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                       Part I        

Introduction & Background

Despite the national incarceration rate being at its lowest in 20 years, the United States has the 

highest incarceration rate in the world (Sawyer & Wagner, 2022). The United States has one 

federal, 50 states, and 18,000 local prison systems as America holds two million people inside 

1,566 state prisons, 102 federal prisons, 2,850 local jails, 1,510 juvenile correctional facilities, 

186 immigrant detention facilities, 82 Indian country jails, as well as military prisons, civil 

commitment centers, state psychiatric hospitals, and prisons in the United States territories 

(Sawyer & Wagner, 2022). Due to such statistics, 60% of inmates are entirely illiterate (Zoukis, 

2017). Lack of education is linked to crime, as academic failure increases delinquency, violence, 

and wrongdoings. There is a deep need for post-secondary education for inmates, as they are 

significantly less educated than the general population. This research will focus on the effects of 

providing postsecondary education to incarcerated students. 

As President Barack Obama once said, “The United States is home to 5 percent of the 

world’s population, but 25 percent of the world’s prisoners. Our incarceration rate is four times 

higher than China’s. We keep more people behind bars than the top 35 European countries 

combined” (Remarks by the President at the NAACP Conference, 2015). The Federal Bureau of 

Prisons reported the number of inmates according to race, Asians 2,267, Black 60,656, Native 

Americans 4,125, and White 90,606 inmates according to the last update in February of 2023 

(Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2023). The highest percentage of imprisoned offenders are White 

with 57.5% followed by Black with 38.5%. Furthermore, the least percentage of inmates are 

Native Americans of 2.6%, and Asians at 1.4% (Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2023).  Such 

individuals are serving sentences for the crime which was committed. The target population for 
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this study has been sentenced to one or more offenses, like crimes against a person, property, 

inchoate, statutory, financial, and other crimes. Incarcerated individuals, regardless of their 

criminal offense, deserve the opportunity to have a second chance. Post-secondary education 

provided to vulnerable populations leads to inmate motivation while in prison. Such results of 

inmate students lead to safe communities due to the improvement of recidivism, inmate wellness,

self-esteem, religion, and educational influence in rehabilitation. Education intervention is a 

second chance for inmates to break chains from their past to better themselves and improve their 

loved ones' lives (Prison Scholar Fund, 2019). 

Despite inmate students' willingness and motivation to proceed with post-secondary 

education little analysis and research have been carried out on its effectiveness. Education 

provides prisoners with the opportunity to obtain a degree and gives them a renewed sense of 

purpose. Not much is known about the impact of education on such a vulnerable population as it 

is about mass incarceration. Research has also primarily focused on the recidivism rate of 

inmates after their release, without determining solutions such as education to determine 

reductions in future offending behavior. The importance of educational intervention has proven it

affects the lives of prisoners after their release. The impact and power of education provided to 

prisoners is undeniable, as inmates are provided with a chance. 

                                                Literature Review

Postsecondary Education Motivating Inmates 

To determine if postsecondary education motivates inmates, it is important to learn why post-

secondary education was introduced to correctional facilities, including how it influences 

recidivism reduction for inmates. The purpose of prisons is to rehabilitate inmates, penalize 
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inmates for the crimes they commit, and keep the general public safe from crime and criminals. 

Once an inmate serves his/her sentence and is released into the general public, there are many 

social problems they tend to face. The social problems consist of isolation, financial security via 

poverty, homelessness, mental health issues, substance and/or alcohol abuse, self-harm, and/or 

suicide. Recidivism is one of the highest risks that post-release inmates experience. According to

researchers Grant Duwe and Valerie Clark, more than one-third of prisoners from Minnesota 

state prison will re-enter prison 3 years after post-release for a new felony charge (Duwe & 

Clark, 2014, 455). Due to most prison populations consisting of young inmates and inmates who 

lack education, upon post-release, many felons reintegrate back into society with a lack of 

education and basic job skills (Duwe & Clark, 2014, 455). Due to post-released offenders not 

having the best education and low and/or basic job skills, they're not able to obtain and maintain 

a job to help support themselves, their families, and their needs. Not having financial security 

and educational credentials to thrive in the general public, this issue may tempt post-release 

offenders to incriminate themselves by committing new crimes and/or the same crimes. 

