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Abstract
This qualitative study examined the lived experiences of 12 formerly incarcerated males
in Louisiana between the ages of 18 and 25, with a focus on their perspectives related to
schooling, social environments, and involvement in criminal activity. Guided by general
strain theory, the research explored how participants described their learning experiences
under Common Core standards and whether they perceived connections between those
experiences and their criminal activity. The research question asked: How do American
male ex-offenders between the ages of 18 and 25 in Louisiana describe the relationship
between Common Core learning experiences and their criminal activity? Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and were analyzed thematically. Seven
themes emerged, reflecting participants’ accounts of educational engagement, peer
influence, community environments, and perceived factors that contributed to or
protected against criminal involvement. The findings indicate that while schooling and
social environments were not described as direct causes of incarceration, participants
associated disengagement from education, lack of support, and exposure to negative
influences with increased vulnerability to criminal behavior. Conversely, extracurricular
opportunities and positive relationships were described as protective factors. This study
supports positive social change by promoting the development of programs and policies

that provide support for justice-involved young adults.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

Louisiana ranks fourth in the nation for crimes committed by youth (Chrastil,
2023). A significant disparity exists in convictions, with eighty-three percent of those
convicted being Black, while the overall percentage of Black individuals in the prison
population is 65% (Chrastil, 2023). Most crimes are committed before their 18th birthday
(Chrastil, 2023). Education is known to reduce the likelihood of violence and crime (Bell
et al., 2022). Hjalmarsson and Lochner (2012) said that education is an investment in
yourself that can help you get better job opportunities in the future, which discourages
participation in crime. Louisiana ranks fifth in the country for illiteracy rate and the
highest crime rate, which demonstrates a link between educational inadequacies and
criminality (Wisevoter, 2023).

In 2014, a new educational initiative known as the Common Core (CC) was
implemented by the Louisiana Department of Education. After 2014, when CC was
implemented, school dropout rates increased, crime rates increased, and teacher
resignations increased. Research shows Louisiana has the highest incarceration rate, and
about 6,000 students drop out of high school each year (Stein et al, 2022). Loveless
(2020) states that CC failed to improve academic achievement and the standards that
prompted states to raise benchmarks for student learning.

Over the past 16 years, Louisiana has had the highest incarceration rate (Prison
Policy Initiative, 2021). The limited availability of employment opportunities, coupled
with a lack of educational resources for returning inmates, significantly restricts their

potential for securing gainful employment upon reintegration into their families. This



constrained employment landscape may contribute to an increased risk of recidivism
among formerly incarcerated individuals. Research indicates that men who complete high
school between the ages of 21 and 25 have an arrest rate that is eight times lower
compared to those who do not graduate (Ades & Mishra, 2021).

In this study, the focus is on examining how male ex-offenders perceive their
learning experiences to determine if there is a correlation between education and criminal
behavior. Research shows that a lack of education is a contributing factor to crime.
Research by Bell et al. (2022) indicated that the relationship between education and crime
continues to be characterized by disempowerment, showing no significant progress over
time. Education can make it less likely for people to commit crimes (Lochner & Moretti,
2004). It can make individuals think more about the consequences of their actions and
help them make better choices as adults. This paper analyzes the CC framework while
exploring factors such as public-school investments, truancy, dropout rates, academic
failure, and the level of family support. It also examines the role of social-emotional
learning and grade retention, alongside the perceptions of male ex-offenders regarding
the elements that contribute to criminal behavior. Additionally, this chapter introduces
the research question and defines key terms.

Background

In 2014, CC following President Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act and President
Obama’s Every Student Succeeds Act, was developed into national education standards.
After a decade, the frequent studies of CC in the education system are still challenging to

understand. The CC has established specific expectations for literacy, language, writing,



and mathematics. However, as noted by Bleiberg (2021), educators have not received
adequate support for the effective implementation of these standards.

Superintendents have identified difficulties in securing sufficient staffing and
funding for the implementation of CC activities. Effective professional development and
alignment with CC standards are essential, particularly in early education settings.
Abadie and Bista (2018) highlighted that certain math standards for kindergarten and
first-grade students may set developmentally inappropriate expectations, indicating that
students are expected to achieve benchmarks prematurely.

Moran et al. (2022) investigated how teachers perceive the intersection of politics
and their professional responsibilities. Their findings reveal that educators feel a
significant lack of ability to input regarding curriculum control, face ever-changing
educational standards, and are affected by bipartisanship in education policy. Moreover,
teachers expressed considerable mistrust toward those involved in the creation of CC.
This mistrust raises concerns about students’ comprehension of CC, suggesting a
disconnect that may hinder effective learning outcomes.

Louisiana has the third-highest dropout rate and is ranked 41% in education
nationwide. A quantitative study shows that 80% of respondents in Louisiana agreed that
low educational attainment is influenced by socioeconomic factors that influence criminal
behaviors (Akinbobola, 2021). Approximately 48% of individuals in incarceration lack a
high school diploma or its equivalent, as indicated by data from the Louisiana

Department of Public Safety & Corrections (2023).
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In mid-2020, a significant number of incarcerated individuals were aged 18 to 34,
comprising approximately fifty percent of the incarcerated population; individuals aged
55 and older represented 7% of the population (Minton & Zeng, 2021). In Louisiana, the
typical age of first incarceration aligns with late adolescence. Louisiana stands out as one
of only four states where a substantial proportion of the incarcerated population (6% or
more) has been incarcerated since 2006. A 2023 study by Human Rights for Kids
highlights that Louisiana ranks among nineteen states where most incarcerated
individuals who entered the system as juveniles belong to racial minority groups.
Research by Armstrong and Kondkar (2022) indicates that over one-third of Louisiana’s
prisoners committed offenses before turning 25, with 5.6% incarcerated for crimes
committed as minors. Today, the implementation of CC and the lack of education are still
pressing issues in Louisiana for male ex-offenders. Research has not explored how ex-
offenders perceive their learning experiences with the CC and its influence on their
criminal behavior. This study is needed to understand the perceptions of formerly
incarcerated males between 18 and 25 to provide an understanding of whether the CC is
related to crime and delinquency.

Problem Statement

The problem addressed in the literature is how people who have been in jail do
not have a high school diploma or dropped out of school, and how this affects their
chances of committing crimes. The CC in Louisiana represents an initiative aimed at
raising academic standards in math and English to better prepare students for high school

graduation and future success. The Louisiana State Board of Elementary and Secondary



Education (BESE) has firmly adopted the CC standards, which were developed through
the valuable contributions of state leaders. These standards clearly outline the essential
knowledge and skills that every student must acquire at each grade level. However, the
implementation of CC has resulted in unintended consequences, including increased
truancy and dropout rates among students. Research indicates that chronic truancy may
correlate with heightened risks of criminal involvement. Considering these concerns, the
proposed study aims to explore the experiences of ex-offenders with CC and examine
how truancy and dropout rates may have influenced their paths toward criminal activity.

Research on teachers’ experiences with CC has been conducted (Abadie & Bista,
2018; Swanson & Chapin, 2020), but there remains a notable gap regarding ex-offenders’
perceptions of their encounters with CC standards and their potential connection to their
criminal backgrounds. This study aims to explore how ex-offenders in Louisiana perceive
their experiences with CC and its relevance to their criminal activities. The findings are
anticipated to contribute significantly to enhancing the public school system and
mitigating crime rates in Louisiana.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the perceptions of American
male ex-offenders, aged 18-25, regarding their learning experiences with CC standards
and to examine the relationship between the presence or absence of these standards and
criminal activity among this demographic following the implementation of CC in the
State of Louisiana. The theoretical framework for this study is grounded in general strain

theory (GST), which posits that strain leads to an emotional disconnection from learning,



thereby motivating criminal activity among American males in Louisiana. Strain theory
posits that negative emotions arising from stress can drive individuals to engage in
deviant behaviors, including criminal activities, as a means of coping (Jang, 2007).
Research Question

This research is guided by the following: How do American male ex-offenders
between the ages of 18 and 25 in Louisiana describe the relationship of Common Core
learning experiences to their criminal activity?

Theoretical Framework

The theory used for the foundation of this study is the GST. Broidy and Agnew
(1997) developed GST using ideas from earlier strain theorists Robert Merton. Merton
(1938) posits that societal strain results in criminal behavior, highlighting the disparity
between economic goals and the means to achieve them. Building on this, GST examines
various stressors that heighten negative emotions such as anger and frustration (Agnew,
2001). Earlier theories about stress contributed to general strain theories, especially by
highlighting negative things like not reaching goals and facing obstacles. Agnew (2001)
posited that crime can serve as a means to alleviate strain. This perspective informs the
examination of the learning experiences of ex-offenders in the context of the CC
Learning Standards.

GST primarily emphasizes the prevailing concerns of the population, providing a
framework for understanding these issues and elucidating the processes by which they are
addressed or resolved. In strain theory, a lack of education or income is a proposed

pressure derived from social factors that drive individuals to commit crimes. Therefore,



the connection between GST and this study’s nature is inherent in the learning
experiences, particularly for American male ex-offenders in Louisiana, who have an
opportunity to express their lived experiences for learning after the implementation of
CC. In Chapter 2, the study will expand on the theoretical framework relevant to the
research questions, including GST and CC standards, as well as their connection to
criminal behavior and significance to the study’s objectives and findings.

Nature of the Study

This phenomenological study conducted in-depth interviews with twelve male ex-
offenders aged 18-25 in Louisiana to explore their experiences post-CC State Standards
(CC) implementation and their potential link to their criminality. The study aims to gain
insight into the lived experiences of this demographic, employing qualitative methods to
capture their perspectives in detail. In-depth interviews facilitated a nuanced
understanding of these individuals’ motivations and viewpoints, which allowed me, as
the researcher, to follow the respondents’ narratives with flexibility. This approach is
positioned as critical for phenomenological research, emphasizing the importance of
understanding shared experiences within a specific context (Burkholder et al., 2020;
Ravitch & Carl, 2020; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Sloan & Bowe, 2014).

For this study on the effects of the CC State Standards on participants’ high
school experiences, two ex-offenders were recruited through CC, a local nonprofit
organization, while ten others were recruited through digital flyers and word-of-mouth
communication. The research utilized face-to-face interviews to collect data, which were

subsequently transcribed, reduced, and triangulated for analysis. The analytic approach
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involved coding and categorizing the data to identify emerging themes. Participants were
selected through purposive and secondary snowball sampling techniques until data
saturation was achieved.

Definitions

Academic performance- grade point average, standardized test scores, and
educational aspirations and attainment (Farb & Matjasko, 2012).

CC is a set of academic benchmarks, not a curriculum, that set expectations for
what students should know by the end of each grade to ensure they are college- and
career-ready by the time they graduate high school (Tulane University, 2015).

Criminal behavior- generally defined as any overt or covert law-breaking conduct
in a given country or state, punishable upon conviction. The two main broad categories
are property crimes (e.g., fraud, theft) and violent crimes (e.g., domestic violence,
robbery, homicide, and sex crimes (Coulacoglou & Saklofske, 2018).

Delinquency - generally seen as the antisocial and illegal actions of youth,
including bullying, cutting class, vandalism, substance use, selling drugs, and shoplifting.
(Lai, 2009).

Disadvantaged- refer to segments of the population that experience greater
obstacles to success or access to resources, services, and opportunities due to various
systemic factors. (Omara-Eves et al., 2015).

Disciplinary- people with low socioeconomic status, socially excluded people.

(Omara-Eves et al., 2015).
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Dropout- a student who leaves school before graduating (American Psychological
Association, 2024).

Emotional response- feelings or emotions: happy, sad, afraid, lonely, mad.
(American Psychological Association, 2024).

General strain theory - to be recognized as an increasingly important explanation
for violence at the individual level. (Warner & Fowler, 2003).

Grade retention- students who fail to reach the academic standards needed to
continue into the subsequent school year must remain in the same grade for another year
(Gonzalez-Nuevo et al., 2023).

Poverty- a family’s total income is less than the family’s threshold, then that
family and every individual in it is considered in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).

Public education- education in schools, colleges, and universities provided by the
government (Oxford University Press, 2024).

Public investment- the money that a government spends on public services such as
education and health (Cambridge University Press and Assessment, 2024).

Socioeconomic status- encompasses not only income but also educational
attainment, occupational prestige, and subjective perceptions of social status and social
class.

Strain- force to make great (American Psychological Association, 2025).

Truancy- the habitual engagement in unexcused absences from school (Cardwell

etal., 2019).
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Violence- the intentional or unintentional use of force, whether physical or
psychological, threatened or actual, against an individual, oneself, or against a group of
people, a community, or a government (Rutherford et al., 2007).

Assumptions

In the study’s development, various assumptions were made, signifying a
qualitative methodology. In the context of how education relates to criminal activity, it is
important to acknowledge the perspectives and experiences of formerly incarcerated
males. Their perceptions can be complex and require in-depth exploration to fully
understand. It is assumed that subjective in-depth interviews are believed to enhance the
richness and depth of the interview.

Participants are expected to share their honest lived experiences despite potential
concerns about confidentiality and discussing sensitive topics. The researcher’s neutral
role is needed to foster an environment where a variety of perceptions and experiences
can be shared openly and honestly. The first researcher bias refers to when a researcher
selectively focuses on data that aligns with their preconceived beliefs or expectations. In
the study, I pledged to remain self-aware to avoid personal biases, ensuring objectivity.

Understanding the perception of criminal activity and whether it is linked to
education could help prevent crime and reduce recidivism. The reflexive researcher aims
to understand the viewpoints and feelings of the study participants, which could have
affected their behavior. The focus was on previously incarcerated males who attended
public high school in Louisiana. I aimed to identify the various factors leading to crime in

the state. This research aims to elucidate the various factors contributing to the criminal
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behavior exhibited by males aged 18 to 25 in Louisiana. The study’s findings provide

valuable insights that can inform local and state governmental bodies in their efforts to
prevent crime and reduce recidivism.

The assumption behind this study encouraged the use of qualitative methodology
to conduct in-depth interviews with men who have been in jail or prison in Louisiana to
understand their subjective experiences. Comprehensively, these assumptions signify that
the rationale for using a qualitative methodology in this study is to conduct in-depth
interviews with formerly incarcerated males in Louisiana to understand their subjective
experiences.

Overall, a qualitative methodology was chosen due to the complexity of the
research topic and the need for in-depth interviewing of the subjective experiences and
perspectives of ex-offenders and their criminal activity. By acknowledging these
assumptions, the study aims to enhance transparency and reflexivity in the research
process, contributing to the rigor and validity of the findings.

Scope and Delimitations

This qualitative phenomenological research will conduct face-to-face interviews
with American male ex-offenders aged 18 to 25 from Louisiana, specifically targeting
their educational experiences during their high school years. The study focuses on the
risk factors: truancy, CC challenges, lack of family support in low-income families,
school engagement, grade retention, and academic failure linkage to delinquency in

Louisiana. The study aims to provide an understanding of the learning experiences of ex-
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offenders in Louisiana to help with crime prevention by addressing challenges in
education.

This study has some recognizable delimitations. The research is limited to ex-
offenders between the ages of 18 and 25 in Louisiana, not considering the opinions of
those currently incarcerated, teachers, staff administrators in schools, or outside
organizations. The views from other sources are helpful, but not helpful because the
study focuses on how ex-offenders’ learning experiences led to criminal behavior.

This study is grounded in GST as proposed by Agnew (2013). In this study,
several theoretical frameworks relevant to social issues and research problems were
identified but not thoroughly examined, including social learning theory, narrative, and
ethnography. As the researcher, I selected GST for its capacity to elucidate the
connection between strain and criminal behavior, supported by research that strain is a
significant factor contributing to crime involvement (Agnew, 2013).

The qualitative research included interviews with former offenders to gather their
stories and gain insight into their personal experiences. While the qualitative approach
will include in-depth interviews exploring the attitudes and behaviors for data collection,
they may need to provide more objectivity to minimize researcher biases through
structured data collection and analysis. I needed to consider potential biases that could
affect the study results to ensure that the findings can apply to other contexts for
transferability.

The study is limited to policymakers from the Departments of Corrections and the

Department of Education. Louisiana was chosen due to its highest incarceration rate and
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third-highest dropout rate in the nation. The study will look closely at the different
themes and patterns in the lives of the country’s highest population of ex-offenders. This
focus enabled a deeper understanding of the systemic challenges affecting both education
and incarceration in the state. The findings may also highlight opportunities for policy
reform that can improve long-term outcomes for at-risk populations.

Recognizing that ex-offenders may have different views in different states based
on their risk factors, such as social and economic disadvantages, truancy, lack of family
support, school engagement, grade retention, and academic failure. As a researcher, [ will
strive to include diverse perspectives in the sample; however, the results will not reflect
the entire population of ex-offenders aged 18 to 25 in Louisiana.

This study will outline the scope and limitations of the research. The goal is to be
transparent about the research boundaries and limitations. Regardless of the delimitation,
the study aims to provide helpful information for using CC in education, fighting crime,
and reducing recidivism. Therefore, the findings suggest that the evidence may be
relevant to the ex-offenders who participated but may not be directly transferable to other
contexts without considering the specific factors and experiences involved.

Limitations

In this study, limited access to data can be challenging, and this limitation can
become a problem. Securing male participants ages 18 and 25 who have attended high
school in Louisiana might pose challenges due to finding participants willing to share

their experiences. The participants in the study need to be carefully chosen to be
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individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon in question so that the researcher,
in the end, can forge a common understanding (Creswell, 2007).

Problems and pitfalls exist when utilizing in-depth interviews. Focusing only on
the results from participants that support my main arguments could cause biases that
could influence outcomes. Communicating honestly and openly with the participants is
very important to ensure they want to participate. The participant should not feel
pressured to participate in the study. As a researcher, it is crucial to select participants
who are both willing and interested in mitigating the impact of subjective experiences.
Researchers face challenges related to subjectivity and bias; therefore, it is essential to
continuously reflect on their biases and positionality. This can be achieved through
practices such as maintaining memos, journal writing, and engaging in peer debriefing.
As a researcher, I will have to remain objective to avoid biases by focusing on the
problem statement and data gathering.

For ethical considerations, data safekeeping and storage may present challenges
that require careful planning and a comprehensive approach to information security. The
privacy of the participants’ lived experiences regarding their educational background is a
sensitive topic, making anonymization important. To avoid ethical issues in the study,
specific research questions will addressed for validity. Participants were required to give
voluntary consent to be interviewed in the study.

