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A look inside prison radio

Cynthia Gonzalez is a producer at Inside Wire Colorado Prison Radio, the first statewide prison radio 

station in the United States. Charlotte West/Open Campus

“Welcome to Hotlines on Inside 
Wire Colorado Prison Radio,” Tiffany 
McCoy says from behind the mic.

“Okay, we’re gonna stop and do that 
again,” Cynthia Gonzalez interrupts.

Tiffany and Cynthia are both 
producers at Inside Wire, the first 
statewide prison radio station in the 
United States. The station was launched 
in early 2022 by the University of 
Denver Prison Arts Initiative and the 
Colorado Department of Corrections.

Welcome to College Inside, a newsletter about the future of 
postsecondary education in prisons.
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Now, it gives valuable training and, 
for some inside, a purpose. That’s 
particularly true for lifers, who often 
have limited access to education options 
inside.

Hotlines is a segment featuring 
announcements that airs multiple times 
per day. Amber Pierce sits across from 
Cynthia and Tiffany as they go through 
the updates.

After she shares info for a reentry 
program, she goes off script. She’s 

getting close to the end of her sentence 
at the Denver Women’s Correctional 
Facility, but she’s still waiting for a 
release date.

“One of my goals for getting out of 
prison is getting gainful employment,” 
she says. “My life can be a lot better if I 
learn how to prioritize.”

The studio is small, with barely 
enough room for the three women to 
crowd around a desk equally crowded 
with three desk-mounted mic arms, 
headphones, speakers and a Rodecaster. 
Black foam soundproofing panels are 
mounted on the wall behind Cynthia 
and Tiffany. The women wear baggy 
green pants, yellow t-shirts and gray 
sweatshirts with faded patches featuring 
their last names and DOC numbers.

‘I’ve had to find different roads 

to grow’

Inside Wire is one of several programs 
operated by the DU Prison Arts 
Initiative. It is among several prison 
radio stations across the country. 
The Louisiana State Penitentiary has 
operated KLSP-91.7 FM (known as the 
“Incarceration Station”), the country’s 
only FCC-licensed prison radio station 
since 1986, though earlier iterations of 
the station existed in the late 1950s. In 
Texas, men on death row run their own 
station. There’s even an international 
prison radio association.

Programs like prison radio stations 
have become an important outlet for 
giving people both access to meaningful 
professional training and opportunities 
for creative expression.

For Cynthia, Inside Wire was an 
opportunity to learn new skills. Because 
she’s serving a sentence of life without 
the possibility of parole, she’s been shut 
out of any formal education programs.

“There’s an outlook that, basically, I’m 
a waste of space,” Cynthia says.

Lifers like her can’t usually get into 
education beyond a GED, she says, 
because there’s an idea that “you won’t 
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The women wrap up recording. It’s 
clear they’re having fun.

“Peace out!” they sign off.

++Inside Wire is broadcast online at 

coloradoprisonradio.com.

News & views

• Photographer Peter Merts’ new 
book, Ex Crucible: The Passion of 

Incarcerated Artists, showcases people 
participating in prison arts programs 
ranging from music, writing and visual 
arts to dance and theater. According to 
the Justice Arts Coalition, 48 states offer 
some sort of prison arts programs, Eva 
Rothenberg reports for CNN. The book 
is now available from Daylight Books.

• Over the past year, reporters for 
The Marshall Project asked every state 
prison system for book policies and lists 
of banned publications. About half of 
the states said they kept such lists, which 
contained more than 50,000 titles. The 
Marshall Project created a searchable 
database of those banned books.

ever use your degree. I’ve had to find 
different roads to grow.”

Out of a prison population of around 
16,000, only 32 women and 87 men in the 
Colorado Department of Corrections 
were enrolled in formal college classes 
at the end of 2022, according to data 
Open Campus obtained in a records 
request. Training programs like Inside 
Wire offer an alternative, hands-on 
kind of education.

