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Victor Hugo famously said, “He who opens a school door, closes a prison.” In the U.S., education and
opportunity go hand in hand. Access to quality education gives children opportunities to learn,
discover their own potential, and also to better support themselves and their loved ones as adults.
Being arrested or incarcerated robs people of this opportunity.  Being denied an education makes a
person more likely to interact with the criminal legal system: if lack of opportunity is a driver of crime,
then systematic theft of opportunity from low-income communities and communities of color
constitutes a set of policy choices that substantially hamper our collective success.

Improving access to education is a common—and, in many circles, largely uncontroversial—policy
recommendation, but rarely is it a primary focus in the conversation around public safety and lowering
crime. Crucially, expanding access to education will not just require increased availability of
educational opportunities, but also the elimination of barriers to education like our current system of
large-scale arrests and incarceration.

I. Access to quality education improves public safety.
A. Increasing education access—especially for people at particular risk of arrest or

incarceration—prevents criminal legal system involvement.
1. One study found that just one extra year of school decreased a person’s

likelihood of future conviction by 6.7% and incarceration by 15.5%.1

2. Another study found that high school graduation reduced the likelihood of
arrest for both violent and property crimes.2

B. Educational opportunities for people in prison are correlated to stability post-release
and lower recidivism rates.3,4

1. Research suggests that incarcerated people who participate in correctional
education programs are 43% less likely to recidivate and 13% more likely to
be employed post-release.5

2. The Vera Institute estimates that people who participate in college-in-prison
programs are 48% less likely to return to prison.6

3. Research shows that prisons with college programs have fewer violent
incidents, which improves safety for both staff and incarcerated people.7
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4. Yet only 9% of incarcerated people received a certificate from a college or trade
school while in prison.8

C. Improving access to education is cost-effective:
1. Every dollar invested in prison-based education yields an estimated $4-5 in

taxpayer savings.
2. The Vera Institute estimates that, when incarcerated people are once again

eligible for Pell Grants this summer, employment rates in the states they
return to will increase by 10%.9

a) Due to this increase in employment opportunity, combined wages
earned by all formerly incarcerated people would increase by around
$45.3 million during their first year post-release.10

b) They also estimate that, through reduced recidivism,  incarceration
costs would decrease by $365.8 million per year.11

3. One study estimated that only a 1% increase in male high school graduation
rates would reduce crime to the extent that we would save up to $1.4 billion
in social costs, or about $2,100 per additional male high school graduate.12

D. Less education, on the other hand, makes people more vulnerable to harsh carceral
system outcomes.

1. One study found that young men who drop out of high school are 3.5 times
more likely to end up in jail or a juvenile detention center (1 in 10 who drop
out compared to 1 in 35 who complete high school).13

2. Another study found that people who graduated from high school are 10% less
likely to be sent to prison than people who didn’t.14

3. The same study found that the sentences of high school graduates were 1.4%
shorter than those of high school dropouts who committed the same crimes.15

II. The criminal legal system robs people of education and opportunity.
A. Being arrested makes it less likely that a person will get a high school diploma or go to

college.
1. One study found that having an official interaction with police (through an

arrest or simply a recorded police contact) decreased the odds of
graduating from high school by more than 70%.16
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2. Another study found that being arrested for the first time during high school
nearly doubles a person’s likelihood of dropping out, and having a court
appearance nearly quadruples the odds of dropping out.17

3. One study found that being arrested as a teenager increased the likelihood
of dropping out of high school by 43% (from 51% to 73%) and decreased the
likelihood of enrolling in a 4-year college by 47% (from 34% to 18%).18

B. Even interactions with the carceral system that don’t end in arrest or incarceration can
impact a child’s education. One study found that teenagers who were stopped by the
police were more likely to disengage from school the next day (skipping classes, not
staying focused, etc.).19

C. Many children’s educational and life paths are disrupted when they are funneled from
public schools into the carceral system through the “school-to-prison pipeline”.20,21

1. Police presence in schools, “zero-tolerance” policies that over-rely on
suspensions and expulsions, and a lack of resources like mental health
counseling create school environments that harm and criminalize
students—disproportionately poor children, Black children, and children with
disabilities—making them significantly more likely to interact with the
criminal legal system.22,23

2. Black students are more likely to be suspended, expelled, and arrested at
school. Studies suggest that Black children across age groups are 3 times
more likely to be suspended,24 and are punished more harshly for the most
minor misconduct: one recent study found that Black students were 13 times
more likely to be suspended for a minor infraction.25

3. Black students make up around 16% of students, but make up over 25% of all
students referred to the police at school.26

4. Students who are suspended are more likely to drop out, making them more
likely to face the criminal legal system.27,28

28 The School-to-Prison Pipeline in Black and White. (February 2015). ACLU.
https://static.prisonpolicy.org/scans/ri_aclu/School_to_Prison_Pipeline_in_Black_and_White_2015.pdf.

