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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The University of Utah Prison Education Project (UPEP) is an equity initiative providing on-site 
college curriculum to two groups of students incarcerated in the Utah State Prison in Draper, one in 
the women’s facility (Timpanogos) and one in a men’s facility (Wasatch). Committed to social 
transformation, our mission is to advance educational equity through on-site higher education, 
empirical research, and advocacy. 
 
This program evaluation serves to document growth and impact since on-site programming began in 
Draper in Fall 2017. In 2018, a number of surveys were designed for different UPEP stakeholders 
and disseminated on paper for incarcerated people and electronically through Qualtrics for non-
incarcerated people. All responses to the survey were anonymous, including those from incarcerated 
students. 
 
Based upon survey data, UPEP seeks to enhance the following strengths and address areas for 
improvement: 
 
Strengths: 
1. UPEP students report positive and transformative experiences through their participation in 

UPEP along a number of student success indicators in higher education. 
2. Non-incarcerated volunteers, including University of Utah students, staff, faculty, and 

community members also report positive experiences with UPEP.  
3. Undergraduate students enrolled in the University of Utah would strongly suggest volunteering 

with UPEP to colleagues.  
4. UPEP leadership is doing a good job in communicating and developing roles and 

responsibilities for organizational management. Volunteers reported that they knew who to turn 
to for questions.  

 
Areas for Improvement: 
1. UPEP is currently a non-credit program and this needs to change. Students desire – and   

deserve – credit-bearing courses and UPEP must continue its steadfast efforts to provide for-
credit courses in the prison.  

2. UPEP should increase its outreach and presence in social media as well as in the community and 
be clearer on what the program needs and how the public can provide support, whether it be 
through monetary donations, supply donations, or specific volunteer positions.  

3. UPEP should strengthen its messaging and communication systems with volunteers. Because of 
the nature of the work, information changes rapidly and with a growing number of volunteers, 
there are increasingly more projects each semester.  

4. Infrastructure for growth is needed to sustain current efforts and ultimately serve more students. 
Such structural support includes but is not limited to funds to support paid positions for program 
leadership and funds to pay faculty and graduate assistants. 
 

 
 
 
 

 

https://prisoneducationproject.utah.edu
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I. 
INTRODUCTION 

The University of Utah Prison Education Project (UPEP) is an equity initiative providing on-site 
college curriculum to two groups of students incarcerated in the Utah State Prison in Draper, one in 
the women’s facility (Timpanogos) and one in a men’s facility (Wasatch). Committed to social 
transformation, our mission is to advance educational equity through on-site higher education, 
empirical research, and advocacy. 
 
Higher education: 
Through face-to-face coursework, we assist incarcerated students and non-incarcerated volunteers 
to live lives of impact, both in prison and post-incarceration, by fostering academic excellence, 
leadership, and civic engagement. 

 
Research: 
The Research Collaborative on Higher Education in Prison works in collaboration with programs 
across the country to transform the landscape of higher education in prison through quality, ethical, 
and collaborative research and dissemination. 

 
Advocacy: 
UPEP seeks to be a local, regional, and national leader in forging mutually beneficial prison-
university partnerships that provide high quality and meaningful postsecondary opportunities for 
incarcerated people.  

 
This program evaluation serves to document growth and impact since on-site programming began in 
Draper in Fall 2017. It primarily serves as a process evaluation to provide insight into program 
development and effectiveness during the first two years of operation. The evaluation is also 
developmental in that it assists in understanding the influences of UPEP on students, staff, faculty, 
interns, volunteers, the University of Utah, the Utah Department of Corrections, and our broader 
communities. This evaluation is also one way to measure the extent to which UPEP is in 
compliance with established best practices for college-in-prison programming, as laid out by the 
Alliance for Higher Education in Prison in 2017 and 2019. Finally, the evaluation will inform 
strategic planning and sustainability efforts for the Project as we continue to grow. 
 

HISTORY OF UPEP 
In 2016-2017, the University of Utah Honors College sponsored a yearlong Praxis Lab course titled, 
Education, Incarceration, and Justice taught by Dr. Erin Castro. The undergraduate course was 
designed to examine university affiliated college-in-prison programs throughout the country, prison-
university partnerships, and best practices in the field. We studied mission statements and 
philosophies, funding structures, organizational charts, admissions procedures, memoranda of 
understandings between prisons and universities, and much more. We consulted with the Utah 
Department of Corrections and various administrative leaders at the University of Utah. We 
attended the 6th Annual Higher Education in Prison Conference in Nashville, TN and met with 
directors of some of the most well-respected college-in-prison programs throughout the country. 
The final project of the Praxis Lab was the development and launch of UPEP in spring 2017. Dr. 
Castro and the students in the Praxis Lab are Co-Founders of UPEP. We are indebted to the Honors 
College and the Division of Gender Studies at the University of Utah for its early and ongoing 
support. 

