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Abstract
Rectifying the injustices of mass incarceration and its lasting impact on prac-
tices in urban educational contexts necessitates a collective effort. Attempts
to understand and change unjust carceral systems must include the voices of
people these systems affect most. This article examines how centering the
voice of our co-author, who was formerly incarcerated, resulted in changes
in the other authors’ various education practices working toward greater
equity in STEM. We use equity-oriented scale-making as a framework to
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examine complexities in social movements. We present six autoethno-
graphic narratives demonstrating the power of centering and amplifying
the voice of our formerly “caged” partner. Our findings suggest that listening
to and acting on one voice of the incarcerated experience can be the lever
for transformation across scales of practice. We conclude with a discussion
and recommendations for how others might replicate similar centering
processes.

Keywords
incarcerated people, voice, equity oriented scale making, scale construction,
incarceration, STEM

Introduction
How can educational stakeholders who work in different contexts collec-
tively contribute to greater equity and liberation for marginalized groups?
This question should unite educators across disciplines. A fundamental
step in shaping collective liberatory practices is amplifying the voices of
marginalized people and enabling their spoken truth to instigate reflective
action toward liberation (Freire, 1968). Research has documented the impor-
tance of centering the voices of those most impacted in educational equity
and social justice work (e.g., Ginwright, 2015; Marciano et al., 2020;
Mitra & Gross, 2009; Warren & Goodman, 2018). While this article can
be counted as one among many sharing this position, we posit that listening
to and acting on one voice of the incarcerated experience can be the lever for
transformation across multiple scales of practice. Specifically, we use the
analytic frame of equity-oriented scale-making (Jurow & Shea, 2015) to
document how the shared truth of one of the most marginalized among us
(co-author Spann, noted below), has the power to transform diverse educa-
tional practices by disrupting others’ notions about freedom, inequity, and
learning.

STEM education in prisons is the context of our equity work.
Specifically, the authors participated in the NSF-funded project: STEM
Opportunities in Prison Settings, (STEM-OPS). STEM-OPS is an alliance
and capacity building project aimed at improving learning opportunities in
science, technology, engineering, and math in prison and increasing access
to STEM for those impacted by the carceral system (STEM-OPS.org). The
authors of this article come from a variety of fields intersecting with STEM
and incarceration, each with our own unique problems of practice. Some of
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us prioritize working with adolescents crafting pathways to higher educa-
tion; others work with K-12 teachers for creating culturally responsive and
sustaining STEM pedagogies for diverse youth. Others work directly
with, or are personally impacted by, the criminal justice system. Within
our different areas of practice, we assume particular concepts and measures
of equity. Our assumptions surfaced by listening to our co-author Spann
and his lived experience of incarceration, which he often referred to as
“being caged.” During our work together on STEM-OPS, Spann helped
the other authors consider how practices could shift away from carceral
logics, that is, all the ways in which systems of punishment control and
invade our lives, and move toward liberation. Spann’s embodied knowl-
edge made a significant impact on how we engage across our fields of
research and practice. We believe these powerful impacts should be exam-
ined together. In this article, we present our findings on STEM equity that
resulted from centering Spann’s voice. We answer our research questions:
What are the levers of change toward justice in our individual education
practices? In what ways did centering the voice of our formerly caged
co-author contribute to shifting other STEM-OPS collaborators’ research
practices? And, how do our individual shifts contribute to the collective
agenda of dismantling the carceral state?

Equity-oriented scale-making is an analytic tool that helps make sense
of collective change occurring through social movements (Jurow & Shea,
2015). It looks at how actors modify and disrupt configurations of prac-
tice specifically to reorganize them toward equity. Social movements are
rarely linear; rather, shifts take place in a variety of spatial and temporal
locations, and documenting such shifts requires tools to capture com-
plexity. Our work encompasses two social movements: one, a movement
away from mass incarceration and its effects; the other, a movement
toward increased equity in STEM. Although these movements may
appear distinct, Spann challenged us to consider the effectiveness of
the equity in the STEM movement if we do not confront the issues of
marginalization affecting incarcerated people. Liberatory approaches to
education must confront how carceral logics operate and who is denied
access and opportunity in what spaces (Andrisse, 2021; Milner &
Bennett, 2022). The task of educational stakeholders, then, is first to lis-
ten to people most impacted by incarceration and orient themselves and
their work toward a just future (Winn, 2021). The work presented here
takes up this task and examines how we as educators act in tandem to dis-
mantle carceral logics in our work moving toward educational equity in
different scales of practice.
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Background and Literature
The literature we draw from comes from the fields of education, criminal jus-
tice, and social movement studies, as these different fields reflect our varied
backgrounds. The authors represent one STEM-OPS affinity group aiming
to broaden access and participation in STEM for currently and formerly incar-
cerated people. We prioritize this research focus because STEM educational
opportunities in prison are far fewer in comparison with non-STEM educa-
tional opportunities (Royer et al., 2020), making careful reflection regarding
the pursuit of increased access, as well as the ways higher education incorpo-
rates carceral logics, that much more critical (Johnson & Dizon, 2021).

