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INTRODUCTION
On Wednesday, June 14, 2023, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing on Serving Justice-Involved College Students in NYC. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from The City University of New York (CUNY) Administration, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC-CUNY), and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
The Benefits of Postsecondary Correctional Education 
Postsecondary correctional education consists of coursework, either academic or vocational, for which an incarcerated person may receive college credit that may be used toward a two-year, four-year, or graduate college degree.[footnoteRef:2] Postsecondary education programs conducted in prisons have been linked to reduced recidivism rates, increased public safety, and decreased costs of incarceration for taxpayers. Individuals who enroll in postsecondary education programs are 48 percent less likely to be re-incarcerated than those who do not, and the odds of being employed post-release are 12 percent higher for individuals who participate in any type of correctional education.[footnoteRef:3] Estimates suggest that for every one dollar spent on correctional education, four to five dollars are saved on re-incarceration costs.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Human Impact Partners, Turning on the Tap: How Returning Access to Tuition Assistance for Incarcerated People Improves the Health of New Yorkers, (May 2015). Available at https://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/hip/tap_report_final.pdf.]  [3:  Gibbons, Alexandra, The societal benefits of postsecondary prison education, (August 2021). Available at https://www.brookings.edu/blog/how-we-rise/2021/08/20/the-societal-benefits-of-postsecondary-prison-education/]  [4:  Id.] 

Incarcerated individuals have median incomes 41 percent lower than other people of the same age prior to being incarcerated.[footnoteRef:5] As college education costs have increased substantially over the past 30 years, government financial aid like Federal Pell Grants (“Pell Grants”) and New York State (“State”) Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) can make college financially accessible to low-income students—including incarcerated students.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Id.]  [6:  Human Impact Partners, supra.] 


An Overview of Federal Funding and Programming
Pell Grants are the main form of federal financial aid for low-income students, which includes most incarcerated students.[footnoteRef:7] 	The Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 eliminated Pell Grants for individuals in prison and ended the majority of prison education programs.[footnoteRef:8] After its passage, universities withdrew programs due to the lack of federal financial support. Before the federal ban, 772 programs were operating in 1,287 correctional facilities nationwide.[footnoteRef:9] By 1997, only eight college prison programs were left, all of which operated without federal funding.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  West, Charlotte, Pell Grants will return to prison, but for many, college will still be out of reach, (March 2023). Available at: https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/education/2023/03/15/pell-grant-prison-college-still-out-reach/11418167002/]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Chochos, George, Opinion: Turn on the TAP for Incarcerated New Yorkers, (January 2020). Available at: https://citylimits.org/2020/01/28/opinion-turn-on-the-tap-for-incarcerated-new-yorkers/]  [10:  Id.] 

In 2020, Congress adopted the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) Simplification Act to restore Pell Grant funding to all incarcerated individuals—people in jails, prisons, and juvenile and civil commitment settings—by the fall of 2023.[footnoteRef:11] The law is “sentence-blind,” meaning that all incarcerated people can apply for Pell Grants regardless of conviction or sentence length.[footnoteRef:12] Additionally, the law imposes evaluation and reporting guidelines for prison education programs to ensure that they are operating in the best interests of students.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Martinez-Hill, Juan, Incarcerated Students Will Have Access to Pell Grants Again. What Happens Now? (March 2021). Available at: https://www.vera.org/news/incarcerated-students-will-have-access-to-pell-grants-again-what-happens-now]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.] 


An Overview of New York State Funding and Programming
TAP is a need-based grant program that gives money to low-income New York residents attending public or private postsecondary institutions in the State to help them pay tuition.[footnoteRef:14] In 1995, then-Governor George Pataki signed legislation that banned individuals in State prisons from receiving TAP funds, despite opposition from policy experts and education providers.[footnoteRef:15] As a result, many education providers stopped offering courses in prisons and the number of programs in the State was reduced from 45 to four.[footnoteRef:16] In April 2022, the New York State Legislature repealed the ban on TAP for incarcerated New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:17] According to Assembly Member Kenny Burgos, $5 million has been set aside in the Fiscal Year 2023 State budget to fund TAP grants for incarcerated students.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Human Impact Partners, supra.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id. ]  [17:  “Pell and TAP Grants Reinstated for All Incarcerated Individuals,” SUNY website at: https://www.suny.edu/impact/education/heji/pell-and-tap/]  [18:  Jones, David R, State Repeals Pataki-Era Ban on College-in-Prison Tuition Assistance, (April 2022). Available at: https://www.cssny.org/news/entry/state-repeals-pataki-era-ban-on-college-in-prison-tuition-assistance] 


CUNY’s Programming for Justice-Involved Individuals
CUNY’s 25 institutions (11 senior colleges; seven community colleges; and seven graduate, honors, and professional schools) serve over 243,000 degree and nondegree students.[footnoteRef:19] Its legislatively mandated mission is to provide equal access and opportunity for all students—regardless of ethnicity, race, or gender—and to be “of vital importance as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York.”[footnoteRef:20] While serving traditional-aged college students and adult students from diverse backgrounds, CUNY also serves individuals who are currently incarcerated as well as individuals who have been impacted previously by the criminal justice system. CUNY operates programs aimed at college access for justice-involved individuals at John Jay College of Criminal Justice (“John Jay”), Lehman College (“Lehman”), and Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC) campuses.  [19:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report—Fiscal 2022 (September, 2022), available at https://www.nyc.gov/site/operations/performance/mmr.page.]  [20:  New York Education Law, § 6201.] 