27 Black Preschoolers Far More Likely To Be Suspended. (March 21, 2014). Code Switch.
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2014/03/21/292456211/black-preschoolers-far-more-likely-to-be-suspended.

26 Black Preschoolers Far More Likely To Be Suspended. (March 21, 2014). Code Switch.
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2014/03/21/292456211/black-preschoolers-far-more-likely-to-be-suspended.

25 For Black students, unfairly harsh discipline can lead to lower grades. (October 7, 2021). American Psychological Association.
https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2021/10/black-students-harsh-discipline.

24 Black Preschoolers Far More Likely To Be Suspended. (March 21, 2014). Code Switch.
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2014/03/21/292456211/black-preschoolers-far-more-likely-to-be-suspended.

23 Mendel, R. (August 31, 2021). Back-to-School Action Guide: Re-Engaging Students and Closing the School-to-Prison Pipeline.
Sentencing Project.
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/back-to-school-action-guide-re-engaging-students-and-closing-the-school-to-prison-pipelin
e/.

22School-to-Prison Pipeline [Infographic]. (Last visited January 24, 2023). ACLU.
https://www.aclu.org/issues/juvenile-justice/school-prison-pipeline/school-prison-pipeline-infographic.

21 The School-to-Prison Pipeline in Black and White. (February 2015). ACLU.
https://static.prisonpolicy.org/scans/ri_aclu/School_to_Prison_Pipeline_in_Black_and_White_2015.pdf.

20 School-to-Prison Pipeline [Infographic]. (Last visited January 24, 2023). ACLU.
https://www.aclu.org/issues/juvenile-justice/school-prison-pipeline/school-prison-pipeline-infographic.

19 Teens more likely to disengage from school after police stops. (April 4, 2022). American Psychological Association.
https://phys.org/news/2022-04-teens-disengage-school-police.html.

18 Kirk, D.S. & Sampson, R.J. (January 1, 2013). Juvenile Arrest and Collateral Educational Damage in the Transition to Adulthood.
Sociology of Education, 88(1): 36-62. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4192649/.

17 Sweeten, G. (December 2006). Who Will Graduate? Disruption of High School Education by Arrest and Court Involvement.
Justice Quarterly, 23(4).
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/H.S.ed_and_arrest_-_ct_involvement_study_by_Sweeten.pdf.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227602907_Labeling_life_chances_and_adult_crime_The_direct_and_indirect_effects_of_
official_intervention_in_adolescence_on_crime_in_early_adulthood.

https://static.prisonpolicy.org/scans/ri_aclu/School_to_Prison_Pipeline_in_Black_and_White_2015.pdf
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2014/03/21/292456211/black-preschoolers-far-more-likely-to-be-suspended
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2014/03/21/292456211/black-preschoolers-far-more-likely-to-be-suspended
https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/2021/10/black-students-harsh-discipline
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2014/03/21/292456211/black-preschoolers-far-more-likely-to-be-suspended
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/back-to-school-action-guide-re-engaging-students-and-closing-the-school-to-prison-pipeline/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/reports/back-to-school-action-guide-re-engaging-students-and-closing-the-school-to-prison-pipeline/
https://www.aclu.org/issues/juvenile-justice/school-prison-pipeline/school-prison-pipeline-infographic
https://static.prisonpolicy.org/scans/ri_aclu/School_to_Prison_Pipeline_in_Black_and_White_2015.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/issues/juvenile-justice/school-prison-pipeline/school-prison-pipeline-infographic
https://phys.org/news/2022-04-teens-disengage-school-police.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4192649/
https://www.masslegalservices.org/system/files/library/H.S.ed_and_arrest_-_ct_involvement_study_by_Sweeten.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227602907_Labeling_life_chances_and_adult_crime_The_direct_and_indirect_effects_of_official_intervention_in_adolescence_on_crime_in_early_adulthood
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227602907_Labeling_life_chances_and_adult_crime_The_direct_and_indirect_effects_of_official_intervention_in_adolescence_on_crime_in_early_adulthood


5. Students who are arrested by school police or suspended by school officials
are more likely to be incarcerated in the future than students with similar
offenses who are subjected to less harsh forms of discipline.29

III. Incarceration makes it incredibly di�cult to access education—and therefore opportunities for
stability—after release from prison.

