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About the Roosevelt Institute 
 

The Roosevelt Institute at Cornell University is a student-
run think tank that generates and promotes progressive 
policy initiatives and that seeks to inform and inspire pub-
lic policy debate in the Cornell and greater-Ithaca commu-
nities.  Members write for our Looking Ahead journals, 
craft blog posts on important current events, organize po-
litical debates, host speaker series, and coordinate advo-
cacy and education projects.   The Cornell Roosevelt Insti-
tute is one of over eighty chapters in the larger Roosevelt 
Institute Campus Network.  

 
We are organized into six policy centers: 
 
Center for Economic Policy and Development 
Center for Foreign Policy and International Studies 
Center for Energy and Environmental Policy 
Center for Education Policy  
Center for Healthcare Policy 
Center for Domestic Policy 
 
Interested in joining?  Contact us at cornellrooseveltinsti-
tute@gmail.com, and make sure to check out our web-
site, http://rso.cornell.edu/rooseveltinstitute, for further 
information. 
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Letter from the Policy Director 

 
Dear Readers, 
 
We now find ourselves fully immersed in the Information Age, where 
knowledge and skill are more important than physical size or strength. 
In a world of rapid technological change and with increased globaliza-
tion bringing fundamental change to the labor force and how business is 
conducted, education is of the utmost importance. Only through educa-
tion can we prepare to enter a structurally changing economy and foster 
a new generation of leaders and progressive thinkers. 
 
The nine policy analysts featured here in the second issue of Looking 
Ahead: The Cornell Roosevelt Institute Policy Journal from the Center for 
Education Policy and Development are part of that new generation. 
Through in-depth research and careful deliberation, they have arrived at 
nine ideas to address fundamental flaws in our education system today. 
These proposals, covering everything from increased parent participa-
tion in schools to improved prison education programs, are their at-
tempt to educate the public about the issues we face, contribute to the 
ongoing debate, and effect change. 
 
We hope that these proposals will be thought-provoking and ultimately 
inspire you, the reader, to take action. Each of us can make a meaning-
ful impact in the world we share. 

 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Victor Zhao 
Applied Economics and Management (CALS ‘16) 
Policy Director 
Center for Education Policy and Development 
Email: vz38@cornell.edu 
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For Mom and Dad: Parent Participation in Pre-
school Education   
By Matthew Landers‘15, Major: Policy Analysis and Management (HumEc), Email: mjl334@cornell.edu  

 
In order to enhance the value of general childcare, the government should consider 
implementing Parent Participation Pre-schools in state education systems.  This policy 
would improve the future well-being of children while educating parents about early 
childhood development. 
  

Background: 
 
President Obama expressed in a re-
cent State of the Union address that 
he hopes to broaden the quality of 
childcare and break cycles of socio-
economic inequality that start at a 
young age.5  Indeed, his words have 
prioritized the struggle of national 
lawmakers to reform American pre-
schools.  The solution proposed thus 
far, however, has been underwhelm-
ing and has addressed the wrong is-
sues within U.S. pre-school systems. 
 
Obama wants to provide preschool education for all children 4 years of age, specifically 
targeting those of low/moderate income.5 His plan transpires over a 20-year period 
and has been estimated to cost up to $20 billion per year.4 It is evident that this pro-
posal overlooks the unavoidable fact that preschool reform is far from a quick fix of 
increased funding.  One only needs to refer back to the Head Start Program, a similar 
educational project for low-income children and their families; it has recently come 
under heavy fire from politicians that cite its long-term inconsistencies.5 It is question-
able whether Obama’s goals can be properly implemented, especially when the federal 
government is currently running a deficit.4 
 
Most importantly, the debate over early-education detracts from a more latent prob-
lem: the degradation of the American family structure. High rates of single-parenthood 
and divorce are rampant in low-income communities, and children often face insur-
mountable obstacles before entering a classroom.6 Experts cite that children are more 
likely to academically succeed when school is filtered through a stable family environ-
ment.6 These findings should be more thoroughly incorporated in American education 
reforms. 

Key Facts: 
 Obama’s plan to reform American pre-

schools occurs over a 20-year span and 
has been estimated to cost up to $20 
billion per year. 

 Couples who disagree about money 
once per month run a 30-40% increase 
in the risk of divorce. This rate increases 
steeply when the partners fight more 
often, increasing to 125-160%3. 
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Nevertheless, attempts to alter the structure of preschool to accommodate these so-
cial stimuli have been scarce.  Yet considering that the financial costs of exploring 
these possibilities are minute compared to Obama’s grandiose scheme, there seem to 
be minimal risk in doing so. 
 

Analysis: 
 
The most effective way to reform 
early education through family 
integration is through a method 
called Parent Participation Pre-
school (PPP).  This is a pre-school 
system where parents work at 
their children’s school and inter-
act with them in an academic 
setting.2  One teacher supervises 
the classroom, and parents par-
ticipate in classroom activities for 
a minimum of twice a month and no more than once a week (depending on the pro-
gram). 
 
Instead of a typical classroom with one teacher for 20 children, PPP consists of four 
adults (including a teacher) interacting with 14-15 children.1 This allows for more one-
on-one interactions with children, and supervisors can individualize each pre-school 
program according to the child.1 Welch notes that, “learning is an outgrowth of each 
child’s natural curiosity”, and PPP can better support these curiosities than traditional 
pre-schools.1 
 
Simultaneously, PPP educates parents about early childhood development.  By becom-
ing classroom influences, parents become invested in the social, emotional, physical 
and academic growth of their offspring.1 They can also learn with other parents so as 
to create a sense of group effort not present in a standard family setting.1 As one can 
imagine, this process could have enormous benefits in improving family structures in 
the U.S. 
 
Admittedly, there are potential implementation problems that could arise from PPP’s.  
For many Americans, the adult workday doesn’t correspond to the attendance de-
mands that a PPP would require for parents.  And considering adults would be inter-
acting with other children as well as their own, certain legal procedures might be nec-
essary.  Nevertheless, Parent Participation Pre-Schools firmly address underlying social 
and family issues affecting education that previous legislation has left undetected. 
 

Talking Points: 
 PPP is a pre-school system where parents 

assist teachers and interact with their chil-
dren during school-time activities. 

 Proposal allows teachers to individualize 
curriculums according to the needs and incli-
nations of their toddlers. 

 One key benefit of PPP’s is enhancing par-
ent’s knowledge regarding childhood devel-
opment. 
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Next Steps: 
 
Although numbers of them are currently operating, Parent Participation Pre-schools 
are still rare in the U.S.  It is essential that proponents increase public awareness of this 
form of early education.  Government representatives must be contacted so that pro-
posed changes can be made more of a political priority.  In addition, researchers 
should continue to analyze the effects of Parent Participation Pre-schools to gain in-
sight on more potential costs and benefits.  This program should be proposed shortly 
considering the high position of pre-school reform on today’s national political agenda.  