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) ensures that research involving participants
is ethical and follows the rules. The ethics approval in the IRB process is more accessible

for studies that use already existing data or have few risks. The limitations in
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methodology and research was observed and interpreted by the IRB. As the researcher, I
ensured privacy and confidentiality, no plagiarism of data, no fabrication of data, and no
conflict of interest to strengthen my study for approval by the IRB.

Significance

This qualitative study aims to explore the learning experiences of American male
ex-offenders aged 18-25 in Louisiana, emphasizing their perceptions of the community.
Finishing high school can help prevent crime and lower the chances of people
committing crimes. This study looks at how effective CC Standards work in education
and how men who have been in prison feel about their experiences while attending high
school.

By exploring the ex-offenders’ perspectives, the research aims to uncover the link
between education and crime that can inform and enhance the development,
implementation, and improvement of programs in corrections, local, state, and federal
government. It is essential to hear the perspective of formerly incarcerated men because
they have committed crimes and attended high school after the implementation of the CC
Standards. Their insights offer firsthand knowledge about challenges in school, criminal
activity, limitations, and successes, thereby contributing significantly to the field of
Corrections.

The significance of this study has the potential to fill a gap in the existing
literature by providing perspectives on the challenges faced by formerly incarcerated
males during their time spent in high school in Louisiana. By securing the firsthand

experience and perceptions of the formerly incarcerated, the research offers insight that
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may not fully be captured through a visual perception. The approach is to get an auditory
perception for understanding how the formerly incarcerated explain the link between
education and crime, which is crucial for reducing recidivism in Louisiana.

The study can potentially influence practice and policy changes in the criminal
justice system in the school-to-prison pipeline. By identifying areas of improvement for
the school-to-prison pipeline, the research can inform policy reform initiatives to enhance
the safety and well-being of local citizens, reduce delinquency, and reduce recidivism in
Louisiana. This study aims to support evidence-based suggestions based on the
experiences of formerly incarcerated males. The study can help create positive social
change by encouraging changes in antisocial behavior that lead to less crime.

Investing more money in public schools is aligned with broader goals to improve
education and lower crime rates by leading to better job salaries. Combining crime
prevention and criminal justice at all levels of education is essential to combat crime and
violence in the future. Overall, this study contributes to the law being followed from a
young age in schools to create safe and prosperous communities.

In summary, the significance of this study is the potential to inform policy and
practice, fill a gap in existing literature, create positive social change, and contribute to
the goals of reducing recidivism and crime prevention. Its focus is on enhancing the
safety and well-being of local citizens, reducing delinquency, and reducing recidivism in

Louisiana.
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Summary

This study aims to investigate ex-offenders’ perceptions of their learning
experiences following the implementation of the CC. It will examine the potential factors
that may have contributed to their prior criminal behavior and identify those influences.
Louisiana ranks fourth in the nation for crimes committed by youth, with 83 percent of
offenders being Black. Education has been shown to reduce violence and crime, with
Louisiana ranking fifth in illiteracy and having the highest crime rate. CC, introduced in
2014, increased dropout rates, crime, and teacher resignations. Louisiana has the highest
incarceration rate, and research shows that finishing high school reduces the likelihood of
arrest. Lack of contributes to crime, and the link between education and crime remains
unchanged. Louisiana inmates face limited job opportunities and a lack of education upon
release, leading to recidivism.

Chapter 1 provided a comprehensive overview of the research topic, focusing on
the perceptions of formerly incarcerated males in Louisiana. It introduced the research
problem, objectives, and questions, setting the stage for subsequent chapters.
Additionally, the chapter delved into the background of the study, emphasizing CC
education standards, high school dropout rates, and the incarceration rate in Louisiana.
The chapter discussed increased dropout rates, crime rates, new educational reform, and
the link between education and crime, providing context for understanding the perception
of formerly incarcerated males. The chapter also outlined the study’s assumptions, scope,
limitations, and significance, acknowledging potential challenges and highlighting the

potential impact on policy and practice within the criminal justice system.
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In Chapter 2, the literature review will shape what was introduced in Chapter One
by analyzing existing research on different perceptions of ex-offenders’ learning
experiences. It will explore related factors of CC, public-school investment, education,
truancy, dropout rates, and other factors related to crime and delinquency. By
synthesizing these studies, Chapter 2 will provide insights into the current state of
knowledge in the field and identify areas for further research and improvement in
education related to crime. The literature review will provide context and insights into the
perceptions of the formerly incarcerated in Louisiana, informing the subsequent chapters

of the research study.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This study investigates the influence of the CC curriculum on criminal behavior
by analyzing the experiences of ex-offenders. It focuses on Louisiana, which has the
highest incarceration rate and one of the poorest education systems in the U.S. Research
indicates that education significantly contributes to lowering criminal activity rates (Lee,
2021). No previous research has been done to determine if the CC affected ex-offenders’
involvement in crime in the state of Louisiana. There is a lack of research addressing the
learning experiences of ex-offenders concerning the CC State Standards in Louisiana. By
synthesizing these studies, this review aims to provide insight into how students learned
after the implementation of CC affected male academic outcomes and if they were more
likely to commit crimes in Louisiana. This literature review explores various factors of
how education is linked to criminal activity for ex-offenders aged 18-25, including
truancy, CC challenges, lack of family support in low-income families, school
engagement, grade retention, and academic failure linkage to delinquency in Louisiana.

Literature Search Strategy

The literature review for this study was developed through a systematic strategy: |
accessed relevant literature from numerous databases to identify literature, including the
Louisiana Department of Public Safety & Corrections and Louisiana Believes. The
keywords used to perform this search included the Louisiana Department of Corrections
and the Louisiana Department of Education, high school drop-out, incarceration, and
truancy. These searches led to peer-reviewed and related articles in databases such as

Google Scholar, Science Direct, Education Resources, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Sage,
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ProQuest, JSTOR, Google Scholar, EBSCO, and the Walden Library. I searched the

following terms: CC, traditional learning, education, education behaviors, grade
retention, socioeconomics, high school dropouts, criminal behavior, at-risk students, high
school equivalency, and incarceration.

There is no research on the perceptions of ex-offenders’ learning experiences and
their contribution to crime. However,research does illustrate how a lack of education
contributes to crime. In my research, I utilized current literature and dissertations on this
topic (Bell et al., 2022).

Theoretical Foundation

This study aims to investigate ex-offenders’ perceptions of education in Louisiana
and its potential link to emotional distress and subsequent criminal behavior among
American males. Grounded in GST, the research posits that heightened emotional distress
can lead individuals to commit crimes as a coping mechanism (Broidy & Agnew, 1997;
Merton, 1938). Teachers have reported that the methodologies employed in teaching the
CC have caused confusion among students and parents (Abadie & Bista, 2018). Notably,
following the implementation of CC in 2014, there has been a reported increase in
criminal activity. Agnew, 1997). Teachers faced significant challenges communicating
the CC curriculum to students, and students experienced strain in obtaining a high school
diploma successfully.

Strain theory, as explored by Professors Broidy and Agnew (1997), highlights the
higher incidence of crime among males compared to females, emphasizing the

relationship between strain and criminal behavior. Their research indicates that negative
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emotions, including depression, anger, and frustration, are linked to an increased
likelihood of criminal behavior. According to GST, men often exhibit anger in response
to stressors, which can lead to deviant behavior (Broidy & Agnew, 1997). The theory
highlights how inadequate education can lead to emotional responses such as self-
directed feelings of depression and other-directed feelings of anger when faced with
strain. Strained individuals engage in various coping mechanisms to manage negative
outcomes. The primary objective of education is to achieve academic success, but
barriers can arise that hinder this goal. These barriers may stem from the pursuit of other
valued objectives like respect, masculinity, autonomy, and the thrill of excitement
(Brezina, 2017). Feelings of unhappiness can lead to negative behavior, which may stem
from academic underachievement (Brezina, 2017). Research by Alexander et al. (2001)
and Harlow (2003) highlighted a notable link between academic underachievement,
school dropout rates, and subsequent engagement in criminal behavior.

GST. identifies three primary types of strain that individuals may experience: the
inability to achieve personal goals, negative interactions or relationships with peers and
authority figures, and involuntary exposure to criminal activities or undesirable
circumstances. Students must perform satisfactorily in all classes and assessments to
graduate from high school. The concept of GST highlights that students may experience
feelings of being stuck and disappointment when they fail to meet their expectations
(Brezina, 2017). As a result, increased distress in individuals correlates with a higher

propensity to commit crimes. Exploring the impact of CC on young men in Louisiana,
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aged 18-25, reveals a potential link between educational strain and engagement in
criminal activity.
Literature Review Related to Key Concepts

Sources of Strain Due to Social/Economic Disadvantages

National data shows that students, particularly those from disadvantaged
backgrounds, face a twenty-percentage-point increase in the likelihood of dropping out of
high school for each week of missed school (Rios et al., 2020). Research by Jaggers et al.
(2016) highlighted that poverty and academic disadvantages can significantly increase the
risk of future incarceration and involvement with the adult justice system, utilizing
administrative data from the Louisiana Department of Education, the Louisiana Office of
Juvenile Justice, and the Louisiana Department of Public Safety and Corrections
(LADOC). The main strength of the research is evidence that poverty and academic
disadvantages are risk factors for crime among urban youth. The researcher was able to
form an effective framework utilizing a hierarchical, mixed-effects logistic regression
model by exploring whether youth later encountered the LADOC and were incarcerated,
and whether they committed a violent crime leading to their contact. The weakness of the
research study is the mixed-effects logistic regression model does not explore the lived
experience of the participants to discover other risk factors associated with criminal
behavior. The in-depth interviews and questions can provide data using the mixed-effect
logistic regression model.

The study by Kizilgol and Selim (2017) identified significant patterns linking

social disadvantages to crime, highlighting factors such as joblessness, impoverishment,
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lack of tuition, family, inequality of income, labor market skills, poor employment
records, and low legitimate earnings.

Agnew (2013) posited that GST suggests that individuals may resort to criminal
behavior due to their inability to fulfill their basic needs. Furthermore, education is
identified as a factor that can positively influence the attainment of these basic needs.
Education is commonly perceived to influence an individual’s level of socialization and
access to opportunities, which in turn can lead to an enhanced standard of living
(Zajacova & Lawrence, 2018).

The increase in crime rates in Western countries, coupled with recent social and
economic challenges, has sparked modern research in the field (Dicolo, 2022). Bleiberg
(2021) highlighted that CC has a notably positive initial impact on economically
advantaged students, while no significant effect is observed for students from low-income
backgrounds. Teachers have lower expectations for black and low-income families
(Bleiberg, 2021; Ferguson, 2003; Gershenson et al., 2016).

Poverty serves as a significant predictor of academic success among students in
educational settings. According to Youth.gov (n.d.), approximately 50% of students
entering residential juvenile justice facilities possess academic skills that are below the
expected grade level for their age. Staff members in high-poverty districts expressed
lower confidence in their ability to effectively implement the CC (Bleiberg, 2021).
Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds face significant disparities in academic

achievement, often being outperformed by their wealthier peers (Davis, 2021).
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Research by Jerald (2008) indicated that in the United States, disadvantaged and

low-achieving students often receive a diluted curriculum and are placed in larger
classrooms with less qualified educators. Impoverished neighborhoods experience
elevated crime and unemployment rates, largely attributed to limited access to education
and opportunities (Sethi et al., 2020). Schooling has the potential to decrease criminal
activity by fostering employment opportunities, as many jobs in current social institutions
necessitate educational qualifications (Sethi et al., 2020).

The strain refers to the connection between economically disadvantaged
individuals who face financial hardship, failure, and stress, which drive them towards
engaging in criminal activities. Students who come from economically disadvantaged
families experience strain, which leads to poor performance in school. Nath and Das
(2019) discovered significant links between indicators of socioeconomic status and the
incidence of violent and property crimes. They found that young individuals born into
low socioeconomic status families were over three times more likely to engage in
criminal activities later in life compared to those born into families with high
socioeconomic status (Nath and Das, 2019). Limited opportunities can lead individuals to
engage in criminal behavior as they seek alternative, illegitimate means to achieve
success (Sethi, 2020).

Recent research shows national economic disparities in states adopting the CC
(Davis, 2021). Even though standards have become rigorous over time, states with higher
poverty levels had lower test scores than wealthier states during the 12-year study (Davis,

2021). Current economic challenges have led to heightened poverty and unemployment
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in Louisiana communities, posing significant obstacles to educational attainment.
Hjalmarsson and Lochner (2012) demonstrated that a 1-year increase in a state’s average
education levels correlates with a reduction in state-level arrest rates by at least 11
percent. Offering improved school options to high-risk youth can lead to reductions in
crimes that result in arrests, yielding an estimated social savings of USD 16,000 for
victims over a seven-year period (Hjalmarsson & Lochner, 2012). Families with higher
socioeconomic status often demonstrate better success in preparing their young children
for school, attributed to their access to resources that foster and support child
development (Nath & Das, 2019).
The Population of Poverty in Louisiana

According to the 2024 US Census Bureau (2025), Louisiana’s poverty rate stands
at 18.7%, notably higher than the national average of 10.6% (Invest Louisiana, 2025).
Louisiana has been in an economic slump. In 2023, Mueller referenced a report by
Louisiana Legislative Auditor Mike Waguespack, which indicated that during the 2021-
2022 academic year, Louisiana schools had an enrollment of 775,583 K-12 students. The
racial composition of this student body was approximately 48% White, 37.8% Black,
8.6% Hispanic, and 5.6% from other racial minorities (Mueller, 2023). The audit revealed
that a significant 71% of students in Louisiana’s public schools are living below the
poverty threshold (Mueller, 2023). Davis (2021) provided support that explains poverty
as a contributing factor to failed academic achievement in reading and mathematics
among students in grades 6-9 in North Carolina. The author found that students from

lower-income families at schools with higher poverty rates tended to have lower scores
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on reading and mathematics when compared to schools with lower poverty rates after CC
implementation. Warner and Fowler (2003) discovered that living in a disadvantaged and
unstable neighborhood leads to experiencing more stress in the neighborhood.

Secondly, the stress experienced at a neighborhood level had a significant impact
on the amount of violence that occurs in communities described as having low levels of
social support. Researchers Jiang et al. (2020) found that social connections link
economic difficulties with bad behavior in teenagers. Researchers Fredricks et al. (2004)
explain that not doing well in school can lead to bad behavior, but doing well in school
can help prevent bad behavior. Furthermore, considering the relationship between
poverty, academic achievement, and behavior, evaluating potential strategies and policies
is essential.

Factors Relating to the CC to Crime and Delinquency

The contribution of truancy, dropout, CC curriculum, and disciplinary problems
can contribute to crime and delinquency. Scholars have suggested evidence that truancy
contributes to educational underachievement among socioeconomically disadvantaged
students. Studies also show that African American students in truancy are at significant
risk of receiving a delinquency petition (Rubino et al., 2020). In Louisiana, truancy rates
have significantly risen from 22% to 40% over the past 5 years (Sentell, 2022). The
implementation of CC in Louisiana adversely affected teacher-student relationships,
resulting in increased truancy and dropout rates (Abadie & Bista, 2018). Skipping school
during adolescence is linked to negative consequences, like a higher chance of getting in

trouble as a teenager and as an adult (Rocque et al., 2017). Research has found that
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truancy is the first sign of delinquent behavior among adolescents (Mazerolle et al.,
2019). Rocque et al. (2017) found that truancy predicts the likelihood of getting into
trouble with the law until the age of 50, even when taking other risks factors into account.

Studies have shown that poor academics contribute to high school dropout rates.
In their study, Alexander et al. (2001) determined that academic performance played a
role in 41.6% of student dropouts, while 35% of dropouts happened before reaching the
10th grade. Louisiana has the third-highest dropout rate in the nation (Avery, 2024). Stein
et al. (2022) found that 9.6% of residents in Louisiana aged 16 to 24 were high school
dropouts, significantly exceeding the national dropout rate of 6.0%.

The change in teacher standards in Louisiana impacted students’ success in Math
and English after implementing CC in 2014. Educators implementing CC aimed to assist
their students in achieving established standards (Loveless, 2020). The implementation of
the CC curriculum posed significant challenges for numerous educators. In 2016, Kamil
(2016) found that CC needed more explicit instructions and different intense instructions
to meet set goals. A decade following the implementation of the CC standards, research
findings indicated a lack of significant positive outcomes (Loveless, 2020). Louisiana is
currently ranked 40th in education among all state schools and the District of Columbia,
according to the Department of Education (2023).

Research has shown a substantial relationship between learning and discipline
motivation (Senjaya et al., 2020). School disciplinary challenges are shown to be among
the contributing factors that lead to a delinquency petition. School behavior problems can

result in suspensions and might involve the Juvenile Justice System and crime.
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Researchers Hemez et al. (2020) examined men and women between the ages of 18 and
26 by their suspensions in school. Less than 1% of the men and women grades in 7
through 12 were never suspended or experienced incarceration. At the age of 18, around
2.5% of the men and women who had been suspended had been incarcerated, and this
percentage increased to 4.5% when they reached 26 years old (Hemez et al., 2020).
Additionally, the issues highlighted above underscore the urgent need for comprehensive
measures to address the prevalent violence and crime in Louisiana, particularly its impact
on the education system.

The Intersection of Violence and Education

The alarming surge in violence and crime across Louisiana constitutes a critical
menace to its education system. Today, the quality and quantity of education are
paramount. Education can help you earn more money and have better chances in life.
People with higher levels of education are less likely to get into trouble and might use
their time wisely (Lochner, 2004). Research indicates that a one percent increase in the
high school completion rate among men ages 20-60 could result in annual savings of up
to $1.4 billion for the United States, stemming from decreased costs associated with
crime impacting both victims and society at large (Lochner, 2004).

In 2022, Louisiana recorded the highest violent crime rate in the United States
(Stebbins, 2022). In 2020, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that
Louisiana had a homicide rate of 19.9 per 100,000 individuals (Bruhl, 2023). Violent
crimes include robbery, rape, aggravated assault, and homicide in 2022 (Bruhl, 2023).

Louisiana state prisons, among the most overcrowded in the nation, saw only a 10.25%
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reduction in their population from March 2020 to July 2021, according to the Prison
Policy Initiative (2021). As reported by the Prison Policy Initiative in 2021, Louisiana
had the highest incarceration rate among democracies worldwide, with 1,094 individuals
imprisoned per 100,000 population. This figure encompasses various correctional
facilities, including prisons, jails, and juvenile justice institutions, highlighting a
significant societal concern regarding criminal justice in the state.

