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The United States prison system
has been under scrutiny since the
first jails were established in the
1700s. After the Civil War, parole
and probation became staples in
America’s prison model, and the
focus on rehabilitation came to the
forefront soon thereafter. In the
1970s, however, moral attitudes
shifted and political leaders began
pushing a “get tough on crime”
agenda that altered U.S. prison
practices. Many individuals have
since been convicted for low-level
crimes such as drug crime and petty
theft, contributing to America
having the highest incarceration
rate in the world.

A deliberation is a
directed discussion
focused on tough
choices that confront
the community.

 

Our goal is to explore ideas that
will improve rehabilitation in our
prison system. Any statements you
share should be focused on career
training, responsibilities, and
recovery. Any comments or
questions directed at other
participants should have the
intention of gaining a deeper
understanding of their viewpoints.
We aim to discover the values that
should guide the community in
deciding the future of the prison
system here.

Deliberation
Overview

As you read and hear the focus of
this deliberation, please think
about and prepare your personal
stake in this topic to share with the
group. 
 
Describe what brought you to this
event. Has something happened in
your life or to someone around you
that made this issue important to
you? Is there a reason specific to
you that this is an important topic
of deliberation?
 



Many prisoners who enter prison with little
education are released but have no way to
reintegrate into society, so they resort to
crime to survive and become imprisoned
again. Providing prisoners with an effective
vocational education would give released
prisoners a legal source of income and a
sense of self-worth and value. 
 
According to the U.S. Department of Justice,
approximately 700,000 individuals are
released from prison each year, and about
half of them return within three years of their
release. With educational opportunities, the
likelihood of these individuals returning to
imprisonment reduces by about 43%. 
 
The cost to provide such education directly
relates to our goal in appropriately
distributing taxpayer dollars. With reduced
rates of recidivism and the increased chance
that these ex-convicts are able to obtain and
maintain a job, the price of incarceration
decreases, as we no longer pay to have these
individuals in the system.
 
However, much of the education that occurs
in prisons today is ineffective. 93% of adult
continuing education classes in prison are
taught by fellow inmates (George). Classes
are highly localized and prisoners must apply
for a transfer if they are interested in classes
that aren’t offered in their prison. Hiring and
paying more teachers would require
significantly more resources before

educational programs could be implemented
more effectively in prisons.
 
Additionally, education at a level as high as
college is nearly impossible to achieve in
prison. According to an experiment
conducted on men in Ohio-based prison
programs, less than 1% of those admitted to
education programs in prison completed
college (Austin). Few prisoners have access
to computers or the Internet, making a
college education difficult. Vocational
training is similar: the resources required to
provide an effective training are difficult to
acquire and provide.
 
Overall, providing education to prisoners can
benefit both the prisoners and society, but
there are also drawbacks and challenges to
implementing it. While it reduces recidivism
and saves money in the long run, upfront
costs and logistic challenges can make the
implementation more difficult. Reducing
recidivism, the tendency of released
prisoners to return to prison, is a major goal
of reforming the prison system, but it is
necessary to weigh the costs and benefits of
doing so.

Approach 1:
Career Skills and

Training

Education reduces the likelihood of
recidivism
Saves taxpayer money - when
implemented correctly
Education costs per prisoner is low

 

Prisoners may still make bad choices
even after reform and education
Difficult to reach effective levels of
education

Pros Cons



 

 

 

In all but two states - Maine and Vermont -
inmates lose their right to vote as soon as
they are convicted.  According to the
National Conference of State Legislatures, in
37 states and Washington D.C., inmates lose
their voting rights while they are in prison
and for some period of time after, such as
during parole. Those released will also most
likely have to pay any outstanding fees,
restitution, or fines before voting rights are
even restored. In 11 states, convicts
indefinitely lose voting rights for some
crimes (Potyondy).
 
In 2019, Vox interviewed several inmates
about the movement to restore their right to
vote.  Norman Brown, convicted of murder in
1993, poignantly told the reporter “We have
to separate our need for punishment and the
well-being of a healthy country.  We have
become so punishment driven it blinds us.”
Brown continued, “You tell yourself every
day, you are someone. This becomes your
coping mechanism but deep down inside you
feel powerless to change the hopelessness of
being stripped and reduced to a number. You
are in effect broken. 

