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Prison education programs present a conundrum for abolitionist teachers. In some 
ways, the opportunity to teach prisoners high school or college level education 
breaks down the barriers between those behind bars and those of us in the “free” 
world. Engaging liberatory pedagogies that emphasize the process of collective 
freedom-making, instructors can use classrooms within carceral facilities as a con-
sciousness raising space, in the vein of feminist and Third World organizations of 
the mid-20th century. And yet, teachers in prisons and jails have the potential to 
further exacerbate structural violence through their pedagogies, power, and deci-
sion-making. How then, can abolitionists in prison education programs use their 
positions to tear at the fabric of these institutions and imagine new relationalities 
with their students? 

From January 2020 until December 2022, I taught college Math, English, and 
Black Studies at a women’s prison in Lockhart, Texas, a suburb of Austin. I navi-
gated the hyper-gendered environment of the prison as a Black, queer, transmascu-
line person, who had begun medically transitioning only a few months before be-
ginning as an instructor. Throughout my time with the program, I met dozens of 
students from a variety of backgrounds, many of them queer, some of them trans, 
and most of them without a high school diploma. Our classroom, regardless of the 
official subject matter, was a meeting place to discuss, debate, and organize around 
conditions in the prison and the carceral system at large. We co-created an 
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educational environment that 1) emphasized the necessity of intellectual engage-
ment as a tool for incarcerated people to think, read, and feel about the world 
around them and 2) challenged the structure of prison through political education, 
mutual aid, and community building with one another. Working alongside key ex-
amples from this experience using autoethnographic method, I argue that abolition-
ist teachers in carceral environments can wield their power to disrupt the carceral 
logics and realities of prisons through transformative educational practices that 
summon otherwise possibilities. 

Prisons are deeply conservative environments. In women’s prisons, officials go 
to great lengths to season the people incarcerated there into a very limited vision of 
womanhood, regardless of the person’s actual identity. Students who take high 
school or college classes in these environments are repeatedly exposed to patriar-
chal (and racist) ideologies and expectations. Some may adopt portions of this 
worldview that labels prisoners as deserving or undeserving of punishment and vi-
olence based on what they have done (or been accused of doing), who they are, or 
how they exist within their body. Teachers are, of course, not immune from perpet-
uating these beliefs either. Without intervention from pedagogues and students 
alike, universities behind walls can become a specialized form of schooling that re-
inforces anti-Black, patriarchal, and carceral understandings of the world.1 Aboli-
tionist educators, then, have the responsibility and the opportunity to use their cur-
riculum and teaching practice to undermine penal institutions via resource extrac-
tion, smuggling, and mutual information sharing. In my case, this looked like en-
gaging Black trans subjectivity as a vessel for producing abolitionist possibility 
through my pedagogy.  As Loubna Qutami writes, “…abolitionist thinkers summon 
us to consider in praxis, what it might mean to envision and create an otherwise 
possible university through our praxis (emphasis mine).”2 Qutami invites us to exam-
ine how abolitionist praxis might enable a different kind of relation to education—
one that produces an otherwise possible world that centers racial and gender liber-
ation. It takes attention to what teachers teach (e.g. subject matter and assigned 
readings) as well as how they teach (approach to education) and who they teach as 
(how they show up and the body they show up in) to bridge the gap between the 
dual mandates of abolition: destruction of carceral institutions and the ideologies 
that uplift them and creation of new ways of being. 

To demonstrate how to do this work in prison education, this article engages 
autoethnography as a robust and fluid method that allows scholars to mine personal 
experience for broader cultural significance. Autoethnography is both a process and 

 
1 Qui Dorian Alexander, “Pedagogies of Abolition: A Phenomenological Exploration of 
Radical Study in Black Trans Communities,” PhD diss., (University of Minnesota, 2022), 
18.  
2 Loubna Qutami, “Thinking Palestine, Decolonization and Abolition in Ethnic Studies,” 
State Crime Journal 12, no. 2 (2023): 309. 
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a product.3 The process of creating autoethnography is similar to that of ethnogra-
phy. An autoethnographer, like an ethnographer, is a participant-observer of a cul-
ture, writes thick descriptions of a culture, and reports back to an academic (and 
sometimes public) audience about their findings.4 Autoethnography is also similar 
to autobiography as a genre. Like autobiography, autoethnography examines one’s 
experiences as qualitative data. But autoethnography is distinct from both ethnog-
raphy and autobiography. Robin M. Boylorn and Mark Orbe assert autoethnogra-
phy is “cultural analysis through personal narrative.”5 The self becomes a point of 
departure for understanding larger cultural trends and society itself. This is not 
simply navel gazing or so-called ‘me-search.’ Rather, autoethnography merges the 
rigorous methodology of ethnography with autobiography’s focus on self-reflexive 
content for the purpose of more just research.6 This method attempts to be intellec-
tually honest about the stakes of our research, our positionalities as scholars, and 
the ways our experiences are kaleidoscopes for comprehending the material condi-
tions many communities inhabit. Using vignettes, I pay particular attention to my 
Black trans body existing in the carceral space of the prison and what Black trans 
subjectivity might tell us about notions of gender and race within women’s prisons 
and the broader world. How might “self-fashioning practices” lead to “critical 
trans* imagination” for abolitionist prison educators?7 Moreover, I am interested in 
how abolitionist pedagogies—those practices, ideologies, and experiments that 
buck against carcerality and gesture toward liberation—can be employed through 
prison education to advance the dismantling of the criminal legal system and prac-
tices of education as freedom. In “Building Abolition in the Hold,” I begin each 
major section with an autoethnographic account to examine the possibilities and 
pitfalls of infiltrating prison systems through education. 
 