 
Endnotes: 
 
1) Welch, Diane Y., “Parent Participation Pre-school helps educate parents about early childhood development”.  2011, accessed April 9, 2013.  http://www.delmartimes.net/2011/08/03/parent-participation-pre-school

-helps-educate-parents-about-early-childhood-development/  
 

2) Berkley Parents Network, “Parent Co-operative and Parent Participation Preschools”.  Nov 18, 2012, accessed April 9, 2013. http://parents.berkeley.edu/recommend/preschool/coops.html  
  
3) Divorcesource.com, “U.S. Divorce Rates and Statistics”.  Accessed April 22, 2013.  http://www.divorcesource.com/ds/main/u -s-divorce-rates-and-statistics-1037.shtml 
 
4) Shear, Michael D., “Conservatives Skeptical About Expanding Preschool”.  New York Times, Feb 13, 2013, accessed April 9, 2013.  http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/15/us/politics/obama-visits-georgia-to-rally-

support-for-preschool-plan.html?_r=0  
 
5) Rich, Motoko.  “Few States Look to Extend Preschool to All 4-Year-Olds”.  New York Times, Feb 13, 2013, accessed April 9, 2013.  http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/14/education/early-education-far-short-of-goal-in-

obama-speech.html  
 
6) USA Today Editorial Board, “Preschool debate obscures core problem: Our view”.  USA Today, Feb 20, 2013, accessed April 9,  2013.  http://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2013/02/20/universal-preschool-state-

of-the-union/1934361/  
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Why Tenure In Public Schools is Unfair to 
America’s Youth   
By Jordan Marzouk ‘15,  Majors: Food Science and Applied Economics and Management (CALS), Email: 
jdm325@cornell.edu  
 

The tenure system keeps ineffective teachers in classrooms and students pay the price. 
In order to reform the educational system in the United States, we must end the tenure 
system, as we know it. 
 

Background:  
 
Tenure refers to a policy which 
effectively ensures teachers a 
guarantee of employment for life, 
unless they engage in severe mis-
conduct that results in “just cause” 
for termination.1 Tenure was cre-
ated during the beginning of the 
20th century to establish a set of 
guidelines to protect teachers from 
the arbitrary, unfair, and often 
discriminatory dismissal practices 
common in schools at the time. 
Different states may use varying 
terms (i.e. “tenure”, “continuous 
contract”, or “permanent employ-
ment status”) though every state, except Wisconsin, requires that teachers receive 
some form of job permanence. The fair dismissal procedures that accompany tenure 
were not originally intended to provide the guarantee of lifetime employment as they 
do today.  However, over the years, the protection of tenure has grown and made it 
increasingly difficult and costly for districts to dismiss tenured teachers.2 

 
"Protecting jobs of adults without regard to how well their students perform almost 
certainly will lead to greater costs, stagnant academic achievement, and greater dys-
function of our public education system," says Jason Brooks of the Foundation for Edu-
cation Reform & Accountability.3 It is clear that ineffective teachers have no place in a 
functioning educational system. However, tenure does not only allow assured job se-
curity to incompetent teachers, but it also extends to affect the performance of effec-
tive teachers. Tenure creates an environment where there is no incentive to make 
worthwhile, creative changes in the classroom. Any initiative by a tenured teacher re-
sults in no change in employment or salary, causing students to take a backseat as 
many teachers see no reason to improve or even maintain their current performance. 

Key Facts: 
 In many major cities, less than one out of 

1000 teachers is fired for performance-
related reasons.4 

 In New York City, it costs taxpayers 
$250,000 to fire one incompetent teacher. 
Some teachers remain on the payroll even 
after being convicted of serious felonies.5 

 86% of administrators admitted that they 
do not always pursue dismissal even when 
it is warranted due to the costly, time con-
suming, and cumbersome nature of the 
dismissal process.6 
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Analysis: 
 
The federal government must inter-
vene in what is considered a state 
issue to end tenure. Tenure, or any 
type of job permanence, must be re-
placed by a system of renewable con-
tracts since dismissal practices in pub-
lic schools are no longer arbitrary and 
random, the initial reason tenure was 
put in practice in the first place. All 
teachers, regardless of current tenure 
status, will be employed by a renew-
able or temporary contract for a pe-
riod lasting no longer than a year. 
Yearly reviews of all teachers, 
whether previously tenured or not, 
will be conducted by individual school 
districts but overseen on the state 
and national levels. The reviews will 
follow a set of guidelines created by 
the federal government and will determine the employment status of a teacher for the 
following year. The federal government will fund the added cost for school districts to 
conduct the reviews. 
  
This policy will have no impact on effective teachers who will repeatedly meet the 
qualifications of performance. Teachers who are shown to be clearly incapable of in-
structing students will be dismissed, and students will eventually reap of the benefits 
of learning from a full staff of capable individuals. 
 

Next Steps: 
 
The federal government must take a stand against state governments which typically 
handle education in order to fix educational systems nationwide. Since a large-scale 
reform of such a well-established system is likely to need significant time and re-
sources, the earliest the enactment is likely to happen is the 2015-2016 school year. In 
the meantime, research should be done on any barriers that would prevent a reform 
of this system, though much of this research is already underway. For example, the 
significant influence of unions should be investigated, as should methods to work and 
negotiate with such powerful organizations. Since poor education is a national prob-
lem, the issue is best suited to be addressed by the federal government and not the on 
the state level. Pressure on Congress is likely the best way to incite a change, as is vot-
ing for candidates who promise educational reform, specifically on the issue of tenure 

Talking Points: 
 The United States' education outcomes 

most resemble that of Poland, a nation 
that spends less than half on education 
than the U.S. Even worse, out of 34 
OECD (Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development) coun-
tries, only 8 have a lower high school 
graduation rate.8 

 88% of Americans said they had a 
teacher who had a “significant positive 
impact” on their life, and 98% believe 
that a good teacher can change the 
course of a student’s life.9 

 If we want children to learn more, then 
we need to have better teachers in-
structing them. 
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Endnotes: 
 
1) "What Is Teacher Tenure?" Education.com | An Education & Child Development Site for Parents. http://www.education.com/magazine/article/what-is-teacher-tenure/ (accessed April 16, 2013). 
 
2) SAMcGuinn, Patrick. "Ringing the Bell for K-12 Teacher  Tenure Reform." Center for American Progress. http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2010/02/pdf/teacher_tenure.pdf (accessed 

April 15, 2013).  
 
3) NBC News. "Tenure Makes Bad Teachers Hard to Fire." Education on NBCNews.com. http://www.nbcnews.com/id/25430476/ns/us_news-education/t/superintendent-bad-teachers-hard-fire/#.UWyv5CvwIbE 

(accessed April 16, 2013).  
 