Approach 2:
Civic

Responsibilities

Alleviates the stigma around convicts as a
burden to society and humanizes prisoners
Voting gives a voice to those directly
impacted by the system, which leads to
meaningful, informed criminal justice
reform.
Remedy to voter suppression, states can’t
deny reformed convicts voting rights
Fundamentally undemocratic to force
people to adhere to laws which they had
no voice in creating, voting rights allow
representation
Constitutionally justified under the Equal
Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment

Constitutional Significance: The 14th
Amendment, which is focused on
protecting civil rights, allows states to
remove voting rights for criminals
Felons who intentionally committed
heinous crimes might use their vote to
advocate for similar actions
Felons show through their actions and
crimes that they can’t be trusted by
society, so they must demonstrate that
they have reformed and become law-
abiding and upstanding citizens that
deserve the right to vote

 

Pros Cons

"Giving or restoring voting rights would be a
step toward healing and restoring the
humanity to human beings that have been
broken (Kim).”
 
To implement this, we could seek to ratify a
new amendment to the constitution. This new
amendment would repeal the statement
within the 14th amendment which declares
that voting rights shall be denied to those
that have participated in “rebellion, or other
crime.” Instead, the new amendment would
clarify that every single individual above the
age of 18 has the right to vote regardless of
incarceration, emphasizing the terms set in
place by the Equal Protection Clause of the
14th Amendment.
 
In the case in which a constitutional
amendment is not feasible, a federal law or
supreme court decision could also facilitate
this change. Congress could pass a bill re-
enfranchising convicts and, with the
signature of the President, it would become
law. Otherwise, the Supreme Court could
adjudicate a case pertaining to the voting
rights of convicts and set a new precedent in
terms of interpreting the 14th Amendment.



Approach 3:
 Recovery

Rehabilitation programs reduce the
likelihood of convicts committing crimes
and returning to prison after their
release. 
These resources would help prisoners
develop social skills that will help them
reintegrate into career world. 
This would include mental health  as an
important part of medical needs that
must be met by courts.

These programs would be costly and the
funds would come from taxpayer
dollars.
There are not enough trained
professionals available to
accommodate for all of the
psychological support to help prisoners
facing mental health struggles or
substance abuse. 
Prisoners would still be in a violent
environment which could hurt their
recovery.

Pros Cons

The third approach to rehabilitation in the
United States prison system is recovery from
mental illness and substance abuse. Through
this approach, inmates make progress
towards healing and reintegrating into
society through programs such as group
therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, and
individually targeted treatment.
 
According to the National Institute on Drug
Abuse, about “65% of the United States
prison population has an active substance
use disorder,” and another twenty percent
were under the influence of drugs when
committing their crime (“Criminal Justice”).
Because so many inmates are imprisoned for
drug-related or repeated offenses,
comprehensive drug treatment effectively
interrupts the drug abuse and criminal
justice cycle (“Principles of Drug Abuse
Treatment”).
 
Studies conducted by the Federal Bureau of
Prisons demonstrate that Residential Drug
Abuse Programs (RDAPs) “make a significant
difference in the lives of offenders following
their release from custody and return to the
community” (“Substance Abuse Treatment”). 

However, the effectiveness of these programs
is hard to quantify. Inmates may need various
combinations of treatments for medical,
mental health, and other social issues in order
to fully return to society. A study published in
the Journal of Substance Abuse states that
female inmates need different substance
abuse programs than men, as they have
different reasons and pressures for substance
abuse. 
 
The prison system must provide for the
medical and mental health issues that
prisoners face. Some prisoners are able to
complete individual or group therapy sessions
and even family sessions which provide
outside support. Prisoners who have severe
mental health issues can be hospitalized in
order to receive the proper care in an
appropriate environment. Although there are
therapy programs that the inmates can join to
recover their mental illness, the courts and
the prisons do not have the funding that is
needed to support the inmates mental health.
 
Jails, which are smaller than prisons, hold less
prisoners and are able to better provide for
mental health needs with their funding
whereas prisons are larger and reallocate
their financial resources. While these
programs may reap benefits, they may be
hindered by the violent environment that
inmates live in. This may trigger mental
health issues and cause more problems upon
release.
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