Producers earn a certificate, 
“Fundamentals of Sound Production 
and Audio Storytelling” from DU’s 
University College. The certificate 
grants continuing education credits, 
which are accepted by some colleges 
as transfer credits, but they cannot be 
applied to degree requirements from 
DU.

The certificate program teaches 
students how to use the audio 
equipment and produce stories. For her 
final project, Amber is working on a 
feature about the prison’s dog training 
program.

The challenges

While the expansion of federal 
financial aid for incarcerated students 
later this year is expected to increase 
access to higher education in prison, 
colleges like the University of Denver 
also help fill a programming gap in 
prisons by offering other opportunities 
such as journalism and creative writing 
and theater workshops.

Those programs tend to be accessible 
regardless of someone’s sentence, 
although projects like Inside Wire 
usually only involve a handful of people 
due to the physical space they require.

And access to the studio has been 
limited due to staff shortages, so the 
women are currently only able to work 
two days a week. GED and vocational 
instruction is limited, too, with 
instructors only teaching on Tuesdays. 
The rest of the week, teachers are being 
reassigned to work in other areas of 
the prison to compensate for a lack of 
correctional officers — what started as 
a pandemic stop gap has become the 
status quo.

Amber Pierce, Tiffany McCoy and Cynthia Gonzalez record in the Inside Wire studio at Denver 

Women’s Correctional Facility in Colorado. Charlotte West/Open Campus

Inside Wire also offers the opportunity 
for people to have a paid job, though it 
only pays pennies per hour. But there’s 
a disparity between the women’s prison 
and three men’s facilities where Inside 
Wire also operates stations.

At Denver Women’s, Cynthia is the 
only paid producer. She says she makes 
about $9 a month. Tiffany and Amber 
volunteer, but put in nearly as many 
hours. Amber has a paid position in the 
prison library, and Tiffany works as a 
porter.

While the studio at Denver Women’s 
is only allowed to have a single paid 
spot, the men’s prisons have multiple 
paid positions. Buena Vista and Sterling 
both have three paid producers, while 
Limon has six.

Back in the studio, program director 
Ryan Conarro sits working on a script 
for a spot he wants the women to record. 
Finishing up Hotlines, Tiffany takes a 
look and makes a crack about needing 
to decipher his handwriting before she 
can do a run through of the script.
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do I work in a prison, I also reside there. 
And I’m taking the class on a contraband 
cell phone. 

Before smartphones were a thing, 
having cell phones inside was about 
staying in touch with friends and family. 
As time went on, the tech ended up 
advancing and then evolving into the 
internet and having these touch screens.

Now, I’m connected to the world. Cell 
phones are about seeing what’s going 
on in the greater society. I’ve had to 
get creative because the prison I’m at, 
located in the South, doesn’t offer any 
opportunities to take college classes 
beyond a few vocational programs. 
That led me to pursue education. I chose 
a self-paced program, so that I don’t 
have to worry about the semester if I 
run into a situation where something 
may happen with the phone. I wanted 
a program that dealt with youth and 
so-called juvenile delinquency. That’s 
something that I’m not only doing 
now, but something I want to do if I’m 
allowed out of this place.

On Zoom, I use a filter with a nice, 
office-type setting as my background so 
that others don’t see my actual cell.

When I first started classes, I was a 
little nervous. I didn’t want to give any 
type of indication that I am in prison, 
because I didn’t want to be kicked out. 
On Zoom, I use a filter with a nice, 
office-type setting as my background 
so that others don’t see my actual cell. 
I never wear uniform clothing, I always 
wear a white t-shirt, or a t-shirt with 
some type of artwork on it to kind of 
change it up.

It’s generally gone smoothly, but 
there have been a few tech issues. 
When the university introduced a new 
multifactor authentication to log into 
class, it wouldn’t work. A friend tried to 
troubleshoot, but the professor ended 
up helping me when I told her I could 
only attend class on my cell phone. 

