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Chair Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of the Senate Judiciary
Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide interested party testimony on House Bill 338.

My name is Laura Mishne Heller. I am a licensed independent social worker and an interdisciplinary faculty
member at Wilmington College, where I serve in our Prison Education Program.

First, I want to acknowledge Officer Andrew Lansing, his family, his friends, and the correctional officers who
enter Ohio's prisons every day. Their work is difficult, dangerous, and essential. As someone who teaches inside
a correctional institution, I work alongside correctional officers every week. They help keep our classrooms safe
and are often the first people to assist when a problem arises. I respect the officers I work with and remain
grateful for their work.

I have attended the previous Senate Judiciary Committee hearings on HB 338, listening carefully and learning
from the testimony. So far, this committee has heard important perspectives on security, operations, and
institutional management. I would like to share what I have observed from inside the classroom.

My first exposure to prison education was in 2010, when I participated in the Inside-Out Prison Exchange
Program as an undergraduate student at The Ohio State University. Each week, I sat beside incarcerated
students at Southeastern Correctional in Lancaster, learning from their lived experiences, intellectual rigor, and
moral reflection. That classroom unsettled what I thought I understood about crime and responsibility. It
changed the direction of my life. It became my "why," the reason I pursued a master's in social work, a master's
in law and social policy, and ultimately a doctorate in criminal justice.

I teach a course on social inequalities at Warren Correctional Institution, a Level 3 facility, as part of our four-
year business degree program. For that reason, I am here because HB 338 would restrict access to higher
education for individuals housed in Level 3, 4, and 5 institutions.

The question before us is not whether accountability matters. The question is whether restricting higher
education makes Ohio's prisons safer.

Based on my experiences as both a student and educator in correctional institutions, I believe restricting access
to higher education undermines the very goals this legislation seeks to achieve.

Ohio's correctional agency is the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction (ODRC). That name
reflects an important commitment. Rehabilitation is not separate from public safety; rehabilitation is how public
safety is sustained.

If we believe individuals housed in higher-security institutions present the greatest challenges, then those are
precisely the individuals who need meaningful opportunities for growth, accountability, and transformation.

In my classroom, students do not avoid accountability; they practice it. They examine their choices, debate
responsibility and harm, challenge one another's thinking, and engage in difficult conversations about the lives
they have lived and the lives they hope to build.



Education inside prison is not an escape from accountability. It is one of the few places in prison where
accountability is practiced voluntarily.

As a social worker, I would add that education is also one of the strongest predictors of long-term health and
stability. It strengthens critical thinking, communication, problem-solving, and the ability to navigate complex
systems. These are skills that matter not only in prison, but in families, workplaces, and communities. If we
recognize education as foundational to well-being outside prison walls, we should not treat it as a luxury inside
them.

When my students talk about the future, they talk about mentoring young people, supporting their families,
contributing to their communities, and repairing harm. That is not entitlement. That is responsibility.

I still remember the teachers who changed my life. Years later, I continue to rely on their mentorship and
guidance.

Many of the students I teach cannot say the same.

For some, prison is the first place where they have experienced consistent mentorship, intellectual challenge,
and someone who believes they can become more than the worst thing they have ever done. Education cannot
erase harm. But it can help people develop the skills, discipline, and perspective necessary to avoid causing
more of it.

Most people incarcerated in Ohio prisons will eventually return to our communities. The question is not
whether they deserve education. The question is whether we want them to return having practiced
accountability, discipline, and growth—or having practiced only survival.

The mission of ODRC is to protect the public, promote rehabilitation, and prepare individuals for successful
reentry. Higher education advances every part of that mission.

HB 338 seeks to improve safety. I share that goal. However, restricting higher education in Ohio's higher-
security institutions moves us further from rehabilitation and ultimately further from the safer communities we
all want.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
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SR Jbost

Laura Mishne Heller, LISW-S
Assistant Professor of Social Work and Director of Field Education
Wilmington College