According to researchers some prisoners view education as a way of achieving a specific goal or 

they participate in educational programs because they want to learn and acquire scholastic 

knowledge (Manger et al., 2020).  Based on this information, inmates can have intrinsic and 

external motivations when it comes to pursuing higher education. Furthermore, there are other 

motivations that inspire prisoners to pursue their education, such as being able to obtain a job 

easily and avoid working a prison job (Manger et al., 2020). Lastly, according to researchers, 

self-reflection on one’s future and how to cope with life post-release motivated prisoners to 

pursue education (Manger et al., 2020). 
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Some researchers shared, their studies of inmate motivation for attending prison education 

programs are not restricted to issues of early release (Edwards-Willey & Chivers, 2005). 

Researchers Edwards and Chivers mention how inmate students' perception of instructor 

knowledge can be accredited to their motivation too (Edwards-Willey & Chivers, 2005). Another

interesting finding is that inmates who were motivated by mandatory participation as a result of 

release conditions did academically as well as those who voluntarily participated in educational 

programs (Edwards-Willey & Chivers, 2005). This finding displays how early release or release 

conditions can be another motivating factor of why inmates participate in post-secondary 

education. 

Witnessing other inmates' success in participating in postsecondary education programs can be 

another motivating factor for some inmates, giving inmates a fresh start in life, and an outlet to 

stay out of trouble and prison drama (Gendron & Cavan, 2007).

Postsecondary education can provide prisoners with employment opportunities that can help 

prisoners stay afloat post-release. Researchers Duwe and Clark conducted a study among 

offenders released from Minnesota prisons between 2007 and 2008, offenders who obtained a 

post-secondary degree in prison had lower rates of recidivism than their comparison group 

counterparts (Duwe & Clark, 2014). The employment rate for offenders who earned their post-

secondary degrees (71%) was slightly higher than that of the prisoners in the comparison group 

which was prisoners with secondary education (68%) (Duwe & Clark, 2014). 

In conclusion, offenders earning a secondary education or post-secondary education degree in 

prison significantly improve their chances of securing post-release employment but, it does not 

guarantee better pay or consistent employment. Offenders who earned post-secondary degrees 

were more successful at maintaining employment following their release from prison due to 



Postsecondary Education Motivate Prisoners                                 6

secondary education consists of basic skill development, whereas a post-secondary degree 

involves providing students with the knowledge required to succeed within a particular field or 

discipline (Duwe & Clark, 2014). The type of degree an offender earns determines the number of

job opportunities one has access to. According to studies, offenders are less likely to commit 

crimes when they are occupied with work, work more hours, and earned more total wages, which

can reduce their economic needs (Duwe & Clark, 2014).

Rehabilitation Motivate Inmates 

Inmates with higher education attainment obtained during serving sentences serve as 

rehabilitation to former offenders. According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 95% of people in

state prisons are discharged (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2019). Before being released offenders 

are challenged with rebuilding their lives, such as family reunification, community reintegration, 

securing housing, employment, medical care, and addictive services (Johnson, 2020).  Preparing 

for reentry to society, prison inmates are motivated to be released with the necessary knowledge, 

skills, and resources. Research has demonstrated that educational programs, including Adult 

Basic Education (ABE), GED education, life skills, vocational training, and postsecondary 

education help to create better environments within correctional institutions and reduce 

recidivism after release (Erisman & Contrado, 2005). Research has proven that prison education 

obtained by inmates results in reducing violence inside correctional facilities before their release.

It has been reported by Evaluating the Effectiveness of Corrections Education, people in prisons 

who participated in structured education while incarcerated were at least 14% less likely to 

recidivate than those who did not (Davis et al., 2013). Due to the fact that it increases the 

likelihood of employment upon their release. Inmates motivated to make a change upon their 

discharge from prison, take advantage of the educational programs provided. The Institute for 
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Higher Education Policy, Postsecondary Correctional Education (PSCE) reported that it has 

emerged as a cost-saving form of rehabilitation, reentry preparation, and recidivism reduction 

(Johnson, 2020). 

