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The Incarcerated Student Program provided by Feather River College gives prisoners a 
rare opportunity for higher education while still in custody. More than that, the program offers 
prisoners the unique means to demonstrate the depth of their commitment to their own 
rehabilitation, and to the goal of leading worthwhile, productive lives. This is by no means a 
handout though, and the curriculum is significantly more rigorous than what's required in a 
typical self-help program. This is due not only to the program's inherent demands, but also 
because of the endemic hindrances found only in prison. Therein however, lies the great potential 
of this program; as a voluntary undertaking, we are not compelled to complete any courses, nor 
are we subjected to any penalties for failing to do so. Instead, the onus lies with us to see the 
program through, and in doing so entirely of our own volition, we're allowed to exhibit the 
willingness and dedication needed to successfully live up to the requirements of society. In a 
sense, this program is a sort of proving ground which serves a twofold purpose: first, it gives us a 
venue to showcase our determination to succeed in a mainstream setting.  A comparable 
circumstance cannot be found in any other prison program I've ever encountered. Second, this 
program allows us a way to both explore and experience the expectations of the larger world 
beyond our walls, while better preparing us to meet the challenges of that world in a manner 
beneficial both to ourselves, and society in general. 

My own interaction with the program began as an act of desperation. In many ways, life 
in prison is a slow, exasperating demise, where every frustration and infuriating dissatisfaction 
builds upon those from the day before. If you stay locked up long enough, these vexations 
threaten to become your whole world.  

That was the state of my life when I stumbled upon Feather River. I knew nothing about 
it, other than it offered courses leading to a degree.  

More importantly, however, and more fundamental to my needs at the time, was the 
chance, any chance, to work towards something better in my life. For me then, this wasn’t just an 
educational opportunity; it was the only thing I could actively do to build a future. 

Despite my willingness to immerse myself in this one avenue which led anywhere but the ruin 
my life already was, I was unprepared to devote the amount of attention needed to participate in 
these classes at a level commensurate to normal students.  Nothing in my incarcerated career had 
readied me to compete on this stage.  The extent of writing required was nearly overwhelming, 
and had I been fully aware of just how much would be expected, I may have opted for a less 
daunting path. 

Nevertheless I struggled on, trying to put together assignments which I hoped would 
match what my instructors were anticipating. As a correspondence student, there was always 
some uncertainty and self-doubt regarding the work I turned in. Often, I wasn't entirely sure that 
what I was doing was on the right track.  Surprisingly however, it was through this lack of 
sureness that I came to re-discover a gratification I'd completely forgotten. As my graded 
assignments began returning, they were accompanied by handwritten comments on my work. 
While some were just a few words, others bordered on the copious.  Either way, their impact was 



remarkable; here were people with no prior attachment or obligations to me who were taking 
time out of their lives to give me honest critique, and supportive encouragement. Even though 
these instructors existed as faceless, abstract figures to me, their feedback was absolutely jarring.  
This is not an overstatement or exaggeration; after so many years of official disapproval and 
systematic antagonism, I no longer had any idea how rewarding positive feedback could be.  

Suddenly there was something else in my life besides all the pessimism, despondency and 
self-pity. The short notes and longer commentaries were just standard, normal responses to the 
teachers who penned them, but they changed so much for me. Someone was taking note of my 
efforts; finally, someone saw me not as an inmate, but as a person. 

Newly inspired by the unexpected acknowledgments of my efforts, my academic pursuits 
took on a deeper importance. No longer were these courses just chores to be executed, or a mere 
means to an end.  Now, each completed assignment was an achievement in its own right, and I 
experienced a newfound sense of pride and accomplishment with each one I submitted. Soon, I 
found myself hoping for favorable reviews, trusting that someone unknown to me would read 
and appraise my work.  