4) Center for Union Facts. "Keeping Bad Teachers in Front of Students." Teachers Unions Exposed. http://www.teachersunionexposed.com/protecting.cfm (accessed April 16, 2013). 
 
5) NBC News. "Tenure Makes Bad Teachers Hard to Fire." Education on NBCNews.com. http://www.nbcnews.com/id/25430476/ns/us_news-education/t/superintendent-bad-teachers-hard-fire/#.UWyv5CvwIbE 

(accessed April 16, 2013). 
 
6) McGuinn, Patrick. "Ringing the Bell for K-12 Teacher  Tenure Reform." Center for American Progress. http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2010/02/pdf/teacher_tenure.pdf (accessed April 

15, 2013).  
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Quality over Quantity: Addressing Literacy  
Education and Revising the Common Core 
By Cayley Heller ‘14, Major: Policy Analysis and Management (HumEc), Email: cdh88@cornell.edu  

 
With an ever-increasing need for literacy among young adults and only stagnant im-
provement, it is imperative that effective action be taken to address literacy education 
in the US. The controversial Common Core standards should be revised to accept meth-
ods better supported by research.  
 

Background 
 

According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, a mere 30% of 
students in the US were at or above 
proficiency level in reading literacy in 
2009. These results, determined by 
the Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA), were not much 
different from those in 2000.1 
  
While levels of reading proficiency 
have remained stagnant, there is an 
ever-growing need for literacy in soci-
ety, especially given the state of the 
present economy. It has become 
more and more necessary for the job market, for health care decisions, and for civic 
involvement.2 Literacy is also an important factor in avoiding possible negative life out-
comes. Two-thirds of children who are not proficient readers by the end of 4th grade 
are projected to end up in jail or on welfare.3 
Literacy is not ‘all or nothing.’ University of Chicago’s Cynthia and Timothy Shanahan 
separate literacy into three tiers: basic, intermediate and disciplinary literacy. While in 
the first two levels one is mostly developing fluency, decoding skills and word recogni-
tion, disciplinary literacy is more specialized and particular to a specific subject mat-
ter.2 It allows people to go far enough to critique and produce new and work in the 
field, which is vital for advancement.4 Currently, many employers and college profes-
sors complain of students’ lackluster abilities to “analyze or synthesize information or 
document arguments.” Improving disciplinary literacy, and literacy in general, might 
help to solve this problem.5  
 
 

Key Facts: 
 According to NCES, 30% of students in the 

US were at or above proficiency level in 
reading literacy in 2009.1 

 Two-thirds of children who are not profi-
cient readers by the end of 4th grade are 
projected to end up in jail or on welfare.3 

 The Common Core literacy framework 
insists on a 50/50 ratio of literary to infor-
mational content upon reaching the fourth 
grade and a 30/70 ratio upon reaching 
twelfth grade.8  
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History:   
 
The Common Core English Language Arts (ELA) standards were designed with the goal 
of making all students “college and career ready in literacy no later than the end of 
high school.”6  45 states and four territories have formally adopted the standards, 
which were released in 2010.7  
 
One particular element of the Common Core that aims to prepare students for the 
challenges of reading in college and the workforce is a shift to more informational text 
rather than literary text. The Common Core follows the guidelines of the National As-
sessment of Education Progress (NAEP). The framework insists on a 50/50 ratio of liter-
ary to informational text upon reaching the fourth grade and a 30/70 ratio upon reach-
ing twelfth grade. With regard to purpose in writing, the Core insists on a 30/35/35 
ratio of persuasion, explanation and the conveyance of experience at the fourth grade 
level, and a 40/40/20 ratio by twelfth grade.8  
 

Analysis:   
 
Although the need for improved liter-
acy education is evident, the Com-
mon Core guidelines are an inade-
quate solution. A paper issued by the 
Pioneer Institute points out that the 
reduced presence of literature is an 
inevitable next step after the adop-
tion of standards. It is unlikely that 
specific content area teachers will be 
willing to sacrifice ‘content time’ to 
sponsor much of the informational-
text reading, and even if they do, ELA teachers will still have to take care of a hefty 
remaining percentage. The institute argues there is “no research to support the asser-
tion that substituting informational texts for literature will improve students’ college 
readiness. In fact, experience suggests that exactly the opposite is likely to happen.” 
The report points to Massachusetts, a state with ‘literature-rich’ standards, and its 
consistent position as one of the top ranking states on reading tests and college readi-
ness measures.9  
 
The ratio downplays the value of literary pieces. Thomas Newkirk, an English professor 
at the University of New Hampshire, argues “the world is much more narrative than 
the standards suggest.”  The Core suggests a reduction in the proportion of writing 
done for the purpose of conveying emotion over the course of a student’s academic 
career. Meanwhile the ability to ‘tell stories’ is incredibly important, and cannot be 

Talking points:  
 While disciplinary literacy is important, 

many researchers argue that the value of 

literature should not be downplayed. 

  Efforts should focus on disciplinary read-

ing strategies, to assist content-area 

teachers in making their students better, 

more efficient readers of informational  
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Next Steps : 
 
The National Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Offi-
cers (CCSSO), the sponsors of the Common Core Standards initiative, should reevaluate 
and revise the ELA standards. The need to improve disciplinary literacy should not be 
addressed by taking away benefits provided by fictional literature and writing with the 
purpose of telling a story or conveying emotion. The guidelines should remove the 
quantitative ratio requirements, as they overlook diversity among schools. Though it 
can be argued that standardization is important, any initiative should also take into 
account the diversity of audience and the influence of other factors such as school 
resources environment and student motivation.  
 
Reform efforts should address the methods for efficiently using the material.  One such 
idea, as proposed by Elizabeth Moje in the Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, is to 
create disciplinary literacy instructional programs for use by content area teachers.10 
More informational text is not better if students are never taught how to fully take 
advantage of it. If content area teachers are prepared to teach students how to use 
text in their discipline, those students can be more efficient with the reading they do. 
This will better prepare subject area teachers to do their part in improving students’ 
literacy, and take some of the pressure off of traditional ELA teachers. It also allows for 
more flexibility than the Core’s ratio requirements, which is beneficial in light of the 
great diversity of teachers, students, classrooms, and resources.  
 

Endnotes:  
 
1) "Program for International Student Assessment (PISA): Reading Literacy Performance of 15-year-olds." National Center for Education Statistics. Accessed April 10, 2013. http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/

pisa2009highlights_2.asp. 
 
2) Shanahan, Timothy, and Cynthia Shanahan. "Teaching Disciplinary Literacy to Adolescents: Rethinking Content-Area Literacy." Harvard Educational Review 78, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 40-59. http://hepg.org/her/

abstract/640.  
 