Inmates enter prison with the harsh reality of their family relationships being under 

distress and rapid deterioration. The study conducted by Daniel J. Bayse, Scot M. Allgood, and 

Paul H. Van Wyn found that inmates who participated in a family life education program learned

how to repair and maintain family relationships, lowering recidivism rates and reducing 

disciplinary problems within the prison system. The study was intended to be conducted with the

participation of 72 inmates housed in an Alabama medium-security prison, who chose to 

volunteer. The experimental and control group each had 9 inmates who did not complete the 

study, 8 were transferred, and 6 changed their minds. The project concluded with both groups 

having an equal size (n=27). The study proceeded with the purpose of helping inmates repair and

strengthen their family relationships while serving their sentences. The average age of 

volunteering inmates who completed the study was 30, of which 72% were black (n=39) and 

28% were white (n=15) (Bayse, D. J., Allgood, S. M., & Van Wyk, P. H., 1991). It is important 

to note that 56% of inmates (n=30) were serving their first sentence; 32% (n=17) their second, 

7% (n=4) they're third, and the other 5% (n=3) their fifth or sixth sentence (Bayse, D. J., 

Allgood, S. M., & Van Wyk, P. H., 1991). All were incarcerated for different crimes, such as 

burglary, sex-related, and violent crimes against people such as murder, manslaughter, assault, 

and drug-related. In the study, n=10 of the inmates were legally married, n=26 were involved in 

long-term relationships, n=10 were divorced, n=5 single, n=37 had children, and the remaining 

were childless (Bayse, D. J., Allgood, S. M., & Van Wyk, P. H., 1991). Inmates participated in 

classes that addressed issues of narcissism, appropriate self-disclosure, and decision-making. 
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Inmates initiated lessons by drawing genograms and identified chains that linked them to their 

past, which lead to conclude with inmates discarding chains as a symbol of commitment to 

change  (Bayse, D. J., Allgood, S. M., & Van Wyk, P. H., 1991). Offenders learned negotiation 

skills, child discipline, individual responsibility, communication skills, trust, self-control, self-

esteem, and altruistic love. The study demonstrated that 18 of 27 participants passed the 

program, in which there were no significant differences between the control group and 

experimental group scores in the final exam. The study concluded that the teaching method is an 

effective way to reduce narcissistic characteristics among inmates, as it should improve family 

functioning when the prisoners are released. Inmates need rehabilitation. 

Christianity Motivate Inmates

It is believed that without the intervention of comprehensive rehabilitation, the majority 

of overwhelming inmates will be returning to prison shortly. A study was conducted to measure 

whether Christian programs had a positive influence on 124 male inmates participating in an 

Adult Basic Education Program at a closed security prison in the southeastern United States 

(Messemer, J.E., 2007). The religious aspect dates back to the Colonial period, in which literacy 

was a means of ensuring that individuals understand their sinful nature, repent of their sins to 

God, and gain salvation (Messemer, J. E., 2007). Academic and religious programs operate 

under the United States Prison Systems seeking to create change in the future behaviors of 

inmates upon being released. As Martin Luther King Jr once said, “we need religion and 

education to change attitudes and to change the hearts of men” (Messemer, J. E., 2007). The 

study consisted of two main groups, the experimental which consisted of inmates who self-

reported attending Christian programs, and the control group which solely reported no Christian 

belief. The Christian sample consisted of 89.1%African Americans (n=49) whereas non-
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Christians were 81.2%African Americans (n=56)(Messemer, J. E., 2007). Additionally, the 

Christian sample had 9.1% White (n=5) and non-Christian 14.5% White (n=10)  (Messemer, J. 

