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Students for Prison 
Education and Reform 

This publication serves to highlight work by SPEAR 
and its members over the 2013-2014 academic year, 
as well as to offer a brief introduction to the issues 
that precipitate its existence.

SPEAR was founded in 2013 by a group of Princeton 
students inspired and frustrated by their weekly 
tutoring sessions in NJ prisons. They wanted to 
shape a world in which their incarcerated students 
could receive a higher quality education as well as fair 
opportunities to build successful and happy lives.  It 
is crucial to recognize the economic, political, and 
human costs of mass incarceration and the toll it takes 
on some of the United States’ most disadvantaged 
communities. SPEAR sees mass incarceration as the 
most urgent civil rights issue of our generation, and 
aims to lead the movement in building a criminal 
justice system that is fair, effective, and humane.

SPEAR partners with a network of students, faculty, 
community members, and other organizations to 
raise awareness about issues in the criminal justice 
system and connect students to service opportunities 
within prisons and jails. SPEAR members participate 
and lead in local and national advocacy projects.

is a Princeton campus organization 
that mobilizes students to serve 
incarcerated, formerly incarcerated, 
and at-risk populations and to 
research and advocate for smarter 
criminal justice policies. 
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$74.1 billion
The average cost to imprison one 
person for one year in America.

Total annual cost of incarceration to 
state, local, and federal government.
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The areas of these triangles 
compare the amount of 
cocaine that carries a 
federally-mandated five year 
minimum prison sentence for 
posession. The difference is 
between pure cocaine and 
cheap crack cocaine that is 
cut with baking soda.

American Incarceration 
by the Numbers

Changes in American public policy in the 1980s have resulted in the 
number of people imprisoned in our country reaching a level that is 
severely out of line with both the rest of the world and our own history.
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These bars compare ten nations by the 
fraction of their population they imprison. 
America sits at #1 on the exhaustive ranking 
of nations, and the next highest NATO country, 
Lithuania, sits at #47.100
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This line shows the change in the 
American incarceration rate over 
the last 135 years. 

The dramatic uptick coincides with 
the declaration of the war on drugs 
and the harsh sentencing policies 
that accompanied it. 
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The United States criminal justice system 
is inequitable and ineffective. In light of 
the racial and economic discrimination 
perpetuated by U.S. justice institutions, 
we believe that past involvement with the 
justice system should not be used to evaluate 
personal character or academic potential. 

We call upon Princeton University to remove 
the question about past involvement with 
the justice system from applications for 
undergraduate admission.

On March 12, 2014, the petition at left was delivered to Princeton University President 
Christopher Eisgruber, bearing the signatures of 623 students, faculty, staff, and 
community members.  Though the proposal was rejected, we started a conversation in 
our community about the inequities and ineffecacies of the American criminal justice 
system.  There are many reasons we feel passionately about the need to change Princeton’s 
admissions policies.  Listed below are a few reasons one might have for choosing to 
support the Admissions Opportunity Campaign. On the following page, you can read 
signers’ own reasons for giving their support.
•	 Students on our campus differ from those we are discriminating against in 

circumstance, not in character. Many Princeton University students commit offenses 
for which the Common Application question screens, but are not apprehended due 
to luck or privilege. Involvement with the justice system largely reflects external 
factors and not aberrant behavior.

•	 Education provides opportunities for success and creates a more equitable society. 
While the national recidivism rate is greater than 43%, a study that looked at the 
effect of education on recidivism found that with a bachelor’s degree recidivism 
rates drop to 5.6%, and with a master’s degree to less than 1%.

•	 Previous involvement with the justice system is not an accurate prediction of a 
student’s on-campus behavior. There is no empirical evidence to indicate that 
criminal history screening increases safety on campus. Furthermore, a 2013 study 
found that nearly 97% of students who engaged in misconduct as undergraduates 
did not report criminal records on their admissions application.

•	 At no point did Princeton University’s administration deliberately choose to 
add the application question about past involvement with the justice system. A 
question about past convictions was added to the Common Application in 2006 
under instructions from the organization’s Board of Directors, on which Princeton 
was not directly represented. 

The Admissions 
Opportunity Campaign



“Having been a lawyer of 8 years, I have 
witnessed, first hand, the inequity the criminal 
justice system perpetrates. Any institution that 
prides itself as intellectual must be critical of 
such a system.”

