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INTRODUCTION



Education is more than just earning credits—it’s a way to:
Invest in your future
Explore personal goals and interests
Build community with others who are learning
Develop skills that matter in everyday life and work
Create greater access to opportunities after jail

The path to education looks different for everyone—and there is no
wrong place to begin. Whether you want to keep your mind sharp,
prepare for reentry, or work toward a college degree, learning
while in custody can be a powerful step forward.

At Cook County Jail, you have the opportunity to take courses
through institutions like DePaul University to earn college credits,
based on your eligibility. These credits can count toward a degree
and be continued after release or relocation. 

Please note that not all college programming at Cook County Jail
offers college credit.

Incarcerated education is a
chance at real rehabilitation. It

gives a shot at a reconstruction of
one’s mental process, allowing for
more intelligent and intellectual

worldly connections.

WHY CHOOSE
EDUCATION?
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 – Nicholas Harris



PATHS TO
EDUCATION

ABE (Adult Basic Education): These programs are
designed to improve literacy, math, and essential skills for
adults who need to strengthen their academic abilities
before pursuing a GED or other credentials.

GED (General Educational Development): A high school
equivalency credential earned by passing a series of tests in
math, science, social studies, and language arts,
demonstrating knowledge equivalent to a high school
diploma. If you have a diploma, you do NOT need to pursue
your GED.

HSED (High School Equivalency Diploma): Similar to a
GED but may require additional coursework or
assessments, depending on state requirements, to certify
high school-level academic proficiency.

Vocational Training and Certification: Career-focused
education programs that provide hands-on training and
certifications for specific tasks or jobs (sometimes known as
a ‘trade’) in areas like construction, healthcare, or
information technology.

College: Postsecondary education institutions offering
associate, bachelor’s, and advanced degrees in various
fields, providing academic and professional development
opportunities.
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KEY TERMS



DEGREES &
CERTIFICATIONS

There are several possible degrees and certifications that one
may wish to pursue throughout their academic and/or
professional careers, each requiring different levels of experience
and time to complete. 

Certificate/Degree Information

High School/GED/HSED Time committment varies.

Vocational Certificates

Time commitment varies.
Granted by community
colleges, trade schools, or work
programs.

Associate’s Degree 2-year degree 

Bachelor’s Degree 4-year degree

Master’s Degree
2+ years, after completion of
Bachelor’s Degree

Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)
6+ years, completed after
Bachelor’s and/or Master’s
Degree

Professional Degree (MD/JD)
Post-graduate professional
degrees such as medicine and
law. Time commitment varies.
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Educational Programs at Cook County Jail

ADULT BASIC EDUCATION
HIGH SCHOOL

Ages 18-21: Chicago Public Schools offers on-site high
school classes to individuals in custody through
Consuela B. York Alternative School.
Age 16+: The Safer Foundation’s PACE Institute
program offers a High School Equivalency Diploma
(HSED) to people currently in custody.
GED program hosted by CCDOC.

LITERARY SERVICES AND PROGRAMS
Reading Between the Lines is a program designed
build critical thinking skills by engaging individuals
with literature and the arts.
Harvard Club of Chicago offers a tutoring program
focused on developing essential skills in math, social
studies, reading, writing, and science in preparation for
the HSED or GED. They also offer courses in financial
literacy and leadership.
ConTextos is an intensive writing program that enables
individuals in custody to become authors while
utilizing strategies in conflict resolution and trauma-
informed practices.
Literacy Chicago offers reading and GED programming.

As of 2025, the Cook County Jail offers several educational
programs and certifications ranging anywhere from Adult Basic
Education to Higher Education.
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INSIDE
OPPORTUNITIES

WHY?
Inside education presents opportunities for both personal
and professional growth, allowing individuals to develop
skills beneficial to their success once released.



Higher Education Programs at 
Cook County Jail 
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Northwestern University
Workshops & courses

Morton College 
McCormick Theological Seminary

Master Level Education &
workshops

Olive Harvey
Forklift training and certification 

RUSH University
General health education

University of Illinois at Chicago
The University of Chicago, Institute of
Politics

Civic education

SHERIFF’S HIGHER EDUCATION COLLABORATIVE

WHAT IS A "FOR-
CREDIT" COURSE? 
A for-credit course is a
course which enables
students to earn
college credits that
can be applied toward
a degree or certificate.

