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Kate Rhee

Kate Rhee from the Prison Moratorium Project followed 
Wysham, refocusing discussion on the forms of violence 
represented by the penal system in the United States. The 
Project, which she directs, promotes the abolition of prisons and 
"the prison industrial complex." Rhee emphasized that the work 
of the Project, a good deal of which is devoted to educational 
and organizational workshops, has to do with changing how 
participants view and understand prisons as institutions. "When 
we talk about the prison industrial complex," she observed, "[we 
argue] that the prison industrial complex is about everything else 
but prisons."

Rhee's analysis of the prison system emphasized the 
interconnectedness of practices of incarceration with a range of 
other historical and contemporary social institutions and 
practices. "You can't talk about prisons in this country without 
talking about slavery and how . . . prisons have continued the 
conditions . . . of slavery." The economic element of the prison 
system is not only reducible to its mobilization of unfree labor; 
the very logic of the criminal justice system is predicated on an 
argument about exchange: "You do the crime, you do the time. 
Think about it for a second. . . . You do the crime, you do the 
time, and somehow the crime is cancelled out. [As if] crime and 
time [were] fixed units." Such thinking effaces the fact that 
"crimes happen out of a certain context, out of certain social and 
economic conditions."

Rhee urged the audience to consider the social function of 
criminalization - and crime - in the history of U.S. society. Rhee 
joked a bit at the expense of some earnest college students 
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concerning the influence of Discipline and Punish, the 
now-classic work of the French philosopher Michel Foucault, on 
the emergence of the prison as a modern social institution. "A lot 
of people, especially college students, . . . come to us and say, 
'You guys really remind me of Foucault. And like, so how have 
you really applied Foucault in your work?'" After reminding the 
audience of the context in which Foucault wrote, and of the need 
to pay attention to local contexts in thinking about criminalization, 
Rhee turned to the current situation in the state of New York, a 
situation that increasingly criminalizes young people in schools. 
In New York State, this process of criminalization is embodied in 
the SAVE (Schools Against Violence in Education) Legislation 
(Chapter 180 of the Laws of 2000) signed by Governor George 
Pataki in July 2000. (For a summary of the legislation in a 
gubernatorial press release, see 
http://www.state.ny.us/governor/press/year00/july24_00.htm.) 
Rhee explained how parts of the legislation elevate certain acts 
of fighting in school from being classified as a misdemeanor to a 
D felony. The process of criminalization tends to move in a 
unidirectional trajectory, including more and more acts under the 
category of "the criminal." "Ten years ago that would not have 
been a crime," Rhee observed. "Now it is."

The Prison Moratorium Project promotes an activist agenda 
organized around themes such as "schools not jails," "education 
not incarceration." In doing so, the Project emphasizes the 
connections between intensified criminalization of sectors of the 
population, on the one hand, and claims about the purported 
interests of public safety, on the other. Stereotypes and 
threatening specters help to generate and sustain these 
connections. Rhee pointed to "the welfare mom" and "the 
superpredator" as products of policymaking research, as two 
sides of the same ideological coin, and as imaginary figures that 
help society rationalize concrete practices of social control and 
political constraint. Illustrating the point of how these two figures 
operate in both practical and ideological realms, Rhee gave two 
examples. In the first, a pregnant African-American welfare 
recipient was convicted of child abuse and was subsequently 
given a choice by the judge in the case between accepting 
Norplant (a form of contraceptive that is implanted under the 
skin) or enduring a longer prison sentence. Here, Rhee pointed 
out, a woman's reproductive rights became dangerously 
entangled in the machinery of law enforcement. The second 
example comes from academic research produced by the 
University of Chicago and Stanford University. According to the 
study in question, the researchers correlated the drop in crime 
rates in the 1990s with abortions by poor women of color. The 
study claimed that the rise in abortions by young, poor women of 
color during the 1970s had prevented the birth of unwanted 
children who would have gone on to commit crimes 15 to 25 
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years later. Rhee went on to speak about social-scientific studies 
that seek to project the potential for incarceration from various 
early indicators, such as fourth-grade reading levels. The role of 
academic research in the service of the prison industrial complex 
invites further critical analysis and engagement.