As of 2021, Louisiana’s local jails recorded annual bookings of at least 86,000
different individuals (Prison Policy Initiative, 2021). According to the Louisiana Uniform
Crime Reporting Program, Louisiana is the third most dangerous state in the United
States (Stebbins, 2022). Since 2019, there has been a notable increase in gun violence
among youth in Louisiana. The most common crimes committed by young people in
Louisiana are fighting, stealing, skipping school, shoplifting, having drugs, and damaging
property. The FBI reported in 2021 that the number of young people involved in serious
attacks is the highest in three cities: New Orleans has 2,608 cases, Baton Rouge has 1,299
cases, and Shreveport has 1,000 cases.

In 2021, a total of 15,598 incidents of violent crime, along with 18,358 reported
offenses, were documented in Louisiana by 136 law enforcement agencies that
contributed data to the National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS). This data
represented coverage of approximately 71% of the state’s total population.

In a study conducted by the National Center for Educational Statistics in 2019,
Louisiana public high schools exhibited the highest dropout rate in the United States

between 2013 and 2017 (Stein et al., 2022). According to research conducted by Stein et
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al. (2022), approximately one in nine seventh-grade students in Louisiana discontinued
their education in public schools before reaching the 12th grade. Approximately 48% of
individuals in correctional facilities lack a high school diploma or its equivalent,
highlighting a significant gap in educational attainment within this population (Louisiana
Department of Public Safety & Corrections, 2023). Younger individuals may engage in
fewer criminal activities due to their commitment to education, which limits their free
time compared to older individuals who have dropped out of the school system. This
makes it harder for them to do illegal things (Bell et al., 2022). A study indicates that the
age at which crime peaks and the subsequent decline vary based on factors such as crime
type, locality, race, gender, and education levels (Matthews & Minton, 2018). As of
January 2023, the Louisiana Department of Corrections reported a total incarcerated
population of 27,385 individuals, comprising 14,428 inmates in local jails and 12,957 in
state facilities (Louisiana Department of Public Safety & Corrections, 2023). Based on
data from the LA DPS&C (2023), the demographic composition of Louisiana’s local jails
and state prisons is predominantly male (94.7%), with a racial breakdown of 64.7% Black
and 34.99% White. Research indicates that interventions during this critical phase of
potential criminal development have the capability to significantly influence the
trajectory of criminal behavior (Minh et al., 2013).

In Louisiana, African American youth experience a disproportionate
representation in various forms of custody and supervision relative to other racial
demographics. In the second quarter of 2022, Louisiana documented a total of 813

juvenile custodial cases, with breakdowns of 405 in secure custody, 369 in non-secure
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custody, and 39 categorized under Families in Need of Services (FINS) custody,
according to the State of Louisiana Office of Juvenile Justice. Considering the correlation
between education and crime rates, it is evident that addressing the challenges in the
education system, including those related to the CC, is crucial for mitigating the impact
of criminal behavior in Louisiana.
CC Challenges

Despite initial resistance and skepticism, implementing CC standards (CC) in
Louisiana has proven to be a necessary step toward improving the state’s education
system, but several challenges remain to be addressed. The CC standards, established in
2014, serve as a framework for mathematics and English language arts education. Abadie
and Bista (2018) indicated that the state’s adoption of the CC was predicated on the belief
that students in Louisiana have capabilities comparable to their peers nationwide. Despite
this assertion, in 2014, Louisiana ranked 44th in English language arts and 46th in math
at the national level (Abadie & Bista, 2018). Louisiana acknowledged that the CC
standards for English Language Arts and math were more demanding than the state’s
previously established grade-level expectations, which last saw an update in 2004
(LDOE, 2014). The new method of teaching using CC changed how teachers instructed
and how students learned.

CC is facing various difficulties (Bleiberg, 2021). Abadie and Bista (2018)
explained that one challenge is helping students and teachers adjust to the curriculum.
Additionally, the standards set by CC are not clear and specific. Lastly, no alternative or

modified version of CC is available (Abadie & Bista, 2018). The implementation of CC
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standards in Louisiana has yielded mixed results, prompting a need for further
investigation and potential adjustments (Abadie & Bista, 2018). Louisiana demonstrated
a lack of readiness in successfully implementing the CC State Standards, as indicated by
various reported outcomes. The state lacks prior experience or capability to support
teachers, parents, and students in adapting to and developing academically under CC
standards.

Meador (2019) outlined various advantages and disadvantages associated with
CC, highlighting an ongoing debate regarding the curriculum’s importance. The
implementation of CC e demonstrates international benchmarks that align favorably with
global standards, resulting in reduced development costs for testing (Meador, 2019).
Additionally, it establishes uniform standards across the state, promotes stability, and
provides educators with assessments that serve as valuable tools for monitoring student
success (Meador, 2019). Equivalency tests for students with special needs and traditional
textbooks have become outdated due to rising costs associated with technology for
assessments and a surge in standardized testing practices. CC is specifically linked to
Math and English, while other subjects in Louisiana are guided by distinct standards and
assessments set by the state (Meador, 2019). High-quality professional training for
teachers and ensuring the lesson is aligned with the CC standards is essential (Abadie &
Bista, 2018).

When Abadie and Bista (2018) studied what Louisiana teachers thought about the
CC standard, they discovered that teachers felt that their training and educational

materials needed to be better to meet these standards. The implementation of the CC
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necessitated a transformation in instructional practices among teachers, requiring them to
align their teaching methods, curricular resources, and assessment techniques with the
new educational standards to effectively evaluate student performance (Alliance for
Excellent Education, 2013). Louisiana undertook deliberate reforms in its educational
frameworks, focusing on the enhancement of curricula, assessments, and teacher training
to ensure the successful adoption of CC standards.

Several studies conducted in Louisiana have examined the experiences of teachers
undergoing the transition from traditional learning methods to the implementation of the
CC State Standards (CCSS). Abadie and Bista (2018) conducted a study analyzing public
and private school teachers in Louisiana. Public school teachers expressed frustration
regarding their exclusion from the development of the constantly evolving curriculum
known as CC in their district, which necessitated adjustments in their teaching styles and
methods (Abadie & Bista, 2018). Public schoolteachers experienced pressure due to their
exclusion from the implementation of the new CC programs. In their study, Abadie and
Bista (2018) highlighted the challenges faced by public school teachers, noting a lack of
preparation time, absence of instructional manuals during the summer, and inadequate
professional development opportunities. The private school educators expressed
satisfaction with the new curriculum, as it allowed for incremental implementation by
subject and provided them with an opportunity to participate in the selection process
(Abadie & Bista, 2018). During the summer, private school teachers had the opportunity
to engage in material review and attend workshops designed to enhance their

understanding of CC standards (Abadie & Bista, 2018).
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Researchers are exploring how politics influence job satisfaction among educators
working under the CC framework. Moran et al. (2022) examined educators’ views on the
impact of politics, highlighting their feelings of a lack of control, the challenges posed by
evolving curricula and standards, and the effects of bipartisan influences. Moran et al.
(2022) note that teachers expressed feelings of limited involvement in the creation and
implementation of CC standards, alongside a significant lack of trust in the individuals
and organizations responsible for these developments. The experience highlighted a
deficiency in teacher buy-in, which negatively impacted students’ comprehension and
learning under the CC standards. Teachers support the notion that students will not
understand CC standards. Moreover, the challenges posed by implementing the CC
standards had a significant impact on public school investment in Louisiana.

Public School Investment as it Relates to Crime

Investment in education from the beginning to the end is the key to social and
economic advantages. Mitra (2011) found that schools with more funding had teachers
with more significant experience and higher salaries. The schools demonstrated superior
academic performance and behavioral outcomes, leading to increased pursuit of higher
education among students. Getting a good education helps people make more money.
Research indicates that students from better-funded schools experience a 15% reduction
in the likelihood of arrest by age 30 (Mitra, 2011).

Public education funding comes from local, state, federal, and other sources such
as grants and philanthropists. Louisiana, Oklahoma, Kentucky, and Oregon have similar

population numbers. The population in Louisiana is 4.5 million, Oklahoma has 4 million,
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Kentucky has 4.5 million, and Oregon has 4.2 million (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).

Louisiana spends an average of $12,990 per student, Oklahoma spends an average of
$10,510, Kentucky spends an average of $14,040, and Oregon spends an average of
$18,140 (Educationdata.org, 2024).

Louisiana has had the highest incarceration rate in the United States for the last
decade (Hassan, 2023). However, in 2018, Oklahoma had even more people incarcerated
than Louisiana. According to the Louisiana Department of Corrections, state and local
spending on Louisiana prisons and jails is about $800 million a year. The cost of
incarcerating one individual per day is $70, a total cost of $25,500 annually in Louisiana
per person (Louisiana Department of Corrections, 2023). According to data from the
Bureau of Justice, the US spends more on an inmate, an average of $31,286 per year,
compared to an average of $12,756 on a student per year (Rodriguez, 2023).

There is scant research linking increased school funding to crime reductions
(Hyman et al., 2022). A study conducted by Hyman et al. (2022) found that students who
received a 10% increase in funding during grades K-3 were 50% less likely to miss
significant amounts of school by 8 grade. Furthermore, there was an increased
likelihood of graduating from both high school and college. Research has shown that
additional primary school funding reduces adult crime (Hyman et al., 2022). Research
done by Hyman et al. (2022) explains that improving the quality of public schools can be
effective in the long-run crime prevention strategy in the U.S. Furthermore, public school
investment plays a crucial role in shaping the future of our society, and understanding its

link to crime is essential.
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Education as it Relates to Crime and Delinquency

A study conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics in 2019
revealed that from 2013 to 2017, Louisiana public high schools ranked third highest in
the nation for dropout rates (Stein et al., 2022). In 2014, Louisiana adopted CC standards
in public schools’ education. A comprehensive study of the factors contributing to the
lack of educational attainment and criminal behavior in Louisiana is necessary for
developing evidence-based policies and interventions. Quality education for students
fundamentally relies on the presence of excellent public schools. Hjalmarsson and
Lochner (2012) indicated that analyses comparing violence and educational outcomes
across various states and cities have often yielded erroneous conclusions. The
jurisdiction’s choice to give money to the education system or law enforcement could
affect education and crime. Many researchers study the factors that influence whether
someone chooses to continue going to school after being involved in crime to prevent
mistakes in their research. Hjalmarsson (2008) found that if young people are arrested or
incarcerated for crimes, it can make them leave school before they finish.

High school completion rates have a direct impact on crime rates in Louisiana.
According to Stein et al. (2022), one out of every nine seventh graders in Louisiana left
public school before finishing twelfth grade. Louisiana graduation rates and scores are
below the average on every National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) report
(McBirney, 2019). Louisiana experienced a decline in the high school dropout rate in the
school year 2009-2010 to 3.5 percent (Chawla, 2011). According to the American

Community Survey released by the U.S. Department of Education in 2014, Louisiana’s
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high school dropout rate increased to 10.6%, the highest in the nation (McFarland et al.,
2019).

Bell et al. (2022) posited that juveniles in school are less likely to engage in
criminal activity compared to those who have left school and subsequently experience
increased idle time, which may lead to a higher propensity for crime. Increasing the
mandatory dropout age may lead to a decrease in crime rates, according to research by
Bell et al. (2022). Research from the FBI and US Census Bureau suggests that there is a
notable relationship between educational attainment, specifically the completion of high
school and further education, and the prevalence of violent crime. California, with one of
the lowest educational attainment rates in the nation, experiences a higher incidence of
violent crime compared to states like Minnesota, which enjoy both greater educational
success and lower crime rates (Bernard, 2022).

Boessen et al. (2023) conducted a study analyzing the relationship between
violence and education in St. Louis neighborhoods over 40 years. The study by Boessen
et al. (2023) revealed a significant correlation between educational attainment and violent
crime rates, demonstrating that individuals holding a bachelor’s degree engage in 22.41%
fewer violent crimes than those without such an educational credential. A bachelor’s
degree requires a high school diploma or equivalent as a prerequisite. The study found no
significant difference in violent crime rates between individuals possessing a high school
diploma and those lacking one. The study shows a high school diploma in the late 1980s
and 1990s in the majority black neighborhoods in north St Louis helped to lower violent

crime. The study showed that the attainment of a high school diploma in predominantly
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black neighborhoods of north St. Louis during the late 1980s and 1990s was associated

with a reduction in violent crime rates (Boessen et al. 2023).

The impact of education on reducing crime rates has been a topic of interest for
many researchers. The relationship between education and crime is complex and can be
analyzed from various unique perspectives, despite appearing to be a straightforward
correlation. Researchers considered this subject from numerous distinctive points of
view. The absence of education significantly diminishes employment opportunities,
which can lead to increased criminal activity due to heightened hiring criteria (Ehrlich,
1975). Laurito et al. (2019) highlighted the correlation between rising crime rates in a
community and the decline in educational quality in local schools, noting that such an
environment adversely affects student attendance.

Research in criminology suggests that as individuals experience improvements in
their standard of living, their propensity to engage in criminal or deviant behavior
decreases (Campbell, 2006). The implementation of CC serves as a significant
educational framework designed to enhance students’ opportunities for upward mobility
in academia. For some students facing adverse social and economic circumstances, CC
often acts as an obstacle to achieving improved outcomes rather than facilitating them.
The challenges of truancy and high school dropout rates are closely linked to social and
economic barriers, creating a complex intersection between education, crime, and

delinquency.
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Truancy/Dropout Rates as it Relates to Crime, Delinquency, and Education

Truancy and dropout rates have a major impact on crime rates in the communities
in Louisiana. Zhang et al. (2007) defined truancy as the habitual engagement in
unexcused absences from school, and it is related to other risk factors for violent
offending. In 2003, research showed that about 2.2 million juveniles were arrested, which
accounted for 16% of all arrests and 15% of all violent arrests (Zhang et al., 2007). In
Louisiana, more students are truant in schools. The number of students missing school
increased by 22% in public schools (Sentell, 2023). Truancy is considered a juvenile
crime in the state of Louisiana. Children under 18 who skip school a lot or stop going to
school can be charged with truancy. Also, 4 out of 10 public school students are
considered truant (Sentell, 2023). Any student in Louisiana who is an absentee with more
than eleven absences may be retained in their current grade (Louisiana Department of
Education, Louisiana Believes, 2023). Juvenile violent offending in Louisiana is on the
rise. Louisiana ranked fourth in total number of people in prison for crimes they
committed as youth, with 2,227 (Chrastil, 2023).

Truancy is a complex issue influenced by various factors, including academic
difficulties, levels of parental engagement, specific characteristics of family and
community environments, and school conditions. School truancy, defined as chronic
absenteeism, serves as a significant early warning sign of various adverse outcomes,
which may include increased risks of teen pregnancy, substance abuse, criminal behavior,
and ultimately, academic failure leading to dropout (Jaggers et al., 2016). Research

indicates that juveniles who begin offending in childhood are likely to continue such
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behavior into adulthood. Jaggers et al. (2016) further identified predictive factors for

academic dropout, discipline issues, school suspensions, and interactions with law
enforcement.

The truancy rate in Shreveport, Louisiana, has been identified as a significant
crisis by the District Attorney. In 2022, Caddo Parish reported an enrollment of
approximately 32,000 students, with over 1,500 students in grades 6 through 12 missing
more than 25 days of school, and more than 3,500 students in grades K-5 missing over
ten days (Stewart, 2022). The Louisiana high school graduation rate has increased from
77.5% in 2015 to 82.7% in 2022; however, it remains low by national standards
(Louisiana Department of Education, n.d.). After the CC standards implementation, the
graduation rate declined, and the dropout rate increased in Louisiana. Stein et al. (2022)
found that 9.6% of Louisiana residents aged 16 to 24 were high school dropouts,
significantly exceeding the national average of 6.0%. Truancy is a complex issue
influenced by various factors, including academic challenges, levels of parental
involvement, and specific characteristics of families, communities, and schools. School
truancy, characterized by chronic absenteeism, serves as a significant early warning sign
and predictor of various issues, including adolescent pregnancy, substance abuse,
juvenile delinquency, and an increased risk of academic failure and dropout (Jaggers et
al., 2016). Research indicates that early criminal behavior in juveniles often persists in
adulthood. Jaggers et al. (2016) highlighted that factors such as discipline issues, school
suspensions, and interactions with law enforcement are significant predictors of dropout

rates among this population.
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In recent years, truancy rates and juvenile crime rates have been rising, posing
challenges for law enforcement. In 2020, Louisiana observed a significant rise in juvenile
violent crimes and a corresponding increase in truancy rates, as noted by Stewart (2022).
In Louisiana, the number of truant students increased from 194,031 in 2013, reflecting a
25.4 percent truancy rate, to 218,161 in 2015, with a corresponding truancy rate of 28.18
percent, according to the Louisiana Department of Education. Lochner et al. (2004) found
that higher levels of education, particularly completing high school, are associated with a
notable decrease in incarceration rates. The decline is more pronounced at the high school
graduation level compared to earlier educational milestones. Research by Balfanz et al.
(2003) indicates that over 400 ninth graders who were incarcerated had significantly low
school attendance, attended barely half of the time, and struggled academically, failing
most of their courses before their incarceration.

A study by Jaggers et al. (2016) highlights a significant correlation between
inadequate education, low literacy rates, and increased participation in the justice system.
Jaggers et al. (2016) identify the age of onset as a significant predictor of criminal
behavior. Offenders 12 years of age and under are two to three times more likely to
become severe and violent offenders (Jaggers et al., 2016). Habitual truancy among
juvenile offenders is associated with a higher likelihood of committing more serious
crimes compared to adult offenders, resulting in increased pressure on the criminal justice
system (Donnelly, 2021). Bell et al. (2022) described that younger people may not have
the time to commit crimes while in school, preventing them from committing crimes as

older dropouts who have more available time for criminal activity.
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By offering students the necessary support to maintain regular attendance,
Louisiana’s truancy court system can mitigate the adverse effects of truancy. These
effects include higher dropout rates, lower academic achievement, and increased juvenile
delinquency. Students at risk of dropping out of school and engaging in criminal activity
often exhibit similar behavioral signs, such as truancy, performing poorly academically,
and displaying poor behavior. In Louisiana, truancy courts, overseen by law enforcement,
ensure that students maintain regular school attendance. The Louisiana State Legislature
(2022) enacted a law aimed at ensuring the accountability of parents, tutors, or other
individuals responsible for a child’s school attendance. Violating the law may result in a
fine of up to $250, imprisonment for a maximum of 30 days, or both penalties. Truancy
Court serves as a valuable case study for investigating racial and ethnic disparities within
the educational system. The insights presented are crucial for shaping policies and
practices within the juvenile justice system (Rubino et al., 2020). Scholars, including
Rubino et al. (2020), employed a three-model approach that accounted for variables such
as age, gender, and Youth Level of Service/Case Management subscale scores. Rubino et
al. (2020) indicate that Black/African American juveniles in truancy court face a higher
likelihood of receiving a delinquency petition within two years of their initial risk
assessment compared to other racial groups. Moreover, it is crucial to consider how
truancy rates and academic failure are linked to delinquency.

