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Abstract

To assist the administrations with decisions concerning increasing involvement in programs and activities, and as an effort to reduce inmate idleness, data were gathered from inmates at three Midwestern institutions to discover relationships among their preferences between work and education programs. Areas of study concentrated on ranking the importance between type of job worked and amount of pay received, the importance of working a prison job weighed against attending post high school education classes, and the importance of working a skilled job or an unskilled job. The relationships between sex, race, age, and offense type were studied in order to determine what factors are associated with the choice of a particular activity.  A number of significant relationships were found. 

The Relationship Between Participation in

 Work and Education Programs and Related Inmate Variables 

Method


The three facilities used in this study were two all-male prisons and one female prison located in the Midwest.  One of the all-male prisons was maximum-security and the other was medium-security. The woman’s prison housed maximum, medium, and minimum-security inmates. Data were gathered through structured and open-ended interviews lasting approximately ten minutes.  


The education programs offered at the community college level in each prison are frequently under-utilized.  Although the schools want to enroll students, there is competition between work, education, and treatment programs for the inmates’ time.  As a consequence, prison administrators need information so a plan can be developed to attract students and have them in attendance for a quality period of time.  


The inmates’ choices between participation in work or education programs depend on their motivation to improve their education beyond high school.  In order to determine if any factors are associated with their desire to improve themselves through these programs, each inmate was asked several questions concerning her or his attitude toward work, education, and a number of related issues.  

Participants

A total of 196 inmates volunteered from the three institutions: 176 males, and 23 females. There were .5% Asian, 25% Black, 6% Hispanic, 7% American Indian, and 62.5% White inmates in the study. They were placed in three age groups: below 21 years-of-age (21%), between 21 and 35 years-of-age (54%), and 35 years-of-age and older (25%).  Robbery, rape, homicide, assault, and child molestation were classified as violent crimes; burglary, theft, fraud, driving under a suspended license, and drug trafficking were classified as non-violent crimes.  Fifty-six percent of the participants were classified as violent offenders, and 46% were non-violent.  Half had never been convicted of a felony before their current incarceration, and the other half had at least one or more convictions before their current incarceration. 

RESULTS

Less or more hours of work

To find out if there was a general consensus among inmates concerning their attitude toward the opportunity to work if given the chance, they were asked if they desired to work more or less hours during the day.  The mean number of hours worked per day at these prisons was 3.4.  The desire to work more hours in a day was an clearly an indication of the inmates’ desire to make worthwhile use of their time.  Sixty five percent of the inmates said they wanted to work more hours if they could, and 52% of the inmates who were asked said they would gladly work more hours even if they amount they were paid per day remained the same as before.    

Job or pay

Inmates were asked which they considered to be more important: the type of job they chose to work, or the pay they received for that work.  Prisoners who earn the starting salary of $1.21 per day are eligible for pay raises of $2.62, or $3.72 per day, depending on the length of time on the job, and whether or not they have discipline infractions.  In addition, in some jobs they earn an hourly wage.  For example, in the wood shop they are eligible for $.76 per hour, and in the women's facility many were earning $1.08 per hour for data entry.  


As can be seen in Table 1, the relationship between the inmates choice of job or pay and gender was significant (Chi-Square = 4.51, df = 1, p. = .03).  Females chose job in greater numbers than expected and males chose pay in greater numbers than expected. 

Table 1

             Observed / Expected  Observed / Expected    (2     Signif.

 Sex of Inmate       Job                  Pay          4.51537  .03359

   Male           121 / 116.5           52 / 56.5

   Female          11 /  15.5           12 /  7.5

Job or school

The inmates were asked which activity they preferred: working or attending school.  It is policy of the state department of corrections that all inmates must be engaged in some type of work while incarcerated.  One exception to the work policy is the inmates who have not yet received a high school diploma.  They are required to attain their GED, and are paid the minimum prison wage of $1.21 per day while they do so.  However, inmates who have a high school education, and wish to do so, may take college level classes and work toward a two-year associates degree.  Since they are not paid for any schooling beyond the high school level, the choice comes between talking a job to earn a wage, or attending school to improve their overall future outlook.


As can be seen in Table 2, the relationship between choice of job or school, and type of offense was significant (Chi-Square = 6.14, df = 1, p. = .01).  Non-violent offenders chose to further their education in greater numbers than expected, while violent offenders chose to work a job in greater numbers than expected. 

Table 2

             Observed / Expected  Observed / Expected    (2     Signif

Type of crime        Job                School         6.14762  .01316

   Non-violent     25 / 33.3            46 / 37.7       

   Violent         67 / 58.7            58 / 66.3

Skilled or Unskilled

As a measure of an inmate’s attitude toward learning a skill while incarcerated, they were asked if they preferred to work in the industrial shops or as a janitor.  The intent was to examine their commitment to self-improvement by working a job that requires longer hours, and a degree of concentration.  The inmates were asked which activity they preferred to occupy their time: working in the industrial shops (carpenter, maintenance, sewing shop, etc.) or working as a porter (janitorial services such as mopping, sweeping or cleaning).  There was no significant relationship between the inmate's choice between any of the independent variables and preference of working a skilled or unskilled job. 

Working less or more hours per day

Table 3 shows that there was a significant relationship (Chi-square = 7.33333, df = 2, p. = .02) between the desire to work less or more hours during the work day, and the age group of the inmate.  While there was no difference in the number of inmates under the age of 21 preferring less or more hours of work, those in between the ages of 21 and 35 chose to work less in greater numbers than expected while those over 35 years-of-age chose to work more than expected.