3) "Literacy Statistics." Begin to Read. Accessed April 15, 2013.  
     http://www.begintoread.com/research/literacystatistics.html.  
 
4) Moje, Elizabeth Birr. "Disciplinary Literacy: Why it matters and what we should do about it." SlideShare. Last modified March 6, 2010. http://www.slideshare.net/nationalwritingproject/disciplinary-literacy-why-it-

matters-and-what-we-should-do-about-it.  
 
5) Gewertz, Catherine. "Scale tips toward nonfiction under Common Core." Education Week. Last modified November 13, 2012. http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2012/11/14/12cc-nonfiction.h32.html?

tkn=VZVFFV3izQw5lSdmTc7P%2FX984kf2Cy4Y1a8J&cmp=clp-edweek&intc=EW-CC1112-EWH.  
 
6) "English Language Arts Standards." Common Core State Standards Initiative. Accessed April 8, 2013. http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy.  
 
7) "In the States." Common Core State Standards Initiative. Accessed April 13, 2013. http://www.corestandards.org/in-the-states.  
 
8) "Key Design Consideration." Common Core State Standards Initiative. Accessed April 13, 2013. http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/introduction/key-design-consideration.  
 
9) "New Study Suggests Remedies for Common Core Literature Deficit." Pioneer Institute: Public Policy Research. Last modified September 18, 2012. http://pioneerinstitute.org/education/new-study-suggests-remedies

-for-common-core-literature-deficit/.  
 
10) Moje, Elizabeth Birr. "Foregrounding the Disciplines in Secondary Literacy Teaching and Learning: A Call for Change." Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy 52, no. 2 (October 2008): 96-107. http://www.jstor.org/

stable/20111747. 
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Upholding Our Obligation on Human Rights  

Education 
By Susan Porter ’14, Major: Industrial and Labor Relations (ILR), Email: smp328@cornell.edu 
 

The United States needs to incorporate the education of human rights into the curricu-
lum of its school systems in order to fulfill its obligation to the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. 

 

Background:  
 
One of most powerful and most 
powerless of documents is the 
Universal Declarations of Human 
Rights. It is powerful in it defines 
the inalienable rights of a person 
by the single fact that they are 
human, but it is powerless be-
cause its decree is followed only  
by consent. Until the global popu-
lation is educated on their rights 
and people demand that these 
rights be protected, the world will 
continue to endure the abuses that have plagued mankind throughout history.  Writ-
ten in the opening statement of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, it is de-
clared that all members “…shall strive by teaching and education to promote … both 
among peoples of Member States themselves and among peoples of territories under 
their jurisdiction.”1 According to the United States Department of Labor, the U.S. has 
ratified a total of 14 of the 189 ILO Conventions, but has ratified only two of the eight 
fundamental conventions of the International Labor Organization (ILO) - No. 105 on 
the Abolition of Forced Labor and No. 182 on the Elimination of the Worst Forms of 
Child Labor and the government must supply regular reports stating on the implemen-
tation of these conventions to the ILO for review.2  Even though the USA is a full mem-
ber, it not upholding its obligation to educate her population on these rights they hold. 
 
According to the University of Minnesota’s Center for Human Rights teaching human 
rights to students in the American public school system(s) is a new idea. Course work 
found regarding human rights in the United States is rare, even at the university or 
graduate level.3 The United States has an obligation to teach her population about 
their Human Rights, and it is simply not being done. 
 

Key Facts:  
 Exceptional human rights programming for 

students of all ages is available to educators 
at no cost. 

 The programs can be worked into themes 
already being taught; civil rights history or 
Black History month would be a great time 
to adapt the programs into current plans. 

 According to the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, everyone has the right to a 
free primary education.1 
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Analysis:  
 
There is a very practical way for 
the United States School system 
to implement a way to educate 
its population on their rights as 
human beings. The international 
non-profit organization, Youth 
for Human Rights (YFHR), offers 
programs at no charge to educa-
tors for their classroom instruc-
tion. The curriculum is geared 
for students ranging from upper 
elementary to high school. Their 
philosophy is that the path to-
ward the goal of a world where 
people treat each other with 
respect and dignity is through 
effective education.4 The organi-
zation feels strongly about their program and expect educators to document their ex-
perience with their classrooms and send photographs and video footage of program 
application and outcomes, and educator testimonials that promote best practices and 
results to others. In this way, each educator's successes can be shared and expanded 
upon.  
 
An education of human rights can provide knowledge of the historical development of 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. An education on human rights can give the 
student’s knowledge of the range of the conventions and covenants, as well as knowl-
edge of the major infringements too. 
 

Next Steps:  
 
1. The first step is to identify schools in the local school district where I would be al-
lowed conduct a workshop on the lessons available from Youth for Human Rights. 
 
2. Assign volunteers to work with the interested schools to teach human rights along 
with existing curriculum on civil rights would be a natural compliment. 
 
3. After a successfully utilizing human rights programming on a local level, the next 
move would be to meet with the department of education on the state level to have 
them approve the programming on a state-wide basis. 

Talking Points:   
 An education of human rights can also help a 

student understand the relationship between 
individual, group, national rights, and an ap-
preciation of the rights of others. 

 It is impossible to protect your own rights if 
you have no idea what they are – the popula-
tion needs to know what their human rights 
are. 

 Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights states, “All human beings are born 
free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 
endowed with reason and conscience and 
should act towards one another in a spirit of 
brotherhood.” Few people can state all the 
rights they have.   
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Endnotes: 
 
1) United Nations: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Web Accessed April 22, 2013; http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml  
 
2) The United States Department of Labor; International Labor Organization; Web accessed April 12, 2013 http://www.dol.gov/ilab/programs/oir/ILO.htm  
 
3) University of Minnesota, Human Rights Center: Web accessed April 10, 2013 http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/edumat/hreduseries/hrhandbook/part1c.html  
 
4) Youth for Human Rights. Web accessed April 15, 2013 http://www.youthforhumanrights.org/about-us.html 
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Classroom Technology: An Evaluation Policy is 
Needed  
By Jaudia Quinn ‘14, Major: Anthropology (A&S), Email: jdq6@cornell.edu  

 
It is the right of the student to determine individual use of technology in the college 
classroom. However, a strong academic policy at the federal level must be put in place 
to evaluate new and existing education technology products.  
 

Background: 
 
A push for technological advancements 
into our classrooms has been increas-
ing at a rapid rate. Seventy percent of 
college students use electronic devices 
to take notes rather than using pen 
and paper. Out of a sample of 500 col-
lege students, seventy-three percent 
admitted to the feeling of not being 
able to study without some form of 
technology. In 2009 alone, college stu-
dents spent about $13 billion on elec-
tronic devices.1  
 
The problem with this technology rush is many college professors feel they are losing 
control of their classrooms and the dependency on technology most students are ex-
periencing will have unintended consequences. Individual technology use in the class-
room is the right of the individual student and should not be limited by educators. 
However, something must be done to balance out the technology push and protect 
our students from the consequences that we can predict through research. 
 