Academic Failure Linked to Delinquency in Louisiana
Researchers have found a strong link between academic failure and juvenile

crime. Louisiana currently holds the 40th position in terms of education performance
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among all states and the District of Columbia, according to the Louisiana Department of
Education (2023). The implementation of CC standards in Louisiana may contribute to
school failure, resulting in increased stress for both teachers and students. Research by
Abadie and Bista (2018) found that some elementary teachers felt that English Language
Arts standards used in the CC implementation process were challenging. Changes in
teaching styles and instructional methods pose significant challenges for teachers,
particularly when such changes are not initiated by them (Kamil, 2016). Teachers and
students in American schools need to know more about how to follow the CC curriculum.
Stress negatively impacts students, potentially leading to academic failure and increasing
the likelihood of delinquent behavior. Hirschfield (2018) suggested that school failure
could increase delinquency by straining school bonds and exposing students to deviant
peers. Academic assessments are a significant source of stress for secondary school
students, as evidenced by research conducted by Putwain in 2005. Investigating the
stress, anxiety, and worry experienced by schoolchildren regarding their academic
performance and assessments is crucial due to its potential negative impacts on health,
emotional well-being, and educational outcomes (Putwain, 2005). A study by Gallagher
and Millar (1996) asked 3,983 students who were 13 to 18 years old in Northern Ireland
about the things they worry about using a questionnaire with 138 questions. The scales
measured different aspects relating to personal life and social concerns. It included
worries about home, school, money, and relationships with the opposite sex. The study

found that of the top 10 worries, six were about schoolwork. In the academic context,



44

students were primarily concerned about the pressure of passing their exams, with a
significant concern about the potential ramifications of failing on their future aspirations.

The primary concern among scholars regarding educational perspectives is not the
direct impact of schooling on illegal behavior, but rather the mechanisms through which
these influences manifest (Hirschfield, 2018). Research indicates a correlation between
education levels and future crime rates, as discussed by Lochner and Moretti (2004).
Many young individuals in the juvenile justice system have faced challenges related to
academic performance, lack of engagement in their education, and disciplinary issues in
school (Youth.gov, n.d). In Louisiana, 17 areas showed little progress and a drop in
student performance from elementary to high school, reflecting a concerning trend in
educational outcomes (Skinner, 2022).

Behavior problems among adolescents in schools indicate a relationship between
academic difficulties and future criminal activities. Early behavioral issues may serve as
indicators of future criminal activity and defiance. Research identifies two primary
categories of developmental risk factors contributing to crime and delinquency:
individual characteristics, which include disruptive behaviors such as opposition,
impulsivity, hyperactivity, aggression, and family characteristics, encompassing parental
deviance, family structure, rejection, discord, ineffective discipline, and inadequate
supervision (Juon et al., 2018).

Criminal activity often occurs when students perform below academic
achievement standards in Louisiana. A high rate of private school enrollment is one

factor affecting school performance in Louisiana (Mueller, 2023). Resources are being
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taken away from public schools and given to private, religious, and charter schools
(American Federation of Teachers, n.d.). In 2022, Mueller explained that teachers don’t
get paid much, they feel stressed at work, worry about safety issues because of school
shootings, and have public health concerns. They also don’t have enough training, so not
enough teachers have professional certifications. The limitation of having fewer good
teachers lessens the opportunity for academic achievement for students. An analysis
confirmed that increased academic achievement is related to significant reductions in
self-reported violent and property crimes (Lochner & Moretti, 2004).

The public school system in Louisiana consistently underperforms in educational
outcomes when evaluated against other school systems across the United States. The
rigorous requirements of CC make it increasingly difficult for families in poverty to
attain academic success. Achieving academic goals fosters positive emotions such as
happiness, while failing to meet these objectives can lead to disappointment and
discouragement. Additionally, engagement of families in education is essential for
reducing rates of juvenile delinquency, highlighting the importance of their involvement
in the educational process.

Lack of Family Support, School Engagement, and Crime

Families’ engagement in education is important to help decrease juvenile
delinquency. Research indicates a correlation between parental education levels and
student retention, suggesting that parents with higher educational attainment are less
likely to have children who drop out of school. This emphasizes the impact of parental

educational background on children’s academic persistence. Wilson and Petersilia (2011)
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emphasized the critical role families play in the prediction of criminal behavior. Research
shows that family resources, including size, structure, income, and parental education, are
linked to subsequent violence (Juon, 2006). Farrington et al. (1996, as cited in Wilson &
Petersilia, 2011) found that having a convicted family member—father, mother, brother,
or sister—predicts male delinquency, with each relative serving as a significant and
independent predictor. Parents play a crucial role as the primary educators and role
models for their children

Many parents lack sufficient education about the CC, hindering their ability to
engage in meaningful discussions and collaborations with schools and states (Ellison,
2017). Meanwhile, Louisiana is facing a rise in criminal activity alongside a decline in
academic performance. People sometimes learn bad behavior from their family members,
which can affect their behavior in school. Criminal behavior can stem from conduct
disorders learned from family members. According to Wilson and Petersilia (2011),
offending trends within families can be attributed to six explanations. The first
explanation highlights intergenerational issues such as poverty, family disruption, young
parenting, and residing in underprivileged neighborhoods.

The second explanation focuses on the effect of parental criminal convictions on
children’s likelihood of offending. The third factor involves the influence of family
members on one another, while the fourth pertains to inadequate supervision by young
parents. The fifth factor highlights the inheritance of certain behaviors from parents to
their children. Moreover, the sixth is when family members commit crimes (Wilson &

Petersilia, 2011).
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Family dynamics, which refer to how a family interacts with each other, play a
significant role in influencing a person’s criminal behavior. Adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) are connected to trauma and abuse in childhood (Hesselink, 2023).
These experiences can be passed down to their children, creating a harmful cycle of
ACEs. The ACEs can also affect their families, schoolwork, friendships, and community.
Young people who have been abused or neglected are 47% more likely to commit crimes
(Freeze, 2019). This influence comes from various factors in the person’s environmental
surroundings. For instance, the state of Louisiana has the highest incarceration rate.
Incarceration has been linked to adverse family and economic outcomes for many men,
as policies within correctional facilities can negatively affect their family dynamics and
earning potential (Perry & Bright, 2012).

Additionally, criminal behavior can be learned through associations with family,
friends, and one’s environment. In essence, fostering a supportive educational
atmosphere that emphasizes social-emotional learning can serve as a protective factor
against the transmission of criminal behavior across generations.

Social-Emotional Learning is Related to Failure and Crime

Feelings and reactions are important in understanding how doing poorly in school
can lead to committing crimes. Emotions and feelings significantly influence behavior
and decision-making processes, as noted by Schreuder et al. (2016). Setting clear rules
and a lesson plan is important to help students know what is expected of them and to
avoid behavior problems. In a study, it was discovered that teachers in Louisiana were

not able to effectively teach students after the implementation of the CC in 2014 because
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they did not have a daily aligned curriculum (Abadie & Bista, 2018). Negative emotions,

including concern, fear, frustration, and loneliness, have been identified by scholars as
detrimental to both learning and behavior (Peterson & Skiba, 2000).

Students will feel worried, upset, and scared about CC if the school’s performance
is poor. Feelings are very important for how children get involved in school, work hard,
and do well in their studies. Students will become concerned, frustrated, and fearful of
CC if the school’s achievement is a failure. A student’s feelings are very important for
children to stay interested in school, work hard, and do well in their studies (Durlak et al.,
2011). Beliefs regarding the likelihood of failure can manifest in behaviors that are
influenced by emotions. Behaviors may encompass acts of violence and criminal
transgressions (Karstedt et al., 2011).

Socio-emotional learning (SEL) can prevent criminal activity by promoting
positive behaviors and emotional regulation among at-risk populations. Durlak et al.
(2022) provided a study that suggests SEL programs should encourage relevant
educational policies and practices. The study found that administrators at all levels should
establish systems that provide the necessary support and incentives for school districts to
learn about the potential value of SEL (Durlak et al., 2022).

Teaching and learning in schools involve three essential aspects: social,
emotional, and academic (Zin et al., 2004). Social and emotional learning (SEL) serves as
an effective framework for enhancing educational practices and fostering a positive
learning environment within the classroom setting. It plays a crucial role in mitigating

student misconduct, which includes behaviors such as engaging in side conversations,
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arriving late or departing early, academic dishonesty, physical altercations, bullying,
inappropriate use of electronic devices such as laptops and cellphones, making
derogatory comments, and soliciting favorable considerations regarding grades. Yeager
(2017) explained that adolescents can benefit from SEL when academic work becomes
more complex and friendships less stable because the brain’s method of processing
emotions undergoes a dramatic transformation.

The teachers in Louisiana had difficulties with daily assignments after
implementing CC, which resulted in negative experiences for students. Teachers were
worried about how the CC standards affected students at each phase of CC
implementation, even after professional developmental training (Abadie & Bista, 2018).
Educators across the nation experience similar challenges in terms of resources and time
limitations in providing professional development to students (Smiling Mind, 2023). In
2024, the Louisiana State Board of Elementary and Secondary Education decided to
change the references to “social and emotional learning” in the state’s early education
standards to “interpersonal skills” (Larose, 2024). This decision was made because
conservative people criticized SEL for leading to discussions about racial justice, social
justice, and fairness (Larose, 2024).

Additionally, students did not receive enough social and emotional learning
because there was no effective curriculum in place in Louisiana. The Louisiana Policy
Institute for Children recommends using SEL as a guide to help students in the workforce
and become good citizens rather than a curriculum. According to Durlak et al. (2011),

high-quality social and emotional learning instruction not only facilitates opportunities
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for students to engage meaningfully within their classroom, school, and community but
also fosters a sense of satisfaction, belonging, and increased motivation derived from
such involvement. Secondly, SEL programming promotes students’ social-emotional
growth by creating a safe and caring learning environment, fostering peer and family
involvement, enhancing classroom management and teaching practices, and encouraging
whole-school community-building activities (Durlak et al., 2011).

Education cultivates patience and acts as a deterrent to criminal behavior by
enhancing individuals’ comprehension of the potential consequences and punitive
measures associated with engaging in criminal activities (Hjalmarsson & Lochner, 2012).
In the field of criminal justice, emotions are often associated with the core traits of human
nature (Karstedt et al., 2011). Evidence suggests that individuals who commit crimes
frequently demonstrate a stronger inclination for emotional responses over rational
thought, and many crimes inherently contain an emotional component (Karstedt et al.,
2011). Researchers have found that when children learn and do SEL in schools and at
home, it makes them less aggressive, less violent, and less likely to get arrested at school
(Bradshaw et al., 2021). Consequently, integrating SEL into school curricula may serve
as a vital strategy not only to enhance academic performance but also to mitigate the
long-term risks associated with grade retention and promote positive life outcomes.”
Grade Retention as it Relates to Crime and Delinquency.

Repeating a grade in school may impact the likelihood of at-risk youth engaging
in criminal activities in Louisiana. Grade retention refers to the practice in which students

are required to repeat a specific grade level due to their failure to achieve the requisite
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benchmarks or meet the established academic standards associated with that grade.
Research indicates a causal relationship between grade retention and adult criminal
convictions, which can be attributed to test-based accountability policies (Eren et al.,
2021).

CC represents Louisiana’s rules for testing and accountability in schools.
Gonzalez-Nuevo (2023) found that when students are held back a grade, they may do
better in school at first. However, over time, they often struggle with their feelings, and
their schoolwork gets worse, which leads to many of them dropping out. Students who
struggle to succeed academically under CC are often required to repeat a grade level
(Povich, 2023). Eren et al. (2021) explained being held back in school made it more
likely for people to be found guilty of a violent crime and for them to commit more
violent crimes. Studies have shown the negative effects of retention on behavior
problems, substance abuse, and earlier age of sexual (Xia & Glennie, 2005).

Student performance levels in math and English in Louisiana significantly
influence grade retention decisions. In Louisiana, a student needs to get at least a “Basic”
score in either English or math and “Approaching Basic” in other subjects to move up to
ninth grade. This rule can be changed if the student qualifies for an exception or is put in
a transitional ninth-grade program (Louisiana Department of Education, 2021. Eren et al.
(2018), suggested that to help keep students from dropping out, teachers should use the
test score limits set by the State of Louisiana for moving up to 9th grade. This means that
if a student fails the math or English test given in July, they have to repeat 8th grade.

Eren et al. (2018) evaluated the effects of failing an exam and 8th-grade retention
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in an instrumental variable framework that imposes the additional assumption that the
only reason test failure in the eighth grade is related to crime is because of grade
retention. In this way, test-based advancement causes harm to some students, and the
impact continues into adulthood. In a study done in Louisiana by Eren et al. (2018),
results demonstrated that an increase in violent crimes caused by students repeating
grades leads to societal expenses ranging from $2.6 to $184 million for the three groups
of students.

Students are prone to take advantage of non-educational activities if there is a
grade retention issue. Formerly incarcerated individuals are nearly twice as likely to have
no GED or High School Diploma in Louisiana. African American students are more
likely to be retained in grade based on their performance on high-stakes tests
(Dismantling the School-to-Prison Pipeline, 2016). After CC implementation, teachers
found it hard to use a rubric they felt was unsuitable for the students’ ages. Studies have
found that children from families with lower education levels tend to underperform in
school and are more likely to have to repeat a grade (Diaz et al., 2021). Numerous
incarcerated youths have a history of truancy and grade retention (Youth.gov, n.d.).

Furthermore, research by Eren et al. (2018) provided evidence that being retained
in eighth grade has long-run effects on the likelihood of being convicted of a crime by
age 25 and on the number of criminal convictions by age 25. The findings suggested that
not passing the English Language Arts state and math exam and being held back in 8th
grade leads to the idea that the only reason failing the test is linked to crime is because of

retention.
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Summary and Conclusion

The literature review offers a broad perspective on education related to crime and
other key concepts. It explores perspectives about how violence and education are
connected, the challenges of CC Standards, and how public-school investment is linked
to crime, truancy rates, dropout rates, grade retention, lack of family support, academic
struggles, and other key issues. Primarily, it focuses on the significance of stressors that
can contribute to anger and deviant behaviors.

The study examines the gap in whether CC affected male ex-offender’s ages 18-
25 academic outcomes and the likelihood of committing crimes in Louisiana. It focuses
on the perceptions of ex-offenders and their relation to stressors and risk factors.
Additionally, it examines the relationship between failure-related stressors and deviant
activities. Research signifies a rise as of 2015 in incarcerated males and high school
dropout rates after CC implementation in Louisiana.

In conclusion, the literature review explains ex-offender’s perception of how
education influenced their involvement in crime following the implementation of CC in
Louisiana. Emphasizing how stress from underachievement motivates criminal activity
will help with the understanding of why males are more likely to commit crimes in
Louisiana. By combining information from various sources, the review explores why
students might do poorly in school, drop out of school, and other factors linked to
criminal behavior. This may help prevent crime and reduce repeat offenses in the state

with the highest number of people in prison in the United States.



Chapter 3 includes the research methods, research design, and interview
questions to guide the study. Finally, as the researcher, I will describe the target

population and the method by which data were collected.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand the learning experiences of
ex-offenders and whether they influence the criminal activity of ex-offenders. In this
chapter, I will outline the methodologies, encompassing the research framework, the
research problem, formulated to explore the research question, and the justification for
employing a qualitative approach in the study.

This chapter outlines the research design, detailing the study’s rationale
concerning the research questions and objectives. The rationale will focus on hermeneutic
phenomenology, which aims to notice and understand the small things in our lives that
we usually overlook to find clear and precise meaning and understanding (Wilson &
Hutchinson, 1991). Hermeneutic phenomenology concerns how people experience and
live their lives (Shahbazian, 2015). A hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative research
design provides ex-offenders with perceptions of their learning experiences after
implementing the CC.

In Louisiana, from 2014 to 2022, there were 27,563 males incarcerated between
the ages of 18 and 25 (Department of Corrections, 2023). This study is conducted to
understand whether ex-offenders’ learning experiences contributed to their criminal
activity. This chapter will explain in detail how the study will be designed and how the
participants for the study will be chosen. In this chapter, the following areas will be
covered: the researcher’s role, data collection methods, samples, descriptions, and data

analysis.
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Research Design and Rationale

The research question for this study was developed to explore the perception of
ex-offenders’ educational experiences in high schools in Louisiana after the
implementation of CCand criminal activity. The following research question guided the
study: How do American male ex-offenders between the ages of 18 -25 in Louisiana
describe the contribution of the CC learning experiences to their criminal activity?

Various qualitative research methodologies were examined in selecting a research
framework, including social learning theory, narrative, and ethnography. Social learning
behavior suggests that people learn new behaviors by observing and imitating others
(Bandura, 1977). Narrative inquiry in qualitative research focuses on narratives that
reflect various aspects of human experience, including culture, historical context,
identity, and lifestyle, as noted by Butina (2015). Ethnography involves researchers
observing or interacting with the target population, which is crucial for obtaining useful
cultural information (Sharma & Sarkar, 2019).

Waulfert (2024) posits that the primary objective of social learning theory is to
elucidate the mechanisms by which behavior is developed, sustained, and altered through
various processes. The interaction between external factors, such as rewards and
punishments, and internal factors, including thoughts, expectations, motivation, and
beliefs, creates a complex system that influences behavior (Wulfert, 2024). The question
in this approach is whether or not a person has self-efficacy, which is to regulate the

belief that one has the ability, with one’s actions, to bring about a certain outcome
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(Bandura, 1977). Ethnography focuses on a specific cultural group and does not align
with the purpose of this study.

This study will be grounded in hermeneutic phenomenology and informed by the
GST (Agnew, 2013). Research has identified significant limitations within the GST,
particularly its neglect of individual and environmental influences that could affect the
relationship between the strain and offending behavior (Barbieri et al., 2019; Kushner &
Fagan, 2022). No prior research is available explaining the relationship between the CC,
crime, and delinquency in Louisiana.

