) 
often referred to the profound impact of a specific faculty member (i.e., respondents 
differentiated between faculty as a whole versus particular faculty members). We 
recommend that future researchers thoughtfully consider making these types of 
revisions to items if they intend to study educational experiences at this level of 
detail.
 An equally plausible explanation relates to how students experienced 
their academic involvements. Namely, based on our own teaching experiences, 
we speculate that these educational opportunities were inherently integrated. For 
example, classroom participation offered the chance to belong to a community of 
learners, build and defend an argument, and get to know their faculty who facilitated 
the classroom discussion. Students therefore experienced these opportunities as a 
collective, interwoven set of skills development that impacted their sense of self, 
coping strategies, academic visions, and personal development. Our interpretation 
of the quantitative findings was strongly informed by our students’ written responses 
which often conveyed such interconnectivity (see below). 

Qualitative Findings
 The quote at the beginning of this article illustrates one student’s profound 
and holistic transformation catalyzed by her higher educational experiences. She 
expressed increased self-esteem, hope for the future, capacity to advocate, and 
greater confidence due to struggles and successes she experienced with writing 
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assignments in higher education in prison programming. Although some students 
provided fuller explanations than others, we found similar types of descriptions of 
educational transformations in all but two of the 21 participants who responded. 
 Because we were interested in understanding which types of educational 
experiences were responsible for such changes, we read all written remarks and 
identified the phrases or sentences where the student connected a given educational 
practice or technique to some type of positive agency-related outcome. For example, 
Student 7 stated that she was empowered by learning how to write and build an 
argument with evidence, which has led to increased confidence and better decision-
making in many important areas of her life: 

 [Name of professor] taught me how to write a proper paragraph which led 
to a proper essay. She told me I could write whatever I wanted. She didn’t 
have to agree with me/my point of view; so long as I had the evidence to 
support my claim, I could write whatever I wanted. No one’s opinion is 
wrong, just make sure the evidence supports what I’m saying. This gave me 
the confidence to write what I really thought, to pursue what I wanted, to 
help me figure out my own likes and preferences when selecting classes … 
which led to making changes in my reading, TV watching, and eventually 
all areas of my life.

 Examination of Student 19’s comments revealed that she was able to apply 
improved communication and tenacity to areas of her life beyond the classroom and 
credited faculty interaction and dedication as being part of her newfound confidence:

I’m able to articulate why I feel or think a certain way instead of just being 
hurt/angry and misunderstood. I’m a lot better at going through hard times 
where in the past I’d just give up. By having teachers who never gave 
up on me but believed in me helped me to succeed. This has given me a 
confidence that I know I’m unstoppable, fierce, smart, and determined.

 Another student discussed how college classes allowed her to ask questions 
and reveal where she did not understand without defensiveness or fear of reprisal 
or shame. Shame is a pervasive experience within a prison, and a key barrier for 
many students entering the college program is the sense that they are incapable of 
successfully completing college work (Baranger et al., 2018). At first, many students 
are hesitant to show vulnerability in front of other students and therefore do not risk 
admitting to areas of ignorance. The FEPPS program builds confidence in collective 
settings over time via intensive and sustained conversation with faculty and students, 
which is a key benefit of in-person classes. One student wrote: 

I absolutely notice my humility. Prior to college, I was defensive whenever 
I didn’t know something, as if I had to always explain why I did or didn’t 
know. Now I’m able to be okay with saying, “Wow. I didn’t know that.” 
It’s actually a sense of accomplishment now to say those words, because it 
means I’m learning. With FEPPS, it’s a collective, everyone gets involved, 
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including our professors … FEPPS professors allow for lengthy, interactive 
lectures that capture both the text and your attention. They make you think 

and question your learning process. They don’t hold our hands, but they 
don’t let us down either.

 The sense of students receiving a holistic education in which the academic 
skills of writing and assessing evidence are translated to other realms of students’ 
lives was evident throughout their remarks. Specifically, we found that students 
connected particular academic skills to the ability to engage with other viewpoints 
beyond the class. The ability to engage with viewpoints that differ from one’s own is 
a vital skill for negotiating life inside an overcrowded prison. 