How an illicit cell phone helped 

me take college classes from prison

Illustration by Lorenzo D’Alessandro for The Marshall Project

This story was told to Charlotte West by 

an incarcerated student in the South. It was 

published in partnership with The Marshall 

Project, a nonprofit news organization 

covering the U.S. criminal justice system. 

On the first day of Zoom classes, my 
professor went straight into content 
I’m all too familiar with: the school-to-
prison pipeline. Every day as a certified 

Welcome to College Inside, a newsletter about the future of 
postsecondary education in prisons.

peer support specialist at a maximum 
security prison, I see the long-term 
impacts of poverty and a broken K-12 
system in marginalized communities. 

Later, I met two of my classmates in 
the criminal justice certificate program, 
which is run through a top research 
university in the Northeast. What I 
didn’t mention to them is that not only 

As told to 
CHARLOTTE WEST

JANUARY 20

2023
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“I didn’t know how to work it, 

but I knew I wanted one”

I was locked up at 19 years old. In 
1990, I started serving a sentence of life 
with the possibility of parole for a first-
degree murder charge. The first time 
I saw a cell phone was in 2002. I was 
transferred to a new institution, and as 
soon as I entered the dorm, one of the 
guys I knew called me over. “You need 
to call your people?” And he put a cell 
phone in my hand.

I didn’t know how to work the phone, 
but I knew I wanted one. At that time, in 
the early 2000s, the phone call rates were 
crazy. They’ve gone down considerably, 
but at that time, everything was long 
distance, where you had extra charges 
for calls that weren’t local. Now, prices 
have gone down, but It’s still expensive. 
I can do a video call with my family 
without having to pay $10 for 10 
minutes, and do emails free of charge, 
instead of paying 25 cents an email.

When my older brother died recently, 
I was able to go on and see the video of 
funeral services. I wouldn’t have been 
able to do that on a prison phone.

The first time I saw a cell phone was 
in 2002. I was transferred to a new 
institution, and as soon as I entered the 
dorm, one of the guys I knew called me 
over. “You need to call your people?” 
And he put a cell phone in my hand.

How do the phones get in? It was in the 
media, so this isn’t exposing anything. 
Drones are the main vehicle that’s 
used for that. They drop them into an 
accessible area outside where someone 
can retrieve them. I’ll put officers in 
there as well. We might as well expose 
their behinds. We hide the phones very 
meticulously…heating/AC ducts, thick 
books, etc. 

Depending on availability, right now, 
a brand new iPhone 13 Pro Max or its 
competitor, the Galaxy S22 Ultra, will 
run $3,500 (more than 250% markup 
over the street price). Used and non-
flagship models can run $800, or $1,250 
for brand new. They’re not plentiful, 
so you have to be in the know. I use a 
prepaid service with a data plan.

There are consequences for using cell 
phones. Here, if we get caught, it’s only 
up to 90 days of restrictions. At most, 
you won’t be able to use the prison 
phone for 90 days, and you won’t be 
able to go to the canteen — that’s where 
you buy your food, your personal items 
and what not. And you won’t be allowed 
visitation privileges for 90 days. That 
is the max. In some other states, the 
penalties are stiffer, but at this point, 
I’d risk the hole or having more time 
tacked on to my sentence to have that 
connection to the outside world. 

Staff, for the most part, do not look at 
having cell phones as a grave infraction. 
People use them in their cells. Staff can 
stumble across a cell phone plugged 
into a charger and just overlook it. It’s 
prevalent to the point where some 
officers use them to call for personal 
matters since they can’t bring their own 
phones in the prison.

“I wouldn’t have known about 

any of those things”

Without this type of access, there’s so 
much quality information that we’re not 
getting, important information about 
dealing with things like therapy, trauma 
and different self-help tools that we can 
get online.