History: 
 
Attempts have been made to combat this problem. College professors have made 
classroom rules to limit use of technology in their classrooms. This entails rules about 
internet use, use of laptops in the classroom in general, and classroom policies regard-
ing cell phone use.  
 
Education technology companies have attempted to evaluate their products through 
trial periods in which the products are tested out in select classrooms. CourseSmart, a 
start-up company, has developed software to accompany e-Textbooks that will make it 
possible for professors to receive key information on their students that will predict  

Key Facts:  
 38% of college students are so depend-

ent on technology that they cannot go 
without checking their phone, laptop, 
or email for 10 minutes.1 

 E-textbooks cost about 40% less than 
regular textbooks.1 

 The number of students taking online 
classes is expected to reach 22 million 
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and follow the success of each student.2 CourseSmart, like other education technology 
companies, is currently testing out the product in colleges across the country in order 
to gather data that will help them improve the product.  

 

Analysis:          
 
In order to counteract the unin-
tended consequences of technology 
in our classrooms, an academic pol-
icy requiring the following steps 
must be implemented at the federal 
level to ensure education technol-
ogy companies, no matter their lo-
cation, follow the same procedures.  
 
The first step is to have teams of 
people from different backgrounds 
in the social sciences, education, 
computer science, and public policy 
come together on this issue using a 
holistic approach. These teams will thoroughly research the social issues that affect 
school performance and use the disadvantages found through this data to create the 
technology to assist in bridging the achievement gap.  
 
The second step is to test the technological products in a random sample of college 
classrooms. A team composed of the people mentioned in step one must be placed at 
each testing site to collect data, evaluate the product using set criteria decided upon 
using a holistic approach, and survey both educators and students regarding any prob-
lems.  
 
The third step is to protect against invasion of privacy and infringement of individual 
rights. The information gathered on students by the products must not be intrusive. 
This limit will be decided by the U.S. Department of Education along with the interdis-
ciplinary teams of each firm looking to develop education technology. The limit can be 
amended with incoming data through an election process in meetings consisting of the 
same parties.  
 
This solution will allow students to exercise the right to use technology in the class-
room while counteracting possible consequences of student dependency on technol-
ogy. Students, professors, and education technology companies will be affected by the 
policy, but the intended benefits will outweigh the unintended consequences.  

Talking Points: 
 The United States is behind other devel-

oped countries in terms of math and the 
sciences and technology could be used to 
bridge this gap. 

 A ban on technology in the classroom by 
educators will lead to dishonesty on the 
part of the students, so it is better to put 
limits on the technology in the beginning 
stages at the federal level so educators 
and students can get what they need from 
the technology without it being disruptive 
and pointless. 
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The solution must be implemented immediately when producing new products, and 
for existing products a turnover of four years will be allotted to bring products up to 
the standards of the policy or they will be pulled from the market.  
 

Next Steps: 
 
Moving forward, more research needs to be done by students in the programs focused 
on evaluating education technology, education technology companies, and profession-
als in the social sciences regarding the social issues affecting education. The policy pro-
posed above should be implemented at the federal level immediately. Then education 
technology companies can begin to follow the steps required by this policy, as previ-
ously mentioned. 

 

Endnotes: 
 
1) Dunn, J. (2012). 20 Surprising Stats About Technology Use in College. edudemic, Retrieved from http://edudemic.com/2012/05/20-surprising-stats-about-technology-use-in-college/. 
 
2) Streitfeld, D. (2013). Teacher Knows if You’ve Done the E-Reading. The New York Times, Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/09/technology/coursesmart-e-textbooks-track-students-progress-for-

teachers.html?_r=0 
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Replacing the SHSAT with a wider student port-
folio assessment in the Elite Eight schools  
By Gabriel Heck ’14, Major: Government (A&S), Email: gth28@cornell.edu 

 
To incentivize higher female application rates and address racial concerns, specialized 
high schools in New York City should expand their measurement of academic success 
beyond SHSAT scores when evaluating student applications for admission.  
 

Background:  
 
The Special High School Admissions 
Test (SHSAT) is used by eight of the 
nine classified specialized high schools 
in New York City as their standard ad-
missions process. Each respective 
school has a “cutoff” score that stu-
dents must surpass in order to gain 
acceptance to the school of their 
choice. This score is determined by the 
number of available spaces that each school has to offer. 
 
The results from this exam is the only factor weighed into admissions; the process 
does not account for racial or gender composition, previous grade point averages, es-
says, teacher recommendations, or other areas that are often deemed important in 
similar processes. As a result, roughly 60 percent to two-thirds of these schools are 
comprised of male students.1  A mere five percent of expected incoming freshman for 
the fall of 2013 are black, and only seven percent are Hispanic, giving rise to numerous 
concerns from outside civic rights groups.2 These major differences in the student bod-
ies of the “Elite Eight” New York City Specialized high schools reflect a flawed system. 
 

History:  
 
The SHSAT was created through the Hecht-Calandra Bill in 1972, requiring the results 
from this standardized test to dictate admissions into the elite schools of New York 
City.3 While originally embraced by the city and high school community, the SHSAT has 
been increasingly scrutinized, even being deemed “racist” by the NCAAP in September 
of 2012.4 Many advocate for a holistic approach to admissions with numerous federal 
complaints being filed to revoke the SHSAT due to gender and racial imbalances. 
 
Over the years, the education board of New York City has tried to address these con-
cerns through tutoring programs. The city currently operates twenty free tutor loca-

Key Facts:  
 Nationally, females make up 55% of the 

student body in competitive high 
schools. In the “Elite Eight”, this figure 
hovers between 33%-40%. 

 In March of 2013, only 5% of the ac-
cepted students into the “Elite Eight” 
were black and 7% were Hispanic. 
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tions for students to receive guidance for after school hours. Many argue that test-
prep programs are crucial for enhancing a student’s likelihood of scoring higher on the 
test, as the content differs from what is taught in school.5 However, these prep classes 
do not curtail the growing number of gender and racial disparities, and questions have 
been raised as to their effectiveness compared to private courses. 
 