      - Mayank Misra
         MPA Candidate, Woodrow Wilson School of Public Policy

“Restricting future prospects based on past involvement with 
the justice system, especially for young people, perpetuates a 
system that keeps disadvantaged people from participating 
in activities and institutions that would help them break out 
of their disadvantaged state.”

      - Marlis ‘16

“Equal opportunity.   Obviously.”
      - Nimet ‘14

“If a student has worked hard 
enough to have a competitive 
application to Princeton, the 
minor offenses of which they were 
convicted should not be a bar to 
enhancing their education and 
career. I have family and friends 
working in the justice system and 
know how much family connection, 
SES, zip code, etc. determine how 
verdicts are decided. Often these 
verdicts disproportionately favor 
wealthy students. If Princeton 
wants to be a university that leads 
the nation in diversity and even 
in equal access, the Admissions 
Opportunity Campaign needs to be 
taken seriously.”

      - Christian ‘14

“I work in criminal justice and know well 
the severe impacts of the system that 
disproportionately discriminate against 
people of color, especially black and Latino 
communities. Take out this question. It is not 
an indicator of the potential student--this can 
be gleaned from the application as a whole.”
      - Dr. Josy Hahn ‘02
         Senior Research Associate, Center for Court Innovation

“As a middle-class 
white kid from the 
suburbs, I would 
have had to try to 
get tangled up in 
America’s justice 
system. Many others 
don’t have that luck. 
Princeton needs to 
recognize that fact.”

      - Tyler ‘14

Why do you support the  
Admissions Opportunity  
Campaign?



Maybe it’s just the New Jersey weather or 
the tint of the van’s windows but it seems 
like it’s always foggy when I drive to Garden 
State, a sprawling correctional complex whose 
hallways I’ve walked through without ever re-
ally managing to glean the building’s external 
shape. We always drive towards it from the 
same side. Inside the hallways shoot off from 
rounded enclosure where the guards sit like 
identical grayish-beige spokes from a wheel. 
Sometimes it’s hard to find my way out be-
cause everything looks the same.

It’s hard to explain how it feels inside the 
building. The light is watery and you can feel 
yourself moving—the air smells thin but feels 
heavy, a little like being on a long, long flight. 
The feeling of restlessness is like being on a 
plane too. I don’t think many of the people here 
have ever been on an airplane but I’m not sup-
posed to ask them questions about things like 
that. I’m not supposed to ask them questions 
about anything. Before I came here I signed 
paperwork indicating my awareness that I was 
entering into a dangerous place with danger-
ous people but mostly I just feel guilty that I 
can never explain why I can’t look them in the 
eye or that I think it’s terribly wrong that most 
of them are there, that they have been disap-
pointed and betrayed by things beyond their 
control. It is hard not to feel this way when I 
am teaching a twenty-eight year old man how 
to read numbers written in words and turn 
them into numbers. Fifty-four thousand, six 
hundred and seventy two. He writes 50, paus-
es, looks at his hands. Looks up apologetically. 
I tell him to pay attention to where the com-
mas fall in the words and realize in the blank-

ness of the stare he gives me that he does not 
know what a comma is.

I’ve never been so aware of being female. 
It’s not that I’m not aware of my appearance in 
everyday life—not at all. It’s probably because 
I was ugly in middle school, but I am peren-
nially aware of how I look, of how it could be 
better or worse, of who it might attract. But 
it’s different at Garden State. No matter how 
appearance-conscious I might be in the world 
outside, it’s nothing like being here, where I 
can feel stares collect on me in every space I 
move through. Sometimes there are catcalls 
but sometimes all it takes to dispel it is eye 
contact, like everyone is just hungry to be 
looked at by someone who could be looking at 
something or someone else.

Everyone is confused about why I am there. 
You getting paid? asks one inmate. This counts 
like a class— right? theorizes another. I bet 
you’ve got a community service requirement 
to graduate, says one teacher confidently as 
she administers a practice GED test. It’s proba-
bly the teachers who are most confused when I 
tell them that they’re all wrong, that I don’t get 
anything out of going to Garden State. When 
there is no work to do and I’m given no one to 
tutor I sit alone at a desk, stare into space, play 
with my hands. You having fun? they call out 
to me. You glad you came?