 

https://prisoneducationproject.utah.edu
http://www.higheredinprison.org/prospectus.html
http://www.higheredinprison.org/uploads/1/0/8/0/108008195/equity_excellence_in_practice.pdf
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METHODS 

In 2018, a number of surveys were designed for different UPEP stakeholders and disseminated on 
paper for incarcerated people and electronically through Qualtrics for non-incarcerated people. Each 
survey shared questions related to the mission and goals of the Project, as well as asked how 
respondents felt about their participation in and with UPEP. All survey respondents were asked 
about the strengths and weaknesses of UPEP and what they needed to be able to do their job better 
with the Project, which included being a student in the classroom, an intern, and/or a volunteer. As 
an incentive, non-incarcerated respondents were offered a free UPEP T-shirt after fully completing 
the survey. A total of 81 people responded to the survey. The survey targeted the following UPEP 
affiliates:  
 

• Incarcerated students (19 total respondents) 
• Non-incarcerated undergraduate and graduate student volunteers at the University of Utah 

(34 total respondents) 
• Faculty and Teaching and Learning Lab volunteers (8 total respondents) 
• Donors and supporters (5 total respondents) 
• Social media followers (15 total respondents) 

 
All responses to the survey were anonymous, including those from incarcerated students. The 
following three sections focus on each stakeholder group who participated in the survey, with 
concluding discussion and next steps provided at the end of the report. A summary of UPEP, 
including what is provided, where, when, and how is provided in Appendix A. 
 
 

II. 
STUDENT SURVEY RESPONSES 

A total of 19 UPEP students responded to the survey. Just over half identified as men (53%), with 
47% identifying as women (respondents had multiple options for gender identification) and racially 
identified in the following ways (respondents were able to select more than one category): 
 

• 53% White 
• 11% American Indian or Alaskan Native 
• 11% African American or Black 
• 11% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
• 16% Hispanic or Latino/a/x 

https://prisoneducationproject.utah.edu
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• 11% Mexican/Mexican American/Chicano/a/x 
• 11% A race or ethnicity unlisted/Prefer not to answer 

 
Overall, student responses indicated positive experiences with UPEP participation, both inside and 
outside of the classroom. The survey asked students to respond to the question: “I feel like a college 
student when I am participating in UPEP,” and every respondent agreed, with 60% strongly 
agreeing. When asked to provide explanation for this question, one student indicated that the 
professionalism of the faculty is key to feeling like a college student. This student said that UPEP 
faculty are, “well prepared and express interest in the students’ learning.” Another student captured 
the sentiment of feeling like a college student when they said:  
 

“UPEP makes no distinction between college student and inmate, and has fostered equal 
treatment among all individuals, something that has impacted our students positively.” 
 

Finally, another student commented on the impact of the program on their sense of feeling like a 
student when the said: “I feel that I am able to take time away from prison and be a real person 
instead of an inmate.” 
 
Having students feel like college students is an important goal for UPEP because it is an integral 
part of being a successful college student. There is a widely-circulated inaccurate perception about 
incarcerated college students being incapable of rigorous postsecondary coursework and this simply 
isn’t true. One of the goals of UPEP is to ensure that classes on the Draper campus are of equal 
rigor with classes on the main campus, and it appears that UPEP students positively experience 
these standards and expectations. As one UPEP student states:  
 

“The standard that UPEP expects from its students is on par with the students who attend 
school outside of the prison. No distinctions are made between the prison and the university-
-the standard is comparable.” 

 
In addition to providing intellectually rigorous and challenging experiences, it's important that 
UPEP provide programming that is meaningful to students and relevant to their interests. One 
indication that the content offered in UPEP courses is relevant to students’ lives is the extent to 
which UPEP students share what they are learning with peers and others. When asked if students 
regularly share information about UPEP and/or UPEP courses with friends, family, co-workers, 
and/or other acquaintances, the overwhelming majority answered yes (Figure 1). 
As one student responded: 
 

“I love the education I am gaining. My biggest driving force behind getting on board with 
UPEP is the knowledge that I am able to help others to gain. I know that my participation 
will eventually help the women here at Draper Prison long term. There are so many who 
will be still here years after I leave and I care deeply for them so I want to do what I can to 
help this program to flourish, if I can.”  

 
And another student remarked: 
 

“I regularly speak of the positive impact UPEP has had in my life and I make it clear this is 
the best program I've seen in this prison in my opinion.” 

https://prisoneducationproject.utah.edu
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Figure 1 

 
 
One of the strongest findings among the survey data was the extent to which UPEP students value 
on-site, face-to-face courses in Draper (Figure 2). The survey asked students to respond to the 
following statement: It is important to me that UPEP provides face-to-face courses, instead of only 
broadcast, online, or correspondence courses. Over seventy percent strongly agreed with this 
statement, with one student remarking: 

 
“face-to-face gives a human interaction that can never be replaced by computers or 
correspondence courses. Seeing human faces that we admire telling us we are worth their 
time does more than people could understand.”  

 
Figure 2 

 
 
Student responses also indicated that part of the sense of ‘feeling like a college student’ is strongly 
linked to the ability to participate in on-site, face-to-face instruction with faculty. As the following 
two students indicate: 
 

“The face-to-face is part of what makes many of us feel like a college student. Interacting 
with professors/volunteers who stimulate the academic side of us.” 

12

4

1
2

I regularly share information about UPEP and/or my courses with friends, 
family, co-workers, and/or other acquaintances.

n=19

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree

14

2

2
1

It is important to me that UPEP provides face-to-face courses, instead of 
only broadcast, online, or correspondence courses.

n=19

Strongly	agree Agree Neither	agree	nor	disagree Disagree
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“The spontaneity, the aura of preparedness--as well as the body language and posture are 
important to me as a student--there's a warmth in the communication in a class when you 
can ask a question to a human instructor and get an immediate human response.” 