The term carceral logics refers to all the ways tools of incarceration such
as captivity, surveillance, and punishment mindsets work to deem some peo-
ple disposable, devalued, and dispossessed (Strayhorn, 2021). Carceral logics
fuel practices such as racial disparities in school disciplinary measures and
increased policing in schools that sustain the “school-to-prison pipeline,” par-
ticularly for Black communities (Delale-O’Connor et al., 2017; Turner
& Beneke, 2020). Moving away from carceral logics requires moving toward
systems of mattering (Carey, 2019), belonging (Strayhorn, 2021), and liber-
ation (Love, 2019). If we are to materialize “STEM-for-All” narratives, we
must consider how STEM learning intersects with the carceral state and car-
ceral logics embedded throughout the U.S. Furthermore, we must recognize
how and why the communities disproportionately affected by mass incarcer-
ation are the same communities underrepresented in STEM majors and
careers, the most lucrative of careers and academic majors (National
Science Foundation [NSF], 2021).

How inequities are framed shapes potential movement toward change and
guides what actions are taken. For example, when differences in test scores
are labeled as “achievement gaps” rather than “opportunity gaps,” the action
needed to alleviate the difference is misplaced (Boykin & Noguera, 2011;
Carey, 2014; Milner, 2010), and educators fail to see the long-standing educa-
tional debt owed to students and communities of color (Ladson-Billings,
2006). Rather than acknowledging this debt, the deficit is mistakenly ascribed
to students, families, and communities instead of broader systems that keep fail-
ure in place for certain groups and not others (Carey, 2014). In racialized learn-
ing spaces like STEM classrooms (McGee & Robinson, 2019; Parsons et al.,
2008;Warren &Rosebery, 2011), there is an increased risk that students of color
will be positioned in such a way that the systems’ failings are ascribed to the
individual. As we work to expand access to and equity in STEM for currently
and formerly incarcerated people, we must recognize these processes lest we
continue to perpetuate a false narrative of who does or can do STEM work.
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Continually examining who is and in what ways people are marginalized
in STEM is one approach to mitigating carceral logics taking hold. The bar-
riers racially and economically marginalized students face need to be removed,
and a more thorough account of how marginalized students succeed can inform
what supports educators can offer to foster success (Lee et al., 2024; Morton et
al., 2022). Burt et al. (2018) have taken such an approach in their research of
Black men in engineering education (see also Burt et al., 2019). Teachers can
better support students of color by refusing to uphold white middle-class cultural
norms in their expectations for all students’ behavioral patterns (Carey et al.,
2018; Carter-Andrews et al., 2019; Farinde-Wu, 2018). A deeper understanding
of students’ marginalized experiences has led to new frameworks that uplift
empathy (Warren, 2018); mattering (Carey, 2019; Carey et al., 2022); and “polit-
icized caring” (McKinney de Royston et al., 2021), all which aim to disrupt the
racialized harm students of color experience. Furthermore, increased diversity in
STEM is more likely when STEM is organized in ways marginalized students
value, such as from an “equity ethic” (McGee, 2020). More work is needed to
better understand how STEM fields, those fields with high barriers to entry,
can be more inclusive of the highly marginalized among us, those who are incar-
cerated. To begin this work, we must further understand the lived experience of
incarceration, such as through Spann’s perspective.

A social movement is underway to end mass incarceration, the extreme
rates of imprisonment in the U.S. both comparatively and historically, as an
increasing number of people are recognizing that the criminal justice system
is broken (e.g., American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], 2017; Blizzard,
2018). The effects of mass incarceration are widespread in communities of
interest to urban educators, as they disproportionately impact Black, Latinx,
and Indigenous communities, as well as individuals experiencing poverty
(Milner & Bennett, 2022; Widra & Herring, 2021; Wildeman & Wang,
2017). Alexander (2010) compellingly argued that the criminal justice system
perpetuates a racial caste system that frames and limits the life outcomes of
people of color. Its effects are embedded in multiple institutions, including
both educational and economic, leading Reiman (2007) to effectively argue
that the rich get rich while the poor get prison. If we want to move educational
practices away from perpetuating the multiple injustices of carcerality in all
their forms, we must surface all the ways carceral logics are embedded know-
ingly and unknowingly in our practices.

Theorizing Equity-Oriented Scale-Making (EOSM)
Scale and scale-making refer to how embodied practices such as learning exist
in space and time (Hall & Leander, 2010). Sociocultural learning theories
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undergird our notions of scale-making, as they recognize learning as “move-
ment” and shifting participation in ever-changing communities of practice
(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Nasir, 2012). Within equity-oriented scale-making
(EOSM; Jurow & Shea, 2015), scale refers to configurations of social, tem-
poral, and spatial relations. The relationality of learning emphasizes relations
between people, tools, and practices. To shift practices toward greater equity,
we need to understand how those who experience inequity are shaped by and
shape their social and institutional practices.

Other traditions of educational research associate scale with linear notions
of change and/or the ways programs or reforms get bigger. EOSM is not nec-
essarily tied to an increase of any particular measure. Rather, transformation
across scale is a shift in the configuration of people, tools, and practices that
reflect the interest of marginalized groups; these interests vary and are
context-specific. So, while our work is connected through shared domains
of practice (i.e., STEM, education, and incarceration) and our efforts occur
concurrently, the processes, tools, and units each of us employ to account
for transformation differ. Our research must account for this difference.
Other frameworks of systemic change, such as “collective impact,” rely on
a shared measure of change (Kania & Kramer, 2011). EOSM is distinct
from frameworks that use singular measures in that it was developed in
response to the need to better account for how social transformation occurs
all over while recognizing that educational and learning processes are situated
in learning contexts that are historically and socially uneven (Gutiérrez
& Jurow, 2016; Gutiérrez & Vossoughi, 2010).

