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Dorothy A. Johnson Center for Philanthropy

The Dorothy A. Johnson Center for Philanthropy at Grand Valley State University was
established in 1992 with support from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. Our mission is to
be a global leader in helping individuals and organizations understand, strengthen, and advance philanthropy, resulting in a smart, adaptive sector that helps create strong,
inclusive communities.
We put research to work with and for professionals across the country and the world.
Through professional education offerings; research, evaluation, and strategic services;    and bold thinking to advance the field, we support a philanthropic ecosystem defined by effective philanthropy, strong nonprofits, and informed community change.
Learn more at johnsoncenter.org
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 (
hen we think of
 
“trends” in o
ur everyday lives, we typically think of
 
concrete
 
things we can see, hear, or
 even eat. Popular songs, or brand names — the
ubiquitous appetizer, the meme we can’t escape.
)[image: ]
[bookmark: bookmark1]11 TRENDS
IN PHILANTHROPY
FOR 2024



 (
W
)
Over eight years of producing 11 Trends in Philanthropy, the Dorothy A. Johnson Center  for Philanthropy has most often taken this approach to our annual review of the sector, as well. Our team has combed the landscape of nonprofits and foundations for the most visible signs of a trend — the increased grant dollars, the emerging networks, familiar    voices speaking up.
This year’s trends share a familiar wealth of examples, data, quotes, and research
publications that can help us all anticipate the vectors of change. But at the core of 11
Trends in Philanthropy for 2024, readers will find a set of questions rather than answers. Each trend poses a number of moral, economic, equity-related, tactical, and other
questions that the sector will have to answer.
In some cases — such as in the use of artificial intelligence in the workplace, or the
adoption of new federal protocols for race and ethnicity data — those answers will come
due very soon. In others — such as how institutional philanthropy addresses the glass cliff crisis among leaders of color or shifts resources to account for the U.S. South’s booming
population — it may be years before we understand whether and how choices are made.
What we see most clearly for philanthropy in 2024 and beyond is that the

field will wrestle with these questions. We look forward to the work ahead.

We are deeply grateful to the generous donors of the Lubbers Philanthropy Innovation Fund who made this work possible, as well as the entire Johnson Center team, each of  whom contributed to the production of this report.


 (
To learn more about this r
eport, 
contact
 
Karen
 
Hoekstra,
 
Marketing
 
and
 
Communications
 
Manager,
 
at
 
(616)
 
331-6404 or email 
karen.hoekstra@gvsu.edu
.
)



[image: ][image: ]



[bookmark: bookmark2]With Thousands
of Incarcerated Students Enrolled in Higher
Education, How do We
Measure Success?
by Emily Doebler and Aaron Yore-VanOosterhout






 (
A
)s predicted in our 2022 Trends
report, postsecondary educational    programming in prison continues to
grow (Hawver & Yore-VanOosterhout). With this    growth comes a once-in-a-generation opportunity to reshape how we evaluate rehabilitative
programming and, more importantly, its impacts on the people enrolled in the same.
According to the most recent data available,
there are now more than 400 Higher Education in Prison (HEP) programs across the country,
and every state offers at least one HEP program   for people incarcerated in their system (National Directory of Higher Education in Prison
Programs, 2023). Philanthropic involvement in    HEP continues to grow apace as foundations give millions of dollars in support. For example:
•   In June 2023, the Mellon Foundation announced more than $5 million in




grant funding to seven higher education
institutions to support the expansion of
higher education in the carceral system.
Mellon has contributed more than $60 million
to HEP since 2015 — nearly half this amount
in just the last two years.
•   The Ascendium Education Group has more
than 15 grants, totaling more than $17 million,
allocated to current HEP initiatives.
The principal reason for this sudden expansion
of HEP programs and grants is the restoration of
federal student loan programs for incarcerated
students.* Through the FAFSA Simplification
Act, incarcerated students enrolled in approved
prison education programs will once again be
eligible for Federal Pell Grants (Federal Student
Aid Knowledge Center, 2023) — an opportunity
denied them for nearly 30 years since the
enactment of the 1994 Violent Crime Control and




 (
*Using person-centered language is important
 
when
 
discussin
g the
 
carceral
 
system
,
 
as
 
research
 
shows
 
that
     
language can greatly impact a person’s
 
health and
 
well-being
 
(Tran
 
et
 
al.,
 
2018).
 
The
 
authors
 
of this
 
trend
 
draw
   
from
 
The
 
Underground Scholars Language
 
Guide 
(Cerda-Jara et al, 2019) to
 
inform 
the
 
language
 
used.
 
See
 
also
 
the pledge from the
 
Formerly
 
Incarcerated College Graduates
 
Network.
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Law Enforcement Act (Tewksbury et al., 2000). As a result, HEP is fertile ground for postsecondary   programs to expand their enrollment and
diversify their student body.
To guard against the exploitation of students
and to ensure they are receiving a high-quality education for these limited funds, the U.S.
Department of Education requires periodic
evaluations of prison education programs
(Gaskill & Castro, 2023). Historically, these
evaluations have measured “recidivism.” In
recent years, however, many HEP programs
and advocacy organizations have begun calling for a change in how we measure success for
formerly incarcerated people. Funders intending to evaluate their HEP investments in the coming years will face the same critiques.

