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SCHATZ, LEE, DURBIN INTRODUCE BIPARTISAN LEGISLATION TO RESTORE EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR 

INCARCERATED STUDENTS  
 

New York, NY – This morning, Senators Brian Schatz (D-HI), Mike Lee (R-UT) and Dick Durbin (D-IL) re-introduced the 
Restoring Education and Learning Act (REAL) Act, which would permanently restore Pell grant eligibility for incarcerated 
students.  
 
Higher education has a dramatic impact on reducing the national recidivism rate. A report found that people who 
participate in educational programs while imprisoned were 43 percent less likely to return to prison than non-
participants, and 13 percent more likely to obtain employment. At College & Community Fellowship, our students’ 
cumulative recidivism rate over 18 years is below 6%, compared with the New York State baseline recidivism rate for 
women – 27% within three years. While education is a clear, cost-effective tool for reducing recidivism, it goes a step 
further by increasing opportunity in historically disadvantaged communities.  
 
Under President Clinton, The Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 revoked the eligibility of 
incarcerated students for Pell Grants and limited access for students in the community with certain drug convictions. 
Without Pell grants, college programs in prison were unable to sustain themselves; in New York State alone, the number 
of programs dropped from 70 to only four. Since then, college education has been recognized as a key element to 
successful reentry. With criminal justice reform gaining momentum in the legislature, we hope that this bill will bring us 
one step closer to a safer, and more just society.  
 
An unbroken line runs from 19th-century laws prohibiting the literacy of slaves, to 21st-century policies and practices that 
limit educational opportunities to people of color. When the abolition of slavery and the end of Reconstruction 
threatened to level the educational playing field, the Supreme Court’s 1897 decision in Plessy v. Ferguson, commonly 
known as separate but equal, ensured continued inequality. Although legal segregation in primary and secondary schools 
ended in 1954, and access to higher education was introduced in 1956, these Supreme Court decisions have not assured 
equal access to education for all. Passing the REAL Act would move us closer to our goal of reforming the criminal justice 
system to provide opportunities for all people as they return home.  
 
 
Statement from Rev. Vivian D. Nixon, Executive Director of College and Community Fellowship, formerly incarcerated 
advocate for Pell grant reinstatement: 
 
“Access to education forms the bedrock for a civically engaged, democratically healthy society. Without it, we cannot 
hope to achieve any real or lasting change to the criminal justice system. By making higher education accessible to 
students in prison, we can begin to repair the damage done by decades of disinvestment in communities of color. We are 
at a crucial juncture – we can continue to address the problems of our criminal justice system through risk assessments 
and community surveillance, or we can go beyond that first step to equip all those impacted by the system with the tools 
and education to come back to their communities ready to succeed.” 
 

### 
College & Community Fellowship (CCF) is a non-profit dedicated to helping formerly incarcerated women earn their college 

degrees as a key strategy to successful reentry. CCF mentors students until graduation day, providing academic support, 
financial coaching, and other opportunities to build social capital. We approach systemic change through our national 

advocacy and technical assistance programs. 
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