EOSM is based on four assumptions (Jurow & Shea, 2015). First, transfor-
mation toward justice and equity must make visible the knowledge and
agency of non-dominant communities. Second, systemic change requires
transforming current systems and building new infrastructure across different
configurations of shared practice that foreground the needs and assets of mar-
ginalized, non-dominant communities. Third, entire systems of injustice, like
educational inequity and mass incarceration, are complex and can be daunt-
ing. Last, scale-making examines the meaning of individual, local shifts
within the broader, collective change agenda.

STEM-OPS work aligns with the EOSM framework. First, our working
group has made it a priority to include formerly incarcerated people and
engage in joint work. Second, each of us represents a different configuration
of equity work in STEM educational spaces. The majority of our team are
non-white people who work with non-dominant communities. Third, we
can target and leverage specific points of action within our own practices to
shift those practices toward collective justice and tackle an individual compo-
nent of the larger system. We report on these points of action in this article.
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Last, by connecting our individual shifts in our education practices, we are
better able to situate each in relation to dismantling carceral logics across
the scale.

Applying the EOSM framework to our work, we seek to answer the fol-
lowing research questions:

1. What are the levers of change toward justice in our individual educa-
tion practices?

2. In what ways did centering the voice of our formerly caged co-author
contribute to shifting other STEM-OPS collaborators’ research
practices?

3. How do our individual shifts contribute to the collective agenda of dis-
mantling the carceral state?

Methods
The authors were each individually recruited to participate in STEM-OPS
shortly after the project’s initial inception in the fall of 2019 through our var-
ious intersections with the higher education in prison landscape. For over a
year, we convened in our small interest group as well participated in the larger
STEM-OPS meetings, with our main purpose to support conversation and
capacity building around increasing STEM learning for people incarcerated
and those impacted by carceral systems. As we neared a year of participation,
we were invited to reflect on what we had learned through our time together
and as part of this reflection, we mutually identified the importance of work-
ing directly with our collaborator whose prior incarceration directly shaped
our shared time together.

The research questions were identified as part of our conversations related
to frameworks that assist in understanding how individual actions within dis-
tinct contexts lead to more systemic change. The EOSM framework articu-
lates the movement from the particular to the global, thus we needed a
method to situate how we made meaning of our individual yet collective
actions.

Our method for understanding how we engaged in EOSM is autoethno-
graphic, with each of us analyzing the meaning of our own individual
experiences in relation to our interpretation of the collective project
(Chang, 2016). Autoethnography analyzes personal experiences to better
understand broader cultural meanings (Muncey, 2010). Autoethnography
encourages researchers “to turn the analytic lens on themselves and their
interactions with others” to disrupt traditional research relationships and
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create a meaningful whole through individual sensemaking (Chase, 2005,
p. 660). Therefore, we are able to link our individualized shifts in practice
to the shared systemic issue of STEM educational inequity (Denzin, 2014).
Although autoethnography is generally a solo endeavor, new forms of critical
methodology recognize the significance of collective autoethnography as a
way to recognize community building within a shared intellectual interest
and the potential for it to be a liberatory methodology that social justice trans-
formation may require (Wężniejewska et al., 2020).

Autoethnography differs from traditional ethnography in that it supports
critical self-awareness and introspection as the primary source of study
(Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Hughes & Pennington, 2016). For over a year, we
were in dialogue through STEM-OPS, while also engaged in our individual
pursuits, tracking our individual changes in thought and practice over time.
While we often discussed our experiences together in our shared work, the
narratives we present are personal rather than co-constructed (Ellis, 2004).
To prompt our narrative, each of us tasked ourselves to reflect on the research
questions, review our notes and correspondence from our time together and
with the broader STEM-OPS collaborative, and write an individual account
of our experience. From these drafts, each wrote a condensed narrative exem-
plified below. We present our autoethnographies as individual narratives so
readers can find resonance with the carceral contexts that pervade so many
lives (Adams et al., 2014).

We begin with Spann’s autoethnographic narrative, as his voice was the
catalyst for this endeavor. What follows is our independent accounts of
what was most salient to us individually. The reader will note that the lan-
guage usage shifts, reflecting our different foci and positionalities. Our aim
is not to distract the reader with our differences, but rather to present a mosaic
of experiences in which different readers may find themselves.

Autoethnographic Narratives of Transformation
Jameel Spann is a graduate of Washington University, WashU Prison
Education Project alum. Spann is a survivor of more than 12 consecutive
years of incarceration and firmly believes higher education is a human right
to which all system-impacted people are entitled access. He is currently
spearheading a working group with the Vanderbilt University Initiative for
Race Research and Justice to help create STEM educational programs for
people in prison and is currently pursuing a law degree.

Over the course of the past year, I have worked with a small group of pro-
fessors who specialize in various academic disciplines to develop high-quality
STEM education programs for people in prison. This work has been
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especially rewarding for me because I am a survivor of a 13-year stint of
incarceration, and I briefly participated in a higher-education-in-prison pro-
gram (HEP). Further, I am convinced none of the opportunities that have
assisted me in the process of rebuilding my life post-release would have
been accessible without my participation in Washington University in
St. Louis’s Prison Education Project. This program enabled me to develop
relationships with university faculty members, administrators, and students.
Although these relationships are forbidden by the Missouri Department of
Corrections after people are released, I am fortunate to have maintained the
ones I established, as they helped determine the direction of my life by gen-
erating opportunities that have made all the difference. My position is that the
most critical element of any HEP program is the development of pathways to
the traditional campus that sponsors it, as campus communities encompass
influential networks and vast resources that would otherwise be inaccessible
to returning citizens.