Recidivism, Ill-Defined
Although there is no single definition,
“recidivism” is widely understood as a person’s re-involvement in criminal activity after
they have been released from the carceral
system (Bureau of Justice Statistics, n.d.). This term was popularized after 1967 when the
President’s Commission on Law Enforcement
and Administration of Justice released a report declaring that reduced recidivism should be
a key goal for this system (as cited in National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine, 2022). Today, the metric is everywhere in public conversations about prison — a
ubiquitous proxy for “rehabilitation” itself.
However, scholars examining the carceral
system and its societal impacts have long
critiqued the measure. Many point to
inconsistent measurement, for example
(Maltz, 1984). With no set standard on how to
calculate how often people return to criminality, institutions decide for themselves what
methods they use; unsurprisingly, this can
result in problems ranging from broad public
misunderstanding to cherry-picking the method that best makes one’s case.
For example, some studies measure recidivism by tallying rearrests — that is, the number of
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people released from prison who are arrested
again within a certain period of time (Bureau of
Justice Statistics, 2002). But “arrest rates are as
much a function of police activities as they are
of criminal activities,” and there are perhaps
no communities so highly surveilled as those
with high numbers of people returning from
prison — often communities of color (quote from
Gottschalk, 2015, p. 104; for surveillance, see
Clear, 2007). In addition, some state departments
of corrections monitor returnees’ criminal
records only for their first year after release,
while others may monitor records for three years
or more, inevitably increasing the recidivism rate
(Klingele, 2019).
Pointing fingers at the people committing
crimes, a high recidivism rate can justify
curtailing parole and expanding the prison
system to “lock them up.” Looking instead at
the carceral system, a high recidivism rate can
signal the failure of prisons to rehabilitate, and
prompt demands for decarceration. Whichever
way the political winds blow, criminal justice
scholars Ian Loader and Richard Sparks
argue, “there is always more at stake in crime
reduction than reducing crime, and hence more
to evaluation than finding out ‘what works’” (as
quoted in Gottschalk, 2015, p. 101).
Indeed, interventions in human behavior don’t
always “work” once and for all. Recidivism asks
a “yes” or “no” question at a single moment in
time: did someone commit another crime or
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didn’t they? It does not tell us, for instance,
whether subsequent crime(s) were of lesser
severity than the first, or motivated by addiction or unaddressed mental illness, or the result of
heightened scrutiny on behaviors that other
non-incarcerated people don’t think twice about: behaviors such as legal drug or alcohol use, or
staying out past a certain hour of the night.
Recidivism and the Success of HEP
The FAFSA Simplification Act requires every HEP program be evaluated by corrections agencies
that can provide oversight and assess whether
programs are operating in students’ best interests (Gaskill & Castro, 2023). For programs that do
not pass this “best interest” determination,
students will no longer receive Pell Grants. While measuring recidivism and rates of completion
are optional, oversight entities can adopt them.    Without intentional action, a focus on recidivism may still dominate and skew the conversation.
Some higher education institutions have
expressed that recidivism should not be used  to evaluate their programs (Gaskill & Castro,    2023). Advocates call for other measurements to determine a program’s success, guided by a commitment to equity, excellence, and access (Erzen et al., 2019).
Intentionality in Program Evaluation
But how else could we evaluate programming    that must be — by the very nature of the system in which it resides — rehabilitative? There are    several alternatives.
•   First, watching for “markers of desistance”
is only a small step away from traditional
measurements of recidivism but asks a much  different question. Instead of answering “yes” or “no” to the potential presence of crime,
evaluators look for signs that a person’s
criminal behavior is becoming less severe
or more infrequent over time. While any
criminality would be seen as a failure in the    recidivism paradigm, lessening the severity or frequency of offending may show success for   rehabilitative programming (Klingele, 2019).
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•   Taking a step further from recidivism and
criminal behavior, evaluators can instead
monitor positive signs of success for people
leaving prison, including engagement with
“health care, housing, education, employment,
and social and community integration”
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine, 2022, p. 150).
Philanthropy will continue to play a large role
in providing higher education to incarcerated
students for at least the next several years.
Foundations can be a leader in this by funding
evaluation methods that prioritize metrics
beyond recidivism (Erzen et al., 2019). While
recidivism rates maybe useful in gaining support
for HEP from taxpayers, as Patrick Filipe Conway,
director of the Boston College Prison Education
Program, emphasizes, “a purely instrumental
approach does not fully capture — and, in
fact, might obscure — more foundational civic
principles to the recognition of human dignity
and the provision of education access and
opportunity” (2023, p. 477).
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