It’s only been through my cell 
phone that I’ve had access to 
quality information about the 
institutionalization of incarceration, 
the psychological impacts, youth and 
brain science, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder, and all that. I wouldn’t have 
known about any of those things about 
my own development, or about why I 
did the things I did when I was a young 
man. No one in the prison system was 
able to answer those questions. And 
I’ve been able to share that information 
with others.

It’s also taught me digital literacy. 
Imagine getting out and not having this 
experience. I’ve pretty much mastered 
the phone. Had I not had this access, I 
would be oblivious. 

I don’t want to waste the opportunities 
offered by having this connection to the 
outside world.

As far as education, I’m unique 
because most people use cell phones for 
communicating with loved ones and for 
internet access. I can’t forget the gaming 
as well. Some of these guys were gamers 
before they were incarcerated, now 
they’re gamers up in here. There’s a 
criminal element, but I believe it’s not as 
prominent as the greater society thinks, 
especially in state facilities. 

I don’t want to waste the opportunities 
offered by having this connection to the 
outside world. I’m not just going to be 
playing around on the phone. I don’t 
think it’s worth taking the risk. Even 
though it’s really not a big deal here, 
I wouldn’t have one if I wasn’t doing 
something of benefit when it comes to 
classes or just learning things. 

It most definitely can be used as a tool 
for bettering oneself. That’s what I’ve 
done. Not everyone is doing that, but 
the majority of guys are using them for 
their own personal way of dealing with 
incarceration. 

From education to activism

The Marshall Project also published 
a reported piece “The Many Ingenious 
Ways People in Prison Use (Forbidden) 
Cell Phones,” by formerly incarcerated 
journalist Keri Blakinger. She focused 
on the various ways that people use 
contraband cell phones — for everything 
ranging from documenting poor 
conditions inside to healthcare and 
education.

Keri said she knew she wanted to write 
the story when one of her sources told 
her how he and dozens of other men 
used a group messaging app to teach 
each other Harvard’s CS50 curriculum, 
an entry-level computer science class 
available for free on edX.

“I was so blown away by their tech 
know-how, the hurdles they had to 
overcome to put together the class 
and get illicit access, and by the sheer 
number of people participating,” Keri 
told me.

Keri says that people in society often 
have a distorted understanding of how 
people use cell phones in prison. “When 
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not even know the author penned them 

from prison. Unfettered internet access 

makes research quicker, and one man 

explained that a pricey contraband phone 

can still end up being cheaper and more 

reliable than communicating in approved 

ways.

“Typewriter ribbons here are 

extortionately priced,” one federal prisoner 

explained. “Talk-to-text makes writing 

articles so much cheaper, even including 

the cost of the phone and the rate plan.”

A man in Texas boasted about his bitcoin 

trading prowess and sent screenshots 

of his account balances as proof, though 

he later lost access to the money when a 

guard confiscated his phone.

Some people earn money by renting out 

their phones or charging people to use 

them as hotspots to secretly connect their 

prison-issued tablets to the internet.“You 

can buy hotspot time for $1 a day,” a 

prisoner in one Southern state told me. 

“A dollar is two ramen noodle soups, and 

that’s how it’s paid for.”

Artificial intelligence and 

education justice

In the last few weeks, a new app, 
ChatGPT, has caused a kerfuffle in 
academia. The website uses artificial 
intelligence that writes answers to 
prompts using what its learned from 
millions of pages of writing from all 
corners of the internet. 

people are using their cell phones for 
positive purposes, we rarely hear about 
it because there are risks for prisoners 
to publicize this information and no 
incentive for prison officials to do so,” 
she says.

Here’s an excerpt from her story:

Some men use their phones to take online 

classes, posing as regular students in the 

free-world, a ruse that only works in the age 

of Zoom classrooms and online meetings. 

Others read digital versions of books that 

are banned behind bars, or teach themselves 

new skills by watching videos on YouTube 

and TikTok. A few men told me that was 

how they learned to fix broken phones and 

make spare parts. 