Examples abound to support my position that reentry components are the
pièce de résistance of HEP programming. However, the fact that both my for-
mer employment as a program assistant for the national Alliance for Higher
Education in Prison and my participation in STEM-OPS directly emerge
from connections established through my HEP experience, offer evidence
for this belief. From the outset, I felt confident these lived experiences would
enable me to contribute meaningful perspectives to our group’s strategy dis-
cussions. However, my contributions would not have been possible without
the encouragement of the people I have worked with, each of whom ensured
I felt a strong sense of belonging in our virtual meetings by making space for
vantage points they conceded only a person with lived experience could pro-
vide. Their level of support has been a welcome aberration from my prior
work and experience in the HEP community.

Prior to my engagements with STEM-OPS, I viewed the restorative prin-
ciple of centering the voices of people who are directly system-impacted as
hollow and unsubstantiated in the community of HEP programming. I
came to this conclusion after an 18-month observation and engagement
with dozens of programs throughout the United States, during which time I
became intimately aware of the systemic challenges facing HEP programs.
Further, I obtained this work experience while pursuing an undergraduate
degree on the traditional campus of a private, predominantly white institution
with an administration largely uninterested in the development of a reentry
pathway to it from the in-prison program it sponsors. I know this because
recent efforts taken by students on the traditional campus to raise money
for reentry were denied and ultimately led to the budget of the entire program
being cut by 25%, despite the university having an $8 billion endowment at its
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disposal. Although awareness of this truth served as additional fuel to com-
plete my undergraduate studies in the spring of 2020, because this undertak-
ing had not previously been accomplished by any student hoping to make the
transition, I felt it necessary to maintain a low profile on campus so the oppor-
tunity for others who might soon follow would not be precluded.

I considered it my duty to inject parts of my experience into our group dis-
cussions because I am convinced that the lack of input from directly system-
impacted people is fundamental to every challenge facing HEP programs. For
example, part of my previous work experience included disseminating publi-
cations to programs throughout the country that identified challenges and
offered suggestions for advancing best practices to expand access to high-
quality HEP programming. However, the authors of these publications did
not include students when identifying stakeholder groups for their target audi-
ence. I found this problematic on several fronts, but for the purposes of our
work together, I felt strongly that the inherent power dynamics of program
design and delivery in carceral spaces needed to be highlighted. Sometimes
this compelled me to use colorful language to express my frustration and
resentment about the frequently conflicting agendas of the groups identified
as stakeholders. For example, government officials and policymakers who
might prioritize public concerns about recidivism rates or other socio-political
agenda items, departments of corrections administrations and staff who seek
to maintain physical and social control of the bodies in their custody, and col-
lege and university administrations and faculty who come into this work hop-
ing to make a difference but are often ignorant to the social dynamics of
prison culture—all have agendas that take into account the challenges and pri-
orities of their students as secondary to the success of the programs they work
to deliver. Each of the aforementioned stakeholder groups has a vested inter-
est in HEP programs that is tangential to the advancement of their lives.

Roderick L. Carey is an Associate Professor in Human Development and
Family Science, University of Delaware. In 2019, Carey founded The Black
Boy Mattering Project, a school-based research partnership that explores
how Black boys and young men in high schools articulate their perceived
mattering in society and schools and imagine their mattering in new ways.
His other interdisciplinary research explores macro- and micro-level factors
that shape how Black and Latinx adolescents in urban school communities
conceptualize their postsecondary future selves.

Until recently, “incarceration” or even “criminal justice system(s)” (see
Rios, 2011) were not prominent foci in my research with Black and Latino
adolescent boys in U.S. public schools. I was, and continue to be, more inter-
ested in unearthing their ideal future selves, ambitions, and the types of post-
secondary future lives they want to approach, as opposed to the outcomes they
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wish to avoid (see Carey, 2024). More recently, I have been investigating the
ways we can create schools that make Black boys infer their significance, their
value, and their mattering (Carey et al., 2022, 2025). As such, during individ-
ual and focus group interviews with Black and Latino boys, I urge them to use
language to imagine the expansive, ideal, and robust lives they want to live on
their own terms. While none expect to experience incarceration, carceral
mechanisms exist as an omnipresent threat to interrupting or even derailing
the lives they so desperately seek to forge.

My engagement in this unique collective—particularly learning from
Spann’s voiced experiences—helped bring these notions into sharper relief.
He gave language to the often invisibilized and erased experiences of those
impacted by the prison system. Importantly, discussions with this group
helped me emerge with richer understandings of my own experience as a fam-
ily member to currently and formerly incarcerated loved ones. I have experi-
enced confusion, pain, and fear for the well-being of family members during
their time caged. Through Spann’s words, I gained a deeper understanding of
broader forms of personal and familial costs of incarceration, the pain caused
by having one’s story ignored or misconstrued, and the lengths survivors of
incarceration go to develop skills and gain an education. These understand-
ings fostered more fine-tuned inquiries into how my adolescent Black and
Latino participants used language to voice their experiences in society as
raced and gendered beings and what shrouds them in their present endeavors
and their futurities. Confronting notions of social control and inopportunity
that framed the lives of the formerly incarcerated made me more attuned to
the ways the carceral state functions around the minds and bodies of racially
and ethnically marginalized boys who become men.