 
Engaging on-site, face-to-face instruction lies at the heart of UPEP's mission and will always 

remain a central component of the Project. Learning more about the specific dynamics of in-class 
experiences will be taken up in subsequent evaluation efforts. UPEP is committed to social 
transformation through quality higher education. One of the survey questions asked students if their 
participation in UPEP has helped them to engage in positive personal transformation (Figure 3). 
Ninety percent of respondents indicated strongly agree or agree, with one student remarking: “I 
have more pride and confidence in who I am becoming.” Another student connected their 
participation in UPEP to their overall outlook during incarceration, saying: “For example I am more 
optimistic about my time in prison; I am learning and growing not being stagnant.” 
 
Figure 3 

 
 
College students do not exist in isolation, and what they learn during participation has spill-over 
effects into other areas of their lives. The survey asked students to comment on if and how 
participating in UPEP has enhanced their work or studies in other areas of their lives (Figure 4). 
Overall responses indicated that participation in UPEP has increased feelings of self-worth and 
purpose, as well as physical skills and attributes. The following two comments from students are 
particularly powerful regarding their participation in UPEP: 
 

“It has helped me to identify discriminating comments and beliefs, whether they are 
consciously or unconsciously bias. It's helped me become a better human.” 
 
“It has strengthened my study habits and discipline which has also had a positive effect on 
my work ethic.” 

 
 
 
 
 

10
7

2

I feel that UPEP has helped me to engage in positive personal 
transformation.

n=19

Strongly	agree Agree Neither	agree	nor	disagree
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Figure 4 

 
 
Access to quality higher education exposes students not only to new ideas and ways of thinking, but 
to new people and presents the opportunity to build and enhance relationships. A key component in 
college student success is the ability to interact with and share information with others (Nelson 
Laird & Kuh, 2005). The survey asked students if they have developed new and positive 
relationships with other UPEP students through their participation in UPEP (Figure 5). Almost 
seventy-five percent of students answered affirmatively, with one student remarking: 
 

“I couldn't agree more with this statement, I already knew all of my fellow students but 
because of these shared experiences those relationships are now more intimate and 
trusting.” 
 

And another student said: 
 

“I have met and gotten to know some very intelligent and interesting individuals I had seen 
before but never met.” 

 
Written student responses indicate that UPEP is fostering supportive opportunities for 

students to meet, interact, and develop positive relationships with one another. Facilitated 
interactions among peers in the classroom are integral to quality higher educational experiences, 
leading students to greater overall learning gains (Bettinger, Liu, & Loeb, 2016) and enhanced 
problem-solving skills (Zevallos & Washburn, 2014), among similar positive outcomes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9

9

1

I feel that participating in UPEP has enhanced my work or studies in 
other areas of my life. 

n=19

Strongly	agree Agree Neither	agree	nor	disagree
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 Figure 5 

 
 
One set of questions in the survey were dedicated to the general educational impact of UPEP along 
a series of important quality markers in the field of higher education (Figure 6). These markers 
include exposure to new ideas and content, critical evaluation of personal beliefs, transformation of 
beliefs, and academic challenge (National Survey of Student Engagement, 2019a). Academic 
challenge is a key component of student engagement. Survey responses indicated that for the 
majority of students, UPEP offers opportunities to gain new and broader perspectives that students 
use to deepen their understanding of current issues. 
 
Figure 6 

 
 
Specific questions on the survey asked students to think about if and how their participation in 
UPEP has assisted them with refining problem solving skills, critical thinking habits, their ability to 
identify and address complex problems, and enhance their understanding of the social world (Figure 
7). Overall, students responded positively to these questions, noting that UPEP encouraged and 

6

8

5

Through my participation in UPEP, I have developed new and positive 
relationships with other UPEP students. 

n=19

Strongly	agree Agree Neither	agree	nor	disagree
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the	world	have	changed	as	a
result	of	my	participating	in

UPEP.
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outside	of	my	comfort	zone.

Effect of UPEP Course Content
n=19

Strongly	agree Agree Neither	agree	nor	disagree Disagree Strongly	disagree
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facilitated deep reflection. One student stated that through exposure to new ideas, they are 
rethinking some of their personal beliefs:  
 

“By being exposed to new ideas I am better equipped to make decisions about my life, by re-
examining my personal beliefs.” 

 
Another student remarked that her participation in UPEP has assisted in her self-confidence: 
 

“UPEP is helping me to look outside the box literally and figuratively. I see myself as a 
woman of worth and intelligence and not just another number.” 

 
Figure 7 

 
 
The theme of being and feeling like “not just another number” when participating in UPEP came up 
in various ways throughout the student survey responses. One student mentioned that they are still 
struggling with this idea, but that participating in UPEP is helping, stating that: 
 

“I am still stuck in a mindframe of "I'm just an inmate". I love that there are people who 
want to give us an opportunity for higher education, it helps to give hope that not all of 
society hates us or judges us.” 

 
One student commented that their participation in UPEP has been positively life changing: 
 

“This has been the most positively impactful educational experience I've ever had. I've spent 
25 years in prison and have accomplished a Bachelor's degree and my UPEP experience 
has been the most life changing event I've enjoyed.” 

