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	 Starting	a	journal	for	a	field	you	wish	did	not	exist	and	working	actively	to	
end is a strange feeling. Of course, we are inspired by our colleagues and students 
and	relish	the	moments	of	dynamic	learning	experiences	inside	classrooms.	We	are	
transforming,	too,	as	we	learn	to	engage	the	work	of	higher	education	in	prison	in	
more	ethical	and	just	ways.	But	the	places	in	which	we	work	—	prisons,	jails,	and	
detention	centers	for	adults	and	children	—	are	racist	and	inhumane	and	should	not	
exist.	
 The oft-cited incarceration statistics in the United States are staggering 
but do not singularly paint a complete picture. The 2.2 million people in physical 
custody and isolation and an estimated million caged by Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement,	are	not	a	representative	slice	of	the	general	population,	but	rather	a	
specific	and	targeted	community	who	threaten	the	terror	of	white	supremacy:	Black	
life; communities of Color; low socioeconomic communities; immigrants; queer 
people;	and	those	ushered	into	marginalization	by	widespread	social	disinvestment	
(U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2021). The repertoire of policing, courts, 
and	surveillance	has	swept	upwards	of	8	million	people	into	its	scheme,	with	massive	
swaths of people, neighborhoods, and generations harmed by the gendered racial 
violence	of	targeted	punishment	(Rodríguez,	2020).	The	work	of	higher	education	
in	prison	occurs	within	this	context,	and	this	context	is	all	too	missing	from	
contemporary	scholarship,	literature,	and	conversations	of	practice.
 We are witnessing a moment of renewed attention toward abolition 
and	the	possibility	of	a	world	without	prisons.	Activists	such	as	Mariame	Kaba,	
Angela	Davis,	and	Ruth	Wilson	Gilmore,	have	long	argued	for	abolishing	prisons	
and	the	attendant	social	reliance	upon	geographies	of	removal.	Sustained	by	deep	
investments	in	antiblackness,	racial	capitalism,	settler	colonialism,	xenophobia,	and	
gendered	racial	violence,	the	work	of	incarceration	is	the	work	of	white	supremacy.	
Higher education in prison occurs here, where those of us who decide to enter 
prisons	as	free	people	must	rely	upon	the	mechanisms	of	state	violence	to	secure	that	
entrance. What might this necessary reliance upon Departments of Corrections mean 
for	the	work	of	higher	education	in	prison?	Can	higher	education	in	prison	programs	
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work	in	partnership	with	Departments	of	Corrections,	and	should	they?	What	might	
be	some	of	the	damaging	consequences	of	considering	the	work	of	higher	education	
in	prison	a	field	at	all?	
 We hope that the Journal of Higher Education in Prison (JHEP) is a space 
to	raise	these	kinds	of	questions	that	wrestle	with	the	histories	and	circumstances	
of	coordinated	human	removal	and	privilege	futures	in	which	prisons,	jails,	
detention	centers,	and	all	other	locations	designed	to	confine	and	cage	people	are	
not	permanent	fixtures	in	our	world	or	imagination.	We	hope	that	this	journal	can	
be	of	service	to	those	futures,	and	we	think	that	there	should	be	a	venue	where	
practitioners,	scholars,	activists,	and	students	can	come	together	to	share	ideas,	
stories,	research,	experiences,	theories,	and	practices	toward	the	end	of	prisons	and	
punishment. So, in some sense, we are starting a journal in an effort to end it. 
	 Strange?	Perhaps.	
	 Necessary?	We	think	so.
	 Unlike	publication	outlets	that	focus	on	the	site	of	prisons	or	jails	and	
the people inside them as unique places for education to occur, we approach 
this	journal	with	criticisms	of	our	current	conditions	and	deep	knowledge	of	and	
respect	for	educational	theory	and	praxis.	At	present,	there	are	only	two	options	
to	publish	in	this	field:	the	Journal of Correctional Education and the Journal of 
Prison Education and Reentry.	We	believe	there	is	a	need	for	a	third	space,	one	
that	prioritizes	a	different	set	of	values	for	college-in-prison	as	anti-racist,	diverse	
in	the	areas	of	theory	and	practice,	and	necessary	for	the	work	of	abolition;	a	space	
that	firmly	denounces	the	logic	that	upholds	incarceration	and	focuses	exclusively	
on	postsecondary	education.	We	want	a	venue	to	explore	vulnerabilities	and	
uncertainties,	to	question	commonly	held	assumptions,	and	even	to	question	the	
work	itself	and	the	very	existence	of	higher	education	in	prison.	We	want	this	journal	
to	be	an	outlet	where	students	can	interrogate	and	explore	their	ideas	and	challenge	
and	criticize	the	field.	Accordingly,	we	hope	the	journal	provides	a	productive	space	
to	interrogate	the	practices	of	higher	education	in	prison	and	prisons	themselves.	As	
editors,	the	creation	of	this	journal	is	a	move	away	from	a	focus	on	the	individual	
as the locus of attention, and toward the infrastructures of punishment, both inside 
and	outside	of	prisons.	In	this	sense,	we	seek	scholarship	that	examines	the	politics	
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and	possibilities	of	higher	education	in	prison	from	both	a	global	and	granular	level,	
perhaps challenging dominant assumptions regarding student worth and desirability 
or	the	purposes	of	higher	education	in	prison	as	tied	to	reduced	recidivism.	These	are	
the	primary	reasons	and	questions	that	have	inspired	us	to	start	this	journal.	