Performing and Trans(forming) Gender in Gender Responsive  
Prisons 
 
It is January 2020. I walk into Lockhart Correctional Institution as an experienced 
organizer, budding scholar, and a nervous wreck.8 I had been to jails before, seen 

 
3 Carolyn Ellis, Tony E. Adams, and Arthur P. Bochner, “Autoethnography: An Overview,” 
Forum: Qualitative Social Research 12, no. 1 (January 2011): 1. 
4 Ibid. at 4  
5 Robin M. Boylorn and Mark P. Orbe, “Introduction: Critical Autoethnography as Method 
of Choice,” in Critical Autoethnography: Intersecting Cultural Identities in Everyday Life, ed. by 
Robin M. Boylorn and Mark P. Orbe, (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2014), 17.   
6 Ellis et al., 11. 
7 Lavelle Ridley, “Desired Bodies, Imagining Selves: Ideological Regimes and Creative 
Praxis in Black Trans Life Writing,” PhD diss., (University of Michigan, 2023), 5.   
8 The Texas Department of Criminal Justice renamed the prison in 2021. It is now called 
the Gregory S. Coleman Unit after the first Solicitor General of the State of Texas who died 
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the inside of them during a voyeuristic class session, but I had never seen the inside 
of a prison. It is my first day and I can’t even focus my attention on my anxiety 
about teaching. Instead, I become consumed with anxiety about my transness. 
 

Who will do my body pat down? Will they notice my chest? Should I try to “act 
like a girl” or butch it up so I could sound like a prepubescent boy? Do I correct 
someone if they use the wrong pronouns? What will the students think? Should 
I shave my facial hair or grow it out? Does wanting to pass make me a coward?  

 

I go through these mental gymnastics in the presence of the other teachers in my 
university’s prison teaching program, who are waiting alongside me inside the 
prison’s lobby. Eventually, the guards come to search our bags and do our pat 
downs. The guards look at me curiously and decide I should be patted down by the 
woman guard because the pat downs are determined by “gender” (read: assumed 
genitals). I acquiesce without complaint. After the pat down, I notice an early 2000s 
television playing a message on a loop about the gender reforms of the prison and 
how that helps “the ladies” of the prison become better people. I roll my eyes. Once 
we get through one set of doors, I nervously hand my license to the guard and write 
Jaden on the sign-in sheet, knowing that my license says something else and is 
marked “F.” They still let me in. Once we get inside, I walk to the classroom. I 
introduce myself to the students and say that I use they/them pronouns. I see some 
perplexed faces, so I give a short example of how to use they/them pronouns in a 
sentence. Most of the students have Southern drawls and values, so that default to 
calling me Mr. Jaden. It is one of the most affirming moments in my early transition. 
As we leave the prison, we collect our licenses, turn in our visitor badges, and four 
of us cram into a sedan to drive back the 40 minutes back to Austin. We debrief 
how the day went. The driver talks about a student in their class, who goes by a 
different name than the one on the roster. I wonder silently to myself if the student 
is trans. I’m not out to the people in the car, and don’t take this opportunity to share 
that information. While I am wondering what to do or say, the person next to me 
fills the silence and exclaims, “oh, so a wolf in sheep’s clothing.” 
 