For some, it became their prison hustle: If 

your phone breaks, or you need a cord made 

out of some random wires, these are the guys 

you go to. One man explained to me how he 

wrote and self-published a book through his 

phone. When he told me the title, I tracked 

it down on Amazon and noticed there was 

no way an average reader could tell how (or 

where) it had been written.

One of my favorite examples of the ways 

people use their contraband phones came 

from a man locked up in Georgia, who’s 

been using a group messaging app to help 

educate people incarcerated in other states.

“I run a group where we’re teaching guys 

computer science,” he told me on a call. 

“We’re using Harvard’s CS50 materials; 

they have all their materials online. There 

are a bunch of schools that do that, but I find 

Harvard’s are the best, and that professor — 

David Malan — I think he’s one of the best. 

We have about 300 people doing this right 

now. It’s a self-guided, self-graded class.”

Earning an Income

Even though contraband phones can cost 

anywhere from around $300 to $6,000, 

sometimes the devices pay for themselves, 

because a lot of prisoners use them to earn 

money. One Texas prisoner I interviewed 

had been selling his artwork online, while 

others say they have used their phones to 

learn how to trade stocks or do online gig 

work.

More commonly, I know guys who use 

their phones to get work as freelance 

writers. You might read their stories and 

Screenshot from ChatGPT when I asked it to write an essay about the importance of higher education 

in prison. 

Christopher Beasley, a formerly 
incarcerated professor who works 
with reentry support at the University 
of Washington Tacoma, has been 
using ChatGPT to write a newsletter, 
Educational Justice AI.

He publishes AI-generated posts on 
topics such as how higher education 
in prison is both oppressive and 
empowering.

He uses AI as an aid in his research, 
helping to make connections and 
developing counter arguments. While 
he finds AI helpful, the technology will 
potentially further widen the gaping 
tech divide for people who are in prison, 
Beasley says.

There’s a steep learning curve for 
learning to interact with AI, “knowing 
what kind of questions to ask, how to 
ask those questions, and how to follow 
up on answers,” he says. “Incarcerated 
people will be among those who fall in 
the wrong side of this technical divide.”

Beasley is currently working with an 
incarcerated scholar doing public policy 
work. He shares AI-generated policy 
briefs as well as counterarguments with 
the scholar.

“I’ve…asked him to provide queries 
that I can run for him,” he says. “We’re 
just beginning this process so I can’t 
speak as to the outcome, but I hope 
that it gives him familiarity with AI and 
how to converse with it as well as the 
limitations.”
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College on death row: “Y’all aren’t 

here to be rehabilitated.”

Shutterstock

Father Dan offered me a life-altering 
opportunity that initially sounded far-
fetched.

“You need to get something on your 
mind,” he said. “What would you say to 
enrolling in a few college courses?”

I struggled to smother my disbelief. 
I dropped out of high school and my 
education ended with a GED from a 
youth detention center in Maine. I 
hadn’t had any kind of formal schooling 
since I came to death row in 1999 at the 
age of 21. 

Welcome to College Inside, a newsletter about the future of 
postsecondary education in prisons.
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Yet, there was no doubt in my mind 
that I needed more than the horror of 
executions, more than the self-defeating 
behaviors that make prison violent 
warehouses of humanity. I needed the 
tools to separate myself from the person 
I used to be and reach for something 
better. The priest offered a way, and I 
took it. 

On death row, the value of that offer 
was exponentially greater because 
it acknowledged my humanity and 
potential to overcome the odds. 

Most prisoners struggle to learn, have 
impulse control and relational problems, 
and limited coping skills, which 
translates to an inability to set and reach 
goals, organize activities, or maintain a 
positive work ethic. Prison magnifies 
these problems, making stressful, 
difficult situations worse for people 
who already struggle to make effective 
decisions. Higher education is a way to 
directly challenge institutionalization, 
giving the incarcerated the tools to 
defeat criminality.