Overview of Contributions 
	 The	inaugural	volume	of	the	JHEP publishes two types of essays: 
Contemporary	Perspectives	and	Articles	and	is	inviting	a	third	format,	Book	
Reviews,	to	be	included	in	Volume	Two.	We	begin	this	volume	with	a	series	of	
pieces	under	the	heading	of	Contemporary	Perspectives.	For	this	volume,	we	
invited	Contemporary	Perspectives	essays	to	address	urgent	issues	in	the	field,	
including,	but	not	limited	to:	The	impact	of	COVID-19	on	Higher	Education	in	
Prison;	the	reinstatement	of	Pell	Grants;	abolition;	white	supremacy;	and	anti-racism.	
Contemporary	Perspectives	essays	maintain	a	singular	topical	focus	and	are	shorter	
in	length	than	a	traditional	article.	Additionally,	alternative	genres	(e.g.,	creative	
nonfiction;	court	cases;	dialogical	exchanges;	etc.)	were	invited.	We	hope		that	this	
format	will	provide	more	publishing	opportunities	for	potential	contributors.	A	series	
of	full-length	Articles	follow	the	Contemporary	Perspectives	essays.	
	 This	volume	is	representative	of	the	effort	to	create	room	for	an	emerging	
intellectual community, as well as illustrate the challenges and limitations of these 
efforts,	which	include	launching	months	before	the	emergence	of	the	COVID-19	
pandemic and the enduring barriers to resources for scholars who are incarcerated. 
The	Call	for	Manuscripts	for	the	inaugural	volume	of	JHEP was publicized in 
November	2019,	in	association	with	the	2019	National	Conference	on	Higher	
Education	in	Prison.	This	first	volume	centers	on	the	questions:	What is the field of 
higher education in prison? and What does it mean to be a ‘field’?	Further,	potential	
contributors	were	invited	to	explore	various	tensions	and	possibilities	for	higher	
education in prison and how those dynamics intersect with forms of oppression and 
power. 

Contemporary Perspectives
	 This	section	opens	with	an	essay	by	Oscar	Fabian	Soto	titled,	Far from 
a Revolution: Global Capitalism, Higher Education in Prison and the Failed 
Movement against Super-Incarceration.	In	it,	Soto	explores	how	“racial	justice”	has	
been	commodified	in	the	context	of	global	capitalism.	Further,	Soto	examines	how	
higher	education	in	prison	programs	that	fit	into	this	matrix	have	also	become	part	
of	the	machinery	of	moderation	and	incrementalism	in	the	context	of	abolition	and	
radical political practices against mass incarceration.
 In the piece titled Human Connection is Contraband. So how do we do 
Education?,	Kaia	Stern	offers	a	reflection	on	the	unspoken	knowledge	that	“human	
connection”	is	a	form	of	“contraband”	in	the	context	of	higher	education	in	prison.	
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Framed	in	this	essay	as	“smuggled	goods,”	Stern	explores	the	ways	that	connection	
and	community	are	built,	challenged,	and	in	some	cases,	actively	prevented	in	the	
higher education in prison classrooms. 
	 Justin’s1	Contemporary	Perspective	essay	titled,	heal me, oh jailer: Day 
4,917,	offers	an	indictment	on	the	hypocrisy	of	the	concept	of	“rehabilitation”	and	
adjacent,	and	equally	problematic	concepts,	in	the	context	of	the	prison	system:	
“health,”	“heal,”	“well,”	and	“cure.”	Turning	the	questions	of	who	is	“well”	and	who	
is	“in	need	of	rehabilitation,”	the	essay	picks	apart	the	infrastructure	supporting	the	
all-to-common belief that the United States. prison system and incarceration itself is 
premised	on	the	work	of	rehabilitation.	Justin	draws	upon	4,917	days	of	observation	
to support the assessment offered of the prison system and ultimately of himself.
	 The	fourth	and	final	Contemporary	Perspective	essay	forms	a	link	between	
this section and a section to be fully integrated into JHEP	in	Volume	Two:	Book	
Reviews	as	well	as	a	collaboration	between	the	journal	and	Freedom	Reads	(formerly	
the	Million	Book	Project).2 The essay Freedom Begins with a Book opens with its 
author,	Reginald	Dwayne	Betts,	recounting	a	common	lie	that	is	told	about	people	
who	are	incarcerated,	that	they	“don’t	crave	the	wonders	that	can	be	found	in	a	
book.”	Mounting	a	significant	challenge,	Betts	offers	their	own	literary	journey,	
inside	and	outside,	as	evidence.	Now,	as	the	Founder	of	Freedom	Reads,	Betts	
is	compiling	a	500-book	Freedom	Library	to	be	placed	in	prisons	in	every	state,	
Washington,	D.C.,	and	Puerto	Rico.	In	partnership	with	the	JHEP, this essay also 
announces	the	forthcoming	launch	of	the	Book	Review	section	of	the	journal.