 
While some UPEP students reported that they do not regularly interact with non-incarcerated 
people, over two-thirds agreed or strongly agreed that their participation in UPEP has had a positive 
impact on previously held relationships. One student remarked about a positive impact with a 
friend, stating: 
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“This is true of my re-established friendship with a high school friend who is now a 
professor at Weber State University. Education helps us to relate to each other.”  

 
Finally, the survey asked students to reflect upon if and how UPEP has impacted their relationships 
with non-incarcerated family and/or friends. Nurturing relationships is one of the positive ripple 
effects of participating in quality higher education, and it appears that UPEP students have 
experienced this, with many reporting that their participation has encouraged more positive 
behavior towards others (Figure 8). 
 
Another student shared this about their relationship with family: 
 

“My mother and I have a stronger relationship as a result of it.” 
 
While this survey question did not specifically ask about interactions inside the prison, one student 
explained that their participation in UPEP assisted in their interactions with officers, stating that: 
 

“My interactions with the officers and staff are completely different now. I'm friendlier and 
more willing to be compliant with them.  
 

Finally, and importantly, a few students shared that their participation in UPEP has inspired them to 
encourage others to attend school:  
 

“I've also encouraged other family and friends to get into school as well.” 
 
Anecdotal evidence from college-in-prison programs across the country suggests a strong 
intergenerational impact on the children and families of incarcerated college students. UPEP seeks 
to contribute to this positive trend. 
 
Figure 8 
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III. 
VOLUNTEER & INTERN SURVEY RESPONSES 

A total of 34 individuals participated in the survey as a volunteer or intern. This means that they 
selected one or more of the following responses:  
 
• I participated in some part of UPEP’s admissions process, for instance, I read applications, 

proctored exams, or helped UPEP design its application process (n=9) 
• I am a member of the Research Collaborative on Higher Education in Prison (n=4) 
• I am (or was at some point) an UPEP volunteer, intern, instructor, or Teaching and Learning 

Lab Assistant (tutor) (n=21) 
• I have attended or participated in a UPEP event at the Utah State Prison in Draper (n=12) 
• I have attended or participated in a UPEP event on campus or in the community (n=16) 
• I serve on UPEP’s advisory council (n=4). 
 
UPEP volunteers are the backbone of the Project. Because UPEP currently runs entirely on 
donations, the number of donated hours is a strong indication of the commitment and dedication of 
volunteers. The cumulative volunteer hours of work dedicated to UPEP per semester, as reported 
through the survey by all volunteers currently working for the project, are as follows: 

 
Spring 2017 68 hours 
Summer 2017 50 hours 
Fall 2017 303 hours 
Spring 2018 175 hours 
Summer 2018 194 hours 
Fall 2018 467 hours 
Total cumulative donated hours: 1,257 hours 

 
Because UPEP stakeholders are a wonderfully diverse group, the survey instrument attempted to 
discern how individuals interact with (and desire to interact with) the Project. The vast majority, 94 
percent, directly volunteer with the project, while the other six percent make cash donations and/or 
purchase supplies for students. The survey aimed to understand how stakeholders participate in and 
with UPEP and particularly with programming at the prison (Figure 9). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://prisoneducationproject.utah.edu
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Figure 9 

 
 
One of the goals of UPEP is to provide the main campus community with opportunities to 
meaningfully engage with students in Draper and the Utah Department of Corrections. UPEP also 
seeks to be a faculty and staff recruitment and retention tool and we currently have anecdotal data to 
support this claim. Volunteers affiliated with the University of Utah were asked to describe their 
affiliation with the University to provide information about UPEP’s reach and influence on campus 
(Figure 10). Almost half of the respondents were undergraduate students, with graduate students 
and full-time University of Utah staff a close second. 
 
Figure 10 

 
 
As a relatively new initiative, we seek ways to improve its recruitment, retention, and experiences 
with volunteers. Part of the survey asked respondents what UPEP could strengthen as the Project 
continues to grow. The first question asked respondents about how prepared they felt when they 
initially began working with UPEP (Figure 11). Almost two-thirds of respondents indicated that 
they agreed or strongly agreed with feeling underprepared when first joining the project. This means 
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that UPEP can do a better job of providing new volunteers with more information about the 
program and expectations for their particular position. Because some volunteers do not travel to the 
prison, it may be difficult to understand nuances in programming, which can make it difficult to 
gather the appropriate materials each week for Teaching and Learning Lab Assistants and 
instructors. 
 
Figure 11 

 
 
The second question asked volunteers if they had the resources they needed to be successful in their 
work with UPEP. Almost all respondents indicated that they agreed or strongly agreed with this 
statement (see Figure 12). 
 
Figure 12 

 
  
Because UPEP is committed to social transformation, the survey also asked respondents to indicate 
how confident they were in describing the relationship between mass incarceration and education in 
the U.S. Part of UPEP’s mission is to educate our volunteers about this relationship through 
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participation in orientations, reading groups, and discussion. All respondents agreed that they felt 
confident in answering this question, with almost half (44.4%) indicating that they strongly agree 
(Figure 13). 
 