He [professor] really encouraged us to experience that time and place, to 
view the Enlightenment through the eyes of Bouldier [sic], to taste the 
culture of the Bourgeoisie. He helped to cultivate a sense of philosophical 
awe in me. … I naturally wanted to rebel. The thing is the teacher didn’t try 
to stop me. She said, “What’s your evidence,” “Prove your point.” I really 
had to start thinking for myself about my world views. These people and 
classes helped me to form opinions, to seek answers, to determine my own 
values, how I upheld them, and how I reacted to situations.

 Another student talked about her renewed sense of self-advocacy and 
proactive coping due to being part of a community of learners, one where she gained 
skill and comfort in speaking in front of other people. 

Being involved with FEPPS has helped me to become a more confident and 
innovative person. Troubleshooting a program in prison has thrown me into 
situations where I have learned to network, to speak comfortably in front 
of people, to advocate for myself and others, and to feel and be seen as a 
collaborator rather than a subordinate.

 We note that while these skills are valuable in non-prison contexts and in 
the college program in the prison, these same skills are often penalized inside the 
prison. Advocating for oneself may lead to an infraction or claims that a person is 
acting out, especially for women. National studies have demonstrated that women 
are often punished more harshly and regularly than men for talking and advocating 
for themselves (Shapiro, 2020). While the connection between academic skills of 
argumentation, marshaling evidence, and engaging multiple viewpoints leads to 
advocacy and improved communication skills in a group in the college program and 
perhaps with other people in the prison, it may lead to reprisal with officers or others. 
In a hierarchical prison space, these are antithetical to the expectations placed on 
women in the prison: To obey, listen, and not talk back.
 Nevertheless, students expressed that the experience of being in a college 
classroom, connecting with other students and outside (non-incarcerated) professors 
also impacted their sense of hope for the future. A student describes: 
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I deal with anger differently – see [the] bigger picture. I don’t know how 
to put into words the amount of change that has occurred, both inside 
and in my relationships – but it is because of school. It is the one-on-
one interaction with staff and professors – in English. I’d really given up 
hope of going on past AA; my English professor took time to tell me her 
stories about graduate school. She treated my work like it and pushed me/ 
encouraged me by saying she thought I should go there.

 Considered collectively and illustrated above, at the center of many remarks 
was a strong sentiment regarding the importance of the relationship between the 
students with each other as well as among the students, their work, and the faculty. 
Students’ qualitative remarks illustrated the importance of the high and rigorous 
standards to which their faculty held them and the genuine care faculty had for 
their growth. Students also frequently mentioned skills they developed, such as: 
collaborating with others, using evidence, questioning assumptions, developing an 
openness and tolerance for ambiguity, and persevering despite academic challenges 
as central to their greater sense of confidence, hope, and self-esteem. These 
experiences were integrated, organic, and dynamic. They were also greatly facilitated 
by the in-person relationships that supported them as they learned these new skills 
that, for many students, signified highly transformative personal, emotional, and 
academic changes.

Conclusion
 Drawing on the strengths of varied methodological approaches, the aim of 
our research was to identify precise educational characteristics that correlated with 
agency-related outcomes. Additionally, we sought to augment our understanding 
of the quantitative findings with qualitative student comments about their higher 
educational experiences in FEPPS. For reasons noted earlier and discussed in 
more detail below, our quantitative data did not yield a tidy subset of program 
characteristics that might, for example, serve as a checklist for HEP program 
administrators. Rather, both our quantitative and qualitative data connote the 
importance of ensuring high-quality higher education comprised of various elements 
that contribute to challenging content, varied pedagogical approaches, and caring 
relationships. We believe that there are likely many ways this may be accomplished: 
we recommend that HEP program administrators consider these elements as potential 
components for designing or evaluating whether the program is able to realize its 
desired outcomes vis-à-vis student academic achievement and psychological well-
being.

