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ABOUT THIS GUIDE 

The goal of this guide is to help facilitate deeper conversations around College Behind Bars. This guide will help you 
engage your community and plan a thoughtful event, with resources and information from WETA. Whether you are 
hosting a private screening, or a large public event, we hope that this guide prepares you to spark deep conversations 
and connect with your audience. 

ABOUT THE FILM 

Series Description 
College Behind Bars, a four-part documentary film series directed by award-winning filmmaker Lynn Novick, produced 
by Sarah Botstein, and executive produced by Ken Burns, tells the story of a small group of incarcerated men and 
women struggling to earn college degrees and turn their lives around in one of the most rigorous and effective prison 
education programs in the United States – the Bard Prison Initiative. 

Shot over four years in maximum and medium security prisons in New York State, the four-hour film takes viewers on a 
stark and intimate journey into one of the most pressing issues of our time – our failure to provide meaningful 
rehabilitation for the over two million Americans living behind bars. Through the personal stories of the students and 
their families, the film reveals the transformative power of higher education and puts a human face on America’s 
criminal justice crisis. It raises questions we urgently need to address: What is prison for? Who has access to educational 
opportunity? Who among us is capable of academic excellence? How can we have justice without redemption? 

Airdates 
College Behind Bars will premiere November 25 and November 26, 2019. Each episode will premiere at 9:00 p.m. ET. 

Episodes will stream on station-branded PBS platforms timed to the broadcast with the entire four-hour series starting 
on the premiere nights, Monday, November 25 and Tuesday, November 26, 2019.   

Students line up in Armory; Bard Prison Initiative (BPI) students at Eastern New York Correctional Facility line up for the count. 
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Website and Social Media 
• pbs.org/collegebehindbars
• The official hashtag is #CollegeBehindBarsPBS
• A social media toolkit is available on PBS Source

Production Credits 
College Behind Bars is a production of Skiff Mountain Films and WETA, Washington D.C. In association with Florentine 
Films. It is directed and produced by Lynn Novick; produced by Sarah Botstein; and executive produced by Ken Burns. 
Edited by Tricia Reidy, ACE produced by Salimah El-Amin & Mariah Doran, Cinematography by Buddy Squires, ASC & 
Nadia Hallgren. Original music by Jongnic Bontemps; assistant editor Charles Horton; associate producer Stephen 
Sowers; post-production supervisor Megan Ruffe; research/production associate Jonah Velasco.  

Funding Credits 
Funding for College Behind Bars was provided Bank of America and by members of The Better Angels Society: John & 
Catherine Debs, The Cousins Foundation, Inc., Abrams Foundation, Schwartz/Reisman Foundation, Ted Dintersmith & 
Elizabeth Hazard, McCloskey Family Charitable Trust, and Donna & Dick Strong.  Funding was also provided by Ford 
Foundation / JustFilms; National Endowment for the Humanities; Meg & Tomas Bergstrand; Regina K. Scully; The Lise 
Strickler & Mark Gallogly Charitable Fund, a fund at The New York Community Trust; Patty Quillin through the Meadow 
Fund at Silicon Valley Community Foundation; Barbara & Richard Novick; Chicken & Egg Pictures; The William H. 
Donner Foundation; Hartley Film Foundation; Bertha Foundation; The Harnisch Foundation; Compton Foundation; Lisa 
Philp; and the Public Broadcasting Service.

ABOUT THE ENGAGEMENT 

Partnerships 
Community partners are vital in strengthening outreach and engagement. Partnerships can make your initiatives more 
meaningful and increase their impact. Get your partners to the table early and rely on them as experts to inform your 
work, connect with their constituency, and support and promote your community events. 

Bard Prison Initiative (BPI) students conjugate Spanish verbs at Eastern New York Correctional Facility. 
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Begin partnership outreach by speaking with organizations that may help you reach new target audiences, create 
projects, host events, develop content, provide supplemental funding, enhance promotional opportunities, and 
generally extend the impact and reach of the film and the issues presented in the film.  
Work with partners to 

• Provide advice and guidance on your station’s plans and engagement activities.
• Have partners host or contribute to community screening events and discussion events. Create other

meaningful engagement activities that serve your community with your partners.
• Serve as local experts on panels or suggest representatives to provide historical context and diverse points-of-

view in the discussion about  criminal justice reform and your region.
• Provide content or support social media efforts around events or larger engagement activities.