Figure 13 

 
 
Respondents were also asked, in one or two sentences, to state their interpretation of UPEP's 
mission. Shared understanding among volunteers is important because of the nature of this work, 
communicating with various stakeholders, working in different locations, and participating in 
various activities. Below is a sampling of the responses, all of which closely aligned with the 
mission of UPEP, indicating that there is continuity and understanding among volunteers: 
 

“We seek to empower incarcerated students through post-secondary educational 
opportunities to live lives of impact, academic excellence, and civic engagement, because 
the power of education is transformative.” 

 
“It’s hard to believe in oneself when one feels others around them don’t believe in them. We 
facilitate a space to help people reach self-actualization within an environment that makes it 
hard to believe in oneself.” 

 
“To decrease recidivism and change peoples’ views on life by educating them and helping 
them find their passions.” 

 
“UPEP provides in-person, upper division undergraduate courses with a liberal arts and 
science emphasis to students incarcerated in two facilities in Draper. The purpose of this 
project is to create a space for incarcerated and non-incarcerated individuals to join 
together in a transformative educational experience.” 

 
When asked if volunteers felt if their interactions with incarcerated students were generally positive 
and productive, eighty-five percent agreed, with twenty-nine percent expressing that they strongly 
agreed. As one UPEP volunteer stated regarding their interactions with students in Draper prison: 
 

“Life-changing, beautiful relationships.” 

000

5

4

I feel confident describing what mass incarceration is and explaining the 
connection between mass incarceration and education equity in the United 

States.
n=9

Strongly	disagree Disagree Neither	agree	nor	disagree Agree Strongly	agree
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The overwhelming majority of volunteers indicated that the work they did for UPEP was important 
and meaningful. Most volunteers indicated that they would appreciate UPEP-facilitated events that 
invite participants to reflect upon and discuss their experiences as a volunteer. When asked if they 
would recommend volunteering with UPEP to a fellow student, all student respondents indicated 
yes, with two-third strongly agreeing that they would suggest volunteering with UPEP. 
 
Individuals who volunteer with UPEP are busy people (particularly undergraduate volunteers), and 
there are many valuable opportunities to dedicate one’s time. The survey asked students specifically 
why they chose to volunteer with UPEP among the many other opportunities available at the 
University of Utah. Below are some of their responses: 
 

“Part of why I chose UPEP was because it fell in my lap. But, there are many reasons why I 
stayed. I feel that this work is so incredibly important. I also feel that I am making a 
difference with the work I am doing for UPEP in a way that I haven't felt about other 
internship experiences. I have also because I learn so much from being a part of this 
Project. Just as an example, when people ask what I'm studying, I feel like I am not really 
answering their question unless I also talk about UPEP. Basically, "higher education in 
prison" studies is one of my majors.” 

 
“I was incarcerated not long ago, and university has always been central to the best of my 
life. As a recently released person returning to the U, I felt ‘THIS IS SO GOOD!’ and ‘THIS 
IS JUST RIGHT FOR ME!’ I can't even describe how excited I was, how many ideas and 
dreams sprung from seeing UPEP's call for volunteers.” 

 
“Because I believe UPEP is very strong for being built from the grassroots, based in a good 
mission, and approaching that mission in an actually meaningful way. It is radical and 
actually trying to affect things, rather than to just have its own institutional inertia that I can 
grab onto for a little bit and put on my resume. It doesn't suffer from some nonsense 
bureaucratic tendencies that I feel can and do infect most things, especially things officially 
tied to the University. I appreciate our independent spirit focused on actual results and what 
is actually best, not just what is most convenient or politically possible.” 

 
“I love both the students and the UPEP team, and I sincerely believe in them. I love the 
mission of UPEP and believe it's an undervalued and underrepresented area of enacting 
genuine social change.” 

 
UPEP is committed to the University’s mission of providing undergraduate and graduate students 
with transformative educational experiences. The survey asked students to name the three most 
important things they have learned from their participation in UPEP. The following are a few 
representative samples from the responses: 
 

“1) Even when specific projects fail, good can come out of them through dedication and 
commitment. 2) Incarcerated students are beautiful, compassionate, and brilliant people.   
3) Enacting change takes sacrifice.” 

 
“I learned how to work within institutions while also working around them…UPEP is 
helping me to learn how to engage in work which results in effective social change.” 
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“I learned how to build a project. Before working with UPEP, I had no concept for the 
behind-the-scenes work that goes into something like this. Now I have a grasp on the scope 
of this kind of work AND I have experience contributing to much of this work. I cannot 
overstate how grateful I am for the trust that UPEP's leadership had in me to include me in 
these processes. Thanks to this experience, I feel that I can go out into the world and 
contribute to building other organizations/projects/campaigns.” 

 
The survey also asked volunteers and interns why a program like UPEP should exist at the 
University of Utah. The following responses are a representative sample: 
 

“A project like UPEP should exist at every college--especially state colleges and 
universities which are supposed to be more inclusive. We have an obligation to provide 
access to incarcerated individuals. Additionally, college-in-prison brings a ton of learning 
opportunities to universities, so why wouldn't a university want to do this work?” 

 
“U of U should be the leader in equality and anti-discrimination activities whenever 
possible. Incarcerated individuals deserve an education equal in quality and expectation to 
what is available outside the bars.” 

