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The Job Opportunities Task Force (JOTF) is an independent, nonprofit organization that promotes better jobs, skills training, and wages for low-skill low-wage workers and job seekers.  Many ex-prisoners fit this description.  We promote policies and programs that educate and train inmates in order to reduce recidivism and improve economic opportunities for ex-prisoners and their families.

Over 24,000 inmates are in prison in Maryland; approximately 75 percent are high school dropouts, and 20 percent read at the third grade level or below when they entered prison.  Most have little or now mainstream work experience.  Ninety percent of all inmates will return to the community.

Maryland made a commitment to improving the outcomes for inmates by passing Section 22-102 of the Education Article which mandates education for inmates who lack a high school diploma and have 18 or more months to serve.  The Correctional Education Program of the Maryland State Department of Education serves that inmate population and serves them well.  The Correctional Education Program has the highest Graduate Equivalency Diploma (GED) completion rate – nearly 63 percent – of all GED programs in the state.  In FY 2002, 937 inmates received occupational certificates, 1,645 were certified by MSDE as meeting basic state literacy levels.

However, only about 20 percent of inmates are currently in school.  In January 2003, 1,800 inmates were on educational waiting lists.  A major reason for this gap is the lack of funding.  Correctional Education has an annual budget of approximately $13 million that primarily supports the salaries of the certified teaching staff.  Between 1990 and 2000, Maryland’s inmate population grew by 54 percent; by contrast correctional education staff increased by only 4 percent.  In FY 2003, 30.5 positions were added to the Correctional Education Program, but were subsequently eliminated because of budget shortfalls.

The Correctional Education Association and the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Correctional Education recently released a report called Education Reduces Crime, a three state study on the impact of correctional education and occupational skills training on recidivism in Maryland, Minnesota, and Ohio.  The study found that attending school while in prison reduces the likelihood of re-arrest, re-conviction and re-incarceration.  Education while in prison resulted in a 29 percent drop in overall recidivism.  Additionally, inmates who receive correctional education and occupational skills training earned an average of $1000 more per year through employment compared those who were not educated in prison.

Correctional education makes a difference in the lives of ex-prisoners.  They are better able to obtain jobs, support themselves and their families, and pay taxes, and less likely to commit another crime.  It is important that Maryland invest now. The benefits are worth the investment.

