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Class Struggle

Despite State Law, Advocates Say State Inmates are Not Always Getting the Education They Deserve

By Waris Banks

With "no pun intended," Deborah Povich says, Maryland's inmates should be a "captive audience" for prison-based education programs. They should be ending their incarceration with skills, training, and ideally, a graduate equivalency diploma (GED), says Povich, executive director of the Baltimore-based Job Opportunities Task Force, a network of work-force groups, nonprofit organizations, and funders. However, she and other prisoner advocates are noticing a troubling trend: Fewer and fewer inmates have access to the programs that, by law, they are supposed to be offered. Many have a hard time getting into classes due to long waiting lists, overcrowded classrooms, and teacher shortages. So Povich and her colleagues at the Job Opportunities Task Force are drumming up support for the Correctional Education-Waiting List Reduction Initiative, introduced in the state legislature by Del. Howard "Pete" Rawlings (D-Baltimore City). 

If passed, House Bill 545 would require "the State Department of Education to reduce the number of inmates on the waiting list for educational programs in correctional institutions"--a waiting list has contained over 1,800 inmates' names for the past two years. Rawlings' bill notes that 75 percent of Maryland's more than 23,000 inmates are high-school dropouts, cites the link between education and reintegration in society after release, and asks the state Department of Education, the governor, and the legislature to create a plan to significantly reduce waiting lists and give prisoners access to at least a basic education while incarcerated. 

"The waiting list has been going on for quite awhile," Rawlings says. "One of the problems we are having is [that this is] a difficult budgetary year. But we're going to work hard to get it passed." 

Rawlings' bill was introduced after the Job Opportunities Task Force released a report in January titled "Baltimore's Choice: Workers and Jobs for a Thriving Economy." The report addresses and proposes solutions to the city's high levels of unemployment and poverty. Of the 15,000 inmates released from state prisons in 2002, the Task Force report states, about 9,000 returned to Baltimore City, many to live with friends and family, or to simply start a new life. Their numbers contribute to the already high number of city residents without high-school educations: "[32] percent of Baltimore City residents 25 years and older did not complete high school," the report reads, "compared to 16 percent of Maryland residents." 

According to the Maryland State Department of Education Correctional Education Program fact sheet, prisoners who have participated in educational programs "commit fewer crimes after release; are more likely to find work after release; [and] behave better while incarcerated." 

Yet, Povich says, a prison education system riddled with problems is keeping inmates from the programs they need. In addition to long waiting lists, the low literacy rate of incoming inmates makes it difficult for some to keep up with GED course work. The Job Opportunities Task Force reports that one in five new prisoners reads at or below the third-grade level. Further exacerbating the problem, Povich notes, the state has implemented a budget freeze that prevents prisons from hiring new teachers. In 1990, there were 169 teaching positions in the prison system and 89 inmates per instructor, according to the state Department of Education; in 2000, the number of inmates per instructor had grown to 130, but the number of teachers working in prisons had only grown to 176. 

According to Maryland law, inmates without high-school diplomas who receive sentences of at least 18 months must be given the opportunity to obtain a GED. However, the state Department of Education reports that the number of prisoners in GED classes has been declining steadily over the past few years. In 2001, it reported that only 20 percent of the state's prison population participated regularly in GED classes. 

Povich says that educating prisoners is in the public's best interest. After all, she says, an overwhelming majority of them will eventually be released. Kevin Moreno, a Job Opportunities Task Force program associate, adds that failing to provide inmates with educational opportunities "amounts to an extension of their sentence. It also forces many ex-prisoners into old patterns of [criminal] behavior." 

That's one reason Rawlings was moved to promote his bill in the House of Delegates: "They'll go back to the same life that led them to jail," he says, "and that's not in the interest for the communities in which they live." 
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