 
“Public universities are responsible for ensuring everyone in the state has access to higher 
education. Also, universities are the platforms for change within our country. If the U 
doesn't have a program like UPEP, it is not fulfilling its role as a public institution.” 
 

UPEP takes great care in preparing volunteers to go into the prison to work with students through 
orientations, facilitated discussion groups, and ongoing information sharing. One of the survey 
questions asked volunteers: Why is going into the prison and working directly with UPEP students 
meaningful to you? When undergraduate volunteers do enter the prison, they find the experience 
enriching. We asked undergraduate students why going into the prison and working directly with 
UPEP students was meaningful to them, and here are a few responses: 
 

“The most meaningful part about going into the prison is building the relationships and 
learning from UPEP students. Hands down. One other way that going into the prison has 
been meaningful to me is that it really puts a face on the work I do for the Project on the 
outside. For instance, I think it motivates me to some of the administrative research, 
printing, or general paperwork better and faster when I know the people and have a 
relationship with the people who are on the receiving end. I think also just being in the 
space of a prison classroom and the gradual normalization of going into prisons has 
influenced me in many ways. I can't really put my finger on it. It makes everything more real 
and tangible. I don't think I would be less passionate about Higher Ed in Prison if I hadn't 
been inside, but I do think it wouldn't hang over me in the same way.” 

 
“Many of the more important lessons learned during the traditional undergraduate 
experience do not occur within the classroom. This ranges from involvement in clubs, labs, 
internships, etc. Although UPEP is a classroom, it is a highly atypical experience for a non-
incarcerated undergraduate. The ability to be part of such a unique experience that benefits 
others as well as myself is why UPEP is meaningful to me. It serves a formative role in my 
development into a well-rounded adult.” 
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“First of all, I think that, while directly going into a prison like we do can be done in a bad 
way or can be problematic or counterproductive, for the most part it distinguishes the work 
to me as actually being geared towards the target population and our organization's goals, 
rather than simply existing…just for the sake of having institutional inertia. I also think that 
while going into the prison and concretely making good on our mission is good in general, 
we do it in a good way. Finally, maybe the most important but also most difficult to define 
reason would be that I just personally like to participate in day to day work really being 
done on the ground floor. Larger scale work is very important obviously, and work needs to 
be outside to have an entire program and framework with which it makes sense to go inside; 
however, sometimes that work can't deliver a direct feeling of having built something or 
contributed in the same way that being in on the ground floor can and does for me.” 

 
“It helps me realize as a student how much of a gift receiving post-secondary education is. It 
also helps take me out of the sheltered university life and into the task of tackling real issues 
in our world. The students of UPEP really motivate and inspire me. They are such kind, 
compassionate, and dedicated people, and their intellectual curiosity is really beautiful to 
see as well. I look up to them in many ways.” 
 

 
IV. 

STAKEHOLDER SURVEY RESPONSES 
There were 20 individuals who responded to the survey as stakeholders of UPEP. Stakeholders 
identified as one or more of the following: 
 
• A family member or friend of someone who is affiliated with UPEP (4 total respondents) 
• Purchased an item from the UPEP Amazon Wish List (6 total respondents) 
• Followers of UPEP on social media, received emails from UPEP, and/or read UPEP’s 

newsletter (15 total respondents) 
• Made a cash donation to UPEP (1 respondent) 
 
Of these stakeholders, 11 have been previously incarcerated, involved in the criminal justice 
system, or otherwise institutionalized. Nine have family members with histories of arrest, 
incarceration, and/or detainment.  
 
The survey asked respondents why they chose to contribute to UPEP given many other worthy 
causes to support in our community. It is evident from UPEP stakeholders that they believe in the 
transformative power of quality higher education in prison. Below are some of their responses: 
 

“As a formerly incarcerated person who was starving for education while inside, I feel in 
solidarity with members of this program.” 

 
“As a criminal defense attorney, my goal has been to support organizations that will 
improve the lives and chances of success of these individuals as they acclimate back into 
society.” 
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“I believe in the potential power of education. I believe in providing opportunities for 
people to enrich their lives, to grow while in prison, and to succeed when they leave prison.  

 
Most respondents believe that higher education is crucial in enhancing the lives of incarcerated 
individuals, both during their time in prison as well as after release. When asked why a program like 
UPEP should exist at the University of Utah or in Utah more broadly, some respondents answered 
with the following: 
 

“I believe this program and others like it are essential to the success of those who will be 
paroled back into society. Only a small percent of those convicted of an offense will spend 
their lives in prison, so to better their odds for a successful transition they need programs 
that educate. In addition, programs like this one help to instill or remind these individuals of 
their worth to their community.” 

 
“Because we say – as a country and a community – that we believe in second chances, but 
we don't really have any infrastructure to make it really happen.” 

 
“We must continue to build and sustain pathways that allow individuals an 'off-ramp' from 
the probation-prison-parole carousel. Education is such a pathway.” 

 
The survey also inquired what additional information UPEP should share with stakeholders. 
Responses indicated that people would like more general information about the prison system, the 
cyclical nature of incarceration, and how UPEP is engaging these issues. Survey responses also 
indicated that UPEP can provide the public with resources and more information regarding what 
specific donations the Project needs during the year. 
 