Articles
	 The	three	articles	published	in	this	inaugural	volume	offer	a	range	of	
visions	for	postsecondary	education	inside	prisons.	Each	poses	challenges	to	the	
many assumptions of teaching and learning that are born out of a racist education 
system	that	divides	students	into	groups	deemed	to	be	“deserving	of	quality”	or	
groups	deemed	“deserving	of	better	than	nothing”	educational	opportunities.	A	
thread	moving	through	each	of	the	pieces	is	that	the	philosophies	of	“good	enough”	
or	“better	than	nothing”	are	born	of	an	infrastructure	of	injustice	and	inequality	that	
undergirds some practices of teaching and learning in prison and that which must be 
eradicated.  
	 Sarah	Moore	and	Tanya	Erzen	explore	the	impact	of	a	higher	education	
in prison program in the article The Relationship between Liberal Arts Classroom 
Experiences and the Development of Agency-related Well-being for Incarcerated 
Students.	Using	survey	feedback	from	current	and	former	students,	Moore	and	Erzen	
examine	the	relationship	between	“various	academic	experiences	that	characterize	
liberal	arts	education”	and		“students”	development	of	agency-related	beliefs	and	

1	At	the	request	of	the	author,	only	their	first	name	is	being	used	in	the	volume.
2	Learn	more	about	the	Freedom	Reads	project:	https://freedomreads.org/
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behaviors.”	The	study	finds	that	nearly	all	student	respondents	expressed	profound	
positive	experiences	related	to	their	personal	development,	identity,	and	relationships	
with	others.	Students	attributed	these	outcomes	to	their	academic	experiences	and	
expectations	in	the	classroom.
 Caroline Cheung, in the article Abolition Pedagogy is Necessary, maintains 
that all educators, especially educators teaching in prisons, should teach with 
abolitionist	and	anti-racist	frameworks.	Drawing	upon	the	work	of	abolitionist	
scholars	and	thinkers,	Cheung	contends	that	education,	either	in	prison	or	on	the	
outside,	is	harmful	and	oppressive	if	not	approached	from	an	abolitionist	perspective.	
The	author	advocates	for	a	teaching	approach	that	centers	community,	care,	and	the	
ability	to	dream	as	ways	to	move	closer	to	the	ultimate	goal	of	a	world	where	higher	
education	in	prison	does	not	exist	because	prisons	do	not	exist.	Cheung’s	essay	calls	
upon	educators	to	exist	in	“radical	community	with	[their]	students,”	all	of	whom	are	
oppressed, whether they are incarcerated or not. 
 In the article Individualism, Collective Action, and the Need for an 
Expansive View: Literacy Narratives in the HEP Class, Tim Barnett offers an 
alternative	vision	of	the	“Literacy	Myth,”	which	depends	upon	the	correlation	
between	literacy	(and	education)	and	individual	transformation,	as	the	foundation	
for	ameliorating	“societal	problems.”	Instead,	Barnett	considers	a	more	collective	
understanding	of	literacy	narratives	(stories	individuals	tell	about	their	experiences	
with	reading,	writing	and	language)	and	how,	for	example,	collective	voice	can	serve	
as	a	lens	through	which	the	prison	industrial	complex	can	be	challenged.	