Analysis: 
 
Replacing the SHSAT with an applica-
tion process similar to the vast major-
ity of colleges will aid in ridding the 
“Elite Eight” of gender disparities and 
racial-bias elements currently plaguing 
their admissions process. Administer-
ing broader application processes with 
less emphasis on test scores can help 
account for the major differences that 
exist in the current system and ensure 
higher levels of accountability, equal-
ity, and fairness. To mimic standard 
college admissions, students should 
submit past grades, teacher recom-
mendations, extracurricular activities, 
and an essay component. Some may argue that such an admissions process can be 
flawed, but having numerous areas for students to present themselves gives a much 
better, more accurate depiction of their background and ability. More importantly, 
requiring more extensive components for applications will help in “weeding out” those 
who truly motivated and capable to perform in an academic environment that one of 
the elite high schools provides.  
 

Next Steps: 
 
Switching from the SHSAT to a wider application process should be conducted care-
fully, over the span of a few years to measure the effects. To begin the replacement of 
this test, legislation must be drafted and signed into law, repealing the Hecht-Caldara 
legislation bill of 1972. An expanded admissions process must be developed to weight 
the relevant factors discussed above.  
 
There must be on-going research and analysis to determine the impact of this change 
over the course of the next few years that it takes place. Information on the process to 
apply to these schools must be widespread and accessible. Civic rights groups, parents, 
and teachers must rally for support and expose this issue to the general public, in  

Talking Points: 
 Lobbying on the part of parents, teach-

ers, and civic rights groups is key in 
beginning to reform the SHSAT system 
currently in place in NYC elite schools. 

 Replacing the SHSAT with a more fair, 
comprehensive application process for 
students is critical in addressing the 
gender and racial discrepancies that 
currently exist.  

 Conduct an analysis to compare the 
SHSAT scores with actual high school 
performance, as this has not been done 
before. 
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order to get a large enough coalition of support to move forth in reform measures. 
 

Endnotes: 
 
1) Al Baker, New York Times, “Girls Excel in the Classroom by Lag Entry to 8 Elite Schools in the City”. Last modified March 22, 2013. Accessed March 26, 2013. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/23/nyregion/girls-

outnumbered-in-new-yorks-elite-public-schools.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0  
 
2) Carolyn Edgar, Dominion of New York, “Is the NYC High School Admissions Test Racially Biased?” Last modified October 2012.  Accessed April 7, 2013. http://www.dominionofnewyork.com/2012/10/08/is-the-nyc-

high-school-admissions-test-racially-biased/#.UWrc33BDJm0 
 
3) SHSAT, “Welcome to SHSAT Info”. Last modified 2013. Accessed April 5, 2013. http://www.shsat.org/ShowPage.asp?pid=home  
 
4) David Bloomfield, Gotham Schools, “Failing the Stuyvesant Test”. Last modified January 11, 2013. Accessed April 7, 2013. http://gothamschools.org/2013/01/11/failing-the-stuyvesant-test/ 
 
5) Beth Fertig, Schoolbook, “Debate of Single-Test Admissions Policy Divides on Access and Race.” Last modified March 13, 2013. Accessed April 8, 2013. http://www.schoolbook.org/2013/03/13/city-faces-scrutiny-

about-exam-for-its-specialized-high-schools/ 
 
6) The Spectator, “Re-evaluating Square One.” Last modified February 22, 2013. Accessed April 5th, 2013. http://stuyspectator.com/2013/02/22/re-evaluating-square-one/ 
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A Multifaceted Teacher Evaluation System is 
Fair to Both Teachers and Students 
By Jeffrey Forman ‘15, Major: Government (A&S), Email: jtf76@cornell.edu  

 
Public schools across the United States need to adopt multi-faceted teacher evaluation 
methods in order to improve the overall quality of education and to provide a fair as-
sessment for educators.  
 

Background: 
 
Teacher evaluation has been a hotly 
contested topic in state legislatures. 36 
states and the District of Columbia 
currently require that teachers be 
evaluated at least in part by student 
scores on standardized tests. The 
Obama Administration’s Race to the 
Top policy has propelled this practice. 
Under federal law, every state must 
test students annually in mathematics 
and reading in grades 3 through 8 and 
once in high school.1 However, this 
policy excludes teachers who teach the 
youngest and oldest students as well as teachers who teachers who teach subjects 
other than mathematics and language arts.  
 
The New Teacher Project, which analyzed Chicago’s school districts, found that 73 per-
cent of principals do not believe that performance evaluations actually evaluate per-
formance.2 
 
While most Americans agree that teacher evaluation is a necessary facet of the public 
education system, there is little consensus about what the evaluation methods should 
entail, who should conduct them, and to what extent they should be utilized. The Wid-
get Effect explains the tendency of school districts to assume classroom effectiveness 
is the same from teacher to teacher. This obvious fallacy has precluded the proper 
evaluation of our nation’s almost 4 million elementary and secondary school teachers. 
 
90 percent of districts across New York only have a one-year plan for evaluating teach-
ers.3 This is problematic because ever-changing standards serve to only frustrate 
teachers and confuse administrators.  
 

Key Facts:  
 The United States has almost 4 million 

elementary and secondary public 
school teachers. 

 36 states and the District of Columbia 
currently require that teachers be 
evaluated at least in part by student 
scores on standardized tests. 

 73 percent of Chicago public school 
principals believe that teacher perform-
ance evaluations actually evaluate per-
formance.2 
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For years, teachers in the state of New York were rated either “satisfactory” or unsatis-
factory based on periodic observation by their principal.4 This almost arbitrary process 
oversimplifies the role that teachers play in our society and does little to curtail the 
presence of ineffective teachers in the classroom. Under current New York State law, 
each public school teacher will be evaluated and given a numerical score at the end of 
the year indicating how he or she performed. Some teachers have shared the senti-
ment that this adds an exorbitant amount of stress to their jobs. 
 

Analysis: 
 
Instead of relying solely on one 
gauge, the United States needs a 
method of teacher evaluation that 
includes multiple measures. Be-
cause teaching can be viewed as 
both an art and a science, its assess-
ment mechanism should consist of 
both quantitative and qualitative 
components. 
  
Elementary school administrations 
in New York and across the country 
have reacted to the emphasis on 
standardized tests by eliminating recess and forcing educators to alter their curricu-
lums to create time for test preparation.5 This erodes the teacher’s discretion in the 
classroom by suggesting that the standardized test is more important than what the 
educational professional deems as valuable points of instruction. 
 
In terms of standardized testing, it is unfair to hold a teacher in Brooklyn, for example, 
to the same standard as a teacher in a wealthy Westchester suburb if the school dis-
trict in Westchester had more resources at its disposal. Consequently, instead of ex-
pecting such schools to meet the same threshold on a single exam, the State Depart-
ment of Education should look for signs of improvement. 
 
Many of these points are made with the underlying premise that teachers are also stu-
dents. These evaluations should help to bolster their professional careers and provide 
constructive feedback so that they can improve. While the goal is ultimately to provide 
students with the best and brightest teachers, an important byproduct is their profes-
sional development.  
 