Study Limitations
 Before discussing recommendations, we acknowledge that our findings are 
limited by measurement issues, potential self-selection into the study, and response 
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bias. As noted earlier, the quantitative measures were both developed for this 
research (e.g., academic experience items) and modified from existing scales (e.g., 
agency measures) because the measures either did not exist or required modification 
to fit the incarcerated student context and time constraints of the prison. Even 
though statistical analyses of the measures (e.g., scale reliabilities) demonstrated 
that our newly developed scales were sound, we hope that other programs might 
utilize these measures to augment our program sample and provide additional 
psychometric reliability and validity evidence. In addition, it may be the case that 
students felt as though they needed to report positive reactions to the program, 
despite our repeated assurances that they could speak honestly, especially because 
they are incarcerated and potentially felt pressure to conform to their perception of 
researcher expectations. To address this potential problem, we provided the means 
for students to respond anonymously. We also had a program assistant, a person with 
less perceived power than the authors, disseminate the materials and serve as a point 
of contact for participants’ questions. 
 Another potential limitation is that students may have simply been incorrect 
in their perceptions of their growth and development, the reports of their educational 
experiences, and/or the connection between the two. These problems noted, we assert 
that these issues are not unique to data collected in the social sciences; moreover, 
we believe that students’ perceptions of their growth, even if flawed, are important 
in their own right. Further, we assert that the stories and examples put forward by 
students in their written remarks convey a degree of precision and specificity that 
give greater credence to their comments. Last, although students’ qualitative data 
frequently speak of their higher educational experiences as causing changes in 
their well-being, our quantitative data were correlational. The field would benefit 
from longitudinal investigations that examine the degree to which specific higher 
educational experiences precede changes to students’ well-being.

Recommendations
 With these caveats noted, our findings point to the importance of various 
higher educational opportunities and experiences in the growth and development 
of students’ esteem, coping-related skills, and hope in the future. Educational 
experiences such as building and defending an argument, improving time 
management, being held to high and rigorous standards, and engaging in personal 
reflection demonstrated a consistent association with the agency-related outcomes. 
Interestingly, some of the questions related to faculty involvement (e.g., get to know 
professors, faculty understand academic struggles and help me) failed to show many 
significant correlations, and yet in-person interactions were often mentioned in the 
qualitative remarks. We speculate that it was not so much the faculty as a whole 
per se, but rather what specific faculty did, such as helping a student improve their 
writing or holding them to rigorous standards, that mattered to the students’ growth. 
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The combination of quantitative and qualitative findings together supports this 
interpretation and paints a picture of how a rich and robust learning environment 
— one that contains a full set of opportunities — is key to students’ transformation. 
From these findings and others whose work emphasizes the importance of a 
supportive learning environment (e.g., Baranger et al., 2018), we recommend that (a) 
administrators consider ways to implement these types of educational opportunities 
into the design of their programs, and (b) scholars examine how in-person 
interactions, as opposed to online or mail correspondence modes of instruction, 
facilitate positive outcomes for students.
 We also recommend that future scholars continue to expand the types of 
outcome measures they examine in relationship to HEP program impacts. In this 
study, we measured a subset of well-being, namely measures related to agency, 
but there are other important psychological well-being variables (e.g., resilience, 
anxiety, depression, community involvement). Many of the students also noted 
additional benefits that were essential in navigating employment and social and 
familial relationships post-release. By understanding the full and wide range of 
benefits HEP programs provide to the students, their peers, their families, and society 
at large (Brick & Ajinkya, 2020), program supporters will be better equipped to 
communicate these positive outcomes to potential students as well as critics of HEP 
programs.
 Ultimately a research approach that values the idea that students are full 
human beings with the right to well-being, improved self-esteem, and hope for the 
future underscores the particular ways that higher education in and of itself is of 
value regardless of recidivism or job outcomes (Castro & Gould, 2018; McCorkel, 
& DeFina, 2019). Our approach recognizes the value of higher education for its own 
sake as a way to push back at the dosage/medical model of education in which a 
specific amount of education is tailored toward people in prison to achieve specific 
outcomes like anti-recidivism or job acquisition. Focusing on well-being in our 
research prioritizes the idea that everyone is deserving of hope for the future and that 
a student’s current level of well-being matters as part of their participation in a HEP 
program. 
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