For the boys I conduct research with, the carceral state showed up not only
in visceral images on their social media pages and on television, but also in
their communities and schools through disproportional mistreatment and dis-
ciplining. The looming carceral state also appeared acutely in their personal
experiences as being loved and nurtured, sometimes from afar, by fathers,
uncles, and siblings who are/were caught up in criminal justice systems. In
my research, Black boys in particular described imprisoned or recently
returned loved ones in coded phrases: “he was away for a while”; “he was
sent off for 10 years”; “he just got back.” Often, the boys did not want to
talk about these experiences in any detail. Phrases with coded language
seen here dampened often unresolved and devastating impacts of mass incar-
ceration in their own lives and in those of their family members. It gave some
language to the inarticulable confusion, the neither-here-nor-there form of
“ambiguous loss” (Boss, 2009) and abiding pain they grappled with daily.
Such language offered insights into what it felt like living among Black
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men who were persistently “away” from loved ones, “sent off” to maneuver
ethereal carceral spaces, or recently “back” to figure out how to piece lives
together and move forward.

Understanding and beginning to dismantle elements of the carceral state
demands a close attention to the lived experiences and narratives of the cur-
rently incarcerated and those deemed prison survivors. Yet, given the reach of
the carceral state, we also have much to learn from how Black and Latino ado-
lescent boys in urban schools imagine futures that resist and refuse systems
set up for their demise. I began this work by first deepening my own under-
standing of how the carceral state impacted my family. I then attuned myself
more closely to my adolescent participants’ words and phrases as they
described their experiences with carcerality. Through careful prompting,
they began to articulate the inarticulable, which widens pathways to deeper
empirical understandings that lead to better advocacy, but more importantly,
to their own healing.

Bryant Best is an Assistant Professor of Urban Education at Morgan State
University. At the time of writing, he was a PhD Candidate in the Justice &
Diversity in Education program at Vanderbilt University. Best’s research
explores how members of an educationally indebted community are fighting
to disrupt the school-to-prison pipeline. Bryant previously worked for the
American Council on Education and the Council of Chief State School
Officers in Washington, D.C. Best holds degrees in African American
Studies, Psychology, and Sociology, with a specialization in race, class,
and gender.

In 2019, when I was first told by my graduate advisor I was going to par-
ticipate in STEM-OPS, I was both excited and nervous. I was excited because
I knew it would be a great opportunity to connect with other researchers inter-
ested in making the world a better place. However, I was nervous because I
wasn’t sure how much I would be able to contribute as an early-career edu-
cation scholar. What I did know was that incarceration rates are linked with
place, race, and gender (Ropes Berry et al., 2020). Further, as a Black man
who grew up in a low-income community in North Carolina, I knew of family
members and friends who had been incarcerated. One of my older cousins,
whom I considered more of a big brother, in fact, was incarcerated for almost
ten years when I was still a child. I lost my big cousin, my hero, to a system I
didn’t understand for reasons that were not explained to me. Although I did
not have the words at the time, I now realize how traumatic an experience
this was for me. Participating in the STEM-OPS experience illuminated
this for me and gave me a newfound perspective.

Over the course of several months of participating in STEM-OPS, I learned
from Spann that broken bonds were only the beginning of how the carceral
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system works to the detriment of individuals, families, and society writ large.
During our group brainstorming sessions, he would offer his personal expe-
riences of being caged. He shared how caged people were treated by prison
guards and personnel with vivid detail. Spann shared his experiences with
such thought, candor, and conviction that it opened my eyes to the injustice
and inhumanity that goes on behind prison walls every day. It is because of
Spann’s truth-telling that, moving forward, I will now use the word “caged”
instead of “incarcerated” because it is a more honest depiction of what the car-
ceral system does to human beings. What’s more, hearing Spann’s stories
encouraged me to reconnect with my cousin whom I had lost so many years
ago. Due to my participation in STEM-OPS and Spann’s bravery, one family
bond previously broken by the carceral system is in the process of being
mended.

My journey—and my contributions to social and racial justice—are just
beginning. However, thanks to STEM-OPS, I know myself better in terms
of my researcher positionality (Milner, 2007). I know some of the issues bet-
ter and how I can use research to attempt to address them. However, my big-
gest takeaway is that experience is always a better teacher than text.
Therefore, I commit to partnering with and learning from the people who
are living or have lived through the research topic I am studying. This is an
invaluable lesson for me, and I hope it is one the rest of the field embraces,
as well.

Joanna Weidler-Lewis is a Researcher at University of Kansas Medical
Center. Weidler-Lewis is a learning scientist who researches the intersections
of gender, technology, and power in STEM learning environments. Her work
examines complex contexts to better understand how to instigate societal
change toward more just and equitable ways of being.

As an education researcher, I hold firmly to socio-cultural learning theories
(e.g., Cole & Engeström, 1993; Lave & Wenger, 1991). I take learning to be
fundamentally relational between persons, contexts, tools, and content.
Learning environments will always vary in their relational makeup and
have varying degrees of constraints and restrictions. Constraints might
include mandated curriculum, school cultural practices, or a lack of material
resources. My education courses are designed so future educators recognize
such constraints and adjust their teaching accordingly, based on their knowl-
edge of their students. There is no doubt that the constraints present while
teaching in carceral spaces are magnified and that much of the context, con-
tent, and tools are structured by the various overseers of prison education pro-
grams, such as the warden or a department of justice. Despite the very strict
and rigid environment, I naively believed my orientation to student learning
could remain unchallenged in the carceral space, until I listened to Spann.
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Spann shared with us that when he was an incarcerated student, he was not
allowed to have any non-course-related communication with his instructors
and was prohibited from any relationship with instructors after the courses
had ended. Although this is routine policy at many carceral facilities, I had
never considered how to organize for learning when the most fundamental
assumption I held about learning was denied: that learning is social and pred-
icated on relationships. In one statement about his experience, Spann upended
how I think about teaching and learning. Prior to that moment, I took for
granted that the future educators I work with will be able to cultivate relation-
ships with their students in any given context to overcome the restrictions
those different environments present.