A long-term, sustainable plan needs to be developed in order to elucidate the process 
for teachers as well as to dispel confusion among legislators and their constituents. 
Providing a permanent plan will provide teachers with a sense of job security since  

Talking Points: 
 American students deserve a method of 

teacher evaluation that removes consis-
tently ineffective teachers from the class-
room. 

 American teachers deserve a multi-
faceted performance appraisal system 
that relies on both quantitative and quali-
tative criteria. 

 This plan requires the cooperation of the 
state Department of Education and the 
administrators in each school. 
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they will be assured that their performance is expected to be consistent from year to 
year.  
 

Next Steps: 
 
This plan requires the cooperation of the state Departments of Education and the ad-
ministrations of each school district. 
 
The Department of Education should require that administrators conduct bimonthly 
evaluations of every teacher in the district. It would also be useful for the evaluations 
to be completed by different members of the administration. While this invariably in-
creases the workload of the administration, it ensures that teachers are assessed con-
sistently and objectively. Each state Department of Education should aid in this initia-
tive by providing funds to hire additional administrators in an effort to alleviate the 
workload of each individual administrator. 
 
Standardized testing should be reviewed in conjunction with these administrative ob-
servations, but it should not be the focal point of the evaluation. If standardized test-
ing results reflect three consecutive years of decline, then administrators will need to 
meet with the teacher and discuss possible problems, while of course keeping the ad-
ministrative evaluations in mind. 
 

Endnotes: 
 
1) Layton, Lyndsey. “Teachers in Florida sue state claiming job evaluation system is unfair.” The Washington Post. 13 April 2013. http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2013-04-16/local/38587926_1_new-teacher-

evaluation-system-test-scores-student-scores.  
 
2) “Fast Facts.” U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences. National Center for Education Statistics. http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=28 
 
3) Clukey, Keshia. “New teacher evaluations costly for school districts.” Uticaod.com: The Mohawk Valley’s Information Source. April 14 2013. http://www.uticaod.com/archive/x848269765/New-teacher-evaluations-

costly-for-school-districts?zc_p=0 
 
4) United Federation of Teachers. “Teacher Evaluation.” 2013. http://www.uft.org/teaching/hot -topics/teacher-evaluation  
 
5) Sherwood, Julie. “Grading Teachers: Teacher evaluations make some educators worried.” Victorpost.com. April 14 2013. http://www.victorpost.com/education/x1148862940/GRADING-TEACHERS-Teacher-

evaluations-make-some-educators-worried?zc_p=0 
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Assess Before Distress: How Implementing 
Mental Health Tests Will Prevent Emotional 
Crisis in the Student Population 
By Katherine Sorenson ‘16, Major: Policy Analysis &Management (HumEc), Email: kns47@cornell.edu  

 
Insufficient psychological assessment of students in Maryland Public Schools hinders 
awareness of social-emotional disorders. Mental health evaluation occurs post-crisis, 
and it is critical that pre-crisis assessment is implemented to improve mental health of 
the student body.  
 

Background: 
 
Assessments to determine the men-
tal stability of students occur only 
after a teacher refers the student to 
a school psychologist, or the psy-
chologist recognizes symptoms inde-
pendently. These referrals result 
from reasonable suspicion that a 
mental disturbance is hindering the 
student’s process.1 However, if a 
teacher, counselor, or administrator 
does not notice a disturbance or 
academic performance is stable, it is 
unlikely a child with a social or emo-
tional problem will be approached 
for help.  Therefore, his or her condition remains unnoticed, and can lead to a crisis 
involving the student, other students, or the greater community.  
 
The lack of regulatory emotional testing for all students needs to be alleviated in order 
to promote greater mental health and ultimately learning within the public school sys-
tems. If a child does not maintain a healthy socio-emotional complex, then he or she 
may not function to his or her full ability, and may disrupt the learning environment of 
other students.  
 

History: 
 
 There are many sets of standardized tests that a psychologist is permitted to adminis-
ter to a student who has been referred. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act  

Key Facts:  
 Seventy percent of children who have 

an emotional disturbance do not re-
ceive mental health services.”3 

 One in five children have a diagnosable 
mental, emotional or behavioral disor-
der.”3 

 “Up to one in ten children may suffer 
from a serious emotional distur-
bance.”3 

 “90% of adolescents who have commit-
ted suicide classify as Emotionally Dis-
turbed”1 
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(IDEA) and the Code of Maryland Regulations (COMAR) both lay out the proper proce-
dures a school psychologist should take when approaching an “Emotionally Dis-
turbed”1 candidate. There are a variety of community resources available through 
Maryland Health services that involve parent or guardian intervention and means to 
determine the state of the student.  
 
However, every student will not receive the benefits of IDEA and COMAR. Both policies 
outline adequate post-traumatic treatment plans for students, but neither accounts 
for testing of the entire population for overall school social-emotional well-being. 
Many of IDEA and COMAR’s regulations address referral after behavioral abnormality, 
however the policies do not account for students with depression or anxiety who do 
not show obvious signs of emotional turmoil. Withdrawal, irritability, and the like are 
reported;1 however in many instances of depression, students are able to maintain a 
façade of stability when this is not the case. Many may have no idea that they are af-
fected by an emotional disturbance, and if school professionals do not recognize signs, 
then emotionally destructive behaviors will build progressively.  
 

Analysis: 
 
Creating a test to distribute to stu-
dents at the beginning of and two-
thirds of the way through each semes-
ter will help identify individual emo-
tional well-being as well as the overall 
well-being of the school community.  
The test will be a survey of the child’s 
personal sense of security, happiness, 
anxieties, and sense of purpose. Any 
student who scores high for probability 
of a social-emotional disturbance will 
be referred to the school psychologist, 
regardless of whether the psychologist 
was previously aware of any possible 
disturbance. This accounts for students 
who do not voice their emotional pain, 
may be predisposed to seasonal affective disorder, or whose problems previously re-
mained unnoticed by school professionals.  
 
Possible outcomes of the new blanket testing would be tangible data on overall levels 
of happiness across different school administrations. If the character of one school is 
generally more stable than another, the first school may be studied further and used 
as a model for mental health improvement. Furthermore, outcomes include recogni-
tion 

Talking Points:  
 Mentally ill students who have not 

been referred to a psychologist will 
often suffer in silence and will not re-
ceive resources to cope with their dis-
abilities.  

 Mandatory blanket testing for unsus-
pecting victims of emotional distur-
bances is virtually nonexistent. There-
fore, there is no crisis prevention for 
unidentified students.  

 New blanket testing will identify stu-
dents who need social-emotional assis-
tance, in order to elevate the sanity 
and well-being of school systems.  



 

30 

tion of individual circumstances and the ability to refer students to appropriate re-
sources. This will improve student health, which will directly affect performance levels. 
 