Combatting Gender Responsiveness 
 
Carceral facilities designed for women or those assumed to be women are especially 
violent in their replication of normative gender ideals. The television screen in the 
jail entrance showing that looped video is placed with intention. Located near the 
visiting area, the video’s content lures visiting family members and workers into 
thinking and believing that this prison and prisons more broadly do important work 
worth protecting. In 2023, approximately 173,000 women were incarcerated in 

 
in a plane crash in 2010. Though under the control of the TDCJ, the prison is also operated 
by the Management and Training Corporation (MTC), a private prison company.  
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local jails, state prisons, and federal penitentiaries.9 Longer term facilities like state 
and federal prisons often incorporate gender-responsive programming for the peo-
ple held captive there. According to the National Institute of Justice, gender re-
sponsive programming “includes mental health components, supplementary ser-
vices addressing female-specific topics, treatment for trauma, aftercare, childcare 
and parenting classes” and “is designed to account for the unique challenges” of 
women who are incarcerated.10 At Coleman, prisoners, who are also parents, take 
life skills classes aimed at reinforcing notions of femininity, how to be a ‘good’ 
mother, and crime as unwomanly. Pictures of Rosie the Riveter don the walls of the 
prison as encouragement to be a strong but clearly defined (cisheterosexual) 
woman. On the surface, specialized programs for people of marginalized genders 
can seem like a necessary reform. Yet, these programs are built upon a framework 
that blames individual prisoners for structural harm and ignores the way that in-
carcerated gender oppressed people “are much more likely than non-incarcerated 
counterparts to have been in dangerous and harmful situations prior to being ar-
rested.”11 This is especially true for Black gender oppressed prisoners.   

In addition to perpetuating sexist logics, gender-responsive prisons, like Cole-
man, are an inherently transphobic concept and a thinly veiled excuse to expand 
carceral power by building new prisons.12 An underlying insidiousness of these in-
stitutions lies in their ability to weaponize cisheteronormative gender concepts al-
legedly to “protect women.” In actuality, these structures harm all prisoners, and 
especially transgender and gender non-conforming ones, like the student in my col-
league’s class. Alongside the discursive violence that comes with being incarcerated 

 
9 Aleks Kajstura and Wendy Sawyer, “Women’s Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2023,” 
Prison Policy Initiative, prisonpolicy.org, March 1, 2023, https://www.prisonpolicy.org/re-
ports/pie2023women.html.   
10 Holly Ventura Miller, “Female Reentry and Gender-Responsive Programming: Recom-
mendations for Policy and Practice,” National Institute of Justice, nij.ojp.org, May 19, 2021, 
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/female-reentry-and-gender-responsive-programming.  
11 Beth E. Richie and Erin Eife, “Black Bodies at the Dangerous Intersection of Gender 
Violence and Mass Criminalization,”Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment, and Trauma, 30, no. 
7 (2021): 882. 
12 S. Lamble, “Transforming Carceral Logics: 10 Reasons to Dismantle the Prison Industrial 
Complex Through Queer/Trans Analysis and Action,” in Captive Genders: Trans Embodiment 
and the Prison Industrial Complex, ed. by Eric A.  Stanley and Nat Smith, (Oakland: AK Press, 
2011), 242; Californians United for a Responsible Budget, “Reducing the Number of People 
in California’s Women’s Prisons,” in Interrupted Life: Experiences of Incarcerated Women in the 
United States, edited by Rickie Solinger et al., (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2010), 329; Rose Braz, “Kinder, Gentler, Gender Responsive Cages: Prison Expansion is 
Not Prison Reform,” Women, Girls, and Criminal Justice, (October/November 2006), 87; Cas-
sandra Shaylor, “Neither Kind or Gentle: The Perils of ‘Gender Responsive Justice,” in The 
Violence of Incarceration, edited by Phil Scranton and Jude McCulloch (New York: 
Routledge, 2009).  
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in a ‘women’s’ prison, trans prisoners face additional struggles. A recent NBC News 
report found that openly transgender prisoners are often kept in solitary confine-
ment, denied gender affirming care, subjected to everyday misgendering, and face 
physical threats and violence from other prisoners and prison officials themselves.13 
Gender-responsive facilities operate on an unquestioned assumption that all the 
people incarcerated there are women, and there are immutable characteristics that 
make “women” prisoners different from other prisoners. A fundamental part of the 
rehabilitation process in these institutions is not only limiting behavior that violates 
the criminal code but also shaping acceptable performances of womanhood and 
surveilling those who do not adopt such performances. These constricting environ-
ments stifle learning and endanger anyone who dares to question the patriarchal 
gender concepts that fuel the prison. And more than that, the demand for specific 
programming and institutions for cis women, queer people, and trans people, ex-
pands the criminal legal apparatus. More jails and prisons do not keep cis-het 
women or queer and trans people safe.14 Rather, they endanger an already targeted 
population. 
 