The study aims to understand the different perspectives of the ex-offender
experience. Nigar (2020) asserted that within the hermeneutic phenomenological
approach, every experience must be interpreted in the context of our backgrounds. The
goal of hermeneutic research is to understand what the participants mean when they share
their experiences and how those experiences are interpreted when they are put together
(Nigar, 2020). The essence of the hermeneutical circle is the relationship between the
whole and its parts (Gadamer, 1977). The different parts cannot be understood alone, and
the whole thing is understood by how the pieces fit together (Gadamer, 1977).

Role of the Researcher

In this qualitative study focusing on male ex-offenders in Louisiana, the
researcher will explore their learning experiences in high school and criminal activity. I
will interview approximately 15 male ex-offenders, or until saturation is reached, who
attended high school in Louisiana. As the researcher, I will collect data face-to-face by

asking participants questions and documenting the answers. The interview questions are
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purposefully designed to be open-ended, inviting participants to share their insights and
experiences in-depth. This approach encourages richer responses and fosters a more
engaging dialogue. I will ensure that I remain neutral to avoid biases while interviewing.
Patton (2015) suggested a middle ground between becoming too involved, which can
cloud judgment, and remaining too distant, which can reduce understanding. The
researcher must avoid personal biases in the interviewing process to avoid a conflict of
interest. The researcher will prioritize ethical considerations while exploring ex-
offenders’ perceptions of their lived and learned experiences. According to Patton,
evaluators’ research aims for balance, fairness, completeness, and positive connotations
such as trustworthiness in qualitative research.

As emphasized by Creswell and Creswell (2017), the researcher serves as a
steward of ethical conduct throughout all stages of the study, ensuring the ethical
treatment of participants. Rubin and Rubin (2012) started using in-depth qualitative
interviewing as one of the critical naturalistic research methods. Researchers engage with
individuals who possess knowledge or experience related to the issue being studied.
According to Rubin and Rubin, researchers explore in detail the experiences, motives,
and opinions of others and learn to see the world from perspectives other than their own
through such interviews. According to Patton (2015), qualitative inquiry means going
into the field and the real world of programs, organizations, neighborhoods, and street
corners and getting close enough to the people and circumstances there to capture what is

happening.
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To ensure validity and reliability, the researcher must include participant
confirmation and interview transparency. Ensuring that the answers are understood with
clarity is imperative in data collection. Researchers can implement member checking in
interviews by echoing, paraphrasing, and seeking further clarification on respondents’
comments where there is ambiguity and, in so doing, allow interviewees an opportunity
to confirm or correct the interviewer’s interpretation of their words (Coleman, 2022). The
final role of the researcher is to ensure that the reader can validate the reliability of the
study. Coleman (2022) showed how the research has been done and decisions made so
that the reader can conduct an audit trial in research for reliability.

Methodology
Participant Selection Logic

In this qualitative study, the targeted research population is ten to fifteen formerly
incarcerated males, 18 to 25 years of age, who attended public high school from 2014 to
the time of this study. The methodology in this study on criminal activity is essential to
understanding the importance of education in assisting crime prevention and reducing
recidivism. This section will explain the approach to collecting and analyzing non-
numerical data to understand the concepts, opinions, and experiences. By endorsing a
qualitative methodology, the research aims to explore in-depth the lived experiences and
perspectives of ex-offenders, offering an understanding of the reasons and motivations
behind their criminal activity and offering insight that can inform policy, practice, and

future research.
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In addition, the design will include thematic analysis coding to identify patterns,
recurring themes, and the significance of the qualitative data. A sample size of ten to
fifteen participants, or until saturation is reached, should be sufficient to capture
experience and identify repetitive data for the research question. Participants will be
recruited by utilizing digital flyers on social media and a nonprofit organization that
services ex-offenders. This methodological approach allows for exploring secondary
education and the risk factors that are linked to criminal activity in Louisiana.

The relationship between saturation and sample size is critical in qualitative
research, as saturation indicates the point at which additional data collection yields no
new themes or insights. Generally, a larger and more diverse sample size can facilitate
achieving saturation, especially in complex or heterogeneous populations. However, the
specific sample size needed for saturation varies based on factors such as the research
question, the diversity of the participants, and the method of data collection. Researchers
often engage in an iterative process where they collect and analyze data concurrently.
This process allows them to adjust their sample size based on emerging findings. In
simpler studies, saturation might be reached with fewer participants, while more nuanced
topics may require larger samples to capture the breadth of experience (Guest, Bunce,
Johnson, 2006). Through these interviews, participants’ experiences and perceptions
regarding CC standards and their relationship to criminal activity.

Instrumentation
The research design of this qualitative study will use questions during in-depth,

face-to-face interviews with ex-offenders. I will interview participants who are not aware
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of the topic to avoid biases and have a good sense of memory of their past educational
experiences. The primary instrument for collecting data will be 10 interview questions
(see Appendix A). By adopting a qualitative methodology, the research aims to delve
deeply into the lived experiences and perspectives of ex-offenders, offering rich insights
that can inform policy and practice in the Department of Corrections.

The follow-up questions will be used if the answers are too short or do not answer
the questions and will be recorded utilizing REV.com. Open-ended questions will be used
alone as the interviewing technique until saturation is reached. Questions are written to
uncover the ex-offenders’ experiences after CC implementation to understand the most
challenging classes, teacher and student relationships, truancy issues, criminal charges,
and the decision-making regarding the crime committed.

Data Collection Instruments

The development of the interview questions is the overall research goal. The
research questions will help to understand how ten to fifteen ex-offender’s experiences in
high school affected their criminal behavior. To capture answers in the interview, the
interviews will be recorded by Rev.com, a transcription service. REV is a transcription of
a speech-to-text service founded in 2010 by Jason Chicola. As found in Appendix A, 10
open-ended interview questions will be posed to ex-offender participants during face-to-
face interviews.

To ensure construct validity, the study participants will carefully be chosen to
ensure they have all experienced the phenomenon in question and choose willing and

interested participants. Drawing upon established guidelines for qualitative inquiry
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(Patton, 2015), the questions are deliberately crafted to encourage participants to reflect
on various facets of their experiences, including their strengths, weaknesses,
implementation challenges, and areas for improvement.
Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection

The participant selection process will involve collaboration with a Shreveport-
based local non-profit organization. For the research study, the non-profit organization
will advise and refer ex-offenders to the study as participants. I will also use digital flyers
on social media for volunteers to participate in the research study with ex-offenders. The
digital flyers will include my name, contact phone number, and the criteria for
participation. Data for the study will include interviews with formerly incarcerated males
regarding their experience when committing criminal activity after attending the public
school system.

Purposive sampling will be used to select male ex-offenders of varying ethnic and
racial backgrounds to ensure diverse perspectives. This approach will help to capture a
wide range of experiences and viewpoints within the research. Additionally, the snowball
sampling technique will be utilized to leverage existing connections and referrals from
initial participants, thereby expanding the pool of potential participants. During the
recruitment process, participants will be informed about the study’s objectives and
voluntary participation, and confidentiality will be assured to ensure transparency and
encourage engagement and participation.

Upon securing participation, selected individuals will be provided with detailed

information about the study, including its purpose, procedures, and potential implications.
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Informed consent forms will be read and signed by each participant before data
collection, reaffirming their voluntary involvement and rights as research subjects. Data
collection will primarily involve conducting in-depth interviews with participants,
utilizing semi-structured interview guides designed to elicit comprehensive insights on
their perceptions and experiences of learning utilizing CC standards and factors
contributing to criminal activity. These interviews will be conducted with the participant
face-to-face, with predetermined questions to help explore in more detail, for thirty
minutes to an hour. Data collection will continue until thematic saturation is reached,
ensuring the comprehensive exploration of emergent themes and concepts.

Throughout the interview, the researcher will adopt active listening to ensure that
what others are saying, so that participants can share their experiences completely,
without interruption. After participation, the researcher will explain the rationale and
purpose of the study and allow questions from the participants to discuss the overall
research. All interactions and discussions will be audio-recorded utilizing REV.com with
participants’ consent, supplemented by detailed field notes to capture contextual nuances
and non-verbal cues. By adhering to these procedures, the study aims to gather rich
qualitative data that offer meaningful insights into the perceptions of ex-offenders’ lived
experiences and criminal activity.

Once the interviews are completed, the researcher and the participants will be
given an opportunity to review the transcript of their interview to ensure accuracy.

Participants will be thanked and informed of the process for obtaining a copy of the study
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upon completion. Follow-up interviews will be completed if necessary to ensure
accuracy. Follow-up interviews will be completed if necessary to ensure accuracy.
Data Analysis Plan

Data will be gathered from face-to-face interviews with ex-offenders who
attended public high school after 2014 in Louisiana. Interviews will be audio-recorded
and transcribed using transcription software (Rev). Journal and field notes will be
maintained to assist and validate transcriptions. Interview guide protocols will be utilized.
NVivo coding and thematic analysis will be used to analyze the data in my research using
codes, categories, and themes. According to Ravitch and Carl (2021) and Saldana (2021),
thematic analysis entails recognizing commonalities, disparities, and connections within
the data. Categorizing codes to generate themes is based on the relationship between
codes, which are reference, occurrence, and sequence.

After the first coding cycle, the researcher will find the frequencies of specific
codes assigned and the meaning of group codes (Adu, 2013). The coding methods in the
second cycle will be narrowed down to a few major themes, categories, concepts, and one
theory narrative. The participants’ words are used to label data segments instead of words
created by the researcher. Categorizing and connecting are used to examine similarities
and differences when analyzing coding carefully. I will choose topics and initial findings,
then compare codes and categories to develop a theme.

In this study, a sufficient sample size of 12-15 male ex-offenders will address
potential outliers, ensuring a representative reflection of the population. During data

collection, patterns will be identified to facilitate accurate interpretation. Additionally,
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reflexivity statements will be incorporated to acknowledge the researcher’s influence on
data interpretation and to enhance transparency regarding potential biases or
preconceptions affecting the analysis.

The participant’s words label data segments instead of researcher-created words
or phrases using NVivo coding software (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). I will utilize NVivo
software during the transcription process, which will aid in generating themes and
patterns for coding to construct results and findings. To avoid discrepancies, my
responsibility as the researcher remains to meticulously input the data line by line to
ensure accuracy and represent the resulting findings.

Issues of Trustworthiness

In ensuring the study of how male ex-offenders ages 18-25 in Louisiana are
trustworthy in in-depth interviewing, various methods are utilized to enhance the
credibility, reliability, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the research.
This involves prolonged engagement for credibility, making results and data
interpretation applicable in transferability, ensuring data consistency over time and
conditions for dependability, establishing data and findings interpretations for
confirmability, and assessing whether results can be reproduced using the exact
measurements for reliability. It is essential to address the research goals, expectations,
process, roles of responsibilities, and access to data to avoid threats to validity and biases.

Secondly, member checking, also known as participant or respondent validation,
is a method used to assess the credibility of research results. This technique involves

returning the data or results to participants to verify accuracy and resonance with their
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experiences. Triangulation, however, involves using multiple data sources or methods to
support findings and strengthen the credibility of the study’s conclusions. This method
bolsters the validity and trustworthiness of the research.

Researchers argue that qualitative researchers are responsible for employing
validity and reliability by interweaving verifiable strategies that guarantee self-correction
throughout the process of inquiry (Morse et al., 2002). Researchers should establish a
practice of external checks for high-quality coding (Creswell, 2014). Strategies for
reliability can be addressed by how the researcher uses quality recording devices to
record interviews and the detailed way the interviews are transcribed, including behaviors
unseen by the reader, such as pauses and overlapping information (Creswell, 2013). In
addition, I will maintain all trustworthiness in the entire research study process and meet
the required criteria by the Institutional Review Board (IRB).

Ethical Procedures

The reliability and validity of the research study minimize the risk to participants.
The advantage of using in-depth interviewing is the detailed information available, other
than in surveys and other data collection. Before commencing the study, the researcher
will seek informed consent from all participants involved in the research. This process
will entail providing clear and comprehensive information regarding the study’s purpose,
procedures, potential risks, and benefits. Participants will be informed of their right to
withdraw from the study at any time. This will be codified by using a printed “Informed
Consent” that the participants will read and sign. The researcher will prioritize the

protection of the participant’s confidentiality and privacy by implementing measures to
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anonymize and securely store all data collected on a Universal Serial Bus (USB) for at
least three years, as required by the IRB. Access to the data will be restricted to the
research team, and the data will be locked in a safe and secure room.

Furthermore, participants’ identities and findings shared will be protected by
anonymity. Before starting data collection, the research protocol will undergo review by
the institutional review board or ethics committee to ensure compliance with ethical
standards. The review will assess the study’s ethical implications and participant
protection measures. Upon obtaining approval from the IRB or ethics committee, the
researcher will proceed with obtaining approval from the non-profit organization to
engage with participants. Any modifications to the research protocol will be promptly
communicated to the IRB or ethics committee for review and approval.

Throughout the research process, the researcher will prioritize minimizing harm
to participants and ensuring beneficence by maintaining open lines of communication,
respecting participants’ autonomy, and prioritizing their well-being. Careful attention will
be paid to power differentials between the researcher and participants. Any potential risks
associated with participation will be mitigated to the greatest extent possible, and
appropriate support mechanisms will be provided to participants as needed. Additionally,
the researcher will adhere to principles of cultural sensitivity and respect for diversity,
recognizing and valuing the unique perspectives and experiences of all participants

involved in the study.
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Summary

This qualitative study aims to explore how the learning experiences of ex-
offenders influence their criminal activity. Hermeneutic phenomenology is a research
method that aims to understand people’s experiences. It has been used to learn how ex-
offenders view their learning experiences since the CCwas introduced in Louisiana. The
study aims to understand whether these learning experiences contributed to the criminal
activity of ex-offenders. It will detail the research design, participant selection criteria,
and data analysis methods.

The research will employ a hermeneutic phenomenological approach,
emphasizing the interpretation of participants’ experiences and the relationship between
the whole and its parts. The study will use in-depth qualitative interviewing to explore the
perspectives of individuals with knowledge or experience related to the problem of
interest. The approach involves delving into real-world scenarios to capture authentic
insights. The study seeks to address the gap in prior research regarding the correlation
between the CC, crime, and delinquency in Louisiana. Through the hermeneutic
phenomenological lens, the research aims to interpret participants’ experiences and
understand the interplay between different components.

In the context of crime prevention and reducing recidivism, the aim is to make
significant contributions to local and state governments. The goal is to contribute
significantly to the advancement of knowledge in the Department of Corrections and the

Department of Education. The primary data source is in-depth qualitative interviewing to
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gain insights into individuals’ experiences, motives, and viewpoints, emphasizing the
importance of seeing the world from perspectives other than the researchers’ own.
Chapter 4 will provide a comprehensive analysis of the findings and data derived

from the interviews conducted.
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Chapter 4: Results

This chapter presents the findings from interviews conducted with 12 American
male ex-offenders, aged 18 to 25, who were educated in Louisiana during or after the
implementation of the CC State Standards (CCSS). Through a qualitative analysis using
NVivo, key themes and patterns were identified about participants’ educational
experiences and any potential links to their criminal behavior. The chapter is organized
by research questions, with each section highlighting the voices of participants and the
themes that emerged from their responses.

This study addressed the following research questions and their corresponding
hypotheses: How do American male ex-offenders between the ages of 18 and 25
in Louisiana describe the relationship of CClearning experiences to their criminal
activity?

The data collected is related to research questions to explore the perceptions of 12
American male ex-offenders, aged 18-25, regarding their learning experiences with the
CC standards and to examine the relationship between the presence or absence of these
standards and criminal activity among this demographic following the implementation of
CC in the State of Louisiana.

In Chapter 4, 1 present the demographic details of the participants, explain how
the data were collected, describe each participant’s experience, outline the steps of data
analysis, address the trustworthiness of the findings, report the results, and summarize

how the findings relate to the research questions.
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Setting

I used purposive sampling to select American male ex-offenders from Louisiana
who were formerly incarcerated, no longer on probation or parole, to ensure a broad
range of perspectives. To expand the participant pool, I also employed snowball
sampling, relying on referrals from initial participants to reach others with relevant
experiences. Participants reported mixed experiences with the shift to the CC. Five of the
twelve participants noticed a distinct change in curriculum style and instructional
methods after the implementation, often describing it as more structured but also more
difficult to follow.

I reached out to the Executive Director of Common Ground Community to
request a meeting where I could discuss my study and seek approval to conduct research
and use their facilities to recruit participants. After receiving approval from the Executive
Director, I proceeded by placing flyers on the inside of four doors visible to individuals
entering, as well as in the breakroom for staff and volunteers. (See Appendices A and B
for the flyer examples.)

Each participant who volunteered for the study agreed to be interviewed at
scheduled appointments. Before the interviews began, I thoroughly explained the
interview process, reviewed the consent forms, and obtained signed consent from all
participants. They were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time
without consequence. After each interview, participants were debriefed and allowed to
share any additional insights or thoughts about the study. Furthermore, to ensure their

well-being, each participant was provided with referral information for a crisis hotline in
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case they needed support after participating in the research. (See Appendix E for the
referral details.)
Demographics

The study included 12 male participants, ages 18 to 25, from diverse ethnic
backgrounds, including African American and White. All had been recently released
from jail or prison in Louisiana and were no longer on probation or parole. To protect
their identities, only first names and ID codes were used.

The racial and ethnic composition of the group reflected the local demographics,
with eight participants identifying as African American and four identifying as White.
Educational attainment varied among participants, but all had been educated within the
public-school systems of northwestern Louisiana. Most had dropped out of school prior
to completion, with only five participants earning a high school diploma. The remaining
seven reported leaving school between the 10th and 12th grades. Shreveport, Louisiana,
was the most frequently reported location for their last school attended, with one
participant completing schooling in neighboring Bossier.