Limitations and What’s Missing
	 One	of	the	challenges	of	working	at	the	intersections	of	higher	education	
and	incarceration	is	the	lived	reality	of	inequality:	Not	everyone	shares	an	equal	
ability to submit scholarship for publication. The limited contributions from currently 
and/or	formerly	incarcerated	scholars	present	a	significant	challenge	for	the	field.	
Scholars	inside	prisons	lack	the	resources	necessary	to	conduct	research,	draft	their	
ideas,	receive	feedback,	and	engage	in	community	(i.e.,	sustained	and	consistent	
discussions and learning opportunities) in a way that would nurture their intellectual 
pursuits.	Compounding	the	limits	on	resources	available	to	scholars	who	are	
incarcerated	is	the	lack	of	degree	pathways	(i.e.,	Bachelor’s	or	graduate	degrees)	that	
would offer students the opportunity to engage in research and writing opportunities 
beyond	introductory	levels.	Currently,	among	the	known	higher	education	in	prison	
programs across the country (300 according to the National Directory of Higher 
Education	in	Prison	Programs,	2020),	only	43	programs	(14%)	offer	a	credential	
pathway beyond an Associate degree. Additional and glaring omissions include a 
Contemporary	Perspective	Essay	or	Article	focused	explicitly	on	the	topic(s)	of	
race,	racism,	anti-blackness	and/or	white	supremacy,	an	Article	from	a	formerly	
incarcerated student pursuing a degree outside, and/or an Article from an author who 
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is	currently	incarcerated.	The	future	of	the	field	and	the	work	to	end	incarceration	
depends,	in	part,	on	deepening	the	access	to	resources	and	supports	that	are	provided	
to currently and formerly incarcerated scholars. 
	 Putting	these	values	into	practice	for	our	inaugural	volume	during	a	
pandemic	was	an	undertaking	in	optimism	and	compassion	—for	all	our	authors	
and	ourselves,	too.	We	faced	many	challenges	that,	while	certainly	not	limited	to	
the	emergence	of	COVID-19,	were	exacerbated	by	the	devastating	impact	of	the	
pandemic on the community of scholars inside. We hope this journal is a forum for 
the	prison	higher	education	community	to	engage	the	messy	and	difficult	work	of	
college-in-prison	and	pursuing	futures	that	do	not	include	our	continued	existence.					
	 We	want	to	do	this	work	in	community,	and	there	are	many	ways	to	do	so	
and	for	community	members	to	be	involved.	We	invite	all	readers	to	submit	work	
and	contribute	either	an	Article,	Contemporary	Perspective,	or	Book	Review	when	
the	Call	for	Submissions	for	Volume	Two	is	distributed	later	this	year	(2021).	We	
also	invite	more	people	to	serve	as	reviewers.	Furthermore,	we	especially	want	help	
getting	the	journal	to	students	inside.	Finally,	and	perhaps	most	important	to	our	
efforts,	people	who	are	currently	not	incarcerated,	are	invited	to	help	facilitate	the	
submission of scholarship by students, colleagues and friends who are currently 
incarcerated.	To	get	involved,	review	manuscripts	or	request	printed	volumes	of	the	
journal	for	your	students,	contact	us	at	jhep@higheredinprision.	Print	versions	of	
individual	Contemporary	Perspective	essays	or	Articles	are	available	for	download	
on the JHEP website (https://www.higheredinprison.org/journal-of-higher-education-
in-prison). This is also the location where Calls for Submissions are posted. 

Acknowledgments
	 There	are	many	people	we	wish	to	acknowledge	and	thank	for	their	work	
on	this	volume:	Valeria	Dani	and	Steph	Iasiello,	JHEP Editorial Assistants, Christine 
Fisher	of	Blue	Marble	Creative,	the	members	of	the	JHEP Editorial Board and the 23 
external	reviewers	who	provided	feedback	on	essays	for	this	first	volume.	
	 Finally,	let	us	express	that	we	are	hopeful	about	the	future	directions	of	
the Journal of Higher Education in Prison and the opportunity to be part of the 
intellectual life of the prison higher education community. It has been a pleasure 
to	work	alongside	the	many	colleagues	who	contributed	to	the	completion	of	this	
inaugural	volume,	and	we	are	committed	to	continuing	this	work	in	solidarity	with	
all	those	who	envision	a	future	that	is	more	equitable	and	without	prisons.

References

Browne, S. (2015). Dark matters: On the surveillance of Blackness.	Duke	University
	 Press.
National	Directory	of	Higher	Education	in	Prison	Programs.	(2020,	December).	



 12

Journal of Higher Education in Prison

 Alliance for Higher Education in Prison. https://www.higheredinprison.org/
 national-directory
Rodríguez,	D.	(2019).	Abolition	as	praxis	of	human	being:	A	foreword.	Harvard Law 
 Review, 132, 1575-1612.
United States Department of Homeland Security (2021). Management statistics, 
 detention FY 2021 YTD.	https://www.ice.gov/detain/detention-management	

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 
International 4.0 License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/; or write to Creative Commons, 171 2nd Street, Suite 300, San 
Francisco, California, 94105, USA