Listening to Spann forces me as an educator of educators to recognize the
absurdity of the carceral state because his experience of incarceration chal-
lenges all my assumptions. The paradox of teaching and learning in prison
is that if you are a prison abolitionist, you want the need for your work to
go away. You have to enter into a space knowing it’s premised in direct oppo-
sition to what you believe to be true, and yet, you also hold onto its potential
to support students like Spann on their journey post-incarceration. Now, when
I work with future teachers, I embrace this paradox. Rather than ask my stu-
dents to focus on varying degrees of restrictions and constraints, I ask them to
take seriously the question, if everything you assumed to be true about teach-
ing and learning was challenged, would you teach anyway? I hope they
answer yes.

Bettie Ray Butler is a Professor of Urban Education, University of North
Carolina at Charlotte. At the time of writing, Butler was the Director of the
M.Ed. in Urban Education program at UNC-Charlotte. Her research
explores how culturally responsive practices and restorative approaches
can work together to reduce educational inequities and transform educa-
tional spaces wherein students of color can grow and thrive.

During the earlier portion of my career in higher education, I spent a con-
siderable amount of time studying and researching racial and gender dispro-
portionality in school discipline, uncovering countless instances of the
overrepresentation of Black girls (Blake et al., 2011; Blake et al., 2015)
and Black boys (Lewis et al., 2010) in suspension and expulsion. The findings
of this work were not new, entirely, but rather, they reinforced conclusions
drawn from over 50 years of existing research documenting the pervasive,
systemic inequities in disciplinary practices and its resulting overlap with
the carceral system (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975; Nicholson-Crotty
et al., 2009). After years of analyzing and reporting the impact of the hyper-
criminalization of Black urban youth, with limited redress, I became emotion-
ally drained and grew increasingly frustrated by the way I had been
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approaching my research. Adding to this burden, I found myself situating my
work through the lens of a mother of a Black son who had to constantly advo-
cate for him to be seen, heard, and valued by his teachers. I could not in good
conscience continue to merely quantify the effects of discriminatory school
discipline practices without identifying ways to disrupt and challenge sys-
temic racism within education as a whole. These contributing factors pushed
me away from simply addressing the issue of school discipline, forcing me to
reimagine greater equity in educational spaces beyond K-12 classrooms.

Maxine Greene (1995) stresses the importance of reimagining things not as
they are, but as they could be. Through this prompting, I found the encourage-
ment I needed to search out solutions. I became a scholar-activist, practicing
community-engaged research. In this role, I initiated and sustained individual
(i.e., students, families, teachers, administrators, community leaders, and school
board members) and institutional (i.e., alternative schools, juvenile detention
centers, faith-based organizations, colleges and universities, nonprofit organiza-
tions, businesses, and state agencies) partnerships, both locally and nationally.
Together, within these collaborative third spaces, we co-constructed and imple-
mented socially just and responsive practices which, in turn, helped illuminate
and amplify community needs. We formed an advocacy coalition—a coalition
that typically shares a set of normative or causal beliefs (i.e., basic values, per-
ceptions of problems, and policy preferences) and engages in a nontrivial
degree of coordinated activity over time to advance shared policy goals and
interests (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999)—to address the harms that arose
from willful ignorance and the blatant disregard of marginalized voices.
While in these third spaces, I was able to listen to, interact with, and observe
how interests aligned and converged to bring about meaningful change.
Through this experience, I discovered that what we were doing could be traced
back to ancient practices grounded in restorative philosophies. It is within this
vein of research that I now find myself deeply immersed.

Given that the concept of “restorative justice” originated from criminology
(Zehr, 1990), I was eager to open my third space to this collective once its
unique focus was articulated during our first group call. I suppose, in some
sense, my initial intent was to learn about the application of restorative prac-
tices within HEP programming and to become more actively involved in pri-
son education. Admittedly, I joined STEM-OPS having a keen awareness of
restorative approaches, but also hopefully optimistic to hear more (and
acquire a greater understanding) about what makes the practice effective—
as it is so often lauded by prison reformists—in carceral settings. However,
Spann helped me see that in reality, my optimism may have been slightly mis-
guided—to put it nicely. He shared how restorative processes that undergird
the core values of relationship building, trust, honesty, and reciprocity were
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not always readily accessible to those that were caged. During one of our
calls, Spann provided an anti-restorative example that remains etched in my
memory. He referenced a strict no-contact policy that prohibited formerly
caged people from communicating with their professors upon their release
from prison. This confirmed my fear, which was that like in K-12 education,
in carceral settings there are “restorative” initiatives that are restorative in
name only. As I listened further, Spann continued to provide example after
example during our monthly calls of the clear disconnect between what we
hear is happening in HEP programs and what is actually practiced, especially
concerning the implementation of restorative justice.