Data Collection

Twelve male participants from various ethnic backgrounds met the criteria to
participate in this study. I conducted 12 semi-structured, face-to-face interviews, which
included information on the experience of learning in school and a series of open-ended
interview questions. The interview questions were designed to elicit an exploration of
their experiences with mathematics, English, the teacher-student relationship, challenges

in school, and truancy. These participants for this study were from different ethnicities,
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African Americans and Whites. Using a hermeneutic phenomenology approach gave the
researcher an in-depth understanding of the perception of the formerly incarcerated men.
The participants’ feelings about education were used to interpret their feelings about
education to explore whether their learning experiences shaped their criminal activity.
Participant recruitment and interviews for this study began on May 16, 2025, and
concluded on June 16, 2025. A flyer was posted at Common Ground Community, a local
nonprofit in Shreveport, Louisiana. I also shared a digital version on my Facebook and
Instagram pages to help recruit participants. Data collection started after Walden
University’s IRB approved the Letters of Cooperation from Common Ground
Community and granted approval for the digital flyer. On May 16, 2025, I made initial
contact with the first participant, who agreed and agreed to be interviewed the same day.
On May 17, 2025, snowball sampling began when that participant shared the
study opportunity with others. I screened seven individuals in person, all of whom met
the study criteria and provided on-the-spot consent to be interviewed through this referral
process. That day, I conducted six interviews with men, each spaced one hour apart and
lasting at least 10 minutes per participant. The final day of data collection included
interviews with four more participants, completing the data collection phase of the study.
I conducted face-to-face interviews with 12 participants at two locations in
Shreveport, Louisiana: The Common Ground facility and the local library. Before each
interview, participants provided a signed consent form. I reviewed the purpose of the
study with each participant to ensure they understood it and gave them the opportunity to

ask questions before beginning. The interviews lasted between 10 and 30 minutes. Some
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participants were more engaged and focused, which made their interviews slightly longer.
All participants completed the entire interview without skipping questions or
withdrawing.

Table 1

Interview Lengths

Participant ID Length of interview (Time) Length of interview (page
number)
1 10 Minutes 2 Pages
2 13 Minutes 3 Pages
3 12 Minutes 3 Pages
4 10 Minutes 2 Pages
5 11 Minutes 2.5 Pages
6 15 Minutes 7 Pages
7 12 Minutes 4 Pages
8 17 Minutes 9 Pages
9 13 Minutes 3 Pages
10 14 Minutes 4.5 Pages
11 17 Minutes 9 Pages
12 10 Minutes 2 Pages

Each participant was interviewed once. [ used Rev.com to audio record each
interview and took shorthand notes to capture key responses, body language, and physical
expressions during certain questions. Interviews were conducted in private conference
rooms at both locations. After each session, I informed participants that they would
receive a copy of their transcript once it was completed. I first transcribed each interview
by hand, then typed it into Microsoft Word documents. All transcripts were saved in a
password-protected data collection folder and backed up on a flash drive.

The data collection process I described in Chapter 3 ultimately involved snowball

sampling rather than purposive sampling during fieldwork. All twelve participants were
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recruited through referrals from other participants. Two were referred by individuals from
the Common Ground Community. In addition, I posted digital flyers on Facebook and
Instagram. In response, the director of a local park contacted me with four volunteers
wanting to be interviewed. Those four participants referred to three friends, who then
referred to three more, creating a chain of participant recruitment.

Due to the quick and enthusiastic response, I requested permission from the
program directors at both the local park and the Common Ground Community to use
private rooms, offices, or conference spaces to conduct the interviews as planned. All
participants were informed that the interviews would be audio recorded and that they
could stop at any time. The interview protocol consisted of seven open-ended questions
designed to elicit detailed responses (see Appendix C).

The interview questions for ex-offenders were designed to understand their
educational experiences while attending school in Louisiana, and whether those
experiences influenced their involvement in criminal activity. I encouraged each
participant to share their story in their own words. All participants appeared comfortable
with me and were open about their learning experiences. The data collected revealed
detailed insights into their experiences with subjects like mathematics and English,
challenges they faced in school, issues with truancy, relationships with teachers and
peers, and how these factors influenced their decision-making related to crime.

Interviews were transcribed after the data collection was completed. To stay
organized, each transcript included the participant’s first name and an ID code. Audio

recordings were labeled numerically, starting with “1” for the first recording, and stored
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in folders using the same numbering system (e.g., Recording 1 in Folder 1, then 2, 3, and
so on). The transcription process took two weeks to complete. I listened to each recorded
interview multiple times to transcribe every word accurately. As I listened, I could recall
each participant’s face, body language, and expressions, which helped me better interpret
their words during transcription. I highlighted specific comments and significant
statements that were relevant to the research questions.

In addition to noting what was said, I also remembered the emotional tone of each
interview: who was serious, who gave brief responses, and who expressed pride in
participating. [ used NVivo coding during the transcription process to identify recurring
patterns and emerging themes. Data saturation was reached after twelve participants, as
commonalities in their school experiences began to repeat consistently. There were no
discrepant cases during data collection. This section includes summaries of each
participant and background information relevant to the study. Data collection proceeded

without any unusual circumstances.
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Table 2
Participants

Participant  Race/ethnicity Age Incarcerated at age  Education level School location

1 African American 24 18 Drop-out (10th Shreveport, LA
grade)

2 African American 25 17 Drop- out (10th Shreveport, LA
grade)

3 African American 24 17 Drop-out (11th Shreveport, LA
grade)

4 African American 24 20 High school Shreveport, LA
graduate

5 African American 22 17 Drop-out (11th Shreveport, LA
grade)

6 African American 24 19 High school Shreveport, LA
graduate

7 African American 23 18 High school Shreveport, LA
graduate

8 White 20 17 Dropped out (12th  Bossier, LA
grade)

9 African American 25 18 High school Shreveport, LA
graduate

10 White 24 18 Drop-out (11th Shreveport, LA
grade)

11 White 22 16 Drop-out (10th Shreveport, LA
grade)

12 White 23 17 High school Shreveport, LA
graduate

Data Analysis

Recorded interviews were transcribed with a total of 51 pages of transcription. All

transcriptions were open-coded, using participants’ exact words and phrases to capture

their lived experiences and perspectives. The data were analyzed using applied thematic

analysis coding cycles (Saldana, 2013). The researcher applied basic coding, which is

used to identify the interview questions and responses. This inductive data generated

themes and patterns, which Saldana (2013) defines as a phrase or sentence that identifies

what the data means.
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The descriptive words and phrases highlighted repeated patterns through text

search, word frequency, and coding comparison. This allowed the researcher to identify
categories to name 14 themes that emerged, such as some teachers were good, some
teachers didn’t care, struggled in math, comprehension problems in English, dropped out
of school, skipped class, environment, choices, and possession with intent. This theme
represents the meaning and stories of individuals’ experiences. There were no discrepant
cases identified. However, I did eliminate” you know” and” umm” when transcribing the
data. These were unclear statements that were removed and not considered. The
identified coding references were 216 comments with textual descriptions for the 52
themes. A total of six themes and one subtheme were identified, which formed the basis
for the compiled reports representing these seven combined themes. No discrepant cases

were observed or subjected to further analysis.
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Theme 1: Student Learning Experiences
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Thematic codes

Initial code(s) Category

Participants

Notes

“Experiences were
good.”

“Good teachers.”

“Good at math but not
English.”

“Good at
multiplication.”

“Easy in middle
school.”

“School became
harder.”

“Written and timed
tests were difficult.”

“Challenging.”

Overall positive  Positive
school experience Experiences

effective Positive
instruction, support Experiences

subject-specific

Mixed
confidence, .
. Experiences
imbalance
early math Positive
confidence Experiences
middle school Positive
simplicity Experiences

academic difficulty Negative

progression Experiences
testing anxiety, Negative
time pressure Experiences
academic Negative

difficulty, struggle Experiences

Participant 8

Participant 10

Participant 5

Participant 6

Participant 1

Participants 2,
4, and 9

Participant 11

Participants
3,7, and 12

General satisfaction with
school environment and
learning.

Points to teacher quality as a
key factor in learning success.

Strengths varied by subject,
indicating inconsistent
learning experiences.

Positive perception of
foundational math skills.

Suggests confidence and
comfort before academic
demands increased.

Difficulty likely increased
with grade level and/or
curriculum shift.

Standardized assessments
were a common challenge.

General feeling of being
overwhelmed or unsupported
in learning.
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Theme 2: Academic Confidence Post-Common Core
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Thematic codes

Initial code(s)

Category  Participants

Notes

“Real simple before CC.”

“It was easy before 2014.”

“Oversimplified.”

“English was harder after

the Common Core.”

“Confused all the time.”

“Felt like teachers did not

care.”

“Easy in middle school
became difficult in high

school.”

simplicity, pre-
reform ease

pre-Common Core
clarity

overly basic pre-
Common Core
content

increased difficulty,
subject-specific

confusion, lack of
comprehension

teacher
disengagement,
post-reform gap

transition difficulty,
curriculum jump

Pre-
Common 5,11, and 12

Core

Pre-

1,3,4,5,6
Common T

7,8, and 9
Core an

Pre-
Common 10

Core
Post-
Common 11 and 12
Core
Post-
Common 1,2,4,6 and 9
Core
Post-
Common 5,7,and 8
Core

Post-

Common 3

Core

Indicates higher academic
confidence and less struggle
before the curriculum
change.

Suggests the shift to
Common Core marked a
turning point in difficulty.

Some may view earlier
content as insufficiently
challenging.

Notable subject-specific

decline in academic
confidence.

Signals a persistent struggle
post-reform.

Suggests instructional or
emotional support may have
declined with the shift.

Students experienced a sharp
learning curve after the
reform.
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Theme 3: Student—Teacher Relationships
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Thematic codes Initial code(s) Category Participants notes
“Good student-teacher . . . Positive Reflects mutual respect and
. . supportive relationship . . 12
relationship. Relationship engagement.
“The teacher helped .. Personalized support
teacher support, Positive . .
more because she knew . . . 11 improved academic
. personal attention Relationship .
I struggled. experience.
“The teacher made sure ) . Suggests care for
academic support, Positive .
I understood my ) ) 6 comprehension and student
. ’ follow-through Relationship
assignments. success.
“The coach was m . o . .
Y ., mentorship, trust, dual Positive Connection with a coach
algebra teacher, so I did ) . 4 ) L
. . role Relationship created academic motivation.
well in math.
Teacher recognized abilit
“The teacher knew I Teacher awareness, Neutral o, g Y
. .. . . 7 but didn’t build a deeper
was good at math. limited interaction Relationship . .
relationship.
“Neutral relationship ~ emotionally neutral, ~ Neutral 9 No harm, but also no
with my teacher.” low engagement Relationship meaningful connection.
“Teachers were onl . . . -
Y lack of passion, Negative Perceived disinterest or lack
there for the money, not . . ) ) 1 :
. transactional teaching Relationship of authentic care from staff.
the students.
) Frustration with
“Teachers were not lack of support, Negative . .
C . . . 5 unresponsive or disengaged
helping. academic neglect Relationship
educators.
“Teachers became impatience, poor Negative ) Teachers’ reactions likely
frustrated a lot.” emotional control Relationship worsened student outcomes.
“Teachers didn’t know ) Perception of teachers as
. lack of competence,  Negative . .
what they were talking ) ) ) 3 unqualified or disconnected
. mistrust Relationship
about. from content.
. . . Suggests a cultural or
“The teacher did not instructional . g8 . .
) Negative pedagogical disconnect
understand how to teach mismatch, . . 8
R Relationship between students and

us. misunderstanding

teachers.




Table 6

Subtheme Theme 4: Participant Criminal Categories
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Thematic codes Initial code(s) Category Participants notes
“Possession with Intent drug Drug-Related 4 Indicates engagement in mid-
to Distribute (2020)” trafficking Offenses level drug distribution.
“Possession of Schedule . .
. possession Drug-Related Reinforces the pattern of drug-
I with Intent to cr 3and 8 .. ..
o with intent Offenses related criminal activity.
Distribute
“Possession of Schedule drug Drug-Related L and 10 Lower-level offense, still within
I (standalone)” possession Offenses the drug-related category.
“Illegal Use of a Firearm-Related Suggests the use of firearms
. weapon use 7 and 9 . ..
Weapon Offenses during criminal acts.
. . . R t th
“Possession of a Firearm firearm Firearm-Related e01.1r.ren emes aTre acros.s .
. e . 6 participants, often in combination
(multiple mentions) possession Offenses .
with other charges.
“Possession of a Firearm juvenile . Indicates early access to weapons
. Firearm-Related . . b
as a Delinquent firearm 5 and involvement with the justice
I Offenses
Juvenile offense system.
“A ted Flight fi . . . Sh isk-taking behavi d
ggravaf 1B trom evasion, flight Flight/Evasion 2 O.W S HIsk-taking benavior afl
an Officer avoidance of law enforcement.
Basic theft offense suggests
“ » property . .
Theft ) Theft & Robbery 11 and 12 material need or opportunity-
crime . .
driven behavior.
Table 7

Theme 5: Lack of School Impact/Disengagement

Thematic codes Initial code(s) Category Participants notes
“They were teaching irrelevant curriculum Lack of Students felt classroom
Y i g m > School 3,4,and 7 content lacked value or
nothing. disengagement
Impact relevance.
« . . Lack of Perceived indifference from
Acted 11’l’<e they did  Teacher apathy, lack of School 2and 5 staff contributed to
not care. support . .
Impact disconnection.
I don’t think the perceived irrelevance, Lack of 8,11, and  School seen as having little to
school level affected School . . .
PN detachment 12 no influence on life trajectory.
my life. Impact
T was not focused on Student disengagement, 1.6, and 10

school.”

lack of motivation
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Subtheme 6: Influence of Social Environment
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Thematic codes Initial code(s) Category

Participants Notes

“My decision came

peer influence,

Influence of

Highlights how peer groups

from the kids I hung . Peer/Social 6,2,4,9 shaped behavior and
e group dynamics . . . .
around with. Environment decision-making.
“It came from m social Influence of General acknowledgment of
. . Y ,, environment Peer/Social 1,3, 5,and 7 the environment as a
social environment. . . .
pressure Environment behavioral influence.
“Different change ir.1 Inﬂuenc§ of 8,10, 11, Suggests behavior was
. " surroundings, Peer/Social shaped by or changed due to
environment. . . and 12 . .
context shift Environment a different setting.
Table 9
Subtheme 7: Absence from School
Thematic codes Initial code(s) Category participants Notes
« . . Students lacked personal or
No support system lack of support Negative 1 and 3 academic support structures.
“How the teachers treated and negative teacher- . Sgggests feelmg.s of being
- . . Negative 5 mishandled or disrespected
handled us student relationships
by staff.
“I’d probably be messing with . . . . .
somebody and have to be behavioral issues, Negative 2 Disruptive behavior led to

kicked out of class.”

“Used to always be outside of
class and never go”

“Skipping and late”

“Teachers were bad.”

“Started playing sports,
seriously, then all that went
away.”

“Suspended”

“Skipped a lot in my freshman
year.”

disciplinary removal

chronic absenteecism Negative 4

exclusion from class.

Habitual skipping as a form
of disengagement.

10, 11, and Reflects patterns of absentee

truancy, tardiness Negative 12 behavior.

teacher Perception of poor teaching

ineffectiveness, Negative 9 quality as a contributing

disengagement factor.

Sports as a positive . Sports created structure and

. . Positive 6 o

intervention motivation to attend school.

school discipline, . Formal removal from school
. Negative 7 .

exclusion reinforces absentee patterns.

Freshman year Negative 8 Early disengagement in high

truancy

school.
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Evidence of Trustworthiness

Credibility

I used qualitative methods grounded in systematic, in-depth fieldwork and
techniques designed to produce high-quality data (Patton, 2015). As outlined in Chapter
3, I followed established protocols to ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of the
research throughout data collection and analysis. I applied data triangulation and a
structured analytic approach to identify patterns, extract themes, and assign codes,
supporting the study’s credibility and consistency (Patton, 2015). Participant
collaboration played a key role in enriching the study.
Transferability

As described in Chapter 3, data triangulation facilitated transferability between
me and the participants. The data collection process included interviews with formerly
incarcerated males from diverse ethnic backgrounds, age groups, educational levels, and
incarceration histories. Rich, detailed descriptions were obtained through multiple
interviews, audio recordings, written notes, and cross-compared data. These chains of
evidence were established to ensure the study’s integrity and transferability. I entered the
data into N'Vivo for analysis and interpretation.
Dependability

As described in Chapter 3, I adhered to Walden University’s research guidelines
for working with human subjects. I followed all specified steps in the research process to
enhance the reliability of the study. Detailed reporting of the data collection and analysis

procedures was used to demonstrate and support dependability.



85
Confirmability

According to Patton (2015), confirmability in qualitative research means that
findings are shaped by participants’ input rather than researcher bias. As detailed in
Chapter 3, I followed the outlined strategies without deviation to maintain the
confirmability of the study. I used reflective journal notes to capture insights on
participants’ emotions, body language, and feelings as they shared their experiences in
reentry programs. I also applied triangulation to reveal multiple perspectives on key
issues and strengthen the overall quality of the research.

Results

This chapter presents the findings from interviews with male ex-offenders in
Louisiana between the ages of 18 and 25. The focus of the study was to explore how
these individuals describe the relationship between their experiences with CC learning
standards and their involvement in criminal activity.

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions and lived experiences of
young male ex-offenders in Louisiana concerning their exposure to CC standards in
school. Specifically, the study examined whether participants identified a connection
between their educational experiences, particularly during the rollout of CC standards,
and their later involvement in criminal behavior. This research addresses a gap in current
literature and policy, especially within Louisiana’s Department of Corrections and state
education systems, where little data exists on the educational experiences of incarcerated
youth during the CC implementation period. By giving voice to this population, the study

also aims to promote positive social change in a state with the highest incarceration rate
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in the United States for more than 16 years. The following sections, which will be
divided into themes based on the data analysis, will provide context, insight, and
perspective into the formerly incarcerated learning experiences after the CC
implementation.

The five primary themes that were identified during the data analysis are: learning
experiences in mathematics and English, academic confidence post-CC, student-teacher
relationships, crime, and lack of school impact/disengagement, to explore the perceptions
of formerly incarcerated individuals. In addition to the five primary themes, two
secondary themes were also identified. Two secondary (sub)themes emerged as cross-
cutting influences that shaped participants’ educational and criminal pathways: Impact of
External Factors and chronic absenteeism.

