
As the iron door slammed 
shut behind him, Peter fixed 
his eyes on his professor 
and began a litany: “Why 
didn’t anyone tell me? Why? 
In all these years, I had no 
idea people thought about 
these things, talked about 
these things, wrote about 
these things!” He dropped 
Frederick Coppleston’s 
History of Philosophy on 
the metal table before him. 
Peter had spent the week 
reading Plato’s Republic. 
The last 10 years of his life 
were spent behind bars, but 
in the previous week he had 
been set free to encounter the 
world beyond. The issues of 
justice burned brightly within 
him, and here, for the first 
time, in these books, he found 
evidence that he was not 
alone. The invitation to study 
philosophy turned out to be 
an invitation to see himself 
as a citizen, as someone who 
both understood the civic 
project and could therefore 
see a way to contribute to it.

In earlier years of his life, 
Peter—not his real name —was 
full of rage and out of control. 

He hurt others. He hurt himself. In 
prison, everyone has time on their 
hands, and some use it to think. 
Peter thought about justice, what 
it meant for him and for others. 
The opportunity for study put these 
thoughts in a new frame. For his 
prof, Peter’s earlier story was not 
necessarily the only story, nor the 
last story, Peter’s life might tell. 
The professor volunteered his time 

to visit the prison to ensure that 
Peter had the chance to see things 
differently, to make a better choice. 

Moments like this one are 
plentiful for the small team of local 
professors who volunteer at the 
Edmonton Institution in a program 
called The Ephesus Project. The 
project is named for the great library 
in the ancient city of Ephesus which 
was a centre of culture and learning 
on the outpost of the Roman Empire 
in the years after St. Paul walked 
its streets. Like the great library, 
The Ephesus Project seeks to bring 
wisdom and culture to the prison 
‘outposts’ of Canadian society. Over 
the last four years, these professors, 
many from The King’s University 
and several of whom are Anglicans, 
have taught post-secondary courses 
to incarcerated students at the 
Edmonton Institution, the local 
maximum-security federal prison. 
Motivated by the call to “love mercy, 
do justice and walk humbly with 
their God,” the professors visit the 
prisoners and bring the small gift 
of post-secondary education with 
them. It is, of course, what they 
do. The gift arises directly out of 
what these professors have to offer. 
The team members volunteer their 

teaching time and raise money to 
cover tuition for a small group of 
incarcerated learners. The group 
now also facilitates correspondence 
courses for students who have 
transferred from Edmonton 
Institution to other prisons across 
the country.

The teaching happened by 
accident. The core team had 
worked with the US military 
to provide education to Omar 
Khadr, the Canadian Guantánamo 
detainee, while he was in Cuba. 

When Omar returned home and 
moved to Edmonton, the group of 
friends continued their work. Before 
long, parole 
officers 
approached 
the professors 
with requests 
from other inmates. 
Slowly, carefully, 
the team expanded 
its ranks to include 
instructors from 
University of 
Alberta, MacEwan, 
and Athabasca 
Universities. The 
team now serves a 
small but growing 
list of eligible 
incarcerated learners, 
and incidents like the 
encounter with Peter are regular fare.  

The shock of dark, straight 
hair hung in his sunken eyes 
as he slid into the seat beside 
his instructor. Alex was gaunt 
with fear and sleeplessness. 
Life in a maximum-security 
prison can be rough, and the 
past week had been tougher 
than most. The Correctional 

Officers were preparing to 
move Alex, but before they 
did, Alex begged a favour of 
the senior officer. He wanted 
to meet with his professor. He 
had a paper to hand in. Rolled 
into a tight scroll was a 
9-page A- essay in English lit.

Many inmates are not ready for 
university studies, but the ones 
who are, those like “Alex,” take 
it seriously. For these committed 
students, few things get in the way 
of the work. Correctional Services of 
Canada is committed to education, 
but they focus on the greatest need 
in the K-12 program. In medium 

security facilities like Bowden 
Institution in Innisfail, Alberta, 
vocational job training is also 
offered. While correctional statutes 
make room for post-secondary 
studies in federal prisons, since the 
1990s inmates have to foot the bill 
themselves. Few are able.
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Open a school; close a prison
Professors open window of freedom for Edmonton prisoners
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He who opens a school door 
closes a prison.         Victor Hugo



2  THE MESSENGER OCTOBER 2017
News

Local professors open window of freedom cont.
Continued from front page.