E., 2007). Furthermore, the non-christian sample had (n=3) Hispanic inmates. On the other hand,

the Christian Sample had one Asian inmate (Messemer, J. E., 2007). It is to be noted that inmates

participating in the study had an average grade completion rate of a ninth-grade level before 

being incarcerated (Messemer, J. E., 2007). It was mentioned in the study that previous academic

history greatly influences failure, which leads to incarceration. During the completion of the 

study, it was determined that both the experimental and control group were very intelligent and 

could learn. Results indicated that Christian programs have a positive influence on inmates' 

learning gains, as they have fewer disciplinary problems, less absenteeism in the classroom, and 

better academic achievement. As for the experimental group, the learning experience became a 

spiritual transformation. In which they felt accountability for their actions and the desire to make 

a change. Education and Christianity prove the benefits for inmates, such as an increase in self-

confidence, self-improvement, and improving educational knowledge and skills (Messemer, J. 

E., 2007). The influence of religion does help inmates' academic achievement due to their 

discipline to change.

Prison inmates undergoing post-secondary education are more likely to be sparse, as few 

Christians were assisting such academic space in the study (Johnson, 2020). The research was 

conducted on how Christian institutions of higher learning could address the issue of mass 

incarceration (Johnson, 2020). Research conducted by Kimberlee Johnson, Director of the Prison

Education Program demonstrated that prison education motives lead to inmates being personally 

transformative. In such corrections spaces, Christian inmates are offered with ubiquitous worship

and bible studies. As well, Christian Institutions advocate for incarcerated students in 
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postsecondary programs to be eligible to receive federal financial aid (Johnson, 2020). Such 

opportunities provide transformational education for those incarcerated and assist in the 

rehabilitation process of credentials (Johnson, 2020). Inmates are directly impacted by mass 

incarceration, while in condiment inmates earn paralegal certification, Associate degrees, and 

Bachelor's degrees from Christian Universities. Testimony of inmate transformation, “Nyack 

College has one of the largest and most successful colleges in prison programs, having provided 

services in the Fishkill Correctional Facility with a 0% recidivism rate among its graduates (as of

January 2020). Its ability to connect through other networks—Hudson Link, and faith 

communities—has contributed to its success. Nyack alumnus, Sean Pica, who earned his degree 

at Sing Sing prison, is now Executive Director of Hudson Link and a founding board member of 

the Alliance for Higher Education in Prison.” (Johnson, 2020)

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to showcase how intervention programs such as PSE can motivate 

prisoners.  There can be many factors that lead to high recidivism prison rates such as offenders 

having a difficult time adjusting back to life in the public, discrimination due to criminal history, 

and lack of basic education and skills to thrive in the community (Duncombe et al., 2005). 

Postsecondary Education programs can be protective factors for offenders and can reduce 

recidivism rates among offenders. Postsecondary education programs can help inmates gain 

employment opportunities, reduce re-entry, and make the rehabilitative process easier. These 

programs give prisoners a sense of autonomy and are influential methods for offenders to 

rehabilitate, and offenders can transition into society smoothly compared to inmates who do not 

participate in these programs. More studies can implement research to discover do inmates 
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utilize their postsecondary education credentials post-release and do inmates' motivation levels 

remain high post-release to curb recidivism. 

   Part II 

Research Design 

We are proposing the research design would be a mix method research design. A mixed 

method is best for this research because the study will collect both qualitative and quantitative 

data that can help improve research findings. By combining both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, it enhances the quality and precision of the findings. In other words, qualitative and 

quantitative counterbalance each other's weaknesses, to prevent fewer flaws in our research. This

research design can enhance the understanding of the phenomenon being studied.  

Measurement and Instrumentation 

Conceptualization
Motivation (Dependent 
Variable) “Motivation is the 
desire to act in service of 
achieving a goal. Can be 
considered an driving force 
behind human behavior. 
Motivation encompasses the 
desire to continue striving 
toward meaning, purpose, and a
life worth living” (Psychology 
Today, n.d.).

Operalization 
Participants rate the importance of major life goals that 
reflect seven broad domains. Major Life Goals 
Questionnaire, A 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not 
important to me) to 5 (very important to me) is employed.

Participants rate the significance of motivation for 
change in one’s life situation. Motivation for Change 
Questionnaire, This 48-item measure utilizes 4- and 5-point 
scales ranging from 1 (always) to 5 (never) and from 1 
(total agreement) to 4 (no agreement at all).

