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My name is Sarah Staudt, and I am the Director of Policy and Advocacy at Prison Policy
Initiative. Prison Policy Initiative is a national non-profit research and advocacy organization that
has produced extensive research on the various individual and public harms of incarceration. It is
with this extensive experience that we write to offer this testimony to express our strong
opposition to HB 338, “Andy’s Law”.

While the safety of both prison staff and incarcerated people is paramount, HB 338 is a
misguided response that stands to exacerbate the very security concerns proponents of the bill
want to resolve. Research has repeatedly shown that access to higher education during
incarceration creates safer prison conditions, safer communities, and vastly increases the chance
of success upon release.

Higher education in prison creates safer prisons.

In 1993, the Southern Ohio Correctional Facility in Lucasville was infamously home to a nearly
two-week-long prison riot that left the prison system reeling and ten people dead. One of
ODRC'’s big takeaways from this was the importance of facilitating access to educational
opportunities and programming.! Indeed, research has repeatedly shown that prisons with college
in prison programming experience less violence than those that do not.? Individually,
incarcerated people who participate in college-in-prison programming see significant reductions
in rule infractions® and prison misconduct.*
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Moreover, access to higher education in prison can significantly reduce depression and anxiety
and are associated with an overall improvement in mental health.? This too stands to impact
prison safety, as people in prison who experience mental health issues are far more likely, to
receive infractions for both serious and non-serious misconduct than those who do not.® This is
particularly salient as Ohio’s Department of Behavioral Health estimates that around 30% of the
state’s incarcerated population suffer from mental health issues.” Indeed, suicide remains one of
the leading causes of death in prisons across the country, prompting the National Institute of
Corrections to note that “suicide is a threat to all persons involved in corrections”.® Ending
educational opportunities is not simply counterproductive; it may well sever a lifeline for people
in prison.

Higher education in prison creates safer communities

Though often associated with improved conduct in prison and, by extension, safer prison
conditions overall, the benefits of college-in-prison programming extend far beyond prison
walls. Numerous studies have shown that people who participate in higher education during
incarceration are far less likely to return to prison than those who do not. Indeed, a meta-analysis
encompassing nearly four decades of research and more than 70 studies focused on the post-
release outcomes of those who participated in correctional education found that those who
engaged in educational programming while incarcerated were 28% less likely to recidivate than
those who did not.’

The reasons for this are numerous, not the least of which is the impact of attaining college
credentials on post-release employment. Studies have shown that incarceration reduces
employment prospects.!? Participating in college-in-prison programming, however, can increase
the chance of post-release employment. One meta-analysis found that those who participated in
higher education while in prison were 13% more likely to find employment upon release. !!
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Moreover, studies have shown that “employers were significantly more willing to interview
applicants with postsecondary education credentials relative to applicants with only a General
Educational Development (GED) diploma”, indicating that higher levels of educational
attainment while incarcerated translate to greater employment opportunity upon release.'? Not
only does prison education increase the opportunities for post-release employment, it increases
wages,!? meaning there are greater odds that employment will be sustainable.

Conclusion

Ultimately, denying people in prison the opportunity to engage in higher education not only
harms the individuals, it stands to harm the very safety HB 338’s proponents purport to uphold. It
undermines the security of Ohio’s prisons and the safety of those who live and work behind those
walls. Worse, it stands to negatively impact the chance of success upon release, and the safety of
families and communities across the state of Ohio. We urge this esteemed body to reject HB338
and the devastating effects it will bring.
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