 English Language Instruction for Incarcerated Youth & Adults

Youth and Adults with low literacy skills are over-represented in correctional settings. The most recent National Adult Literacy Study (NALS) conducted in 1992 points out that literacy levels among the incarcerated were lower than the general population: 45% of the general household population and 70% of inmates scored at the lowest two levels of quantitative literacy (U.S. Department of Education, 1992). In the Suffolk County Correctional Facilities in New York State, statistics on non-native English speaking inmates under 21 who are in adult correctional facilities show that 85% read at below the 8th grade level in their native language (Spanish), as assessed by the TABE Espanol (Test of Adult Basic Education, CBT/McGraw Hill)
. Of that 85%, 70% read at below a 4th grade level in their native language. 
Specific, comprehensive statistics on the numbers of linguistically and culturally diverse (LCD) incarcerated youth are not available, but data on the largest LCD group, the Latinos, suggests that in many states this group is over represented in the criminal justice system. Between 1983 and 1991 the percentage of Latino youth in detention increased by 84%, as compared to an 8% increase for white youth and a 46% increase for youth overall (Hamparian & Leiber, 1997). 
This paper discusses the issues and challenges in providing English language instruction to Latino and other LCD incarcerated youth and adults, with a focus on the provision of educational services to minors, and suggests best practices and models to provide these services in a non traditional educational setting.

Rationale for Instruction
Statistics suggest that education has a positive effect on the prison population in general and incarcerated youth in particular. In a recent three-state recidivism study, recidivism rates were 29% lower for participants in correctional education programs than for non-participants (Steurer, Smith & Tracy, 2001). In addition, according to the NALS report, although there is a high recidivism rate for incarcerated youth, almost 80%, the recidivism rate is reduced by 20% or more when the minors are involved in quality reading instruction programs (U.S. Department of Education, 1992). 
Issues affecting incarcerated youth
 
Along with the general developmental and cognitive needs of adolescent youth, issues affecting all incarcerated youth and adults include the following:
· Danger:  Often incarcerated youth enter correctional facilities feeling “mistrustful, in danger, out of control, disempowered, and disconnected” (Hudson River Center, 1995, p.7). This anxiety is well founded: Research shows that youth confined in adult facilities face a greater risk of suicide, and physical and sexual abuse than those confined in juvenile facilities (Hudson River Center for Program Development, 1995; Redding, 2000) 
· Parenting: Although comprehensive statistics for LCD youth are not available, a recent study in New York State (Hudson River Center, 1995) indicates that 70% of all incarcerated youth are parents. Furthermore, studies show that an overwhelming majority do not practice safe sex and have substance abuse issues (Hudson River Center, 1995; Melchert & Burnett, 1990). 

· Mismatch of Facility and Educational Goals: Correctional facilities are responsible for the custody, supervision, and security of the inmates as well as work and program provision; custody and supervision frequently take precedence over access to educational programs (Taymans & Corley, 2001). Classes can be cancelled at the discretion of the correctional facility. Moreover, traditional methods of instruction often conflict with security concerns. Students may only have access to books and notebooks inside the classroom and use of technology can be limited. Space and time are also limited within correctional settings and it may not be feasible to group students according to language or literacy level. Another concern is absenteeism: Movement within the facility, court dates, probation, attorney and family visits, and transfer to other facilities can restrict learners’ attendance in educational programs. 
Issues specific to LCD Youth
Incarcerated LCD youth face the additional challenges of limited English proficiency and cultural knowledge, and interrupted or inadequate educational background: 
· Educational Level - Civil war, oppressive governments, and economic strife are motivating factors for immigration and students who come from these backgrounds are frequently far behind their native-born peers in education (Burt, Peyton & Adams, 2002). Many incarcerated ESL students have reading and math scores at least three grade levels below peers in their age group. In the Suffolk County Correctional Facilities in New York State, 100% of the LCD incarcerated minors had literacy levels below a 4th grade equivalent in English and 85% had literacy levels below an 8th grade level in their native Spanish .While traditional adult ESL education programs within correctional facilities focus on life skills, job skills, and vocational training, programs for youths usually focus on GED preparation. For many of these youth, GED preparation programs require a level of English that they have not yet achieved. 

 Factors to consider when designing programs 
Setting realistic goals is important when designing an ESL program for youth in correctional settings. Many students have had negative experiences with formal education. Again, although statistics are not available for LCD youth, some may have diagnosed or undiagnosed learning disabilities that make traditional schooling a frustrating experience -- the incidence of learning disabilities among incarcerated individuals has been estimated at between 30% and 50%, compared to 5% to 15% among the general adult population (Corley, 1998). Educational programs in correctional facilities that are learner-centered, focus on learners’ goals and tailor instruction to reflect the context of learners’ goals are more likely to be effective (Hudson River Center, 1995). Educators Collier and Thomas (2001), Egbert (1989), Evans (2000), and Hudson River Center (1995) make suggestions on designing programs and their ideas are synthesized below. 
· Provide students with a learning environment built on mutual respect. One activity to demonstrate this respect is to ask learners from different cultures to decorate the classroom as part of a series of instructional activities to familiarize learners with one another’s cultures. 