Post-secondary Education 
(Independent Variable) can be
defined as the education level 
that follows the successful 
completion of secondary 
education eg. a college degree.

Partipatcants rate what motivating factors that 
contribute to pusring continued education, Responses are
to 47 items are provided using 5-point Likert scales ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
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Control Variables Inmates, classroom, educational resources, and 
professors. 

Sampling Plan 

Sampling is a very important component of our research. We are proposing the most 

appropriate sampling plan for this study, known as random sampling. It is understood to be the 

most straightforward probability sampling strategy, as it should represent an unbiased 

representation of the target population. Random sample is defined as a randomly selected subset 

of a population, in which each member of the population has an equal chance of being selected. 

This procedure is random and the approximate size is a sample of 20 inmates. The random 

sampling method is relevant to our research as it would represent the general population for all 

inmates participating in post-secondary education. The research should have a high internal and 

external validity, due to the implementation of random sampling. 

Data Collection Method

The data methods that will be used while conducting this research are surveys in the form of 

questionnaires and scales. In addition, face to face interviews will be conducted to collect data as

well. The benefits of using surveys in the form of questionnaires is that it is cost effective, 

respondent anonymity, can be given to participants quickly and data accuracy. The data collected

can be put automatically into a database, reducing risk of human mishandling. The purpose of 

using a scale as a form of a survey is to put thoughts in feelings into measurable forms. The 

scales will help researchers gain insight about prisoner’s thoughts and feeling when it comes to 

motivation, and how does post-secondary education influence their motivation or not. Using a 

scale is readable and will also be very easy for inmates to understand. Lastly, researchers will 

conduct a face-to-face interview because it allows researchers to go more in depth. Researchers 
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will be able to gather detailed information from inmates, obtain high response rates from 

inmates, have the opportunity to clarify confusing questions or items, able to observe, able to 

probe, and less “I don’t know” to questions. It would take participants 15 minutes to complete 

the scales, and the face to face interview would be 15 minutes. Participants will complete the 

surveys and face-to face interview before they begin the postsecondary education program, and 

once they complete the postsecondary education program, they will redo the surveys again and 

participate in a 2nd face-to-face interview. 

Data Analysis Plan 

1. Descriptive Statistics 

There is a sample size N=20 inmates that will participate in the research. 
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 2. The appropriate statistical test for this research would be a dependent measures t-test 

also known as a paired t-test. The reason researchers prefer to use this statistical test is 

because, we would like to measure the inmate’s motivation level before participating in a 

post-secondary education program, and then test their motivation level after they completed

the postsecondary education program to test whether our hypothesis regarding does post-

secondary education has an influence on inmate’s motivation level. We will keep the 

sample as ONE group throughout the entire process, because we are not conducting an 

experimental group with two different group participants.

Conclusion (Contribution to Social Work)

The purpose of this research is to highlight how post-secondary education can have a 

positive influence on inmate’s motivation. Due to inmates being a vulnerable population, having 

access to post-secondary education allows offenders upon re-entry of the general population to 

gain access to job opportunities. Furthermore, when inmates' motivation increases it has a 

positive impact on their mental health and self-esteem. The information provided, helps the 

social work practice create better interventions and policies that will guide prisoners out of an 
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oppressive criminal justice system. As social work professionals will have the ability to achieve 

social justice, equality and ensure inmates will not return to prison cells. Regardless of the 

inmate's criminal history, social worker’s will be able to advocate for more educational post-

secondary programs to benefit offenders. Increasing the chances for legislation to allow inmates 

the possibility to participate in post-secondary education while incarcerated. In addition, 

legislation can also re-think sentencing nonviolent offenders to correctional facilities rather than 

place them in rehabilitation programs that offer education and employment training to help 

reduce recidivism. Furthermore, the findings could be generalized beyond the Fishkill 

Correctional Facility to other state, federal, and local prisons. As postsecondary education can 

provide prisoners with opportunities that can help offenders stay afloat post release. The research

would suggest social workers to consider advocating for rehabilitation programs that would be 

more beneficial in reducing recidivism rates. Policy makers should support this movement.
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