Dominican University
for-credit offerings in the works

DePaul University
DePaul offers 10-week courses
that fulfill general education
requirements.
Courses vary by quarter,
providing opportunities for
flexibility.

CREDIT OFFERING

NON-CREDIT OFFERING

The Higher Education Collaborative partners with local
universities to offer for-credit courses, non-credit courses,
and workshops to individuals in custody.

(continued)

WHAT IS A "NON-
CREDIT" COURSE? 
A non-credit course
does not provide
college credit, but it
allows students to
pursue interests and
develop practical skills
for future employment
or education.

INSIDE
OPPORTUNITIES



Pathways Program at Cook County Jail 
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(continued)INSIDE
OPPORTUNITIES

The Pathways Program will introduce several more
college-level courses at the jail ,  available only to students
inside. These classes will be credit-granting and may be
applied toward a degree. 

Student
A

Student
C

Student
D

Forklift
Operating
Certificate

enrolls in
Olive Harvey

course

enters with
some college

credit

enrolls in
courses at

CCJ
leaves CCJ

with credits

Transfers credits to a City College or
any insitution that will accept them

no
diploma

enters with
diploma/

GED

takes 2+
Inside Out

courses
re-enters

community

takes full credit
courses at City

Colleges of
Chicago 

Transfers into DePaul

Graduates with Bachelor’s Degree

and/or

(or 4-year institution that
will accept transfer credits)

Students may start earning credit at several different points in
their academic or professional career. Below are some potential
scenarios for students to begin learning, wherever they might
be in their journey.

Student
B

GED/
HSED

no
diploma

enrolls in
GED/HSED
program

or



DePaul University x Cook County Jail
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INSIDE-OUT PROGRAM

As of 2025, DePaul University has the largest presence at
Cook County Jail, being the institution with the most for-
credit course offerings. 

(continued)

The Inside-Out program was first introduced at Temple
University in Philadelphia, PA. It has since become a
national initiative, one that has been adopted by the
Irwin W. Steans Center for Community Based Learning at
DePaul University and implemented at Cook County Jail.

The Inside-Out Program facilitates college-level courses
within carceral facilities, where both “inside” and
“outside” students study alongside each other. It helps
foster a collaborative environment fit to address social
issues and systems of injustice through open dialogue
and education.

INSIDE
OPPORTUNITIES

Doing Math with Agency: Personal Growth and Social Change 
Coming Together to Address Homelessness 
African American Politics 
The Power of Comedy: Agency, Leadership, and Hope 
Masculinity, Justice, and the Law 
Writing and Social Engagement: From Hip Hop to Hashtags 
Free Will, Motivation, and Change 

SOME PREVIOUS COURSE OFFERINGS



Other IDOC Correctional Centers and their
Educational Offerrings
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(continued)INSIDE
OPPORTUNITIES

Current Landscape of Higher Education in Prison in Illinois ,  2024.

IDOC Facility Higher Education Institution

Big Muddy River Correctional Center Adler University

Danville Correctional Center

Danville Area Community College 
Eastern Illinois University 
University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign

Decatur Correctional Center Millikin University

East Moline Correctional Center Augustana College

Hill Correctional Center Knox College

 Kewanee Life Skills Re-Entry Center Lewis University

Logan Correctional Center

North Park Theological Seminary
Northwestern University 
Prison + Neighborhood
Arts/Education Project 
University of Chicago

 Sheridan Correctional Center Lewis University



OUTSIDE
College

LOCAL INSTITUTIONS
COMMUNITY COLLEGES 

City Colleges of Chicago
(CCC):

Harold Washington
College
Harry S Truman College
Kennedy-King College
Malcolm X College
Olive-Harvey College
Richard J. Daley College
Wilbur Wright College

As previously described, there are opportunities to take college-
level classes during your time in custody. You may be interested in
pursuing higher education once you have left the system. Here are
some local institutions you might consider applying to.

12OPPORTUNITIES

CITY COLLEGES OF CHICAGO
CCC is the public community
college circuit in the city,
offering associates degrees,
GED-preparation courses,
and other certifications.

COLLEGES & UNIVERSITIES
College of DuPage (COD) - Glen Ellyn, IL
Chicago State University (CSU) - Chicago, IL
Harper College - Palatine, IL
Morton College - Cicero, IL
National Louis University - Chicago, IL
Northeastern Illinois University (NEIU) - Chicago, IL
Prairie State College - Chicago Heights, IL
South Suburban College (SCC) - South Holland, IL
Triton College - River Grove, IL

BAN THE BOX
Many employers and schools may ask about conviction
history on applications, though this does not mean you will
be disqualified from acceptance.