At first, I didn't recognize this for what it was.  An extraordinary development had just 
materialized in my life, one I'd gone so long without, that I couldn't realize its significance 
initially. It's doubtful that anyone reading this took note of what I'm referring to either; after all, 
it's something that people with normal lives get to take for granted. I’ll repeat myself for clarity, 
"I found myself hoping ...”.  Those of us on the inside still hope for simple, everyday things, but 
we eventually abandon our hopes for anything more substantial. This doesn’t happen 
consciously; it's just too disheartening to consider possibilities which have become impossible. 
Over time, we learn to avoid thinking about any greater aspirations, replacing those thoughts 
with glib sarcasm instead.  Yet, after becoming involved with Feather River, I began to think 
about what might be possible. If the people at this program felt my work was worthwhile enough 
to treat me like any other college student, then perhaps something like an ordinary life was still a 
realistic goal. This didn't come to me as an epiphany, or a singular "ah-ha!" moment.  In fact, I 
don't know precisely when I started thinking that a purposeful life might still be available to me, 
but I do know that l wouldn't have reached that line of thought if the instructors at Feather River 
hadn't given me cause to. Their input led to a fundamental shift in what I thought about my own 
capabilities, and what I believed was attainable. With Feather River's support, it was now worth 
risking disillusionment to consider the prospects which were still open to me. 

Despite the radical remodeling my thinking and frame of mind had already undergone, 
the program had more to impart. More, in fact, then I could've counted on or even contemplated 
when I first enrolled. While it’s no surprise that college classes can be thought provoking, it was 
startling to discover how applicable some of the courses were to my particular past. Through 
classes such as Early Childhood Development, Introduction to Sociology, and Juvenile Justice, I 
was granted the previously unthinkable opportunity and skill to delve into my own background, 
and the factors and decisions which steered me toward imprisonment. At times, what I read was 
so apt that it felt almost as if someone had followed me around and wrote exclusively about my 
life. While some of the insights I gained were rattling, and even unwelcome, they were 



realizations I needed to come to in order to move on with my ambition to turn my life around. 
What's more, they were completely unknowable to me before these classes broadened my 
understanding. 

In addition to achieving a certain acumen into my own problematic behaviors and 
decision making, I also began to comprehend how socializing forces within prison deter 
rehabilitative activities, and actually engender antisocial conduct. I recognized influences which 
had held back my own growth, and I began to wonder, what if I'd been exposed to the lessons 
and concepts I'd acquired through the Incarcerated Student Program sooner? Would I have been 
able to take advantage of, or even process them?  Could I have skirted nearly two decades of 
futility and uselessness within these walls? Any answer is just conjecture, but these questions 
brought me back to the remarks written by my instructors. I've already described how powerful 
they were for me, but I omitted mention of a key element, a common theme, which kept 
recurring in their notes:  Are you writing about your prison experience? In the beginning, I 
overlooked these suggestions, needing then to focus on the infusion of encouragement their 
comments provided. Over time though, I began to revisit the proposition, and it occurred to me 
that my life doesn’t have to be useless anymore.  Due to the Incarcerated Student Program, I’m 
in the heretofore unimaginable position of being able to contribute something helpful.  I now 
have the facility and resolve to use my experience and burgeoning education for the benefit of 
others.  

Whether or not I’m ever freed from prison, I can now use my time efficaciously, and lead 
a life with some merit because this program has created purpose in an, until now, aimless 
existence. 

This then, is the Incarcerated Student Program’s lasting legacy and great latent attribute: 
the potential to foment an unheard of faculty for benevolence amongst some of society’s most 
intractable members, thereby enriching society at an ever increasing rate as incarcerated Feather 
River graduates learn to use their time for constructive, propitious applications in both their own 
lives, and in those to whom they are connected.  This program doesn’t just reward academic 
effort then; it arouses personal growth and societal awareness. It is an invaluable path towards 
rehabilitation, which isn’t a viable outcome when prisoners are barred from personally observing 
and internalizing mainstream norms and values. The Incarcerated Student Program is a peerless 
expedient for this necessary exposure, conferring upon prisoners an unsurpassed way to safely 
participate in, and reconnect with, society in general.  Only through this type of interaction can 
we work to become better, more fully redeemed persons, who are capable of rejoining our 
communities as reformed and edified human beings. 


