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According to several studies, there is a relationship between low literacy and involvement in the correctional system.  An analysis of the National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) found that two-thirds of the United State’s prisoners are less literate than the general adult population and fall into the lowest literacy levels as defined by the NALS.  

In addition, the prison population tends to be younger and less educated than the general population and includes a disproportionate share of poor people.  Finally, those released from prison are often unable to find gainful employment, partly due to a lack of literacy skills, and are often reincarcerated.  Further studies indicate that inmates who actively participate in education programs have a significantly lower likelihood of being reincarcerated.

The current mood among policy makers is to devote resources to building more prisons and strengthening laws enforcement and sentencing policies.  While the number of arrests has remained relatively stable over the last two decades or so, the U.S. prison population has tripled since 1980.  If this trend continues, the U.S. will soon have more people incarcerated than in four-year colleges.

Literacy and education are the keys to opportunities in this society, and perhaps on one realizes this more clearly than prison inmates.

Need

· Prison inmates consistently demonstrate lower literacy skills than does the general population.  Further, inmates are more likely to be male, minority, young, and less educated than their counterparts in the general population.

· Only 51 percent of prisoners have completed high school or its equivalent, compared with 76 percent of the general population.

· Seventy percent of prisoners scored in the two lowest literacy levels of the National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS).  This means that while they have some reading and writing skills, they are not adequately equipped to perform tasks like writing a letter explaining an error on a credit card bill or understanding a map or bus schedule.

· Inmates who have a high school diploma demonstrate lower basic skills than do members of the general public with a high school diploma. 

· Male and female inmates demonstrate about the same low levels of literacy skills as compared to their counterparts in the general population.

· Eleven percent of prisoners self-report having learning disabilities, compared with three percent of the general population.  Inmates who report having a learning disability have significantly lower levels of literacy than those in the general population that report having a learning disability.

· Despite a near 80 percent re-arrest rate for juvenile offenders, that rate is reduced by 20 percent or more when juveniles are involved in quality reading instruction programs.

· Youth that are confined to correctional facilities at the median age of 15.5 years and have completed ninth grade read, on average, at the fourth-grade level.  More than one-third of all juvenile offenders of this age group read below the fourth-grade level.

· Approximately 40 percent of youth held in detention facilities may have some form of learning disability.

Delivery System

· The federal prison system began mandatory literacy training in 1982, and in 1991 raised the achievement standard from 8th to 12th grade.

· The percentage of inmates with low literacy skills who actually receive literacy education is estimated at 7 to 10 percent.

· Vocational/technical education, Adult Basic Education, and GED preparation courses are offered to some extent in most U.S. prisons.  

· The percentage of inmates enrolled in education programs in each state ranges from a high of 86 percent to a low of 7 percent.  

· Most inmates (70 percent) who do participate in education programs cite self-improvement as the main reason.  About 60 percent said they want to obtain a marketable skill, and 40 percent said they participated to reduce their chances of returning to prison.

Outcomes

· Various studies have found that inmates exposed to education programs have lower recidivism rates than non-participants.  And, the more extensive the educational program, the more likely it is to achieve its stated objectives.

· A Virginia study found that out of a sample of 3,000 inmates, 49 percent of those who did not participate in corrections education programs were reincarcerated, compared to 20 percent of those who did participate in such programs.

· In New York, inmates who earned a GED were less likely to return to prison than those who attended classed but did not earn a GED.

· An Illinois study found that inmates with an education of 8th grade or less were re-arrested at a rate of 62 percent.  High school graduates had a re-arrest rate of 57 percent, and those with some college had a re-arrest rate of 52 percent.

Policy Implications

The national goal that all American adults be literate by the year 2000 includes those adults incarcerated in prison.   While we are still making progress toward that goal for most Americans, we have made few efforts to help incarcerated Americans realize that goal.  

· Inmates who have a high school diploma do not necessarily possess the literacy skills needed to function in society, given that their performance is lower than that of the general population with a high school diploma.  Inmates who have a high school diploma, as well as inmates with no diploma, need opportunities to improve their literacy skills.

· As reported in Adult Literacy in America:  A First Look at the Results of the National Adult Literacy Survey, individuals demonstrating lower levels of literacy were more likely to be out of the labor force.  According to this report, from 34 to 53 percent of adults in Levels 1 and 2 were out of the work force at the time of the survey.  Given that over two-thirds of the inmates demonstrate performance in Levels 1 and 2, their prospects for being employed upon release from prison are diminished, unless their skills can be improved considerably.

· The frequency of literacy practices is one important indicator of how literacy skills are put to use.  Another dimension is the extent to which individuals report reading book-length materials.  The NALS discovered that only 11 percent of inmates reported not reading any books during a six month period as compared to 17 percent of the general population.  While these non-readers from both populations perform at the lowest literacy level, the proficiency scores of the general population are significantly higher than those of inmates.  Inmates who reported not having read any books demonstrate such low skills that they would have trouble with anything other than very simple texts or instructions.

· Compared to adults in the general population, inmates performed much lower on the quantitative scale of the NALS.  Inmates also reported that they are not able to do arithmetic well and needed help doing mathematical computations.  This would indicate that the quantitative skills on inmates need improvement.  That inmates do not get a lot of help with arithmetic may be attributed to the lack of opportunity to use arithmetic in prison life.  One response could be to integrate the use of arithmetic and mathematics into a variety of prison experiences.

· Eleven percent of prisoners self-reported having learning disabilities compared with only 3 percent of the general population.  These inmates scored at the very low end of the three literacy scales and their demonstrated proficiencies indicate that they are able to perform only the most basic literacy tasks.  The fact that people with learning disabilities are disproportionately represented in the prison population underscores the need for accommodating learning disabilities and developing instructional methods tailored for the learning disabled in prison learning situations.

· Research shows that quality education is one of the most effective forms of crime prevention.  Educational skills can help deter young people from committing criminal acts and can greatly decrease the likelihood that people will return to crime after release from prison.  Despite this evidence, educational programs in correctional facilities, where they have proven to be extraordinarily effective, have in many cases been completely eliminated.  Quality education for juvenile offenders – with an emphasis on special education and transition to the community – is a critical component to reducing the rate of recidivism among young offenders.

Given the results reported, literacy programs for inmates cannot afford to be short changed.  At a fundamental level, the provision of adult literacy programs in prisons can be justified simply on the grounds that it provides prisoners with another chance to learn to read, write, work with numbers, and converse with a reasonable degree of assurance.

Prisons should not be expected, however, to shoulder all the responsibility; individuals, groups, organizations, schools, colleges, businesses, and policymakers need to reach behind prison walls with efforts aimed at improving the literacy skills of inmates.  It will take a comprehensive strategy to prepare the whole person for success in the world once they are released from prison.

Recommended Resources

US Department of Education

Office of Adult and Vocational Education

Office of Correctional Education

600 Independence Ave., SW

Washington, DC  

(202) 205-9258

www.ed.gov/offices/OVAE/OCE/index.html
Correctional Education Association

4380 Forbes Boulevard

Lanham, MD  20706

(301) 918-1915 

www.ibiblio.org/icea/
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For more information on literacy-related policy issues, visit the National Institute for Literacy’s web site at http://www.nifl.gov.  For more information on this Fact Sheet, contact Christy Gullion at 202-233-2033 or cgullion@nifl.gov.  
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