 

V. 
FACULTY & LECTURER SURVEY RESPONSES 

The majority of questions posed to UPEP faculty and lecturers centered on how UPEP can improve 
internal processes and seeking to understand why they volunteer their time with the program. When 
asked what UPEP can do better, some respondents indicated that a schedule for interns would assist 
in the overall planning of courses inside the prison and would also ensure that UPEP students 
receive materials in a timely manner.  
 
UPEP was also interested if faculty and lecturers learned anything through their participation in 
UPEP and when asked, one respondent commented that they learned “To treat a student as a 
student no matter the setting.” Another volunteer commented: 
 

“This being my first experience in the setting, I had not considered how insightful and 
capable the students would be. I quickly learned they had a motivation and desire to learn 
that was much deeper than a typical student.” 

 
Because UPEP actively recruits faculty from campus to teach and lecture for the program, we asked 
respondents why they think a program like UPEP should exist at the University of Utah. Two 
faculty members responded by saying: 
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“Universities exist to educate. No professor or person has a monopoly on knowledge. 
Education should not be reserved for only those who can afford to pay the exponentially-
rising and often nonsensical costs of academia. The ability to learn at a higher level should 
be available to those who seek it.” 

 
“Our mission is education. And, education is transformational. We should be providing 
education to Utah folks who want it.” 

 
Faculty are busy people. The survey asked faculty why they have you chosen to follow, support, 
donate to, or otherwise engage with UPEP, given the many worthy causes available. One faculty 
member said: 
 

“I was originally asked to give a lecture on [topic] and my policy is to go anywhere I can 
teach people about [topic]. I was so impressed and inspired by the students I've been back to 
show a film on [topic] and hope to return again.” 

 
Overall, for faculty who have volunteered time with UPEP, they have found their experiences to be 
enriching, with many requesting to teach again in the future. 
 
 

VI. 
FOCUSED EFFORTS & CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

UPEP continues to strive for improvement and relies on the feedback from participants and 
stakeholders to continue building a high impact and sustainable program. We see ourselves as a 
valuable member of the University of Utah community and hope to contribute to the broad 
democratic mission of the institution. Below are challenges and strengths of UPEP as revealed 
through survey data: 
 
Strengths: 
1. UPEP students report positive and transformative experiences through their participation in 
UPEP along a number of student success indicators in higher education. 
2. Non-incarcerated volunteers, including University of Utah students, staff, faculty, and 
community members also report positive experiences with UPEP. Undergraduate students 
enrolled in the University of Utah would strongly suggest volunteering with UPEP to 
colleagues. 
3. UPEP leadership is doing a good job in communicating and developing roles and 
responsibilities for organizational management. Volunteers reported that they knew who to turn 
to for questions. 
 
Areas for Improvement: 
1. UPEP is currently a non-credit program and this needs to change. Students desire – and 
deserve – credit-bearing courses and UPEP must continue its steadfast efforts to provide credit-
bearing courses in the prison. 
2. UPEP should increase its outreach and presence in media as well as the community and be 
clearer on what the program needs and how the public can provide support, whether it be 
through monetary donations, supply donations, or specific volunteer positions. 
3. UPEP should strengthen its messaging and communication systems with volunteers. Because of 
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the nature of the work, information changes rapidly and communicating in a timely and effective 
way for volunteers is critical for students and faculty to ultimately get what they need to be 
successful. 
 
Overall, the biggest feedback from the survey data was that UPEP is making a positive impact in 
both Draper prison and the University of Utah main campus. In order to grow, UPEP needs to 
become a credit-bearing program. In the meantime, UPEP should take action to reassure students of 
the projected aims of the program and what efforts are currently being taken to raise funds and 
solicit support for credit-bearing coursework. Additionally, the data clearly show that students, 
staff, and faculty at the University of Utah find value in dedicating their time and energy to the 
Project. This is an important finding for an early evaluation and one that we hope to continue 
cultivating with our campus community and reaching out to our broader local and state 
communities.   
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APPENDIX A 
Program Summary 

 
Higher Education 

UPEP operates non-credit undergraduate coursework and programming in the Utah State Prison in 
Draper, UT. We provide curriculum and supplemental instruction in two separate facilities: 
 

● Timpanogos is a facility housing women with a capacity for up to 570 individuals. There are 
5 sections; star 5 consists of a gym, library, culinary, and classrooms, stars 1-2 house women 
classified as general population, star 3 is the maximum-security housing unit, and star 4 is 
for women participating in the substance abuse treatment program, ExCell. 

● Wasatch is a facility housing men with capacity for up to 4,300 individuals. The infirmary, 
library, barbershop, culinary, interdenominational chapel, recreation gym, and Family 
History Center are located at Wasatch.  

 
Coursework: Currently, coursework consists of one class provided each semester in each facility 
for a total of three semesters per year (Fall, Spring, Summer). UPEP hires faculty volunteers from 
the University of Utah (with terminal degrees) and advanced graduate students (who have 
completed all degree requirements before the dissertation) with previous teaching experience. UPEP 
recruits instructors from the broader Salt Lake community and hopes to work more closely with 
faculty at other institutions of higher education in the future. The course schedule per semester since 
the start of program is listed below. 
 