BPI Consortium 
BPI has partner institutions in the Consortium for the Liberal Arts in Prison located in 12 states and “make a 
fundamental commitment to liberal arts learning that aims to transform individual lives and the institutions of 
criminal justice by putting academics first.” 

https://bpi.bard.edu/the-work/consortium/ 

• Bennington College PEI (VT/NY)
• Boston College Prison Education Program (MA)
• Dwight Hall at Yale University YPEI (CT)
• Emerson College EPI (MA)
• Freedom Education Project of Puget Sound (WA)
• Goucher College GPEP (MD)
• Grinnell College LAPP (IA)
• Marian University (IN)
• Notre Dame & Holy Cross MCI (IN)
• University of Vermont LAPP (VT)
• Villanova University (PA)
• Washington University in St. Louis PEP (MO)
• Wesleyan University CPE (CT)

Other Prison University Programs 
Below is a sample list of just a few of the other college-in-prison programs in the U.S. Many of them have additional 
resources on their websites.  

• Alabama Prison Arts & Education Project (AL)
• Bedford Hills College Program (women) (NY)
• Center for Prison Education, Wesleyan University (CT)
• Education Justice Project (IL)
• Georgetown Prison Outreach (DC)
• Inside-Out Prison Exchange Program at Temple University (PA)
• Liberal Arts in Prison Program, Grinnell College (IA)
• NYU Prison Education Program (NY)
• Prison Studies Project (MA)
• The Prison University Project (CA)
• St. Louis University College in Prison Program (MO)
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The Education Justice Project has created a very helpful Google Doc that may be a useful tool for identifying 
additional prison university programs across the U.S. that may serve your community. 

  http://bit.ly/EJP-DirectoryOfPrisonHigherEdPrograms 

Advocacy and Activism Organizations 
There are hundreds of advocacy and activism organizations around the country that are working toward positive change 
in the criminal justice system.  Below is a list of some of these organizations. May more can be found online and in your 
community. 

• A New Way of Life (CA) -- http://anewwayoflife.org/
• American Civil Liberties Union – ACLU (National) -- https://www.aclu.org/
• All Of Us Or None (National) -- https://www.prisonerswithchildren.org
• Brennan Center for Justice (NY) -- https://www.brennancenter.org/
• Center for American Progress (DC) -- https://www.americanprogress.org/
• College and Community Fellowship (NY) -- https://www.collegeandcommunity.org/
• Critical Resistance (CA) -- http://criticalresistance.org/
• Ella Baker Center (CA) -- https://ellabakercenter.org/
• Families Against Mandatory Minimums (National) -- https://famm.org/
• Free Minds Book Club (DC) -- https://freemindsbookclub.org/
• Just Leadership USA (National) -- https://jlusa.org/
• Justice Mapping Center (National) -- https://www.justicemapping.org/
• Justice Policy Institute (National) -- http://www.justicepolicy.org/
• Prison Policy Initiative (National) -- https://www.prisonpolicy.org/
• Sentencing Project (National) -- https://www.sentencingproject.org/
• The Real Cost of Prisons Project (National) -- http://www.realcostofprisons.org/
• Vera Institute of Justice (National) -- https://www.vera.org/

How To Set Up A Screening Event 

Recruit the right facilitator 
Recruit a host or moderator who can facilitate an interesting and respectful discussion after the screening, drawing out 
answers from the panel that are suitable for the audience. Your host need not be an expert in the field, but rather 
someone who can facilitate discussion. A good host or moderator should plan on previewing the screener or full film in 
advance to prepare. Local reporters and journalists are often the best moderators. They are experts at interviewing 
diverse subjects, connecting with audiences, and keeping conversations focused and on track. 

Select panelists 
Recruit local subject matter experts and invite them to participate in a discussion about social justice and criminal justice 
reform. Remember to reflect diversity when selecting panelists. 

Use the right language 
In general, when describing current or formerly incarcerated individuals, it is important to avoid any labeling terms like: 
prisoner, offender, inmate, felon, convict, or criminal.  

Instead, it is more meaningful to use humanizing terms like: incarcerated persons, incarcerated men and women, 
individuals in prison, or men and women in prison, or students trying to earn college degrees while incarcerated. 
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Allow for informal post-screening discourse 
Allow time for audience members to mingle after the screening, to informally continue the conversation and connect 
with each other. 

Resources 

Screener 
A 35-minute screening reel is available for community engagement events and provides an overview of the entire 
College Behind Bars series. 

Suggested Discussion Questions  
To facilitate a discussion using the series, ask questions that pertain to what you saw in the screener, and try to build 
connections to your local community. Here are some suggested questions that can act as a starting point to engage 
panels and participants. 