Table 3

             Observed / Expected  Observed / Expected    (2      Signif

Age Group           Less                 More         7.33333    .02556

   Under 21       15 / 15.0            27 / 27.0 

   21 to 35       45 / 37.5            60 / 67.5

   Over  35       10 / 17.5            39 / 31.5


In addition to a significant relationship between working less hours or more, and the age of the inmate, Table 4 shows that there was also a significant relationship between the amount of work desired and offender type. (Chi-Square = 7.18, df = 1, p. = .007).

Table 4

             Observed / Expected  Observed / Expected    (2     Signif

Violence level      Less                 More          7.18532  .00735

   Non-violent     34 / 25.4           37 / 45.6

   Violent         36 / 44.6           89 / 80.4  

Discussion

It was the intention of this study to discover significant relationships between inmate variables and their education preferences. The purpose was to find out if any of the characteristics among the inmates are important for predicting whether they might be inclined to use their time improving skills, education, and potential for success upon release.

Job or Pay

Ranking the importance between job and pay provided insight into their awareness of long term goals and desire for self-improvement.  Inmates who placed more importance on the type of job they worked while incarcerated demonstrated an awareness of how time spent can be used for skill-building in preparation for a life outside of prison.  


On the other hand, those who placed more importance on the money they earn demonstrated that they were considering short-sighted goals only, such as living easier or obtaining drugs.  A response of "pay" typically signified that the inmate viewed his or her time with less regard toward long-term opportunities available to them, and with more to the benefits of having money in a prison environment.  It was mentioned by many of the inmates during the course of the interview that money was power (in the institution), and that its greatest utility was for the purpose of purchasing drugs.  That is not to suggest that the only use an inmate has for money is to purchase drugs, however most inmates freely acknowledge that they can do little else with money received for prison work, outside of purchasing toiletries and necessities (i.e. they cannot assist with such things as family expenses at home).  

Job or School

Because a high school education is compulsory in prison, this question specifically addresses education beyond high school.  The inmates are not paid to attend college classes, if they do so it is out of their own volition.  Therefore, attendance in college classes signifies a desire to achieve self-improvement beyond the requirements of a daily job.  Since nonviolent offenders chose to further their education in significantly greater numbers than did violent offenders, its possible that education programs would bear more fruit if non-violent offenders were given preference for slots in these programs.  This is an area that merits further research.

Skilled or unskilled

The inmates were asked whether they preferred to work in a skilled position in the industrial shops, or in an unskilled position as a porter, and why.  Inmates who chose the skilled position said they did so because it gave them more opportunities upon release, and a sense accomplishment.  On the other hand inmates who chose the porter job said they preferred the short hours, the work is easy, and they usually got to work alone.  Eighty two percent of the inmates who placed more importance on the type of job preferred working in an skilled position, while the rest chose the easier unskilled job.  


To further illuminate the inmates’ long-term goals, they were asked if they would work a menial unskilled job (scrubbing showers) for more pay. Fifty-one percent said they would, forty-nine percent said they would not.  The female inmates chose to work menial jobs for more pay in significant numbers.  

Implications for Further Research
    Several developments that have exacerbated the idleness problem were discussed with the administration and staff at the maximum security prison.  Apart from the inmates who participate in programs, there are still about 50% who don't have anything to do.  Usually they work as porters (the correctional term for janitor). Porters might spend 20 or 30 minutes per day cleaning a certain area, which is all they have to do.  According to one official, they are not being taught anything nor is their way of life changing in any fashion.  They come to prison as a criminal and they leave as one.  In many cases the only skills they acquire is how to be a better criminal.  In their idleness, these individuals find ways to get into trouble.  An inmate may tell a staff member that he needs to get in the cell right away to use the bathroom or such, distracting the staff member temporarily in conversation while his buddies are assaulting someone or stealing.  


In addition, it takes more staff to watch idle inmates.  Because of sick leave, vacations, and training, it requires 1.8 officers to fill every 24 hour position.  For a five-day position of eight hours, it takes 1.25 officers.  The maximum security facility was designed in 1979 as a medium or minimum facility to house 308 inmates.  Currently there are 440 maximum security inmates there, with fewer security and unit management staff than in 1979.

    Another problem is reduction of funding for vocational programs.  At one time there was an impressive array of vocational programs at this particular institution, including welding, machine tools, auto technology, heating, air-conditioning, carpentry, and a food-service program.  Those seven programs were eliminated because of lack of funding and budget cuts.  Cutting the programs, reducing the staff, and increasing the security status of the inmates has effected the security of the institution in three ways: (1) The inmate population has increased by 50% in the past 15 years.  The elimination of the programs provided the increased inmate population with even less to do than before. (2) Staff levels have decreased at a time when more staff is needed because the previously busy inmates are now unoccupied. (3) The security level of the inmates has increased from minimum to high medium / maximum requiring closer surveillance.

Summary
    If the inmates were able to remain occupied and busy during the day, the current work load and stress level of the staff would decrease. At a time when several different activities are competing for the inmate, it is important to utilize those programs to the maximum extent and to minimize the inmate's idle time.  By understanding what motivates the inmate to participate in a particular activity, the staff will more effectively utilize the programs to capacity.  This will help prioritizing qualifications for work and education classes so those who stand to benefit more will have the opportunity to participate. 


Taken together, the results from these interviews clearly indicate that there are inmates who desire to improve their lot in life, those who value the type of job they work, prefer skilled positions, and are between the ages of 21 and 35, and those that have no such inclinations.  Perhaps a screening instrument could be developed to determine a system for identifying those who stand to gain from the limited slots in these programs and those who are wasting their time and tax-payer money.  
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