Spring 2017: 
Information sessions held at Draper prison with potential UPEP students 

Summer 2017:  
First UPEP admissions held in both facilities 

Fall 2017: 
First on-site classes held at both facilities 

 ECS 4200 Introduction to Gender, Education and Culture 
 ELP 3010 Philosophical and Historical Perspectives on Education 
Spring 2018: 
 ENG 3010 Creative Writing 
 BUS 2600 Survey Accounting 
Summer 2018: 
 BIO 3370 Introduction to Microbiology 
 ENG 3010 Creative Writing 
Fall 2018: 
 BIO 2325 Human Anatomy and Physiology 
 ANT 3010 Anthropology 
Spring 2019: 
 ENG 3100 Global/Transnational Literature 
 ECS 4000 Schools and Society 
 

Teaching and Learning Labs: In addition to one weekly class held from 5-8pm, UPEP facilitates a 
corresponding Teaching and Learning Lab (TLL) per week, from 5-8pm. Non-incarcerated 
Teaching and Learning Assistants (TLAs) travel to the prison for the Labs to provide guided study 
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space for students. TLAs represent a wide range of skills, talents, disciplines, and affiliations. Since 
the start of the Project, UPEP has had TLAs from the University of Utah, the broader Salt Lake City 
community, and individuals from various non-profit organizations and businesses in Utah. 
Requirements for the TLAs slightly vary depending on the course, but all TLAs must have previous 
teaching and/or tutoring experience, attend both the UPEP and UDC Orientations, and participate in 
guided readings groups during their involvement with UPEP. 
 
Summitting New Heights Lecture Series: In addition to courses and labs, UPEP facilitates a 
lecture series at the prison titled, Summiting New Heights Lecture Series. A researcher from the 
University of Utah travels to the prison to provide an engaging lecture on topics from a variety 
disciplines and subjects. A list of all lecturers per semester are listed below. 
 

Fall 2017: 
Timpanogos – Dr. Suresh Venkatasubramanian on “How to do Math (and Computer 
Science!) while Cutting a Cake” 

Spring 2018: 
 Wasatch - Dr. Sylvia Torti on “Cages” – A Discussion with the Author  
 Timpanogos - Dr. Andrea Brunelle 
Summer 2018: 

Timpanogos – Dr. Andrea Brunelle on “Everything you Need to Know About 
Climate Change in 90 Minutes or Less” 

Fall 2018: 
Wasatch – Professor Kam K. Leang on “Drones to the Rescue: Emerging 
Technologies and their Impact on Society and the Quality of Life” 

 Timpanogos – Dr. Andrea Brunelle, facilitated films discussion on Chasing Ice. 
Spring 2019:  

Timpanogos - Dr. Kari Dockendorff on “How does gender work in colleges and 
universities? An exploration of how staff interact with trans* students.  

 
Film Series: During summer 2018, UPEP offered its first Film Series, entitled “Power and 
Representation” to students in Wasatch. The Film Series showed six films over six weeks. Each of 
the films was followed by a group discussion in which students reflected on the themes of power, 
representation, identity, and belonging. UPEP is currently in conversation with local organizations 
to create a more sustained film series throughout the year.  
 
Internships: UPEP provides paid and unpaid internships for students at the University of Utah and 
other universities throughout the year. Students at the University of Utah can also receive credit for 
internships. 
 

Research 
The Research Collaborative on Higher Education in Prison is part of UPEP and is an evidence-
based approach to expand the field of quality postsecondary education in prison. The research team 
is currently collaborating with the Alliance for Higher Education and the National Directory of 
Higher Education in Prison Programs at Harvard University to design and disseminate a national 
survey for higher education in prison practitioners. The collaborative researches prison-university 
partnerships across the U.S. and provides evidence-based suggestions for practice. 
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In 2017, the Collaborative presented at two national refereed conferences. In 2018, the 
Collaborative presented at two national refereed conferences, published a Policy Brief and its first 

peer-reviewed publication: Castro, E. 
L., Hunter, R., Hardison, T., & 
Johnson-Ojeda, V. (2018). The 
landscape of postsecondary education 
in prison and the influence of Second 
Chance Pell: An analysis of 
transferability, credit-bearing status, 
and accreditation. The Prison Journal, 
98(4), 405-426.     
 
 
 
 
 

Research Collaborative on Higher Education in Prison at the 2019 National Conference on Higher Education in Prison 
in Indianapolis, IN. 
 

Advocacy 
UPEP seeks to be a leader in our state, region, and nationally in forging sustaining and equitable 
prison-university engagements. Our advocacy efforts are currently focused on bringing people 
together throughout the Salt Lake City community, the state of Utah, and the broader region. In 
2019, UPEP co-sponsored the first state-wide convening of educators of incarcerated people in 
Utah. In February 2019, the First Annual Retreat on Education in Prison and Jails was held at the 
Fred House Academy in Draper. UPEP partnered with the Utah State Board of Education, the Utah 
Department of Corrections, and Utah Association for Adult, Community, and Continuing 
Education. 
 
UPEP also participates in local, regional, and 
national convenings. Co-Directors Dr. Cindy 
Fierros and Dr. Erin Castro routinely provide 
presentations regarding UPEP specifically and 
higher education in prison more generally. A 
list of presentations for 2017-2018 is provided 
below 
 

UPEP Co-Director, Dr. Cindy Fierros presenting to the Utah 
Prisoner Advocate Network in April, 2019. 
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