General Discussion Questions About… 

…education: 
1) Is education a civic responsibility?
2) Does everyone deserve access to education? Why? Why not?
3) What do you feel is the inherent value in education?
4) Why do we want an educated citizenry?
5) What is the role of education in a democratic society?
6) What did your education mean to you? (do for you?)
7) Is education about personal transformation or opportunity?
8) What happens when access to quality education is opened up to people we typically write off or underestimate?

…prison and criminal justice: 
1) What is prison for?
2) The four functions of prison are: punishment/retribution; rehabilitation; incapacitation; and deterrence. Do any

of these functions work in the way society imagines or expects them to? Do any of these functions have value to
society? What is the distance between the imagined ideal and the reality?

3) Are there ways prisons cause more harm than good?
4) What do you want prisons to do? What should the function of a prison be in society?
5) How might we reimagine justice?

…redemption, opportunity, community, and society: 
1) What’s the value or role of redemption? Is redemption the right framework for thinking about prison?
2) If you had/have a family member in prison would you want them to have access to higher education? How

would you want them to be using their time?
3) What about a neighbor or community member or stranger?
4) What if they were someone who harmed you or your loved one?
5) Why should society pay for college in prison?
6) How does society benefit from expanding access to higher education?
7) According to recent meta analysis from Rand Corp, college in prison programs actually save taxpayer dollars.

How does the economic benefit of college in prison impact your viewpoint on the issue?
8) What would be the best public investments society could make in criminal justice?
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…the film: 
1) How did this film change your assumptions about prison, about college in prison, and people in prison?
2) What did you think about the courses and classwork shown in the film? What about  the student’s level of

engagement?
3) How did seeing a group of incarcerated students engaged in civic discourse change your perception of people in

prison?

Questions for BPI alums or alums from other programs: 
1) Talk about what your life was like in prison before, and after, entering BPI [the program]?
2) Can you talk about your educational experience before incarceration? What drove you to apply to the program?

Was it like any academic experience you had before?
3) What were the challenges you faced, working on your degree while incarcerated?
4) Tell us about the community that BPI [your program] fosters among the students inside the prison?
5) When did you graduate/what did you study?
6) How did the BPI [your program] experience prepare you for re-entering society?
7) Can you please talk about what you are doing now and how your experiences in BPI [your program] shape and

inform your work today. And your goals for the future?
8) How do you think programs like BPI [your program] influence and impact the families and communities of the

students both while they are still in prison and upon release?
9) Can you talk about how this film could inspire a different conversation about violent crime? Can you help us

understand how to engage this issue, and also why it needs to be part of Criminal Justice Reform?
10) Much of the policy conversation around criminal justice reform and mass incarceration has been about people

incarcerated for non-violent drug-related convictions. But many of the students in this film are in prison for
violent crimes. Can you talk about how this film may help shift our country’s thinking, and inspire a more
nuanced and humane conversation on this important issue? Can you help us understand how to think and talk
about this?

Questions for family members of BPI students or other incarcerated students: 
1) Talk about what it has meant for your family that your brother became a BPI student?  How has that affected

your experiences of his incarceration, and how has it affected him?
2) Why did you want to be part of the film, tell your family’s story?   What kind of response have you seen so far to

the film, to your brother?
3) What do you say to people who don’t think it’s fair for people who are incarcerated to have access to college

education while behind bars?

Questions for political/policy participants: 
1) My understanding is there is active legislation being considered in Congress that would dramatically change

education in prisons and make programs like BPI, and others, more common. Can you give us the lay of the land
on the policy and political front around education in prisons?

2) Even though programs that provide education to those incarcerated - like BPI - may sound fairly new to many of
us, they aren’t. In fact, this used to be somewhat of the norm in our prison system. Can you give us a bit of a
history of education in prisons?

3) What do you consider to be the highest priorities or biggest challenges in Criminal Justice Reform moving
forward?
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION AND SUPPORT 

Important Links 
• Official PBS Webpage: PBS.org/collegebehindbars
• Promotional assets are available on the PBS Source and WETA Dropbox http://bit.ly/CollegeBehindBarsDropbox
• Additional assets can be found on the PBS PressRoom program page
• Bard Prison Initiative https://bpi.bard.edu/
• To request a screener for a station event, visit: http://bit.ly/CBB-RQ