Despite the popularity of restorative approaches, research frequently
neglects the complex and varied dimensions of its integration in education,
whether K-12 or prison education. As a result of having had the opportunity
to be a part of STEM-OPS, I am even more convinced studies should place a
greater focus on the authentic integration of restorative principles rather than
the mere adoption of a “restorative program” if scholars, and those alike, are
to fully realize the transformative power of restorative approaches in research
and practice. This, in part, is central to my work now as an extension of my
involvement within this collective (Butler, 2021). The transparency and vul-
nerability Spann consistently reflected during each call allowed me to arrive at
this place in my research, and thus, I am grateful for the inclusion of his voice.

Howard Henderson is a Professor of Justice Administration at Texas
Southern University. Henderson is the founding director of the Center for
Justice Research, which uses a cultural and class-responsive lens to under-
stand how to remove criminal justice system disparities. Henderson’s work
combines justice system science and social justice theory to help design effec-
tive criminal justice policies.

As a response to the changing societal consensus toward the need to dis-
mantle mass incarceration, criminal justice institutions have responded by
attempting to focus on the reentry experience. Countless government reports,
community nonprofit organizations, and philanthropic efforts have joined the
movement to right-size our addiction to carceral spaces. While reentry-
focused research has become the policy focus of the 21st century, more ought
to incorporate individuals with lived experiences into the evidence-
development space. These opportunities provide options that quantitative
research is fundamentally unable to delve into by itself.

Having Spann on the affinity group directly inserted an expert into
unchartered reentry policy and research spaces. His contributions made it
painstakingly obvious that the inclusion of lived experiences is vital for
reentry-centric solutions in a democratic society. Not including individuals
with carceral experiences in the research process directly threatens the ability
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of any viable project to understand the role of structural barriers in minimizing
successful reentry and effective programming.

As a tried-and-true quantitative researcher with over 15 years of data anal-
ysis experience, I recognize the limitations of such an approach. The infusion
of lived experiences allows the research team to identify themes that are oth-
erwise undetectable by the traditional quantitative approach, while at the same
time, it helps researchers peer into relationships and experiences that have yet
to be recognized by the proverbial “regression coefficient.”

Prior U.S. presidential administrations, from Obama to Biden, have pushed
for a greater appreciation of the carceral lived experience to better identify
unnecessary barriers to reentry laws, policies, and institutions. To continue in
their legacy, researchers should demand that they incorporate lived experiences
into any reentry development program to identify policy orientations and view-
points that would ordinarily be absent from the discussion.

A once-in-a-lifetime pandemic, unparalleled national support, and an
unbelievable global disaster have all been disproportionality impactful on
racial/ethnic minorities and the poor. Funders, researchers, and other key
decision-makers will need to ensure previously incarcerated persons are front
and center on all projects that intend to reduce the challenges facing the
640,000 individuals who return to communities yearly all over this country,
particularly should they intend to make good on their promise of removing
systemic, structural, cultural, and economic barriers, all of which impact
the prevailing sentiments of a functioning society (Goger et al., 2021).

Discussion
At the outset of this project, there was no prior literature we could directly ref-
erence that modeled how to translate our individual, yet shared STEM-OPS
experiences into a research study. Though this work is pioneering in many
ways, its novelty was by far our biggest obstacle. Amidst this challenge,
we remained confident that what we experienced collectively somehow
needed to be shared to help guide others engaged in similar work. As we con-
clude, we return to our research questions, address the themes derived from
our collective autoethnographies, and offer directions for future research, pro-
viding considerations and cautions to those interested in continuing and add-
ing to the work begun here.

Return to our Research Questions
Within the present study, we addressed three research questions. Our ques-
tions were guided by the analytic frame of EOSM. First, we asked, What
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are the levers of change toward justice in our individual education practices?
To answer this question, we presented narrative accounts of our work contexts
and how we leverage our research to provide agency to disempowered groups
to redistribute power, privileging their knowledge in ways that create equity
across varied educational contexts. Prior to providing these reflections, Spann
gave an account of his post-incarceration reentry experiences. We were very
intentional about affording Spann the opportunity to foreground the conver-
sation entirely in his own voice without restraint or censorship, essentially
privileging his lived experiences and perspectives to allow for authentic rela-
tional learning encounters.

Second, we asked, In what ways did centering the voice of our formerly
caged co-author contribute to shifting the research practices of other
STEM-OPS collaborators? In addressing this question, we demonstrate
how—as a consequence of Spann’s sharing—we were able to situate his
experience with much of what was reported in the literature regarding key
issues and gaps in knowledge of how educators can work toward diversifying
STEM in carceral spaces. He notes that although access to higher education is
necessary, reentry pathways that build futures for formerly caged people are
imperative. The ways these futures may be denied, such as by cutting funding
for programs or dismissing the social dynamics that influence people who are/
were caged, are at the core of carceral logics in that they represent power-over
rather than empowerment. His experience, however, was not abstract; Spann
is not the personification of the literature. Spann is the person acting with
agency to create his post-incarcerated life and whose knowledge is directly
informing the other authors’ practices the way EOSM requires.

Third, we asked, How do our individual shifts contribute to the collective
agenda of dismantling the carceral state? In answering this final question, we
recognize relational learning must be synergetic and consequential (i.e., of
significance). This process is both complex and layered, as is evident in our
narratives. These individual reflections speak to specific moments during
our exchanges where Spann said something that challenged us to think and/
or act differently, opening new ways of learning and knowing. These social
movements, when taken up together, illustrate how our group interactions
facilitated the type of meaning-making needed to further push our collective
agenda toward dismantling carceral logics across multiple scales of practice.

