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INTERESTED PARTY TESTIMONY ON HOUSE BILL 338

Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of the
Judiciary Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide interested party testimony on
House Bill 338. My name is Allan Wachendorfer, Associate Director of the Vera Institute of
Justice’s Unlocking Potential Initiative. Vera is a national organization focused on criminal
justice and public safety.

Launched in 2012, Unlocking Potential works to expand access to postsecondary education and
ensure people leaving prison have the tools they need to succeed and avoid returning to prison.

As the former national technical assistance provider for the Second Chance Pell Experimental
Sites Initiative, Vera has partnered with more than 200 colleges and corrections agencies across
all 50 states, the Federal Bureau of Prisons, and Puerto Rico to implement prison education
programs, including several in Ohio. Second Chance Pell is a nationwide demonstration project
supported by multiple administrations. It was expanded during President Trump’s first
administration and later made effectively permanent through the bipartisan FAFSA
Simplification Act, signed into law in 2020.

We share the bill’s core concern: safety in Ohio’s correctional facilities and communities.

Evidence shows that postsecondary education programs directly support that goal, while
providing significant returns on investment:

o Safety: Research conducted in Ohio suggests students who complete college classes are
less likely to engage in violence, improving safety for both staff and incarcerated people.
This impact is not associated with vocational training, although all education programs
are linked to reduced recidivism.!

e Recidivism: As incarcerated people achieve higher levels of education, their likelihood
of recidivism decreases. Incarcerated people who participate in postsecondary education
programs have 48 percent lower odds of returning to prison than those who do not.>

e Prison Culture: People who participate in postsecondary education in prison describe
the experience as transformative, pushing them to develop new identities, perspectives,
and goals, and to focus on self-reflection and improvement.>

e Cost savings: Every dollar invested in prison-based education yields more than four
dollars in taxpayer savings from reduced incarceration costs. * At the same time, it costs
an average of $105.75 per day to incarcerate someone in Ohio.’

o  Workforce: By 2027, 70 percent of all jobs will require education beyond high school.
With over 18,000 people leaving Ohio’s prisons every year, these programs build Ohio’s
workforce pipeline.®
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Existing policies already provide strong eligibility and conduct safeguards

The Federal Pell Grant program does not govern who stays in or is removed from a college
program in a correctional setting. That authority rests entirely with Ohio Department of
Rehabilitation and Correction (ODRC) and is codified in Policy 57-EDU-04, College and
Advanced Job Training Programs (effective March 23, 2026). According to the policy, students
must be free of serious Rules Infraction Board (RIB) violations for set periods of time and are
subject to ongoing conduct standards. These standards closely mirror what is proposed in House
Bill section 5120.012(J), which establishes conduct-based eligibility standards for vocational
programming at high security institutions.

ODRC data demonstrates strong outcomes

According to ODRC’s Annual Report, in FY2024, 4,742 incarcerated adults were served through
Advanced Job Training Programs, which include those to be eliminated under Section
5120.012(F), and 3,154 certificates and degrees were earned by program participants. This
demonstrates a strong track record of degree completion, which boosts the effectiveness of
postsecondary education as an intervention.

Bottom line: Eliminating postsecondary programs at high-security facilities would remove
a proven tool for improving safety, shaping behavior, and recidivism-reduction.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this testimony. We aim to share research and data
demonstrating how the Pell Grant program supports safety and advances workforce strategies
that strengthen employment pathways for people who have been incarcerated, consistent with
President Trump’s stated goals as outlined in America’s Talent Strategy: Building the Workforce
for the Golden Age.

I am happy to provide additional information or answer any questions.

Sincerely,

A

Allan Wachendorfer, MSW
Associate Director
Unlocking Potential

Vera Institute of Justice
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