Theme 1: Learning Experiences in Mathematics and English

All twelve participants, whether describing positive or negative learning
experiences, provided responses that revealed strong commonalities. Before exploring
their individual experiences, I made sure each participant understood that the CC was
implemented in the school system in 2014. This provided a clear timeframe for them to
reflect on and helped ground their responses in the context of educational changes that
occurred during that period. Establishing this information ensured that participants were
aware of when the shift in standards took place and could better relate their experiences
to the curriculum transition. It also allowed for more accurate recollections and

comparisons between pre- and post- CC instruction.
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A group of participants, specifically Participants 5, 6, 8, and 10, gave relatively

vague responses even after follow-up questions. While their answers were brief, a few
clear themes emerged. These participants often attributed positive experiences to having
“good teachers” or being “good at math but not English.” Some recalled success with
basic math skills, like multiplication, which suggests they had a solid foundation in early
math education. However, their responses lacked deeper reflection on how instruction or
curriculum changes may have impacted their overall learning.

In contrast, Participants 1, 2, 3,4, 7,9, 11, and 12 offered more detailed accounts.
These individuals consistently described school as easier during the middle school years,
with a noticeable increase in difficulty once they entered high school. Several pointed to
written and timed tests as particular sources of stress, and many noted that the shift in
academic expectations left them feeling overwhelmed or unsupported. Their responses
reflected in their body language as an emotional and mental strain that came with
adapting to those demands, especially within the structure of the CC.
Theme 2: Academic Confidence Post Common Core

Participants consistently characterized the pre-CC era in math and English as
straightforward and uncomplicated. Statements like “Real simple before CC”
(Participants 5, 11, 12) and “It was easy before 2014” (Participants 1, 3,4, 5,6, 7, 8, 9)
reflect a widespread perception that the curriculum before CC was easier to understand
and navigate. This shared view suggests a general sense of clarity and accessibility in
instruction before the reform. For many, this simplicity was positive; learning felt

manageable, and expectations were more transparent.
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However, Participant 10 described the earlier content as “oversimplified,” and his
shrugging gesture appeared to indicate that the material before CCwas easier. His non-
verbal behavior suggested he perceived the pre-CC curriculum as less challenging. This
perspective reflects one participant’s view on the instructional content prior to the
implementation of new standards.

All twelve participants expressed some form of hardship in their experiences with
math and English following the implementation of CC. While the specifics varied, the
overarching theme was one of increased difficulty and emotional strain. Several
participants pointed directly to subject-specific challenges. For example, Participants 11
and 12 noted that “English was harder after the CC,” emphasizing a noticeable shift in
complexity. Others, like Participants 1, 2, 4, 6, and 9, described being “confused all the
time,” revealing how the new standards introduced uncertainty and a lack of clarity in
daily learning.

Aside from the academic difficulties, personal and social factors also became
apparent. Participants 5, 7, and 8 reported that they “felt like teachers did not care,”
indicating a sense of disconnection or disengagement in the classroom environment post-
reform. This point is not just about curriculum changes, but about a broader shift in the
student-teacher dynamic. Participant 3 highlighted the difficulty of transitioning through
the new system, stating that what was “easy in middle school became difficult in high

school.”
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Theme 3: Student—Teacher Relationships

Participants shared a wide range of experiences with their teachers, with
relationships falling into three general categories: positive, neutral, and negative. Four
participants described positive relationships with their teachers. Participant 12 simply
stated a “good student-teacher relationship,” while Participant 11 highlighted that “the
teacher helped more because she knew I struggled,” pointing to personalized attention
and empathy. Similarly, Participant 6 noted that “the teacher made sure I understood my
assignments,” signaling consistent academic support. Participant 4 shared a unique
experience in which their algebra teacher was also their coach, creating a foundation of
trust that contributed to their success in math.

Two participants reported neutral relationships, neither positive nor negative.
Participant 7 recalled that “the teacher knew I was good at math,” but there’s no evidence
of deeper engagement. Participant 9 described the dynamic as “neutral,” indicating
limited interaction or emotional connection.

More troubling, five participants described negative relationships. Participant 1
claimed, “Teachers were only there for the money.” Others described ineffective
instruction (“Teachers didn’t know what they were talking about,” Participant 3),
emotional instability (“Teachers became frustrated a lot,” Participant 2), and neglect
(“Teachers were not helping,” Participant 5). Participant 8 summed up the disconnect by

stating, “The Teacher did not understand how to teach us.”



90

Theme 4: Participant Criminal Categories

All 12 participants had experienced incarceration as juveniles or adults, though
none were under current legal supervision at the time of the study. Their criminal records
included a range of offenses, such as drug-related charges, firearm possession, and
property crimes. These patterns indicate early involvement with the legal system. This
information provides context for understanding their backgrounds and experiences. It
also reflects the types of legal issues encountered by the participants before the study.

Drug-related offenses were the most common, with multiple participants charged
with possession or distribution. Participant 4’s charge of “Possession with Intent to
Distribute (2020)” and similar charges for Participants 3 and 8 highlight a pattern of mid-
level trafficking. Others, like Participants 1 and 10, faced lower-level charges such as
simple possession. These cases reflect both individual involvement and systemic
exposure to drug economies, often within marginalized communities.

Firearm-related charges also appeared frequently, pointing to early and repeated
access to weapons. Participant 6 had “multiple mentions” of firearm possession, while
Participants 7 and 9 were charged with “illegal use of a weapon.” Participant 5’s charge,
“Possession of a Firearm as a Delinquent Juvenile,” underscores how early this access
began. The presence of weapons, even in non-violent offenses, signals both risk and
vulnerability.

Participant 2 was charged with “Aggravated Flight from an Officer,” which
involves fleeing from law enforcement in a manner that poses danger to others. This

offense reflects more than a legal violation; it can also indicate a deep-seated fear or
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distrust of police. This behavior suggests a pattern of impulsive decision-making,
especially when under stress or perceived threat. Rather than acting with calculated
intent, the individual may have responded reflexively to the situation. This highlights the
complex relationship some individuals have with authority, shaped by personal
experience or broader social dynamics. authority figures rather than purely criminal
intent.

Lastly, Participants 11 and 12 had charges related to “Theft,” pointing to offenses
potentially driven by material need, peer pressure, or survival strategies. These types of
charges often reflect underlying socioeconomic struggles rather than purely criminal
intent. While theft is generally considered less severe than violent crimes, it still
represents a breakdown in lawful social engagement and trust. The motivations behind
such offenses may be complex, rooted in circumstances of desperation or influence from
one’s environment. Understanding these factors provides important context for
interpreting the participants’ actions and potential pathways for rehabilitation.

These legal histories, though diverse specifically, converge around themes of
systemic instability, early exposure to crime, and high-risk decision-making. Together,
they offer critical context for understanding each participant’s educational and social
experiences, especially about school disengagement and institutional distrust.

Theme 5: Lack of School Impact/Disengagement

All 12 participants described some form of school disengagement. Participants 3,

4, and 7 stated “they were teaching nothing,” a blunt dismissal that reflects not just

boredom but a deeper sense that what was being taught had no practical value. Teacher
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behavior also played a significant role. Participants 2 and 5 said staff “acted like they did
not care,” interpreting adult apathy as a signal that their presence and performance didn’t
matter.

Several participants went further, explicitly denying that school had any
meaningful impact. Participants 8, 11, and 12 claimed, “I don’t think the school level
affected my life,” signaling a complete emotional and developmental detachment. Others
pointed to internal disengagement. Participants 1, 6, and 10 reflected simply, “I was not
focused at school,” citing a lack of motivation or mental presence. Whether due to
personal circumstances, trauma, or boredom, their disengagement still fits within a
broader pattern of lost connection.

Theme 6: Subtheme: Influence of Social Environment

Participants described a range of social environments that deeply influenced their
choices, behaviors, and eventual outcomes. For several participants, peer groups were a
direct influence. Participant 6 said bluntly, “My decision came from the kids I hung
around with, ”” a sentiment echoed by Participants 2, 4, and 9. These responses
demonstrate how group dynamics influenced individual actions, particularly during
adolescence, when conforming to the crowd often led to engaging in risky behavior.

Others reflected more broadly on the power of their social surroundings.
Participants 1, 3, 5, and 7 all pointed to “my social environment” as the driving force
behind their decisions. While less specific than peer-group references, these statements
suggest exposure to environmental pressures like poverty, instability, or community

norms that pushed them toward criminal activity or school disengagement. A different set
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of participants, 8, 10, 11, and 12, described how a “different environment™ affected them,
signaling either a change in setting or a shift in perspective. These shifts could imply
transitions between neighborhoods, schools, or home dynamics, and in some cases, may
reflect positive turning points or moments of instability.

Theme 7: Absence From School

Absenteeism was a near-universal experience among participants, with 11 out of
12 reporting some form of school avoidance, truancy, or disciplinary removal. For many,
behavioral issues and classroom dynamics played a role. Participant 2 admitted, “I’d
probably be messing with somebody and have to be kicked out of class.” Participant 7
cited simply being “suspended,” while others, like Participant 4, described ““always being
outside of class and never going,” showing a pattern of active disengagement. Freshman-
year truancy (Participant 8) and repeated “skipping and late” behavior (Participants 10,
11, and 12) reflected how quickly poor attendance habits became routine.

Some participants directly linked their absenteeism to negative relationships with
teachers. Participant 5 highlighted “how the teachers treated and handled us,” while
Participant 9 said plainly, “Teachers were bad.” These perceptions fed into a broader
sense of alienation from the school environment. For others, the issue stemmed from a
lack of support. Participants 1 and 3 cited “no support system,” showing how
absenteeism was less about defiance and more about the absence of guidance, either at
school, at home, or both. Only one participant, Participant 6, described a positive turning

point, saying, “Started playing sports, seriously, then all that went away.” Sports became
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a stabilizing force, offering motivation, structure, and likely a sense of belonging that
reconnected them to school.
Summary

This study addressed the research questions: How do American male ex-offenders
between the ages of 18 and 25 in Louisiana describe the relationship of CC learning
experiences to their criminal activity? This was accomplished using interviews to collect
qualitative data from formerly incarcerated males. This study also addressed the problem
statement from Chapter 1, which is how people who have been in jail do not have a high
school diploma or dropped out of school, and how this affects their chances of
committing crimes. The perceptions suggest that experiences with CC education, along
with other contributing factors, may influence the likelihood of engaging in criminal
behavior.

In theme one, pre-CCe implementation, education was broadly described as
simple and accessible. Most participants found the curriculum easy to follow, though one
noted it was overly basic. The second theme explained the experiences after
implementation of the CC, which showed an increase in academic difficulty, confusion,
and emotional distance. Participants frequently cited a lack of teacher support. The third
theme varied between positive and negative relationships. These dynamics often
influenced student engagement. The fourth theme revealed that all participants had been
incarcerated, with offenses ranging from drug-related charges and firearm possession to

theft and flight from law enforcement.
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In Theme five, eleven out of twelve participants reported skipping school, being
suspended, or feeling unmotivated. Contributing factors included teacher apathy,
irrelevant curriculum, and lack of personal support. Only one participant described a
positive turnaround due to structured involvement in sports. The sixth theme played a
critical role. Most participants said their behavior and decisions were shaped by peers or
their broader surroundings. Some pointed to specific social shifts, such as a new
environment, as turning points, for better or worse. Chapter 5 interprets the study’s
findings about the research questions, highlighting how the major themes align with
participants’ experiences. It also identifies one unexpected theme involving the positive
impact of structured activities like sports. While the study has limitations, such as a small
sample size, these do not affect its validity or transferability. The chapter concludes with
recommendations for the Department of Corrections and the Department of Education to

better address early disengagement and support at-risk youth.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

This phenomenological study aimed to explore the lived experiences and
perspectives of 12 formerly incarcerated males regarding their educational curriculum,
with a particular focus on the CC standards. Additionally, the study examined factors
related to their criminal activity, including school truancy, teacher-student relationships,
and decision-making abilities, to better understand whether these factors influenced their
involvement in crime. Participants, aged 18 to 25, shared their reflections on their
learning experiences within the Louisiana education system.

A total of 12 formerly incarcerated males participated in semi-structured
interviews to share their opinions, thoughts, perceptions, and lived experiences related to
their educational journey under the CC standards. This study also explored whether these
educational experiences may have contributed to or influenced their involvement in
criminal activity. The purpose of this qualitative research was to examine the perceptions
of American male ex-offenders, 18 to 25, regarding their learning experiences with CC
standards and to investigate the potential relationship between the presence or absence of
these standards and subsequent criminal behavior among this demographic, particularly
following the implementation of CC in the state of Louisiana.

A phenomenological approach was employed, providing the most appropriate
framework for understanding the depth and complexity of the participants’ lived
experiences. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with formerly incarcerated
males between 18 and 25. The responses were then transcribed, coded, and organized into

categories, subthemes, and overarching themes, as presented in Chapter 4.
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The research questions posed in this study were answered through data analysis of
interviews conducted with formerly incarcerated males between 18 and 25. The findings
addressed significant gaps in the existing literature, as outlined in Chapter 2. Specifically,
the study examined participants’ perceptions of their educational experiences under the
CC curriculum and whether those experiences contributed to their involvement in
criminal activity. This area had not been previously explored in depth.

The study also offered insights into truancy, decision-making, teacher-student
relationships, academic challenges, and social disengagement. While some participants
described the CC curriculum as challenging and rigorous, some found it easy to follow.
Importantly, participants generally reported that the curriculum played little to no direct
role in their criminal behavior. Instead, contributing factors such as chronic absenteeism,
lack of social engagement, poor relationships with educators, and broader environmental
influences appeared to play a more substantial role in shaping their paths toward criminal
activity.

By addressing a gap in the literature, this study aims to support positive social
change by exploring the experiences of formerly incarcerated males aged 18-25. The
goal is to contribute to efforts to reduce recidivism and prevent crime. The findings
highlight areas within education that can support these goals, specifically by improving
public safety, reducing youth delinquency, and lowering recidivism rates in Louisiana.
Moreover, the study emphasizes the importance of understanding how educational
experiences are perceived by those directly affected. Future research with larger and

more diverse samples may further validate these findings and expand their applicability.
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The findings of this study address the research questions and provide insight into
the participants’ learning experiences, student-teacher relationships, challenges, and
criminal involvement. The first theme explored the perceptions of formerly incarcerated
men regarding their learning experiences in mathematics and English. The second theme
examined their confidence levels following the CC curriculum exposure. The third theme
assessed the nature of student-teacher relationships during their time in school. The
fourth theme focused on the types of criminal charges participants received and the
timing of those charges. The fifth theme highlighted a general lack of school engagement
during their educational journey. The sixth theme, a subtheme, captured how participants
described the range of social environments they experienced. The seventh theme
addressed the issue of absenteeism that occurred during their school years.

Interpretation of the Findings

This study addressed the research questions by exploring the lived experiences of
12 formerly incarcerated males between the ages of 18 and 25. It focused on their
perceptions of learning, relationships with teachers, and involvement in criminal activity
within the context of education under the CC curriculum. This study employed a
theoretical framework grounded in GST Theory to interpret the data collected. Initially
introduced by Merton (1938) and later expanded by Agnew (2001), GST examines how
various stressors, such as academic failure, lack of support, and adverse social conditions,
can produce negative emotions like anger and frustration, which may lead to delinquent

or criminal behavior.
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Theme 1: Learning Experiences in Mathematics and English

The findings from this study demonstrate that the formerly incarcerated students
had mixed but generally struggling experiences. Participant 5 said when asked about his
learning experiences, “good at math but not English.” Participants 3,7, and 12 stated the
opposite, “academic difficulty and struggle.” Participant He continued to explain
vicarious trauma as, “Probably not only the way that they’re treated, but the way that
others treat them.” Participant E1J6S described vicarious trauma, saying: “It’s probably
different things to different people, but to me it’s, you’ve got to deal with it individually
with the individual victim.”

Among the 12 formerly incarcerated male participants, four distinct definitions of
positive school experiences emerged. Seven participants described their learning
experiences as increasingly challenging, noting that school became more difficult as they
advanced through grade levels. One participant reported a neutral perception of school,
stating it was relatively easy during middle school. Overall, learning experiences varied
among participants, and the reported difficulties may have stemmed from grade-level
progression and/or shifts in curriculum demands.

Among the 12 formerly incarcerated individuals interviewed, Participants 5, 6, 7,
8, and 10 shared similar perspectives regarding their educational experiences. While
these participants generally expressed satisfaction with certain aspects of their schooling,
notably the support received from teachers and success in foundational subjects like
mathematics, they also reflected negatively on specific challenges they encountered.

Several participants described school as difficult, highlighting written timed tests and
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complex coursework. These reflections underscore the dual nature of their educational
journeys, marked by moments of confidence and achievement, and periods of struggle,
discouragement, and disengagement.

Overall, the participants’ perspectives on what constituted a “good” or “effective”
learning experience align closely with the definition presented by the American
Psychological Association (APA), which emphasizes the importance of a supportive
educational environment, effective teaching practices, and the development of academic
self-efficacy. Participants highlighted that positive relationships with teachers,
individualized support, and clear investment in their academic growth contributed to
stronger motivation and engagement in school. Conversely, when these factors were
lacking, such as when teachers were perceived as disengaged, impatient, or disconnected
from students’ needs, participants reported experiences of frustration, academic neglect,
and disengagement from the classroom. These findings suggest that teacher—student
relationships and culturally responsive teaching approaches may play a critical role in
shaping educational outcomes. While the sample size limits broad generalizations, the
consistency of these perspectives underscores the value of supportive and responsive
educational practices in influencing student engagement.

The absence of a supportive educational environment can contribute significantly
to negative learning experiences and long-term academic challenges. Each participant
interviewed in this study attended school in Louisiana before their incarceration, during a
time span both before and after the implementation of CC standards. All participants

currently reside in Louisiana and are between 18 and 25. The lack of consistent
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educational support, in terms of academic instruction and emotional encouragement,
poses a serious issue. Without a strong foundation in school, students, particularly those
facing socioeconomic or behavioral struggles, may become more vulnerable to academic
failure, disengagement, and eventually, involvement with the justice system.

Theme 2: Academic Confidence Post-Common Core

Eleven of the 12 participants interviewed for this study reported experiencing
higher academic confidence and less struggle before the curriculum changes. They
suggested that the shift to CC marked a turning point in the level of difficulty. One
statement that made an impact was by Participant 10, who explained his learning
experience as “oversimplified,” meaning it was basic pre-CC. During the interviews, all
participants appeared to have similar responses regarding their learning experiences
before CC.

The statements were similar regarding experiences prior to CC. This theme
originated with Participants 5, 11, and 12, who described their learning experiences as
“really simple before CC.” The other eight participants stated that “it was easy before
2014, reflecting a similar experience for all eleven participants, while one participant did
not comment on experiences prior to CC.