For those who do study at the 
post-secondary level, the data is 
clear. Post-secondary teaching 
in our prisons returns impressive 
results. Recent reports in Canada 
demonstrate convincingly that post-
secondary study reduces recidivism, 
while it also generates “higher 
prospects for employment, increased 
self-esteem, and improved behaviour 
during incarceration” (Dubois, 
2016). Canadian evidence about 
reduced recidivism is corroborated 
by research in the United States. In 
upstate New York, for example, a 
small liberal arts college has been 
offering post-secondary studies to 
local inmates for over a decade: “all 
[incarcerated students] have been 
convicted of felonies and are nearing 
the end of relatively long sentences. 
Few [have] finished high school. But 
while the national rate of return to 
prison in the United states is more 
than 50 percent, the recidivism rate 
for graduates of the Bard Prison 
Initiative is two percent, and for 
those who have taken some classes 
but did not complete a degree, the 
rate is five percent” (Lagemann, 
2016). The Bard Prison Initiative is 
funded entirely by private money.  

In Canada, the average cost 
to taxpayers of incarcerating 
one individual is estimated to be 
$112,000 per year (Public Safety 
Canada, 2014). If you add to this 

the costs of support for families 
of prisoners, and costs associated 
with mental illness and other 
related expenses, the figure readily 
doubles or triples. Given the 
potential savings, post-secondary 
schooling is not only the right 
thing for some inmates, but also 
a bargain too good to pass up. As 
good as these justifications are, 
however, for the members of the 
teaching team, these reasons for 
offering post-secondary studies 
in our prisons only scratch the 
surface. 

“Prisons are ‘the school of 
Joseph,’” says Professor David 
Goa, the Founding Director 
of the Chester Ronning Centre 
at University of Alberta, and one 
of the original members of the 
volunteer teaching team. “Those of 
us privileged to enter this confined 
and closed world read, think, and 
talk with Joseph. As in that most 
compelling of Biblical narratives, 
we witness the love of learning, the 
dawning light of understanding, and 
we draw life from death. Over the 
great library at Alexandria, chiseled 
in Greek, were the words, ‘For the 
cure of the soul.’ For some prisons 
become monasteries and the world of 
learning becomes the healing oil of 
gladness.” 

Since the late 1990s, however, 
very little of this healing work has 
been possible. Various iterations 
of the “tough on crime” arguments 

by successive federal governments 
have removed government funding. 
Rather than build a vision for 
post-secondary education that 
could enfold all who are capable 
and interested, opponents object 
to “cons” being offered valuable 
education. As a consequence, even 
those who could pay for their own 
education have fewer and fewer 
courses to choose from. Incarcerated 
students cannot study online. 
They have no access to internet, 
so universities have to develop 
entirely text-based courses for this 
environment. Since so few can afford 
to study, the selection of available 
courses has diminished significantly 
since the 1990s.  

The narrative in support of 
post-secondary study in our prisons 
moves in a more logical and 

biblically-informed direction, 
but the case for public 
funding will be challenging 
to develop. In the meantime, 
the local professors are 
finding ways to persevere 
and build capacity. They 
have formalized their work. 
They are now incorporated 
as The Post-Secondary 
Prison Education Foundation 
(PSPEF), and they are 
applying to Ottawa to become 
a registered Canadian charity. 
The local group is raising 
private funds, and they are 
hoping to attract new fully 
qualified academics to the 

volunteer teaching. They intend to 
make a positive difference to real 
people now, while also helping 
to build the case for correctional 
programs in general, and post-
secondary education in particular.  

Long ago, French novelist Victor 
Hugo penned a telling phrase: “He 
who opens a school door closes a 
prison.” It is still true, and Edmonton 
profs are helping to make it happen. 
If you are interested in learning 
more, or interested in helping, please 
send us an email at 
pspef.org@gmail.com.
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University, Edmonton.
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