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How Effective Is Correctional Education?

The Results of a Meta-Analysis

ach year, more than 700,000 incarcerated individuals leave

federal and state prisons; within three years of release,

40 percent will have committed new crimes or violated
the terms of their release and be reincarcerated. One strategy
to counter such recidivism is to provide education to inmates
while incarcerated so that they have the knowledge, training,
and skills to support a successful return to their communities.

With funding from the Second Chance Act of 2007
(Public Law 110-199), the Bureau of Justice Assistance, U.S.
Department of Justice, awarded RAND a cooperative agree-
ment in 2010 to examine the current state of correctional
education for incarcerated adults and juveniles and where it
is headed, which correctional education programs are effec-
tive, and how effective programs can be implemented across
different settings. One key part of this effort was a compre-
hensive literature review and meta-analysis of both published
and unpublished studies released between 1980 and 2011 to
synthesize the findings from many studies about how effec-
tive correctional education programs are in helping to reduce
recidivism and improve postrelease employment outcomes
for incarcerated adults in state prisons. We focused largely on
recidivism, because it is the outcome most often assessed in
the literature. We also compared the direct costs of correc-
tional education with those of reincarceration to place the
recidivism findings into a broader context.

The quality of the studies’ research designs were rated
using the Maryland Scientific Methods Scale, where Level 1
is the least rigorous (e.g., a study with no comparison group)
and Level 5 is the most rigorous (a well-executed randomized
controlled trial with low attrition). All told, 50 studies for
recidivism and 18 studies for employment (those rated Level
2 or above) were included in the meta-analysis; for the high-
est quality standards (Levels 4 and 5), there were only seven
studies for recidivism and one study for employment.

How Effective Is Correctional Education in
Reducing Recidivism and Increasing Postrelease
Employment?

The higher-quality research studies (Levels 4 and 5) indicate
that, on average, inmates who participated in correctional edu-
cation programs had 43 percent lower odds of recidivating than
inmates who did not. These results are consistent even when

Key findings:

e Correctional education improves the chances that inmates
released from prison will not return and may improve
their chances of postrelease employment.

e Cost analysis suggests that correctional education pro-
grams can be cost-effective when it comes to recidivism.

* Going forward, there is still a need to understand what

is inside the “black box” of effective programs, such as
curriculum, dosage, or quality.

* Four areas are critical in building the evidence base:
(1) applying stronger research designs, (2) measuring pro-
gram dosage, (3) identifying program characteristics, and
(4) examining more proximal indicators of program effi-
cacy, such as changes in motivation, literacy gains, devel-
oping skills needed by local employers, and attaining
academic degrees and industry-recognized certificates.

the lower-quality studies are included. This translates to a
reduction in the risk of recidivating of 13 percentage points for
those who participated in correctional education programs
versus those who did not.

Because most state prison inmates have not completed
high school, high school/General Education Development
(GED) programs are the most common approach in the
studies we examined. When we focus only on studies that
examined such programs relative to no correctional education,
inmates who participated in high school/GED programs had a
30 percent lower odds of recidivating than inmates who did not.
In general, studies that included adult basic education (ABE),
high school/GED, postsecondary education, and/or voca-
tional training programs showed a reduction in recidivism.

In looking at postrelease employment, we found—using
18 studies spanning Levels 2—5—that the odds of obtaining
employment postrelease among inmates who participated in
correctional education (either academic or vocational programs)
were 13 percent higher than the odds for those who did not. But
only one of the 18 studies had a high-quality research design.



One might expect vocational training programs to be
more adept than academic education programs at imparting
labor market skills, awarding industry-recognized credentials,
or connecting individuals with prospective employers. And,
indeed, individuals who participated in vocational training
programs had odds of obtaining postrelease employment that
were 28 percent higher than individuals who had not partici-
pated in such programs.

Is Correctional Education Cost-Effective?

Although correctional education is effective, is it cost-effective?
Focusing on recidivism and using a hypothetical pool of 100
inmates, the direct costs of correctional education programs
and of incarceration itself, and a three-year reincarceration
rate, we estimate that the direct costs of providing education
to inmates range from $140,000 to $174,400 for the 100
inmates (or $1,400 to $1,744 per inmate). The three-year
reincarceration costs for those who did not receive correc-
tional education are between $2.94 million and $3.25 million,
versus $2.07 million and $2.28 million for those who did.
Reincarceration costs are thus $870,000 to $970,000 less

for those who receive correctional education. Thus, the direct
costs of providing correctional education are cost-effective com-
pared with the direct costs of reincarceration. Because the analysis
accounts only for direct costs and not for such things as the
financial and emotional costs to crime victims and costs to the
criminal justice system as a whole, this is a conservative esti-
mate of the broader effect correctional education could yield.

What Are the Implications Going Forward?

Our study shows that correctional education improves the
chances that inmates released from prison will not return

to prison and may improve released inmates’ chances of
postrelease employment. Our findings are consistent, regard-
less of whether we restrict our analysis to only the higher-
quality studies or include studies across the spectrum of

research design quality. Further, our cost analysis suggests
that correctional education programs can be highly cost-
effective when it comes to recidivism. And compared with
other types of rehabilitative services provided within prisons,
correctional education is an intervention that can affect
almost every offender.

That said, our analysis highlighted a continuing need
to understand what is inside the “black box” of effective
programs, such as curriculum, dosage, or quality. To inform
policy and funding decisions at the state and federal levels,
policymakers need additional information and a better under-
standing of how these programs work (and of what does not
work). Also, the evidence base in this area should continue to
be built.

One option for building the evidence base is for state
and federal policymakers and foundations to invest in well-
designed evaluations of correctional education programs.
Also, researchers and program evaluators need to strive to
implement rigorous research designs to examine questions
related to potential selection bias and program dosage and
to also measure more proximal outcomes, such as changes in
motivation, literacy gains, developing skills needed by local
employers, and attaining academic degrees and industry-
recognized certificates. Funding grants and guidelines can
help further the field by requiring the use of more rigorous
research designs. Such funding would also enable correc-
tional educators to partner with researchers and evaluators to
undertake rigorous and comprehensive evaluations of their
programs. Last, a study registry of correctional education
evaluations that included study details (e.g., information
about the program and intervention, the evaluation design,
characteristics of the treatment and comparison groups, and
outcomes measures used) would help states making strategic
decisions on whether and how to recalibrate programs to
adjust to changes in funding and changes in the prisoner
population.
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