Noteworthy Themes
Different themes could be drawn between any pairing of the authors and
Spann. We focus on three themes and the subsequent equity-oriented shifts
to our practices that emerge across reflections, because Spann brought to light
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that which is normally obscured, including the following: (1) euphemisms
and other language practices that obscure and/or assuage the harsh reality
of incarceration, (2) privileging institutional goals and research objectives
over the people these goals and objectives are meant to serve, and (3) denying
relationships that preclude restorative justice practices. Within each theme,
we identify practices to employ in other equity-oriented practices.

Language matters; its usage is consequential when working with and for
currently and formerly incarcerated people (Cooper, 2021). Should we substi-
tute “caged” for “incarceration” in our discourse practices, as Spann has asked
us to do? For some of us, including Best, the answer is definitively yes, as
“incarceration” strips away the essential dehumanizing outcomes that result
from putting people in prisons. For others, the heuristic “incarceration” is
too deeply embedded in our practices to overcome. Arguably, recognizing
the other euphemisms for incarceration is equally important to understanding
how the process impacts people’s lives, such as the ways Black and Latino
boys discuss their experiences with Carey. In any case, each of us is more
attentive to what language we choose to use and hear. We are not only choos-
ing our words more carefully, but we are listening for how those around us
code their expressions in education practices. We recommend listening for
what language practices are “policed” in contexts educators are working to
transform.

EOSM builds new infrastructure for agency and knowledge practices.
Another question surfaced by Spann for education researchers is, How often
are we researching and writing about rather than with currently and formerly
incarcerated people? Nominally, our work is in service of those on whom we
focus our research efforts. When we enact policy or suggest program
improvements based on our research, whose data are we privileging? As
Henderson makes evident, if the lived experience of incarcerated people is
not taken up, our efforts to support their reentry and futures is partial and lim-
ited. Spann asks us to identify our students as key stakeholders in our work,
but we can take it even further and include them as compensated collaborators
and co-authors in our research and writing, inviting them to build new infra-
structure only they can foresee.

Critical attention to relationships is necessary to move away from carceral
logics and toward systems of belonging and mattering (see Carey et al., 2022,
2025). Spann reminds us connections are key to learning pathways and he
credits the relationships forged with his HEP program for his current success.
He calls out the state correctional policies requiring HEP students and teach-
ers to sever ties and admits that ignoring them made a difference in finding
continued support in his undergraduate program. For Weidler-Lewis and
Butler, this unsettled their foundational belief that sociocultural learning
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theory is predicated on teacher-student relationality. Carceral logic is destruc-
tive and disruptive; anti-carceral logic, then, entails healing, grounding, and
growth. In recognizing this, Best sought opportunities to repair personal rela-
tions with incarcerated family members incarcerated and, much like Butler,
will take these restorative practices with him into his educational spaces. In
other spaces of transformational work, we recommend paying attention to
what relationships might need repair as part of the process.

Future Work and Practice
Moving forward, we expect our work to inspire a fresh outlook with which to
study and critique the effects of carceral logics using the centering processes
we introduced in this study. We avoid providing explicit recommendations,
acknowledging that this work is context-specific. Instead, we conclude with
considerations to guide future studies. We encourage those engaged in similar
work to:

1. Nurture senses of belonging, connection, and mattering.
2. Engage in active listening.
3. Practice constant reflexivity.
4. Negotiate and establish group norms.
5. Discuss expectations of reciprocity and compensation.

This list emerged upon reflection on Spann’s participation in the group.
How each of these centering processes looked was unique to our work
together and ought to be modified to the reader’s field of practice. For us,
the processes included: (1) taking time to share our work and life experiences
in our meetings; (2) listening while each other was sharing; (3) sharing our
understanding of what was said by one another; (4) asking each other what
appropriate participation looked/sounded like; and (5) not shying away
from difficult conversations like those that involved the often-private topic
of compensation. Spann maintains that we were successful in these practices
in that he always felt he belonged and STEM-OPS built in many of these prac-
tices (e.g., establishing norms, discussing compensation). We often wonder if
Spann is unique in his capacity to engage with the group and shift others’ per-
spectives. Yes, he is, and we argue that all people who are or have been incar-
cerated should be given the opportunity to express their uniqueness, as well.
Spann had previously witnessed unsuccessful attempts to center the voices of
those currently and formerly incarcerated. We question why this time was dif-
ferent for Spann and what efforts supported his full participation beyond
tokenism. Another member of our team who also was formerly incarcerated
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did not persist through the year in our collaboration. A deeper investigation as
to what conditions afforded Spann’s participation and constrained our other
team member might help answer that question. We aim to engage this in
future research.

Conclusion
Toward the end of our first year working together, we began to use the catch-
phrase, “listen to Jameel.” Spann generously provided his perspective on any
issue we discussed. It was evident that those of us without the lived experi-
ence of incarceration had much to gain and learn when we truly heard how
carceral logics infiltrate all aspects of a person’s life who has been caged.
“Listen to Jameel” represented an imperative that the voice of those currently
and formerly incarcerated necessarily have to be the basis for understanding
and dismantling carceral logics. Previously, Spann had tried to use “colorful
language” to speak out against the conflicting agendas of various HEP stake-
holders. Perhaps our group was different in that our individual agendas were
not so much in conflict as in concert set to different scales. Each of us has our
own educational space from which we engage and seek to transform. The
individual reflections shared above may seem to some readers as a cacophony
of stories, but we see them representing in unison the same message: Hear
those who have been silenced and render visible that which has been made
invisible.
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