Performing (Trans) Gender as Prison Educator 
 
Hypergendered environments can induce special kinds of gender and race perfor-
mances in educators. In any educational space, teachers operate as both partici-
pants and observers in the classroom and surrounding environment.15  From the 
moment teachers arrive to prisons and receive a pat down until the moment they 
leave, prison educators are performing.16 These performances, especially of their 
subjectivity, can be “resistant, affirmative, or several states in between and simulta-
neously.”17 For Black LGBTQ+ educators in carceral spaces, our performances of 
Blackness can also involve performing gender and sexuality in ways that are legible 
to strictly defined notions of heteronormative masculinity and femininity. My inter-
nal dialogue wondering about whether I should try to pass as a man is part and 

 
13 Kate Sosin, “Trans, Imprisoned—and Trapped,” NBC News, nbcnews.com, February 26, 
2020, https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/transgender-women-are-nearly-always-
incarcerated-men-s-putting-many-n1142436.  
14 Dean Spade, “Their Laws Will Never Make Us Safer,” in Against Equality: Queer Revolution, 
Not Mere Inclusion, ed. Ryan Conrad (Oakland: AK Press), 172.  
15 Bryant Keith Alexander, Performing Black Masculinity: Race, Culture, and Queer Identity (Lan-
ham: AltaMira Press, 2006), 105.  
16 Michael De Anda Muniz, “A Chicago Abolitionist Teaching in Jail: The Impact of Race, 
Gender, and Class,” in Gender, Race, and Class in the Lives of Today’s Teachers: Educators at Inter-
sections, ed. by Lata Murti and Glenda M. Flores, (Switzerland: Springer Cham, 2021), 241.  
17 Thomas F. DeFrantz and Anita Gonzalez, “Introduction: From ‘Negro Expression’ to 
‘Black Performance,’” in Black Performance Theory, ed. by Thomas F. DeFrantz and Anita 
Gonzalez, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 10-11.  
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parcel of this dynamic. In some respects, these kinds of racial-gendered perfor-
mances can facilitate a tenuous feeling of safety. And, they also rely on denial of 
one’s identity in order to achieve acceptance from a dominant group or simply to be 
left alone in a particular socio-political context.18  

In the weeks following my colleague’s transphobic comments about the stu-
dent, I obsessed about passing. I wondered if flattening my identity and ‘acting’ like 
a man might help me feel more accepted among my peers and less anxious navi-
gating the prison itself. During the invasive pat downs, I trembled in silence, hoping 
that the prison officials will think that I was a man and avoid my groin area, for fear 
of detection. When trying to enter or exit the facility, I often had trouble with the 
guards because my identification and my appearance did not match. Especially 
when leaving, guards would frequently look confused when they asked for my 
name, and they couldn’t find a license with that name on it. Abolitionist scholar 
Dean Spade writes about the difficulties for trans people who have mismatched 
identification documents: “For trans people, administrative gender classification 
and the problems it creates for those who are difficult to classify or are misclassified 
is a major vector of violence and diminished life chances and life spans.”19 My ex-
perience wading through the bureaucratic hurdles to even get inside the prison mir-
ror significant barriers other trans people navigate just to move through the world. 
These obstacles are more than minor inconveniences. They can invite physical and 
discursive forms of violence upon trans people and can have deadly consequences. 
Certainly, my experiences as a trans teacher are not the same as my students’ expe-
rience of the violent gendered space of the prison. I was allowed to leave at the end 
of the night. They could not. But the patriarchal and cisheteronormative environ-
ment we all found ourselves within affected all of us.  

Eventually, my fears and dysphoria faded to the background as I bore witness 
to the stories of my students. One day, a student came to class with a significant 
open wound on their hand. This student seemed to be in tremendous pain. I even-
tually discovered that the student did not go to the clinic for fear of receiving disci-
plinary action that could lengthen their stay in prison. The student’s cut would be 
considered a violation of disciplinary rules that prohibit damage to state property.20 

 
18 Bryant Keith Alexander, Performing Black Masculinity: Race, Culture, and Queer Identity (Lan-
ham: AltaMira Press, 2006), 73.  
19 Dean Spade, Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics, and the Limits of the 
Law, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015 edition), 77.  
20 According to the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, “an inmate who intentionally 
damages or destroys state property may be charged with a major offense.” Prisoners who 
are suspected of violating this provision can be charged with a Level 2 offense that can result 
in everything from a simple warning to suspension of calling privileges to time spent in sol-
itary confinement. Texas Department of Criminal Justice, “Disciplinary Rules and Proce-
dures for Offenders,” TDCJ Correctional Division, October 2024, 20, 23-24.   
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The student was property.21 During this class session, I felt, if only briefly, the 
weight of the carceral system not as a silent observer but as a collaborator in efforts 
to bring about its demise. Admittedly, very little math training got done that day as 
I processed the relationship between my feelings about gender, gender-responsive 
prisons, and the information the student shared. Ultimately, I realized the prison’s 
focus on hegemonic femininity, and the practice of labelling prisoners as property 
are connected by their shared investment in the tenets of capitalism. The casual way 
people and their complex experiences of the world seemed to be treated as com-
modities infuriated me. In the next several class sessions, I surreptitiously talked to 
my students about the prison conditions and about their ideas regarding the crimi-
nal legal system. Many of their responses questioned the utility of prisons and, in-
stead, suggested that food and more safe neighborhoods might curtail the kinds of 
harms that landed them there. By engaging my students and bearing witness to 
their experiences, I opened myself up to the transformative possibilities of prison 
education. Our furtive conversations allowed a college math classroom to become 
an organizing space.  