Supplemental Reading Lists and Resources 

What are prisons for? 
• Alexander, Michelle (2010). The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness
• Currie, Elliott (2013) Crime and Punishment in America (second ed)
• Cole, David (1999) No Equal Justice
• Davis, Angela (2003). Are Prisons Obsolete?
• Gilmore, Ruth Wilson (2007). Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California
• Gottschalk, Marie Caught: The Prison State and the Lockdown of American Politics
• Hinton, Elizabeth, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime: The Making of Mass Incarceration in America
• Kohler-Hausmann, Julilly (2017) Getting Tough: Welfare and Imprisonment in 1970s America
• Mauer, Marc, (2006 updated) Race to Incarcerate
• Morris, Norval and Rothman, David (eds)
• The Oxford History of the Prison: The Practice of Punishment in Western Society
• Muhammad, Khalil Gibran, (2010) The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the
• Making of Modern Urban America
• Parenti, Christian (2008, new edition). Lockdown America: Police and Prisons in the Age of Crisis
• Perkinson, Robert (2010). Texas Tough: The Rise of America’s Prison Empire
• Pfaff, John (2017) Locked In: The True Causes of Mass Incarceration and How to Achieve Real Reform
• Platt, Tony, (2018) Beyond These Walls: Rethinking Crime and Punishment in the United States

Lit Class Bard Prison Initiative (BPI) students in a literature seminar at Taconic Correctional Facility 
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• Rothman, David (2002) The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic (New Lines
in Criminology Series) 2nd Edition

• Sered,Danielle (2019) Until We Reckon: Violence, Mass Incarceration, and a Road to Repair
• Suddler, Carl, (2019) Presumed Criminal: Black Youth and the Justice System in Postwar New York
• Western, Bruce (2006) Punishment and Inequality in America
• Western, Bruce (2018) Homeward: Life in the Year After Prison

Who has access to education? 
• For the Common Good: A New History of Higher Education in America (American Institutions and

Society) Hardcover – June 6, 2017 by Charles Dorn (Author)
• Ebony and Ivy: Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History of America's Universities Paperback – September 2, 2014

by Craig Steven Wilder
• Ghosts in the Schoolyard: Racism and School Closings on Chicago's South Side Hardcover – October 5, 2018

by Eve L. Ewing
• A Political Education: Black Politics and Education Reform in Chicago since the 1960s (Justice, Power, and

Politics) Paperback – October 22, 2018 by Todd-Breland
• Why Busing Failed: Race, Media, and the National Resistance to School Desegregation (American

Crossroads) First Edition by Matthew F. Delmont  (Author)
• When Affirmative Action Was White: An Untold History of Racial Inequality in Twentieth-Century

America Reprint Edition by Ira Katznelson  (Author)
• The Schoolhouse Gate: Public Education, the Supreme Court, and the Battle for the American Mind by Justin

Driver
• The Black Revolution on Campus Mar 21, 2014 by Martha Biondi
• The Price of Admission: How America's Ruling Class Buys Its Way into Elite Colleges--and Who Gets Left Outside

the Gates Paperback – September 25, 2007 by Daniel Golden  (Author)
• The Qualified Student: A History of Selective College Admission in America 1st Edition by Harold S.

Wechsler  (Author)
• Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in America Fifth Edition

by Eduardo Bonilla-Silva  (Author)
• The Freedom Schools: Student Activists in the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement Kindle Edition by Jon

Hale (Author)
• College in Prison: Reading in an Age of Mass Incarceration Kindle Edition by Daniel Karpowitz (Author)
• Liberating Minds: The Case for College in Prison Kindle Edition by Ellen Condliffe Lagemann  (Author)
• Making the Unequal Metropolis: School Desegregation and Its Limits (Historical Studies of Urban America) Kindle

Edition by Ansley T. Erickson  (Author)

PBS Passport 
Beyond the broadcast of College Behind Bars, stations have the opportunity to engage audiences on the PBS Video App 
as well as their local video portals. Starting on the night of its premiere, the film will be available for catch-up streaming 
(FVOD) for 30 days and PBS Passport streaming (MVOD) for 6 months.  The full streaming schedule is available on 
MyPBS. 

By promoting streaming, stations can attract new viewers and activate new members with the film’s availability in PBS 
Passport. A host of promotional assets are available in the College Behind Bars section of PBS Source.   
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CONTACT INFORMATION 

For questions on engagement, assets or the screener, please reach out to the engagement team at WETA: 

Amy Labenski at alabenski@weta.org or Chloe Kougias at ckougias@weta.org  

Bard Prison Initiative (BPI) students at Eastern New York Correctional Facility in an advanced bachelor’s degree seminar.  
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