A. Formerly incarcerated people are nearly twice as likely as the general population to
have no high school credentials.30

B. For more than half of formerly incarcerated people, a high school diploma or GED are
their highest level of education.31

C. Formerly incarcerated people are 8 times less likely to complete college than the
general public.32 In 2008, 29% of Americans had completed college: less than 4% of
formerly incarcerated people had done so.33

D. Even with similar levels of educational attainment, formerly incarcerated people face
greater barriers to accessing higher education. Of all formerly incarcerated people who
got their GED while in prison, less than 10% will complete any college work at all, and
less than 1% will attain college degrees. But nearly half of all GED holders in the general
public will complete some college.34

E. Since the 1994 Crime Bill, incarcerated people have been ineligible for Pell Grants, the
largest U.S. federal aid program for postsecondary students, barring them from
financial support to go to college.35

1. However, the FAFSA Simplification Act will restore Pell Grant access to
incarcerated people starting in July 2023.36

F. Unfortunately, colleges across the country still include criminal background checks in
their application process: surveys suggest that 60-80% of private institutions, 55% of
public institutions, and 40% of community colleges ask undergraduate applicants
questions about their criminal history.37

1. A person does not even need to step foot in jail for the system to create
barriers to higher education: while most institutions only ask about
convictions, some include questions about arrests and even about simple
trespassing warnings.38

38 Scott-Clayton, J. (September 28, 2017). Thinking “beyond the box”: The use of criminal records in college admissions. Brookings.
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2. One survey found that 1/3 of college admissions officers would negatively
consider a pending misdemeanor or misdemeanor arrest in their decision.39

3. One study compared college applicants with and without a felony conviction
and found 12-13% higher rejection rates for those with a felony conviction.40

G. Access to education post-release is particularly important because educational
attainment is closely linked to employment, which is perhaps the most stabilizing
factor for people re-entering their communities.41

1. The overall unemployment rate for formerly incarcerated people is incredibly
high (27%), but is even higher for formerly incarcerated people who don’t have
high school credentials (ranging from 25% for white men to 60% for Black
women).42

2. This impacts incomes as well: formerly incarcerated people whose highest
level of education is high school credentials are significantly more likely to
have a GED instead of a diploma (60%, compared to only 7-10% of the general
population). But GED holders earn an average of 33% less income than
diploma holders.43

IV. The cycle of criminal legal involvement and educational disruption has ripple e�ects through
generations.

A. Parental incarceration impacts a child’s educational performance.44 Children who
experience parental incarceration are more likely to have lower educational attainment
and behavioral issues,45 and GPA declines when a student has a parent incarcerated.46

1. Children with incarcerated parents are more likely to experience speech
problems, learning disabilities, developmental delays, or ADHD.47

a) Children with incarcerated parents are 33% more likely to have speech
or language problems like stuttering or stammering, 48% more likely
to have ADHD, and 23% more likely to struggle with developmental
delays.48

2. One study looked at school readiness in 4 domains (early learning skills,
self-regulation, social-emotional development, physical health & motor
development) among 3-5 year olds with incarcerated parents. It found that
parental incarceration reduced the likelihood of being on track in all 4

48 Morsy, L. & Rothstein, R. (December 15, 2016). Mass Incarceration and Children’s Outcomes. Economic Policy Institute.
https://www.epi.org/publication/mass-incarceration-and-childrens-outcomes/

47 Petty, J. (2020). Unlocking opportunities for justice-involved people, families. Every Child Thrives.
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46 Foster, H. & Hagen, J. (2009). The Mass Incarceration of Parents in America: Issues of Race/Ethnicity, Collateral Damage to
Children, and Prisoner Reentry. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 623: 179-194.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40375895?seq=1.

45 Bertram, W. & Sawyer, W. (2021). Prisons and jails will separate millions of mothers from their children in 2021. Prison Policy
Initiative. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2021/05/05/mothers-day-2021/.

44 Cho, R. M.. (2009). Impact of maternal imprisonment on children's probability of grade retention. Journal of Urban Economics,
65(1): 11-23. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jue.2008.09.004.
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domains: 1 in 6 children with an incarcerated parent was not on track in any of
the 4 domains, as compared to 1 in 33 children without an incarcerated
parent.49

B. Because incarceration increases the likelihood of residential instability,50 children of
incarcerated parents are more likely to move around or enter the foster care system,51

often forcing them to switch schools, which is associated with emotional and
behavioral issues and negative educational outcomes.52,53

C. Children with incarcerated parents are more likely to be suspended, be expelled, or
drop out of school.54,55

1. Children with fathers who have been incarcerated are nearly 6 times more
likely to be expelled or suspended from school.56

D. All of these factors interrupt kids’ educations while exposing them to the carceral
system, which makes them more likely to be arrested or incarcerated as adults.57

Conclusion: Shrink the Criminal Legal System to Prevent Educational Disruption

The link between access to education and the carceral system does not only move in one direction:
true, a lack of education makes a person more likely to interact with the criminal legal system, but the
manner in which arrest can move education out of reach is unavoidably direct and widespread.

The research is clear: the experiences of interacting with the police, being arrested, or spending time
behind bars make it more difficult for a person to get a quality education and thus access the
opportunity that comes with it. If we care about improving opportunity—and public safety—through
education, then we must consider shrinking the criminal legal system itself.
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Foundation.

55 Aaron, L. & Dallaire, D. H. (2010). Parental incarceration and multiple risk experiences: effects on family dynamics and children's
delinquency. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 39(12): 1471-84. doi: 10.1007/s10964-009-9458-0.
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