· Young LCD offenders may not see the importance of education, and may have trouble connecting material presented in the classroom to their lives. Implementing a variety of motivational strategies can facilitate student participation. Using computers and playing games can enhance the learning experience. Providing gifts for good effort can be very meaningful to students who have nothing of their own and feel stripped of their identity in the correctional facility. Paper, envelopes, dictionaries, and stickers for the students to use or send home are inexpensive and readily available. 

· Teach English through meaningful content. This may include workplace, academic, technical subjects and Civics education, as well as English for prison life. When introducing a new topic, teachers can use pictures and supplemental material including print advertisements and short newspaper articles aimed at various interests and proficiency levels. If permitted, teachers can show a monthly movie that relates to the topic being taught. 

· Develop literacy skills through a balanced approach that combines basic skills instruction (decoding skills, writing practice) with the functional uses of literacy (reading labels, letter reading, critical evaluation, pleasure reading). Leveled readers, magazines, newspaper articles, audio and video recordings of news stories and documentaries, music, art, pictures, and maps are some of the high interest, authentic materials available. The teacher can also read essays, short stories, and newspaper articles aloud. 

· Support native language literacy development where possible. Research suggests that skills developed in first language literacy are critical for achieving second language literacy. (Collier & Thomas, 2001). This can be accomplished within a bilingual program, or if no bilingual program is possible, providing reading and listening materials in the student’s native language can enhance and support the students’ native language literacy. Since the GED test is available in both Spanish and French, this might be an option for some LCD youth.

· Promote family literacy through lessons that model parenting and interactive literacy activities which students can replicate during visits. Children’s books and picture books can be used to promote literacy development and family literacy. LCD parents can practice reading and eventually record a story and send the book and tape home to their children. This serves two purposes: First, incarcerated LCD parents are being educated on issues of parenting and family literacy, and second, their skills are enhanced using the basic language, less challenging vocabulary, and highly contextualized format of children’s books. 

· Refer incarcerated ESL youth to other appropriate educational and enrichment programs. For example, youth in the Suffolk County Correctional Facilities can take advantage of English Literacy/Civics (EL/Civics) classes; Even Start or other family literacy programs if the minors are also parents; Changing Lives through Literature; Basic Computer Skills classes; Computer Graphics classes; ESL life skills classes; and an employment workshop which focuses on identification of skills, resume writing, and interview techniques, which are all recommended elements for successful transition  (Hudson River Center for Program Development, 1998).
· Include small group, paired, or individual instruction to account for the multi-level students in the class. Peer teaching and tutoring, teacher assistants, and volunteers can be utilized to make this process work. 
Transitional Programs
Strong transitional programs can ensure continued success upon release. In data collected from the New York State Education Department’s (NYSED) Incarcerated Education Transition Program, a program administered by NYSED in County Jails since 1988, recidivism is reduced when incarcerated youth participate in a three-level program: (1) Incarcerated academic components: ESL, ABE, GED, High School Tutorial, Career, Family & Life Management, Vocational Education, and Family Literacy
 (2) Transitional Components: computerized career assessments, job readiness skills, decision making skills, community support and parenting. The third level (3) Support services after release: Employment, continuing education, higher education, social, health and other services, family connections and drop-in centers (Hudson River Center for Program Development, 1998). The research showed that the number of hours of exposure to the transition program was correlated with lower recidivism, greater involvement in educational program participation, increased employment outcomes and a greater likelihood of being engaged in family/parental responsibilities. Participation in the transition program resulted in 75% fewer repeat offenders than in the statewide comparison group.
Conclusion 

 Frequently, the educational experience that LCD students have in the correctional facility is the first positive learning experience in their lives. Setting students up for success by implementing some of the above strategies can help put them on a path of learning and literacy development with the hope of reducing recidivism.
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� A truncated version of this paper appeared in ERIC , March 2003.


� The TABE is an assessment tool used within correctional facilities and adult education programs in New York and other states. According to the publisher, the TABE is appropriate for use with a wide range of audiences: high school equivalency or GED programs; vocational programs; correctional education programs; certain community college programs; welfare-to-work programs; occupational or military advancement programs; alternative educational programs; and English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) programs, which may include basic education, vocational, and life skills assessment. TABE items were specifically designed for adults, but TABE scale scores are linked statistically to the California Achievement Tests, Fifth Edition (CAT/5) created for K-12 students.
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