Shortly after these conversations, the COVID-19 pandemic and eventual lock-
down ended our course prematurely. During the global lockdown, many prisoners 
could not leave their bunks. Guards came in and out of the facilities, which left 
incarcerated people vulnerable to getting sick.22 Prisoners, who were not seques-
tered to their bunks, became seamstresses and produced thousands of cotton masks 
for other incarcerated people and officials alike.23 These seamstresses, almost all 
located in women’s prisons, often worked for little to no money24 and were not 

 
21 Though the 13th Amendment eradicated the legal system of slavery in the United States, 
it has a provision that allows for involuntary confinement if a person or persons are con-
victed of a crime. This continued the legal precedent for treating people as literal property 
of the state.  
22 According to data collected by the COVID Prison Project, nearly 3,000 incarcerated peo-
ple died from the pandemic from March 2020-July 2023. The number is likely far more 
than this, but because many public health and law enforcement agencies are no longer col-
lecting data about COVID cases, we may never know the actual loss of life. To be sure, The 
COVID Prison Project website itself no longer exists and seemingly is no longer collecting 
this data, but their earlier data is archived in scholarly projects. 
Craig, Miltonette Olivia et al. “Incarcerated in a Pandemic: How COVID-19 Exacerbated 
the “Pains of Imprisonment,”	Criminal Justice Review	49, no. 2 (2023): 2.  
23 Julian Gill, “Texas Prisoners To Craft Up To 20,000 Cloth Masks A Day For State Em-
ployees, Offenders In Quarantine,” Houston Chronicle, April 7, 2020, 
 https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/texas-prison-
cloth-masks-coronavirus-quarantine-15183218.php.  
24 It should be noted that free domestic prison labor for women in prisons is not new. Though 
historically white women did more domestic labor in prisons (sewing, ironing, etc.) and 
Black women worked in the fields, Black women prisoners in early 20th century Mississippi 
performed domestic labor tasks as their primary responsibility. 
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afforded masks to wear themselves.25 These scenes of prisoners sewing cotton, some 
of which they picked themselves on the same grounds previously used to house 
plantations, echoed similar scenes of prisoners performing gendered labor in the 
early post-Civil War South.26 With visiting and other forms of communication with 
the outside world tightly guarded, I could not talk to my students or send them 
personal protective equipment or necessities like soap, without risking my status as 
a volunteer. A year would pass before I could teach in-person again. A year and a 
half would pass before I could design and teach my own course: Introduction to 
African American Women’s History. 
 
Trans Subjectivities in Prison Education 
 
By Fall of 2022, my beard grew in. My voice reached its terminal depth, and I had 
top surgery. In almost all spaces I navigated, others saw and treated me as a cis 
male. My students were no exception. When I walked in the classroom on the first 
day, my students wondered out loud, why I, a man, would be the lead instructor for 
a course about Black women. Still nervous about coming out to my students as 
trans, I gave an around about answer about my graduate advisor’s interests and 
expertise. Over time, I talked with my students about coming out as a queer person 
in my youth. Students returned that level of vulnerability by talking about their 
partners (other prisoners) and the dynamics of relationships for incarcerated peo-
ple. Most of my students engaged in queer activity of some kind. Some considered 
themselves queer, others engaged in queer relationships for survival or status, and 
some just to fulfill sexual urges. Sexual relationships between prisoners are prohib-
ited by state and federal law, which label incarcerated people as unable to consent 
to sex, including masturbation.27 Still, we openly talked about masc/femme dichot-
omies, how ‘queer’ went from an insult to an identity term, and the balancing of 
faith with their queerness. During a class on LGBTQ+ activism, I decided to tell 
my students I am trans. I didn’t tell them directly. I brought in a pre-transition 

 
Talitha LeFlouria, Chained in Silence: Black Women and Convict Labor in the New South (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 156.  
25 Hannah Drier, “‘A Recipe For Disaster’: American Prison Factories Becoming Incubators 
For Coronavirus,” Washington Post, April 21, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/na-
tional/a-recipe-for-disaster-american-prison-factories-becoming-incubators-for-corona-
virus/2020/04/21/071062d2-83f3-11ea-ae26-989cfce1c7c7_story.html.  
26 LeFlouria, Chained in Silence: Black Women and Convict Labor in the New South, (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 5.  
27 Though often discussed in terms of prisoner and prison safety, rules against sex between 
prisoners have a queerphobic under and overtones. For more information, see Elias Walker 
Vitulli, “Queering the Carceral: Intersecting Queer/Trans Studies and Critical Prison Stud-
ies,” GLQ 19, no. 1 (2013): 112-115.  
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picture of me with one of the authors we read. At first, they thought I was in drag, 
but eventually, someone said, “I knew it!.” 
 