John Jay’s college-in-prison program, the Prison-to-College Pipeline (P2CP), was founded in 2011 and is based at Otisville Correctional Facility.[footnoteRef:21] The program encourages incarcerated individuals to pursue higher education before release by guaranteeing all passing students admission to a CUNY college upon release.[footnoteRef:22] CUNY professors teach credit-bearing college courses in English, sociology, anthropology, mathematics, and other liberal arts disciplines, which put students on track to complete John Jay’s general education requirements.[footnoteRef:23] Additional academic and reentry supports are available at Otisville:  [21:  “Prison-to-College Pipeline Program Ranked as One of Nation’s Best,” John Jay College of Criminal Justice website at: http://johnjay.jjay.cuny.edu/newsroom/7827.php ]  [22:  Id. ]  [23:  John Jay College of Criminal Justice website at: https://justiceandopportunity.org/educational-pathways/prison-to-college-pipeline/] 

· One-on-one and group meetings to discuss academic goals, pathways to degree completion, and relevant career opportunities;
· Guest lecturers who enhance students’ understanding of disciplines outside of the P2CP curriculum;
· Guest speakers who help students explore the connection between a college degree and a career in an area of interest; and
· Skills development workshops to help students take advantage of academic and employment opportunities in their community.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Id.] 


BMCC’s program, Project Impact, was founded in 2019 and is offered to both prospective and current BMCC students.[footnoteRef:25] Project Impact links students who have been impacted directly or indirectly by the criminal justice system with a mentor.[footnoteRef:26] Mentors are tasked with helping Project Impact students navigate challenges and facilitate access to supports, including:  [25:  Borough of Manhattan Community College website at: https://www.bmcc.cuny.edu/academics/success-programs/project-impact/ ]  [26:  Id.] 

· Academic tutoring;
· Assistance with the college registration process (admission, financial aid);
· Counseling;
· Dorm placement (given limited availability);
· Emergency funds for eligible students;
· Food vouchers;
· MetroCards;
· Social services; and
· Workshops.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Id.] 


Lehman’s program, Reentry@Lehman, provides support to students impacted by the criminal justice system, including those who have experienced incarceration and those who have family members who are currently or were formerly incarcerated.[footnoteRef:28] The program seeks to address the challenges faced by these students by educating the campus community about their challenges, while also providing support for the students’ academic enrollment, registration, and financial aid, and by offering referrals to campus and community resources that address specific needs such as housing, employment, legal services, personal finances, and scholarship information.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Lehman College website at https://lehman.edu/re-entry-at-lehman/]  [29:  Id.] 


Columbia University Center for Justice-Involved Individuals
Columbia University’s Center for Justice supports projects that support justice-involved individuals. Founded in 2014, the Center’s mission is to end “mass incarceration and criminalization” and to promote “alternative approaches to justice and safety through education, research, and policy change,” with those approaches “centered on prevention, healing and accountability.”[footnoteRef:30] Through its Prison Education Program, the Center offers credit-bearing Columbia courses at three state prisons—Taconic Correctional Facility, Sing Sing Correctional Facility, and Bedford Hills Correctional Facility—and plans to expand to a full degree-conferring program for incarcerated students.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  “Mission & Background,” Columbia University Center for Justice website at https://centerforjustice.columbia.edu/content/mission.]  [31:  “Prison Education Project,” Columbia University Center for Justice website at https://centerforjustice.columbia.edu/content/prison-education-project.] 

Another of the Center’s projects, the Justice Ambassadors Youth Council Program (JAYC), offers a 12-week seminar program that brings together government and nonprofit officials with 18- to 25-year-olds who have been impacted by the legal system (including through incarceration) or by gang involvement and who come from underserved New York City communities.[footnoteRef:32] Through background research-based readings, intensive weekly discussions, and site visits to the mentors’ workplaces, youth and mentors work together in small groups to create policies designed to make a difference in local communities.[footnoteRef:33] These policies address a wide range of self-determined issues—from relationships between community youth and police officers to food insecurity to afterschool programming to mental health to unemployment.[footnoteRef:34] Youth participants present their policies at a final graduation ceremony to an academic and community audience, including dignitaries, as well as later at government offices or community centers where they advocate for their policies’ implementation.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  Id.]  [35:  Id.] 

JAYC has drawn participating mentors from across New York City government, including from the City Council central staff, the borough district attorneys’ offices, the New York Police Department, the Department of Education, the Department of Probation, and the Administration for Children’s Services.[footnoteRef:36] In addition, mentors have been drawn from State government agencies and related nonprofits, like The Legal Aid Society.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  “Justice Ambassadors Youth Council,” Columbia University Center for Justice website at https://centerforjustice.columbia.edu/content/justice-ambassadors.]  [37:  Id.] 


CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee is interested in hearing testimony from administrators, faculty, and other experts who work in programs for justice-involved individuals, including about the measures of success they use to judge their efforts and about any plans for expansion. In addition, the Committee is looking forward to hearing testimony from students themselves—particularly justice-involved students who have participated in programs serving justice-involved individuals—and their ideas about how to extend the reach of these programs into a larger prison population and the formerly incarcerated community.
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