Considering the harrowing nature 
of prison, what, then, can be done 
to educate the incarcerated if it’s not 
supported by the environment?

After all, there is no education on death 
row. Our programs consist of mental 
health counseling, religious services, 
and recently a restorative justice circle. I 
campaigned for a GED program for the 
20 guys who need one and was denied 
because testing occurs online and the 
programs department would not allow 
it. Another guy received a letter from 
the warden that said death row inmates 
are not incarcerated for educational or 
reformative purposes. 

That meant our only options for 
education were the privately funded 
correspondence programs like the one 
Father Dan offered me. 

The challenges of learning in 

prison

Learning in prison is the most difficult 
thing I have ever done. Although at 
times overwhelming, higher education 
changed my thinking enough that I soon 
recognized behaviors and peers counter-
productive to my academic success and 
disassociated myself from them. I made 
better day-to-day decisions and planned 
for the future. It took nearly nine years 
because correspondence courses are 
much slower than online or in-person 
classes, but in 2013 I earned an associates 
in arts degree through Ohio University.

This was a huge accomplishment, 
considering the environment I was in. 
The normalcy of exceptional brutality —  

BY LYLE C. MAY
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this idea that penal violence and harsh 
treatment in prison are ordinary and 
deserved — heavily impacts attitudes, 
beliefs, and behaviors in prison. In 
addition to excessive punishments, 
no meaningful programs or positive 
reinforcement, people in prison are 
constantly told or shown they are 
worthless and will never be thought of 
as more than a crime. 

This sets up a self-fulfilling prophecy: 
people who are treated like crap tend 
to make crappy decisions. For many in 
prison this increases the likelihood they 
maintain a criminal lifestyle. Public 
officials naturally seize on this, enforce 
draconian policies that exacerbate the 
cycle, and never stop to consider their 
responsibility for the fundamental 
failure of prisons: that they are intended 
to reduce crime, not cause it.

In 2021, a unit sergeant told me 
and another incarcerated student 
on death row the prison education 
coordinator had terminated our access 
to correspondence courses. It didn’t 
matter that they were privately funded 
or we had caused no trouble. The only 
explanation came from the sergeant, 
who rather gleefully announced: “Y’all 
ain’t here to be rehabilitated.”

‘There will always be haters’

The attack on my higher education is 
nothing new. There had been similar 
attempts to delay and obstruct my 
enrollment in an effort to make me 
quit and dissuade others from pursuing 
college at all. It would take nearly a year, 
with a fresh round of formal grievances, 
letters to prison officials from outside 
parties, and retaining an attorney who 
agreed to file a federal civil suit on our 
behalf before I was finally able to enroll 
in a course. 

But the damage had been done. A 
new more restrictive policy was created 
to prevent degree programs on death 
row by granting access to one college 
course at a time, setting attainment of 
my bachelor’s degree back by years. This 
isn’t the case everywhere — in states 
like California, people on death row 
are allowed access to many of the same 
educational programs as the general 
population. 

Higher education trained me to 
persevere and solve problems just 
like this. It also gave me a deeper 
understanding of the historical, 
political, and sociological roots of this 
latest attack on higher education in 
prison. Higher education will never 
be universally supported by prison 
officials, administrators, and guards. It 
is both what makes pursuing a degree 
on the inside so difficult and success so 
sweet.

Prison helps no one, but higher 
education empowers those who are 
marginalized and oppressed. There 
will always be haters who tell you it’s 
impossible, naysayers who say you don’t 
deserve the “privilege,” and people who 
would rather put a boot on your neck 

Incarcerated Coloradans could get 

released early by going to college

than offer a hand up. But there are also 
people like Father Dan, who recognize 
the human potential left to rot in 
prison. By extending me the mercy of an 
education, he invested in that potential.

Having a higher education is the 
ultimate act of resistance, one that 
establishes you are more than a number 
or label, you are someone who meets 
the opposition and is victorious. 