Then there are the questions about my life 
beyond the prison, which I’m not allowed to 
answer. One teacher asks me my last name, 
and I tell her Ioannou. Her eyes narrow. “Ms. 
E,” she says, and it doesn’t seem worthwhile to 
correct her. Teaching always rustles up ques-
tions about my life outside. I try to explain ex-

Scenes from Prison Tutoring
by Fillipa Ioannou
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ponents. You studying math? You must be some 
kind of math genius. I think about friends that 
study math at college and how far below their 
ability level I am and almost want to laugh but I 
don’t, and I don’t correct them. I don’t tell them 
that in most places knowing how to multiply 
fractions at age twenty doesn’t make you a math 
genius, not even close.

Teaching lends itself to something much 
more disquieting than the stares. Sometimes 
there are these arresting moments of slightly 
fearful deference, of looking away, of apologiz-
ing for wasting my time. Moments that say: you 
are a white woman and that means something 
frightening.

“It’s hard to remember this stuff,” one man 
tells me when he struggles over a number and 
we have to get out the building blocks designed 
to help children visualize the difference between 
hundreds, tens, and ones. The hundreds come 
in sheets, the tens in rods, the ones in little 
squares, all in bright primary colors. They make 
an impossibly loud noise when sometimes, they 
clatter to the floor. “I haven’t been in school 
since I was fourteen,” he says by way of apology. 
We practice arranging the blocks to correspond 
with different numbers. Fifty five. Two hundred 
and eight. Sixteen. Six hundred and seventy 
four. “My daughter is four,” he says, counting 
out the tiny ones place blocks with a delicacy 
that I still remember even though I’d rather not.

We try to multiply some single digit numbers. 
When he needs to do multiplication, he refers to 
a table in his math workbook with the numbers 
one through ten aligned on each side and runs 
his finger along the column and row with the 
numbers he is trying to multiply until he finds 
the product. I grab a pen from the teacher’s desk 
to sketch a square and she chastens, “Remember 
to put it back when you’re done. They use those 
to make tattoos.” She says it like she’s talking to 
herself.

I glance across the room, look at the only 
white inmate I’ve ever seen at Garden State. 
He sits in the corner shuffling his feet under 
his desk. Everyone here always seems like 
they are moving in some small way. It’s as 
though they need to compensate for the loss 
of their ability to really go anywhere with 
these quick brief strokes of movement, as 
though a pair of feet need to move a certain 
distance every day or else a person just goes 
crazy. It’s like the woodshop room I walk 
past every week on my way to this class-
room, where they build things just to tear 
them down. Every week something new and 
every act of making something also a move-
ment towards its destruction. I think about 
building something just to take it apart; I 
think about Prometheus healing every day 
knowing that tomorrow he will be uncere-
moniously ripped open again.

The man looks up from the table and asks 
me, “You want to know why I’m here? You 
think I’m a bad person?”

There are many things I want to say.
I say: Let’s talk about negative numbers.
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Valentine’s Day at the Prison

Some mass of beige on beige, and tattoos, HONESTY in 
Britannica Bold on his forehead, four teardrops 
Under his eye - four he killed or lost or both? - a grave 
Rising above his collar displaced that heart cupid 
Shot, labeled Loretta, floating fatly on his neck,

He pencils in tight round letters on white paper, 
Baby girl, Skips three slanted and ragged reprinted lines,
The good news is. Swaggers to the teacher, asks
For an eraser, refused. Jumps out of his body,
Snarls. One flash of blue paper and he is back in his 
Seat, defeated, deflated, energy fizzling, wasting, 

Time whittling, wasting. Here the other
Men in uniform spend six to eighteen haircuts, 
Regress from man to child in the classroom by day
From Man to Beast in the cage by night,
From “man” to “boy” in the classroom by day,
From man to body in the cage by night,

They do not smell like men, only monotonous cleanness.

The teacher throws him an eraser,
                                                               He erases – 
How you been – 
                             Erases - 
                                                  Send me measurements of your
arm please I can’t remember the thickness of your bones.
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On November 21st, 23 students took turns sitting alone for one 
hour in a 7 foot by 9 foot block of pavement outside the Frist stu-
dent center. They did not interact with the outside world. They 
were participating in an exhibition conducted by SPEAR to raise 
student awareness about the use of solitary confinement in Amer-
ican correctional facilities. We hoped that 7x9 would facilitate the 
conversation on campus about solitary confinement, motivate indi-
vidual interest in researching more about the practice, and inspire 
students to take action to reduce the use of solitary confinement in 
American facilities. 

There are myriad problems with our criminal justice and law 
enforcement systems, but solitary confinement arguably rep-
resents the most shameful of these practices.