The cost of implementation would be the sum of the income paid to the developers of 
the test and the cost of data collection from the test. Overall, the cost is not expected 
to be a drastic portion of the counseling budget allocated by Maryland Education.   
 

Next Steps: 
 
The test should be developed by a team of Maryland school psychologists who special-
ize in the symptoms of depression, anxiety, and all five causes for classification as Emo-
tionally Disturbed as outlined by IDEA and COMAR.2 The survey could be administered 
electronically and should take no more than an hour so as to not disrupt learning time. 
It would ask basic questions that would indicate a level of social-emotional well being 
of the student in relation to both their personal and learning environments, as the for-
mer affects the latter. The test should be created by the start of the next calendar 
school year and implemented statewide immediately.  
 
School psychologists can conduct further research. As outlined by the Department of 
Education, psychologists must account for differences across race, gender, sexuality, 
income level, and community norms.2 Analysis of how these separate factors relate to 
test results is imperative to the success of the program. Data collection would be per-
formed by the Department of Education.  
 

Endnotes: 
 
1) The Maryland State Department of Education, "The Role of the School Psychologist in the Identification of Emotional Disabi lity." Last modified December 2011. Accessed April 22, 2013. http://www.mspaonline.org/

Resources/COMMITTEE%20FOLDERS/Professional%20Standards/Role%20of%20the%20School%20Psychologist%20in%20ED%5B2011%5D.pdf  
 
2) Maryland State Department of Education, "Divisions; School Psychological Services." Last modified 2003. Accessed April 22, 2013. http://www.marylandpublicschools.org/MSDE/divisions/studentschoolsvcs/

student_services_alt/overview. 
 
3) The LEAD Center, "Emotional Disturbance." Last modified 2008. Accessed April 22, 2013. http://www.leadctr.com/FactSheet_ED_2008.pdf. 
 
4) Montgomery County Public Schools, "MCPS Policies and Regulations Handbook." Last modified 2003. Accessed April 22, 2013. h ttp://www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org/departments/policy/polimain.shtm. 
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Empowering Prison Education Programs to Re-
duce Recidivism 
By Nicholas Raskin ‘16, Majors: Economics and Philosophy (A&S), Email: nr289@cornell.edu  

 
If federal funding is allocated to accredited prison education programs, and legislation 
that incentivizes state and federal prisons to integrate such programs is passed, we can 
ultimately reduce the rate of recidivism.  
 

Background: 
 
Recidivism is a pervasive problem sur-
rounding our prison system. This can 
often be linked to the inability of a 
formerly incarcerated person to be 
reintegrated into society. A majority of 
people in U.S. prisons don’t have high 
school diplomas, and it is this lack of 
education that prevents them from 
finding jobs once released.1 
 
Currently, only around six percent of 
corrections spending is used for prison 
programming, of which educational 
programs are included. We see, how-
ever, that changing this proportion 
wouldn’t cost more money. The Bu-
reau of Justice Statistics projects that the average annual cost per incarcerated person 
in 2001 is $22,650. When compared to the annual cost of educating a student in a 
standard state university, around $8,000, it is clear that money would be better off 
being allocated to programs aimed at educating incarcerated people so they can gain 
the right footing to be reintegrated into society.2 
 

History: 
 
Many different organizations have been established in order to fix education systems 
in prisons. Hudson Link for Higher Education in Prison, for example, provides college 
education and the ability to leave prison with a Bachelors Degree. It only spends 
$5,000 a year to help a person receive this degree, ultimately saving New York taxpay-
ers $3.9 million every year as a result of reduced recidivism.3 Colleges including Cornell 
University and Harvard University have implemented programs that offer college 
course 

Key Facts:  
 Nearly 7 in 10 people who are formerly 

incarcerated will commit a new crime, 
and half will end up back in prison 
within three years.6 

 Recidivism rates for incarcerated peo-
ple who participated in education pro-
grams is, on average, 46 percent lower 
than those who hadn’t taken college 
courses.3 

 Studies show that a one million dollar 
investment in incarceration will pre-
vent 350 crimes, while the same invest-
ment in education will prevent more 
than   600 crimes. 
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courses for prison inmates. 
 
Despite the clear benefits of prison education, legislative history has worked against it. 
One provision of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act made it so prison 
inmates could not receive Pell Grants for postsecondary education once incarcerated. 
As a result, prison inmates with lower incomes (essentially, those most in need of a 
better education) are often left unable to get the college education that they need.4 

 

Analysis: 
 
Repealing the provision in the Violent 
Crime Control and Law Enforcement 
Act first allows inmates to receive Pell 
Grants so they are more incentivized 
to get a college education. One prob-
lem is that many education programs 
are limited in funding, and cannot 
spread beyond a small region. Educa-
tion programs that have a set curricu-
lum should get federal funding so they 
can expand. The money spent would be made back though the inevitable decrease in 
costs for incarceration once the recidivism rate drops. 
 
Many prison education programs rely heavily on volunteers who are willing to teach a 
course for an extended period of time. The federal funding and expansion will get 
these programs the attention they need so they can attract younger, enthusiastic pro-
fessors. This will make it so the courses offered at prisons are actually effective, and 
taught by people who are invested enough to make sure the inmates get a proper edu-
cation. Organizations such as Hudson Link should be able to receive a certain amount 
of federal funding based on their current size and their ability to expand.  
 
Another issue is that state prisons have incredibly tight funding, which makes them not 
want to implement new policies regarding education. Federal money can be given to 
state prisons through conditional appropriations, in which extra money will only be 
given if a large portion of it goes into implementing new education policies. While this 
will initially cost the government money, it will all eventually be returned. For example, 
Maryland is projected to have saved $24 million a year (which is double what it spent 
on educational programs).5 
 

Talking Points:  
 Putting money into education for in-

mates ultimately cuts government 
spending on incarceration nearly in 
half. 

 The clear majority of inmates in prisons 
don’t even hold high school diplomas. 
There is a correlation between level of 
education and recidivism rate. 
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Next Steps 
 
Research needs to be done to figure out which educational programs create the best 
results. Once this becomes clear, organizations need to use their increased funding to 
attract more professors in more areas. These organizations will have to draft up pro-
posals on how they plan to expand, so they can receive federal funding. This can take a 
few months, but once the money is received implementation wouldn’t take long. Any-
one interested in these programs can volunteer, whether they are actual professors or 
teaching assistants. With increased resources, organizations will expand their sched-
ules as to when they can teach, which allows the greater flexibility needed by prisons 
in order to allow the most inmates to take courses. 
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“Democracy cannot succeed unless those who express their choice are prepared to choose wisely.    The 

real safeguard of democracy, therefore, is education.”-Franklin Delanor Roosevelt 