Lyle C. May is a prison journalist, 

abolitionist, Ohio University alum, and 

member of the Alpha Sigma Lambda honor 

society. He is the author of Witness: An 

Insider’s Narrative of the Carceral State, 

forthcoming from Haymarket Books in fall 

2023. Follow his work at lylecmay.com.

FEBRUARY 7 2023 BY JASON GONZALES

Supporters of House Bill 1037, 
which the House Judiciary Committee 
approved 11-2, say it will help 
incarcerated Coloradans find new 
opportunities and make it less likely 
they reoffend after release while also 
saving the state money.

The bill would provide incentives 
to state prisoners to take advantage of 
federal grants available to them starting 
this summer. The federal government 
also has expanded how many 
colleges and universities can educate 
incarcerated students, opening the door 
for more opportunities.

State Rep. Matthew Martinez, a 
Monte Vista Democrat sponsoring the 
bill, said to the Judiciary Committee that 
financial assistance removes the biggest 
barrier facing imprisoned students 
wanting to go to college. 

“We’re getting them back on track and 
really making a difference in changing 
their lives,” said Martinez, who 
previously ran Adams State University’s 
prison education program. State Sen. 
Julie Gonzales, a Denver Democrat, is 

also sponsoring the bill.

Bikram Mishra, who testified to the 
committee, said that during his 10 years 
in a Colorado correctional facility his 
family helped pay for his college classes. 
It changed his life, he said, and he wants 
college access for other people in prison.

“We are trying to help people get 
better and we are trying to make sure 
that they’re ready for society,” Mishra 
said.

If signed into law, Colorado would 
allow students convicted of nonviolent 
offenses to earn six months off their 
prison sentence if they earn a college 
credential or certificate. It would also 
allow them a year off their sentence 
if they graduate with an associate, 
bachelor’s, or master’s degree.

Some Republican and Democratic 
lawmakers, however, advocated during 
the hearing for increasing the amount 
of time incarcerated students would 
earn for an early release. Some worried 
that a year off their sentence would not 
be enough to attract students to degree 
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programs and they would instead seek 
out short-term programs.

The bill would split money the 
state saves by releasing incarcerated 
students early between higher 
education institutions and the Colorado 
Department of Corrections. 

Republican state Reps. Matt Soper of 
Delta and Stephanie Luck of Penrose 
voted against the bill in part because 
they want the Colorado Department of 
Corrections to keep more of the savings.

But all committee members, even 
those who wanted to see changes, said 
they support the idea to encourage 
people in prison to get an education. 
They said the testimony of former 
prisoners-turned-college graduates 
moved them to support the bill.

Martinez said data shows graduates are 
less likely to reoffend, especially if they 
earn a bachelor’s or master’s degree. 
That also means less cost to society, he 
said. In 2018, Colorado had one of the 
worst recidivism rates in the country 
— half of all formerly incarcerated 
people returned to prison within three 
years. National studies, however, show 
incarcerated people are less likely to 
reoffend if they get access to education.

Christie Donner, Colorado Criminal 
Justice Reform Coalition executive 
director, said allowing incarcerated 
people the ability to learn while in prison 
goes beyond just what it saves the state. 
The bill represents the start of more 
conversations to ensure incarcerated 
people see a future for themselves, she 
said.

“Education helps you see yourself 
differently,” Donner said, “You have 
different ambitions and hopes and 
dreams and all that kind of good stuff. 
It’s really profound. And it’s so much 
better than just going to make license 
plates or sweep the floor or work in the 
kitchen. People can find a whole new 
life.”

Jason Gonzales is a reporter covering 

higher education and the Colorado 

legislature. Chalkbeat Colorado partners 

with Open Campus on higher education 

coverage.

About this newsletter

Welcome to College Inside, a newsletter 
about prison education produced by Open 
Campus, a national nonprofit newsroom. 
Topics we cover include college-in-prison 
programs, Pell Grants for incarcerated 
students, career and technical education, 
and education in juvenile justice facilities, 
among other higher education issues. 