All 12 participants described their learning experiences post—CC. Participants 5,
7, and 8 stated that they “felt like teachers didn’t care,” while Participants 1, 2, 4, 6, and 9
reported being “confused all the time.” Participants 11 and 12 shared that “English was
harder after the CC,” and Participant 3 noted that it was “easy in middle school but

became difficult in high school.” Collectively, these responses suggest a subject-specific
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decline in academic confidence, a persistent struggle following the reform, and the
possibility that instructional or emotional support may have diminished during the
transition.
Theme 3: Student—Teacher Relationships

Participants described a range of experiences with educators. Positive
relationships were characterized by mutual respect and engagement, with personal
support improving academic experiences and fostering care for comprehension and
student success. Connections with coaches were noted as motivating and encouraging.
Some participants reported neutral relationships, where teachers recognized their abilities
but did not develop deeper connections, resulting in relationships that caused no harm but
lacked meaningful engagement. However, negative experiences were also reported,
including perceptions of staff disinterest and a lack of authentic care. Frustration with
unresponsive or disengaged educators was common, and some participants viewed
teachers as unqualified or disconnected from the content. These negative interactions
suggest a cultural or pedagogical gap that may have contributed to worsened student
outcomes.

In addition to other negative experiences, five of the 12 participants (Participants
1,2, 3,5, and 8) described negative relationships with teachers. They reported issues
such as perceived lack of competence, impatience, poor emotional control, insufficient
support, academic neglect, lack of passion, and misunderstanding, stating: “Teachers did

not know what they were talking about,” “Teachers were only there for the money, not
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the students,” “Teachers were not helping,” “Teachers became frustrated a lot,” and
“Teachers did not understand how to teach us.”

Overall, the findings suggest that the quality of teacher—student relationships,
ranging from supportive to disengaged, significantly impacted learning outcomes,
motivation, and overall educational experiences, highlighting the importance of culturally
responsive and engaged teaching practices. Positive relationships fostered confidence and
persistence, while negative or neutral interactions often left students feeling disconnected
and unsupported. These results emphasize that teachers’ attitudes, skills, and engagement
play a central role in shaping meaningful educational experiences beyond curriculum and
policy changes.

Subtheme 4: Participant Criminal Categories

Participants reported a range of criminal charges, which were categorized into
drug-related offenses, firearm-related offenses, property crimes, and flight/evasion. Drug-
related offenses were the most prevalent, including “Possession with Intent to Distribute”
(Participant 4), “Possession of Schedule I with Intent to Distribute” (Participants 3 and
8), and standalone drug possession (Participants 1 and 10). Firearm-related offenses
included “Illegal Use of a Weapon” (Participants 7 and 9), “Possession of a Firearm”
(Participant 6), and “Possession of a Firearm as a Delinquent Juvenile” (Participant 5).
Other offenses were “Aggravated Flight from an Officer” (Participant 2) and property
crimes such as theft (Participants 11 and 12).

The criminal charges committed by the formerly incarcerated males indicate a

range of behaviors and patterns. Mid-level drug distribution charges suggest active
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involvement in organized drug activity and reinforce a broader pattern of drug-related
offenses. Lower-level drug offenses, while less severe, still fall within this category.
Firearm-related charges point to the use of weapons during criminal acts and indicate
early access to firearms, often occurring alongside other offenses. Recurrent themes
across participants, such as risk-taking behavior and evasion of law enforcement, further
illustrate their engagement with the justice system. Property crimes, including basic theft,
suggest material need or opportunistic behavior. These findings provide insight into the
participants’ legal experiences and contextualize the social and educational challenges
they faced.

This subtheme is critically important as it illustrates the crimes committed and
highlights behavior patterns, risk-taking, and interactions with the justice system that
provide context for understanding participants’ educational experiences and social
challenges. Together, these findings offer critical context for understanding the social,
behavioral, and educational challenges of formerly incarcerated participants. The analysis
suggests that crime does not occur in isolation, but rather alongside other personal and
environmental factors. Overall, this subtheme contributes to a broader understanding of
the complex interplay between education, social context, and involvement in the justice
system.

Table 5: Lack of School Impact/Disengagement

Participants consistently described a perception that school had minimal influence

on their academic or life trajectories. Several participants (3, 4, and 7) felt that classroom

content lacked value or relevance, leaving them disengaged from the learning process.
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Others (2 and 5) reported that perceived indifference from teachers and staff contributed
to feelings of disconnection and diminished motivation. Participants 8, 11, and 12 viewed
school as having little to no impact on their long-term outcomes, while Participants 1, 6,
and 10 echoed similar sentiments, highlighting a broader sense of detachment. These
responses indicate that participants struggled to find meaning and support in their
educational experiences, underscoring the need for more engaging, relevant, and
responsive school environments.

Theme 6: Influence of Social Environment

Participants reported that school had limited influence on their academic and life
trajectories, with many feeling disengaged or unsupported. Participants 3, 4, and 7
indicated that classroom content lacked relevance, while Participants 2 and 5 noted that
perceived indifference from teachers contributed to feelings of disconnection.
Participants 8, 11, and 12, along with Participants 1, 6, and 10, described school as
having little to no impact on their long-term outcomes, highlighting a broader sense of
detachment from the educational system.

In contrast, the social environment emerged as a significant factor shaping
participants’ behaviors and decision-making. Participants 6, 2, 4, and 9 emphasized the
influence of peer groups, whereas Participants 1, 3, 5, and 7 acknowledged more
generally that their surroundings affected their actions. Participants 8, 10, 11, and 12
reported that behavior changed when placed in different settings, demonstrating that
environmental context played a central role in shaping life choices. These findings

suggest that while school experiences were often perceived as ineffective, social and
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environmental factors strongly influenced behavior, highlighting the importance of
supportive, engaging, and structured contexts for positive development.
Subtheme 7: Absence From School

Absence from school emerged as a significant barrier to learning, often linked to
feelings of neglect, disconnection, or poor relationships with staff. Participants 1 and 3
explained that the lack of academic or personal support contributed to their
disengagement, while Participant 5 described feeling mishandled or disrespected by staff.
Similarly, Participant 2 shared that disruptive behavior often led to exclusion from class,
and Participant 4 admitted to skipping school to cope with disinterest and frustration.
Participants 10, 11, and 12 reflected on persistent absentee patterns, describing school as
a place with little relevance to their lives. Participant 9 further connected absenteeism to
poor teaching quality, while Participant 8 recalled disengaging early in high school,
marking the beginning of long-term detachment. Participant 7 added that formal removal
from school reinforced his absence and disconnection.

While absenteeism was overwhelmingly described negatively, one participant
highlighted a contrasting perspective. Participant 6 explained that involvement in sports
provided structure, discipline, and motivation to attend school consistently. This positive
experience underscores the extracurricular activities’ role in fostering engagement and
offsetting negative academic experiences. CeHeetively; These accounts suggest that
absenteeism was both a symptom and a consequence of broader systemic issues.
However, opportunities such as sports demonstrated the potential for schools to re-engage

students when meaningful support and motivation were present.
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Limitations of the Study

Although this study provides valuable insights into the perceptions of formerly
incarcerated males, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the findings are
based on a small, purposive sample of twelve participants. The results cannot be
generalized to all formerly incarcerated individuals. The study aimed to examine lived
experiences and perceptions rather than to produce broad representative findings.

Second, the study relied on open-ended interviews in which participants
articulated their experiences through personal narratives. While this approach yielded
rich and nuanced data, the reliance on memory and retrospective accounts introduces the
possibility of recall bias and selective interpretation. Participants’ recollections of school
experiences, peer influences, and pathways to incarceration may have been shaped by
hindsight, current circumstances, or personal bias.

Third, the study was conducted within a specific geographic and cultural context
in Louisiana. Educational structures, community dynamics, and criminal justice practices
differ across states and regions; therefore, the findings should be interpreted cautiously
when applied to broader populations. Additionally, participants voluntarily shared their
experiences, and their reflections are based on personal recollections, which may be
influenced by memory or perception. These factors highlight the importance of
considering the findings within the study’s specific context and recognizing that further
research is needed to explore these topics in wider populations.

Finally, this study represents a cross-sectional exploration of perceptions at a

single point in time. While it provides insight into the experiences of formerly
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incarcerated males, it does not capture potential changes in perspectives over time.
Participants’ views may evolve as they continue to reflect on their educational and social
experiences. Their perceptions may also shift as they progress through reentry and
reintegration into society. As a result, the findings should be considered within the
context of this temporal limitation.

Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the literature by centering the
voices of formerly incarcerated males and examining how they perceived their schooling
experiences, social environments, and barriers concerning their lives. While participants
did not directly link these factors as pathways to incarceration, their narratives
highlighted the role of criminal activity as the central driver of justice involvement. These
perspectives provide valuable insight into how educational disengagement, social
context, and individual choices intersect with criminal behavior, offering a foundation for
reimagining prevention and support systems that address both educational and behavioral
dimensions of incarceration.

Recommendations

The results of this study identified three key areas for consideration: education,
social environment, and access to resources and support systems. These areas reflect
consistent themes reported by formerly incarcerated participants. Together, they provide
context for understanding factors that may intersect with criminal behavior and
involvement with the justice system. Examining these areas can help identify points
where interventions or support may be beneficial. This framework can inform strategies

aimed at supporting individuals during reentry and reintegration into society.



109

First, within the area of education, it is recommended that schools, districts, and
policymakers continue to examine teacher-student relationships and classroom
engagement strategies critically. Participants in this study frequently described a lack of
connection, investment, or support from school staff, which they perceived as
contributing to disengagement and diminished educational experiences. Strengthening
teacher—student relationships is not only a matter of improving classroom climate and
ensuring that students feel valued, respected, and understood in their learning
environments.

One potential avenue is through professional development focused on culturally
responsive pedagogy, which can help educators better address the diverse needs of their
students, as well as trauma-informed practices that recognize and respond to the impact
of adverse experiences on student learning and behavior. Additionally, school systems
may benefit from reviewing disciplinary policies and instructional approaches to ensure
they do not unintentionally marginalize or exclude students. While these approaches hold
promise, further research is needed to identify the most effective models, determine how
they can be implemented sustainably, and explore how they can be adapted to different
educational contexts. By addressing these areas, schools may be able to more effectively
foster engagement, promote equity, and support long-term student success.

Second, about the social environment, community organizations, schools, and
policymakers could explore the potential benefits of mentoring initiatives, extracurricular
programming, and structured peer support networks. The findings indicated that peers

and environmental contexts influenced participants’ behaviors and decision-making
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processes. This suggests that when young people are embedded in positive, structured,
and supportive environments, they may be more likely to engage in constructive activities
and less likely to be drawn toward delinquent or high-risk behaviors. Mentoring
relationships have the potential to provide guidance, accountability, and encouragement,
while extracurricular activities can foster belonging, skill development, and discipline.

Similarly, peer support programs may serve as protective factors by creating
communities that reinforce pro-social behavior and resilience. However, it is important to
note that such programs, their implementation, and their evaluation require careful
consideration. More research is needed to examine which models are most effective, how
they can be tailored to meet the needs of diverse populations, and how long-term
sustainability can be achieved. By addressing these questions, future interventions may
more effectively leverage the social environment as a tool for prevention and positive
youth development.

Third, at the policy level, attention may be directed toward the accessibility of
rehabilitative and reentry resources. Expanding opportunities for education, vocational
training, and counseling within correctional and community settings may provide
potential benefits. However, further research is needed to evaluate the effectiveness and
scalability of such programs. Enhancing access to these resources could support
individuals in successfully reintegrating into society. Policy considerations should be
informed by evidence-based practices and ongoing evaluation to ensure meaningful

impact.
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Finally, future research should expand the scope by including larger and more
diverse samples, such as educators, family members, and community stakeholders.
Comparative studies across regions and demographic groups could provide a more
comprehensive understanding of how educational experiences, social environments, and
systemic factors relate to involvement in criminal activity. Such research may help
identify patterns and protective factors that are consistent across populations.
Incorporating multiple perspectives could enhance the applicability and generalizability
of findings. Overall, broader studies can contribute to more informed strategies for
supporting at-risk individuals and promoting successful reintegration.

In summary, these recommendations are not prescriptive but highlight potential
avenues for practice, policy, and research informed by participants’ perspectives. They
offer a foundation for further exploration of strategies aimed at improving educational
engagement, enhancing social support systems, and supporting reentry processes. By
considering these areas, stakeholders may identify approaches that address the challenges
faced by formerly incarcerated individuals. The findings underscore the value of
incorporating the lived experiences of participants into efforts to inform interventions and
programs. Overall, these recommendations guide ongoing research and practice without
implying a single, definitive solution.

Implications

There was a total of 12 participants in this study, consisting of nine African

American and three White formerly incarcerated males. According to the Louisiana

Department of Public Safety and Corrections (DPS&C, 2025), as of June 2025,
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incarceration rates remain significant among young adult age groups. Specifically, there
were 139 males incarcerated at age 18, 1,633 individuals between the ages of 19 and 20,
1,893 individuals between the ages of 21 and 24, and 2,424 individuals between the ages
of 25 and 29. This study documented participants’ perceptions of schooling, social
environments, and their involvement in criminal activity. It also situated these
perspectives within broader incarceration patterns in Louisiana, where young adults
represent a considerable proportion of the prison population. Recognizing these
perceptions, this study has significant potential to enact positive social change through
reducing recidivism by informing more effective prevention, intervention, and reentry
strategies.

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of formerly
incarcerated males, focusing on their perceptions of schooling, social environments, and
factors related to their involvement in criminal activity. The study provides insight into
how participants experienced and interpreted their educational and social contexts. Their
perspectives illustrate the challenges faced without attributing a single cause to their
incarceration. Examining these experiences highlights areas that may inform educational
practices, social support, and reentry programs. Overall, the findings contribute to
understanding the complex factors associated with criminal justice involvement.

The first change that needs to be made is to create stronger school support
systems. Many participants felt disconnected from teachers and staff, contributing to a
lack of interest in learning. Schools that focus on building meaningful relationships,

offering mentoring, and making learning feel relevant can help students stay engaged. By
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keeping students connected, schools can play a stronger role in preventing disengagement
that sometimes leads to risky choices.

The second area of change relates to the social environment. Participants often
spoke about the influence of peers and communities on their behaviors. Positive peer
groups, structured activities, and safe community spaces could provide alternatives to
negative influences. Programs such as after-school activities, mentoring, or skills training
can give young people more options and better guidance. This type of support could help
them avoid decisions that might increase their risk of incarceration.

A third area of focus is providing access to opportunities after incarceration.
Many formerly incarcerated individuals encounter barriers when reentering society,
including challenges in securing employment, housing, and educational opportunities.
Addressing these challenges may help reduce the likelihood of reoffending. Reentry
programs that provide connections to resources, skills training, and mental health support
can support individuals in building stability. Enhancing access to these resources may
contribute to more successful reintegration and lower recidivism rates.

These changes not only benefit individuals but also extend to families and
communities. When people are given opportunities to succeed, they are more likely to
contribute positively to their households and neighborhoods. This can lead to stronger
family relationships, less strain on social services, and safer communities overall. The
impact of support systems can therefore extend beyond the individual to benefit multiple

generations.
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Finally, these efforts can promote long-term social change by reducing cycles of
incarceration. Society addresses the factors contributing to repeated involvement with the
justice system by focusing on prevention, support, and reentry. While more research is
needed to identify the most effective approaches, the participants’ perspectives in this
study highlight key areas for improvement. Investing in these areas can create lasting
changes that benefit both individuals and the broader community.

Larger studies could expand on the findings of this study by providing a broader
understanding of how formerly incarcerated individuals perceive schooling experiences,
social environments, and patterns of criminal activity. While this study identified key
themes based on the narratives of twelve participants, a larger sample could help
determine whether these themes are consistent across more diverse populations and
contexts. Expanding the sample size may also allow for comparisons across regions, age
groups, and demographic factors. Such research could provide more generalizable
insights into the factors that influence educational engagement, social interactions, and
post-incarceration outcomes. Ultimately, larger studies may strengthen the evidence base
for developing policies and programs aimed at supporting reentry and reducing
recidivism.

Additionally, larger studies could improve the reliability of findings by
incorporating a broader range of perspectives, including variations across geographic
regions, racial and ethnic backgrounds, and age groups. This expanded scope would
support the identification of patterns in participants’ perceptions and experiences. In

particular, it could provide deeper insight into the influence of education, peer
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relationships, and community support on behavior and reentry outcomes. By capturing
diverse experiences, researchers could better understand common challenges and
protective factors. Such studies would contribute to a more comprehensive evidence base
for informing policy, practice, and interventions.

Finally, expanding the research could help validate the study’s interpretations and
provide stronger evidence for developing interventions and policies aimed at reducing
recidivism and supporting successful reintegration. Larger studies would increase the
diversity of perspectives, making the findings more representative of broader populations.
This approach could enhance the applicability of results to different contexts and
communities. By incorporating a wider range of voices, researchers can better understand
the factors that influence post-incarceration outcomes. Overall, larger studies would
strengthen the foundation for evidence-based practices and policies in reentry and
rehabilitation.

Conclusion

This qualitative study explored the experiences of twelve formerly incarcerated
males between the ages of 18 and 25 in Louisiana, focusing on their learning experiences
and involvement in criminal activity. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews, providing flexibility and conversational depth in capturing participants’
perspectives. The analysis illustrated how participants described their schooling, social
environments, and decision-making processes. Additionally, the study revealed both

challenges and supports that influenced their trajectories.



116

While the participant sample for this study was limited to 12 formerly
incarcerated individuals, the findings are supported by comparable themes reported in
another peer-reviewed research. This consistency with prior scholarship enhances the
credibility of the results and suggests that the experiences and perspectives shared by
participants may reflect broader patterns within similar populations. Although the study
was narrow in scope, its alignment with existing literature underscores its relevance to
ongoing discussions about the connections between education, social environments, and
criminal activity.

Future studies with larger and more diverse groups of participants could build on
these findings, providing a broader understanding of how educational experiences, social
environments, and access to resources influence the experiences of justice-involved
populations. Such research may also evaluate the effectiveness of targeted interventions
and support systems. The results could inform evidence-based practices and policies
aimed at promoting rehabilitation, reducing recidivism, and supporting successful reentry
into society. Expanding the research scope would allow for more generalizable insights
across different regions, demographics, and contexts. Overall, these studies could
contribute to a stronger foundation for strategies that address the complex challenges

faced by formerly incarcerated individuals.
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