Pedagogical Disruption Through Vulnerable Disclosure 
 
Carceral infrastructure and its ideological underpinnings are significant, but they 
are not insurmountable. Abolitionist educators can use their classrooms to cultivate 
small moments of disruption that have the potential for expansive impact. As Kath-
erine McKittrick contends, “if there is a push to forge a conceptual connection be-
tween material or concrete spaces, language, and subjectivity, openings are made 
possible for envisioning an interpretive alterable world…”28 In my Black women’s 
history course, we practiced this kind of collective worldbuilding by sharing how 
our experiences informed how we approach large questions about identity, religion, 
and love. We engaged our queer subjectivities, openly and honestly, and in this way 
we broke open the possibilities of that space.  

Abolitionist pedagogical disruption demands student-instructor vulnerability. 
After sharing the pre-transition photograph with my students, I gave them 20 
minutes to ask any question they wanted. I waded through some uncomfortable 
questions about genitalia, but overall, the discussion enabled some students to talk 
about their experiences and their children’s experiences with gender. Through that 
exercise, I found out multiple students had non-binary and transgender children. 
Had I not shared being queer or being trans, I am not sure my students would have 
ever told me about their relationships nor their children being LGBTQ+. These 
disclosures are important because they fundamentally alter classroom environ-
ments. In the case of my students telling me about their physical relationships with 
other prisoners, they willingly and willfully admitted to a crime that could have 
added countless years on to their already egregious sentences. By trusting me with 
that information, they invited me to share more of myself and vice versa. We trans-
gressed the logics of individualism and containment that undergird traditional edu-
cational spaces, and instead, posited new relations between one another that are 
predicated on each other’s freedom. If it is true that “the only possible relationship 
to the university is a criminal one,” then educators and students alike should inter-
vene in prison education to create spaces of fugitivity that disrupt the neoliberal 
function of education.29  

Talking about my own identity opened the pathway for more generative con-
versations about gender. We talked openly about how each of the students navi-
gated the preservation of their gendered lives through specific kinds of labor and 

 
28 Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and Cartographies of Struggle (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), xiii.  
29 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study, (Brook-
lyn: Minor Compositions, 2013), 26. 
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social activity. Some students took on a traditional masculine role to achieve power 
and status in the prison while others liked to be seen as the “mother figure” in their 
unit. The students questioned one another about how the institution’s resolute em-
phasis on constricting forms of femininity affected them. And collectively, we ana-
lyzed how gender forms a ruling concept in our society as a whole. Certainly, I was 
not permitted to use my class time this way, but by moving beyond the “rules” of 
the prison program and the prison itself, my classroom became a mutually beneficial 
consciousness raising space to discuss how gender and the prison industrial com-
plex affects our daily lives. Part of consciousness raising is moving through contra-
dictions. As my students and I attempted to talk about abolition, this increasingly 
became important to remember. 
 
Teaching Abolitionist Texts in the Belly of the Beast 
 
Like always, my co-instructor and I carried our plastic see-through backpacks up 
the ramp into the prison lobby. However, this time was a bit different. While wear-
ing the backpacks, we also wheeled a heavy suitcase filled to the brim with books 
that were not exactly approved by the prison. And not just any kind of books, but 
copies of Angela Davis’ autobiography and Abolition. Feminism. Now., the retrospec-
tive on abolitionist movements of the 20th and 21st centuries written by scholar-or-
ganizers Angela Y. Davis, Gina Dent, Erica R. Meiners, and Beth A. Richie. We 
walk up to the security checkpoint. We wait for several minutes. No one comes. We 
walk past a few guards, who say nothing to us. The security has gotten extremely 
lax since the COVID lockdowns. We do not even get pat downs anymore. No one 
searches our bags. We walk up to the security door. The person in the eye of the 
panopticon recognizes us. We give our licenses. They give us a badge. We walk into 
the main part of the prison, suitcase in hand. We go to our classroom and wait for 
the students.  