We launched College Inside in December 
2021 and now publish a biweekly email 
newsletter and a monthly print edition. 
You can subscribe to the email newsletter 
at https://bit.ly/3ToP2Uz or by writing to 
Open Campus Media, 2460 17th Avenue 

#1015, Santa Cruz, CA 95062. You can also 
sign up for the print edition. (https://bit.
ly/3oMCmss)

You can reach us at charlotte@
opencampusmedia.org, via JPay, Corrlinks, 
Securus, Connect Network, GTL, or at the 
postal address above.

Please note that Open Campus is a news 
organization that covers higher education. 
Open Campus doesn’t investigate criminal 
cases or report on crime-related issues, 
nor do we provide educational courses or 
assist individuals in enrolling in education 
programs or obtaining transcripts. When 
we receive a letter, we will add you to our 
mailing list to receive College Inside. Given 
the volume of letters that we receive, we 
cannot always respond personally, but we 
appreciate your interest in our work. 

We occasionally work with incarcerated 

writers, but do not usually publish 
unsolicited manuscripts, essays that have 
been published elsewhere, poetry, or stories 
on topics other than education. We are 
looking for story pitches that offer new and 
surprising insights about higher education 
in prisons with a clear angle and broader 
takeaway. 

A pitch should be a paragraph with the 
main argument, like a thesis statement, and 
an explanation of the unique perspective 
that you offer on the subject. We prefer to 
work with writers in shaping their story 
ideas, so reach out if you have an idea. 
Please be patient. It may take several weeks 
before we are able to respond to specific 
ideas and may not have the bandwidth to 
reply to unsolicited manuscripts. For essays 
we do assign, it often takes several months 
from the time we receive the pitch until the 
final version is published. 

We will occasionally print short “Letters 
to the Editor” that are in response to stories 
we have published or other letters related to 
education. 

There is no cost to subscribe to College 
Inside. But as a nonprofit newsroom, 
we rely on grants and donations to keep 
bringing you the news. If you would like to 
support our work, please send a check made 
out to Open Campus Media to 1 Thomas 

Circle NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 

20005. You can also donate online. (https://
bit.ly/3UaAYhh)

JSTOR Access in Prison writing 

opportunity

April is Second Chance Month, and 
JSTOR Access in Prison wants to hear your 
thoughts about how education impacts a 
second chance. Anyone who has a passion 
for writing and has experience being held in 
jail, prison, immigration/youth detention, 
or secure hospitals is eligible.  Submissions 
should be maximum 1000 words long, 
centered around this year’s theme of 
Education and Second Chances, and can be 
written in any form such as a short story, 
an essay, article - even an illustration will 
receive consideration.  

The authors of the pieces selected for 
publishing on JSTOR Access in Prison will 
each receive $20. Submissions should be 
received via email or postmarked before 
March 16, 2023. To encourage more diverse 
thoughts and opinions, there isn’t a specific 
prompt or rubric requiring conformance. 
Our goal is to compile 20-30 submissions to 
post on JSTOR Access in Prison throughout 

April during Second Chance Month. 

Please be sure to include your name, ID# 
if you have one, facility, return address, 
and what education program you are part 
of (GED or college), and a sentence about 
yourself that includes something about your 
education or goals. If you do not want your 
name published with your piece, please 
specify that you choose to remain publicly 
anonymous. If your piece is selected, we will 
attempt to reach you before it is published 
to confirm your preference.

Please send any email entries to stacy.

burnett@ithaka.org (you can request 
contact via JPay if available in your state). 
Entries by postal mail can be sent to JSTOR: 

Attention Prison Writing,  One Liberty 

Plaza 165 Broadway, 5th Floor New 

York, NY 10006.

NOTE: Access to JSTOR while 
incarcerated is not a prerequisite for 
submission. If you DO have access to 
JSTOR and it has impacted your education, 
we would like to hear about it!