Every college program is different, designed to tailor students’
learning toward their preferred area of study and prepare them
for work in related fields. It is important to find a program best
suited to your individual needs and aspirations. 

For guidance, you may want to consult a school admissions
counselor.

1. RESEARCH PROGRAM

13APPLYING TO
COLLEGE

Applications are available on each institution’s website.

2. GET THE APPLICATION

Schools usually require applicants to upload materials to
supplement their application. This may include your transcript,
test scores, letters of recommendation, and personal essay.

3. GATHER MATERIALS

Some colleges may require you to take the SAT/ACT and submit
your scores, though many are test-optional nowadays. You may
also 

4. SUBMIT TEST SCORES

Take advantage of writing workshops while inside to help
prepare you for the college essay. 

5. WRITE THE COLLEGE ESSAY

Review that. you have completed all required steps, then
submit your application to the school for consideration! A
submission fee may apply, but you may be eligible for a waiver.

6. SUBMIT YOUR APPLICATION

TIP: For most colleges, the application process is completely
online, through websites such as Common App. If you are over the
age of 18, check each school’s requirements, as you may be asked
to complete an application through an external site.



Almost all applications will require you to upload a record of your
most recent academic history. This may be your high school
transcript. If you have taken college courses prior, you would want
to retrieve your transcript from that institution.

Parchment: Parchment is a platform that allows you to securely
send, request, and track academic transcripts online.

Transferology: Transferology is a free tool that shows how your
courses transfer to other colleges for credit.

ACQUIRING YOUR TRANSCRIPT

14TIPS FOR
APPLYING

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 
In most cases, formerly incarcerated/detained individuals ARE able
to receive financial assistance from the federal government based
on need.

Some types of aid include:
Pell Grants (need-based, do not need to be repaid)
Federal loans (to be paid back in time) 
Scholarships (through institution)

FINANCING YOUR EDUCATION

TIP: If you took classes through DePaul University, your
transcript is available through the University Registrar.

HB 2466 
A proposed
Illinois bill to
end the ban on
MAP grants for
students
currently in
custody.

llinois Student Assistance Commission (ISAC) 
Monetary Award Program (MAP) Grants are
available to eligible Illinois residents who
attend approved Illinois colleges (ISAC),
including formerly incarcerated individuals.
These grants do not need to be repaid.

Education Justice Project (EJP)
EJP offers several different scholarships to ease the financial
burden of attending a post-secondary institution. Applications
for these scholarships can be obtained on their website.



COLLEGE APPLICATION
CHECKLIST
This chart can help you to keep track of the schools you apply to,
including important dates and required materials.

College Name
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Application
Deadline

Transcript
Requested

Transcript
Submitted

Test Scores
Submitted

FAFSA
Submitted

Recommenders
Requested

Letters
Submitted

Essay
Submitted

Offer
Recieved?



OUTSIDE
STAYING CONNECTED & FURTHER READING
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CARA Collective
Provides professional development and career readiness services to
those facing barriers.

Website: https://caracollective.org/

College Unbound
Coordinates courses, field studies, and in-depth project work to assist
adult learners facing barriers to attending college.

Website:  https://www.collegeunbound.edu/

CTA Second Chance Program
Provides career opportunities and assistance to Chicago residents upon
re-entering the workforce.

Website: https://www.transitchicago.com/secondchance/

Education Justice Project
EJP helps provide and promote post-secondary education resources and
opportunities to incarcerated and formerly incarcerated learners, as
well as immediate resources for reentry.

Read: Mapping Your Future: Guide to Re-entry
Read:  Higher Education in Prison Programs in Illinois
Website:  https://educationjustice.net/

IL-CHEP
Website: ilchep.org
Point of Contact:  illinoischep@gmail.com

TRIO  
Federally funded programs that support first-generation and low-
income students through tutoring, mentorship, and advising.

One Million Degrees
Scholar support program offering mentorship, stipends, and career
development.

Website:  https://onemilliondegrees.org/become-a-scholar/

PCs For People
Affordable access to computers & technology for underserved
communties.

Website: https://www.pcsforpeople.org/

RESOURCES
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