Without permission from my prison education program, I applied for a grant 
from the Haymarket Books Higher Education in Prison Reading Project. The grant 
provided free copies of Abolition. Feminism. Now. along with detailed study guides 
for educators in prisons to use in their classes. I decided to apply because as in-
structor of record, I knew I could design the course to explicitly discuss abolitionist 
movements. I assumed that the program would not be supportive of my applying, 
and if they found out, might shutdown the class. Prison education programs, like 
the one I was part of, are often rooted in reformist ideologies that reinforce the 
neoliberal “deserved/undeserved” dichotomy that dictates which prisoners are 
worth investment and which ones are not.30 I let the program know I won the grant, 

 
30 Oliver Wilson-Nunn, “Pedagogy Behind and Beyond Bars: Critical Perspectives on 
Prison Education in Contemporary Documentary Film from Argentina,” Latin American Re-
search Review 1, no. 57 (2022): 908.  
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and for the most part, they did not ask questions. More than simply supplying 
course materials, the grant opened space for political education to happen in the 
classroom. The grant facilitated abolitionist struggle within the prison itself. 

 
Encountering Resistance 
 
At its best, political education is a mutual exchange of information between in-
formed parties. Early in the semester, the students read the introduction of Abolition. 
Feminism. Now. My co-instructor and I walked into class that day with giddy excite-
ment to talk about the text. The students came into class incensed. The anger 
spewed from their pores as they recounted how upset they were. For many, this 
was their first exposure to prison abolition as a concept, and many found it to be 
outrageous. Students spoke about their children, and how as mothers, they could 
never support a political movement that endangered their kids by allowing danger-
ous people to roam the streets. One student shared that they wanted to rip up the 
book and never return to class. My co-instructor and I were at a loss. I had arro-
gantly assumed that students would be immediately on board. They would recog-
nize the carceral state for what it is and want to join the fight to eradicate it. Instead, 
I was humbled. I thought I was coming to class that day to bestow an important 
lesson about building abolition, and instead, my students taught me the value of 
humility and understanding the prison environment.  

Prisons produce and enforce a strict good vs. bad ideology that will sometimes 
infect prisoners themselves. From an early age, people in the outside world are ac-
culturated into a society that views incarcerated people as non-citizens, non-people, 
and thus fundamentally ‘bad.’ Incarcerated people are not immune from internaliz-
ing these messages. Even when incarcerated, some will rely on harmful stereotypes 
that differentiate themselves from the truly “bad” people. For instance, during the 
initial conversation about Abolition. Feminism. Now., students claimed they ended up 
in prison because they made mistakes, whereas others in the prison are violent and 
deserve to be there. Sometimes, these delineations between “good” prisoners and 
“bad” prisoners happened because of someone’s conviction. For many in the class, 
anyone convicted of sexual based offences deserved to be incarcerated. Though 
students understood how race and class impacted who gets incarcerated in the 
United States, that analysis stopped when sexual offenses arose. Despite evidence 
that Black people are overrepresented on sexual offender registries and more likely 
to be sentenced to lengthier bids, many still see those convicted on sexual-based 
offenses as deserving of incarceration regardless of the circumstance.31 Like those 
on the outside, prisoners sometimes feel protected by prisons from gender-based 
violence. My students talked about routine cavity searches and the pervasiveness 

 
31 Judith Levine and Erica R. Meiners, The Feminist and the Sex Offender: Confronting Sexual 
Harm, Ending State Violence (Brooklyn: Verso Books, 2020), 179.  
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of sexual harassment by prison officials, and still many clanged on to the notion that 
prisons keep them safe. The link between criminalization and safety from sexual 
violence is firm in the minds of many, including those who are incarcerated.32 How 
then can abolitionist pedagogues break that link? 
 
Creating the Otherwise Through Abolitionist Prison Pedagogies 
 
The students’ reaction to the text inspired a return to the tenets of abolition: imag-
ination. During the next few class periods, students discussed what safety looks like 
to them and conducted in-class assignments that allowed them to visualize a safe 
society. In one such assignment, students worked together and drew their idea of a 
safe community. Rather than depict reforms that slightly adjust existing violent 
structures of confinement, students showcased what a transformatively just society 
would look like.33 They included grocery stores, free needle exchanges, community 
gardens, and most importantly, no police in their drawings. This visualization exer-
cise helped the students break out from their preexisting beliefs and use their em-
bodied knowledge to imagine another way of being. Though many of my students 
would still not call themselves abolitionists, they engaged in abolitionist dreaming 
by illustrating how mutual aid, direct action, and communal ingenuity can lead to a 
more just world for us all. The students’ work “…imagin[ed] worlds that are just, 
representing people’s full humanity, centering people left on the edges, thriving in 
solidarity with fol[ks] from different identities who have struggled together for jus-
tice…”34 In contrast to an environment of confinement and conformity, abolitionist 
educational spaces in prisons can permit students and instructors alike to envision 
the otherwise possible.35 By the end of the course, students connected their histori-
cal knowledge about the development of the carceral state to contemporary strug-
gles around abolition such as the Stop Cop City movement. By changing our ap-
proach, my co-instructor and I were able to show abolitionist praxis, rather than 
pedantically tell them about it. This change in approach inspired dreams of futures 
that have not yet come to pass, but with the power of the people, just might. 