Solitary confinement is a punishment that originated in the 
late 18th century as an attempt at reforming prisoners and 
immediately came under criticism from prominent interna-
tional observers like Alexis de Tocqueville and Charles Dick-
ens. Sometime after its inefficacy was formally acknowledged 
by the Supreme Court in the case In Re Medley in 1890, the 
practice fell out of widespread use for decades.

As a result of surging prison populations, and in an attempt 
to stifle gang activity, the 1970s and 1980s bore witness to the 
birth of the super-maximum security prison and the prolifera-
tion of solitary confinement.  

While the contemporary implementation of solitary varies 
by facility and state, the 80,000 prisoners who are estimated to 
be in solitary any given day share most of the same hardships. 
Prisoners in solitary are in complete isolation for 22-23 hours 
of the day, receiving their meals through a slot and allowed no 
social interaction. For the remaining hour or two, prisoners are 
allowed to go “outside,” a term which can sometimes refer to a 
walled-in pen.

While solitary was once meant to target hardened criminals 
and gang members, it has come to be used against certain tar-
get populations, including immigrants, ethnic and religious mi-
norities and children. Moreover, it has become a fix-all solution 
to minor prison disciplinary issues, and is applied in a knee-
jerk way to infractions as minor as smoking in an undesignated 
area, littering, or wasting food. However, there is arguably no 

group affected more than the mentally ill.
While the issue of using prison as a repository for the men-

tally ill deserves its own discussion, the 20 percent of the pris-
on population with mental illness pales in comparison to the 
estimated 33 to 50 percent of prisoners in solitary who are 
mentally ill. For these people, the harms of solitary are com-
pounded, and sessions with psychiatrists and counselors can 
be infrequent and irregular. According to the American Psycho-
logical association, when subjected to solitary, “inmates’ psy-
chiatric conditions will clinically deteriorate or not improve.” 
And yet we keep putting them there.

As it turns out, the psychological effects of isolation upon 
fundamentally social human beings are manifested even in 
inmates with no history of mental illness. Formerly healthy 
people forced to endure long stretches of solitary frequently 
descend into madness: shrieking and pounding on walls, fall-
ing into catatonic states, or engaging in various forms of highly 
disturbing self mutilation. UN Special Rapporteur on Torture, 
Juan Mendez, categorizes solitary confinement as torture.

In the prison setting, this psychological damage can have 
serious consequences. Prisoners subjected to long stretches 
of solitary have trouble readjusting to the regular prison pop-
ulation and often act out, landing them back in solitary and 
creating a destructive cycle. This same factor contributes to 
the higher rate of recidivism for inmates released directly from 
solitary to the street. Finally, tragically, and yet unsurprisingly, 
the psychological toll of solitary often exerts itself in the ulti-
mate act of desperation. 50 percent of prison suicides occur in 
solitary confinement despite the fact that prisoners in solitary 
only make up around 3.5% of the total population.

In the face of all this, solitary confinement should have no 
place in our system of corrections. Its use doesn’t make sense 
from conservative standpoints: it costs up to three times as 
much per prisoner per year, and it leads to higher rates of pris-
on violence and recidivism. Though it is easy to appeal to a vast 
range of audiences against solitary confinement there are not 
enough people advocating for a change. I hope that our brief 
demonstration inspired some to join SPEAR in working to help 
end this cruel and all too usual punishment.

The Dimensions of Solitude by Daniel Teehan



Getting Involved
If you’re moved to action by anything you’ve seen here, then 
this is just the beginning. 
•	 Educate yourself. Becoming well versed in the issues is the best 

way to become more effective, critical, and motivated. 
•	 Educate us. We’d love to hear ideas, opportunities, and opinions 

from you.
•	 Join SPEAR at Princeton. We have full meetings on a regular basis 

during the academic year, as well as more frequent meetings of task-
oriented committees.

•	 Start a chapter at your school. If you’re a leader who’s ready to 
mobilize students about the issues of prison reform, don’t hesitate 
to get in touch. 

We can be reached online at contact@princetonSPEAR.com.

Recommended materials
For a far longer list, please visit www.princetonSPEAR.com/learn

The New Jim Crow by Michelle Alexander
Alexander’s 2012 book is a thorough examination of how 
the U.S. criminal justice system functions as a system of 
racial control. It is a widely acclaimed  publication that 
dissects the details of American policy.

The House I Live In by Eugene Jarecki
This film, released in 2012, documents the failures of the 
American war on drugs from the perspective of dealers, 
police, prisoners, correctional officers, judges, policy 
makers, and advocates.




