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Students, inmates learn together with ‘Inside-Out’

Criminal justice department program gives participants opportunity to
learn from one another
By
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Every Monday, Alex and Dan are driven to their three-hour night class. They are in the same classroom,
with the same teacher. They are learning the same material, have the same homework and are
assigned the same papers and projects.

Even though they are classmates, there is a significant difference between Alex and Dan. While Alex is
a junior criminal justice major at the university, Dan is in the middle of serving a jail sentence.

Alex and Dan are members of a program called Inside-Out which brings university students and
prisoners into one classroom under the supervision of criminal justice professor Daniel O'Connell.

The class, held at the Delores J. Baylor Women's Correctional Institution in New Castle, is comprised
of approximately 30 students, split between "inside students"—the prisoners—and "outside students"
—university students.

For confidentiality reasons, O'Connell said everyone in the class only refers to each other by their first
names.

The program was started at the university by criminal justice professor Lana Harrison, after the success
of a pilot program at Temple University. The Delaware program, which focuses on the study of criminal
justice, is currently in its sixth year.

Its popularity has grown tremendously, she said, and for the first time there are three classes of
students participating in the program this semester.

"From my waiting list, | could fill up three classes," Harrison said. "They hear about this great class and
try to get into the class. They could be on a waiting list for a semester or even a year."

Alex said students who are accepted into the program are given an incredible experience.

"I realized this class would be different than anything I'd ever even considered taking," Alex said. "My
parents were a little concerned at first, but | was excited. It's definitely by far the best class I've ever
taken. | had high expectations and it definitely met them."

Harrison said "outside students," particularly those interested in criminal justice, can benefit greatly
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from the program.

"They get to understand the criminal justice system in a way they never could because they can talk to
what | call ‘experts,™ she said. "Most of our books are theoretical, not by the people who have
experienced the criminal justice system firsthand. They get insights that they wouldn't have had
otherwise, and how drugs are dealt with from the inside, with people that have been affected with
drugs.”

Michelle, a senior, took the class last semester and was so interested in it that she went "back to jail"
for a second time, serving as a teaching assistant.

"l was sick of learning about it in textbooks," Michelle said. "l want to make a difference in the world and
interacting with the people | want to work with is a good experience for me."

O'Connell said "inside students" benefit just as much from the program as "outside students."

"It's about people that are incarcerated and putting them with people who are not, UD students, in a
class so that they can see things in a new way," he said.

The inmates learn about their personal situations from another perspective. Some, like "inside student”
Sylvia, also gain motivation for their futures.

“I'm glad | had a chance to experience this class," Sylvia said. "I'm definitely going back to school when
| get out. | have a passion, | want to go back to school. | want to be that college girl. | want to be her and
| can be her."

Both incarcerated and university students said they had expectations of their new classmates before the
class started.

"l was quick to think that they don't think the same way, but they do," Sylvia said of the "outside
students.”

Ashley, another "inside student,” said her hesitation stemmed from stereotyping.

"At first, | was afraid that people were going to judge me and look at me differently,” Ashley said. "Like
people would look at me and be like ‘Oh my God, I'm sitting next to a criminal.™

While Ashley may feel that there is a divide, to the unknowing eye, all the students in the program look
the same. "Inside students" are allowed to wear their own clothes and do their own makeup and
hair—just like "outside students," she said.

Each week when the "outside students” come in, the "inside students" get a little taste of the outside,
and for some, the presence of university students in the class is a reminder of what once was, Ashley
said.

"Inside student" Dan said he is familiar with the university because many of his friends are current
students. He said he does not feel as if he is very different from the "outside students."

"I don't find myself to be that far away from that part of living," Dan said.

Though many of the inmates did not complete high school, they are still given the same workload as
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the university students, O'Connell said. While there are no quizzes or exams, students are expected to
participate in class, complete weekly readings, write papers and work on group projects.

"The classes end differently than when they start, and | let it happen,” O'Connell said. "It's about letting
them do their thing. It's a very different spin. It's weird for me as an instructor.”

Despite the unorthodox format of the class, Alex said for the students, it is a class like any other.

"We're both students,"” he said. "We have differing thoughts because of our different life experiences,
but past the first week, it's just a class. At first it was nerve-wracking, but once you're there, it's
completely fine, you don't think about it. It's what | signed up for."

Ashley said the "inside students" feel the same.
"We're all the same," she said. "Just because we have done stuff doesn't mean we're any different."

The class will culminate with a graduation ceremony at the end of the semester. O'Connell said while
there is a curriculum for the class, a bulk of what the students learn is learning about others.

"We ain't that different," he said. "We come from different places and spaces, but at the core we all
want the same stuff."
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