Teaching abolition is as much about pedagogical performance as it is about 
source material. When I designed the syllabus, I thought the students would learn 
about abolition from texts. While the texts gave the students historical background 
to build upon, they learned from doing the work of abolition: creating and exploring 
what the world could look like if we work together to build it. Pedagogical humility 

 
32 Leigh Goodmark, Imperfect Victims: Criminalized Survivors and the Promise of Abolition Femi-
nism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2023), 21.  
33 Bettina L. Love, We Want To Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and The Pursuit of 
Educational Freedom, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2019), 90 
34 Love, We Want to Do More Than Survive, 103. 
35 Ashon T. Crawley, Blackpentecostal Breath: The Aesthetics of Possibility (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2017), 2,6. 
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allowed me to move from a “banking” concept of education to a more transgressive 
and ultimately liberatory form.36 I had to learn too. Learn to let go of controlling 
the educational experience, and instead letting students guide the learning process. 
As bell hooks writes, “Any classroom that employs a holistic model of learning will 
also be a place where teachers grow and are empowered by the process.”37 Aboli-
tionist pedagogy should be transformative in nature for the teacher and the student 
alike. This is not a one-way exchange of knowledge. This is the bedrock of mutual 
aid.38 
 
Conclusion: Making Freedom in Captivity 
 
Prison educational programs are not inherently liberatory in nature. The prison 
program with which I was affiliated requires students to take a placement test be-
fore taking classes.39 The test’s results are one of the factors that determine which 
students will be admitted to the program, and which ones will remain on the grow-
ing waiting list.40 This set-up reinforces ideas around who is deserving and who is 
not.  Many programs are filled with instructors and administrators alike who are 
carceral progressives—they oppose the effects of the carceral system in theory but 
reiterate the tenets of carcerality in their everyday lives.41 For instance, a program 
administrator felt the need to alert me unprompted that someone in my class was 
allegedly involved in the murder of a child. There is no guarantee that instructors 
envision their role as pedagogues in political terms. Some instructors viewed the 
experience of teaching in prison as a resume builder or a challenge. Merely teaching 
in a prison does not make one radical, nor does it mean the education itself is trans-
gressive. 

 
36 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 4th ed. (New York: Bloomsbury Academic Press, 
2020), 72.   
37 bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education As A Practice of Freedom (New York: Routledge 
1994), 21.  
38 Dean Spade, Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This Crisis (And the Next), (New York: 
Verso Books, 2020), 10.  
39 Kaulie Watson, “Bringing the Liberal Arts to Texas Prisons,” Life & Letters, Jan. 27, 2023, 
https://lifeandletters.la.utexas.edu/2023/01/bringing-the-liberal-arts-to-texas-prisons/.   
40 This program provides free credit-bearing education for incarcerated people. It is growing 
to become a degree-granting program, but that vision is still somewhat far off. Until re-
cently, the program relied on donations from community members to pay for students’ tui-
tion and supplies. However, the program received a large grant and now offers Spanish 
courses alongside its regular offerings.  
41 Savannah Shange, Progressive Dystopia: Abolition, Antiblackness, and Schooling in San Francisco, 
(Durham: Duke University Press 2019), 14.  
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Despite the political constraints, teachers can sow the seeds of abolition within 
prisons.  Abolition is not simply an absence of something, it is presence.42 Abolition 
is the fullness of liberation realized. As Savannah Shange writes, “abolition is not a 
synonym for resistance; it encompasses the ways in which Black people and our 
accomplices work within, against, and beyond the state in the service of collective 
liberation.43 This understanding of abolition demonstrates that teaching in prison 
and holding the identifier of abolitionist is not sufficient for bringing about change. 
For teachers who want to put abolitionist principles into praxis, performing aboli-
tion is a pedagogical commitment that necessitates personal vulnerability, risk tak-
ing, and intellectual plasticity. Abolitionist teaching requires bringing our whole 
selves into the educational experience, especially the parts of us that we would ra-
ther hide. Though such disclosure may feel exposing, it also gives students permis-
sion to know themselves more deeply. There are also times where teachers need to 
break rules of the prison or their program to fulfill their pedagogical mandate. This 
can have significant ramifications including criminal charges and yet, might be nec-
essary. A willingness to change plans when we learn new information can also be 
an asset for abolitionist pedagogues in carceral facilities. This flexibility can gener-
ate new learning opportunities that would not be there if not for the choice to 
change course. This approach to education emphasizes that teachers are co-learners 
and co-strugglers with students who dream of new worlds. In-class activities and 
take-home assignments can be vessels for testing out world building strategies. At 
their best, prison education classrooms be spaces for envisioning and rehearsing a 
new world—one where captivity feels unimaginable. 
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