Rhee then cited some stark statistics: In the 1970s, there were 
200,000 people behind bars in the United States. Currently, there 
are approximately 2 million people locked up. There are also 6.6 
million people under the supervision of the criminal justice 
system, a number that reflects the ever-extending reach of the 
system itself and that also invites one to consider how many 
more people's lives are therefore touched indirectly by that 
system. She went on to argue that the prison system is a failure, 
its failure reflected in the high levels of recidivism (according to 
the Department of Corrections, between 50 and 75 percent). The 
recidivism rate, Rhee argued, shows that parole and probation 
are a set-up for reincarceration. By contrast, the recidivism rate 
for alternative-to-incarceration programs, which are primarily 
community-based programs, is between 5 and 25 percent.

Thematized throughout her presentation was the recognition of 
the racialized dimensions of the prison industrial complex, the 
construction of African-American and Latino communities as 
criminalized communities. The racist impulses that drive law 
enforcement have intensified in a post-September 11 
environment, drawing on the enforcement powers of the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service, the extended reach of 
law enforcement under the U.S.A. Patriot Act and, more recently, 
the Domestic Security Enhancement Act of 2003. Rhee 
emphasized the stark parallels between the representations of 
"the criminal" and "the terrorist," and the racialized character of 
both of these specters of "the enemy." The so-called war on 
terror, according to Rhee, is simply an escalation of an already 
existing war against communities of color and immigrant 
communities.

Rhee closed with a rallying call to "stop the building of prisons." 
But, as she pointed out, "If we are really going to talk about a 
world beyond prisons, society without prisons, we really have to 
think about the community strategies to build within and the 
community resources [for effective alternatives] so that we don't 
always depend upon the police and the prisons. So that's my last 
word."

S&F Online - Issue 2.2, Reverberations: On Violence - Elizabeth A. Castelli, Guest Editor - ©2004.
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NYC's School-to-Prison Pipeline 
by Kate Kyung Ji Rhee 

  
To the Editor: 
  
Readers of the Sun article ["Education Department Seeks to Fight Crime Using System like NYPD’s 
Compstat," Geoffrey Gray, February 2, 2005.] might applaud the DOE's new approach to address 
crime in our schools, but cops, surveillance cameras and Compstat system get us nowhere near an 
understanding of why schools have become unruly and unsafe. 
  
Our First Aid Kit for School Safety should include smaller classrooms, teachers with ample support, 
counselors and innovative school programs that promote self-reflection, self-esteem, respect and 
problem solving skills. 
  
Right now, New York City spends over $140,000 a year to incarcerate a young person and only $9,000 
to $10,000 a year to educate them.  We are, in fact, creating a school-to-prison pipeline when we 
invest in cops rather than teachers, surveillance cameras rather than counselors, Compstat system 
rather than community partnerships. 
  
What you put in is what you get: let’s not prepare our students for a future in the state penitentiary. 
  
KATE KYUNG JI RHEE 
Ms. Rhee is a Fellow of the Drum Major Institute for Public Policy in Manhattan   

    
 

 

      

The Drum Major Institute is a non-partisan, non-profit organization dedicated to challenging the tired orthodoxies of both 
the right and the left. Founded during the civil rights movement, we are a progressive policy institute giving the think tanks
of the conservative right a run for their money. For more information, please visit www.drummajorinstitute.org.  
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City Limits WEEKLY 
Week of: June 13, 2005 

Number: 489  
LOCKDOWN HIGH: INSIDE THE CITY’S ‘IMPACT SCHOOLS' 

New report calls for less policing and more resources. > By Dan Bell 
 
 
 
  A year and a half after Bloomberg sent armed police officers into some of the city’s 
most dangerous public high schools, a new report has found that these same schools lack 
the resources to properly serve their students. 

“Impact Schools,” as they are known, are often the largest, most overcrowded and the 
least funded, according to the report, released Thursday by the Drum Major Institute 
(DMI), a progressive think tank.  

Drawing on data from the Department of Education’s Annual School Reports for the 
2002/2003 school year, the report found that spending on direct services—such as 
classroom instruction and building maintenance—was $10,519 per student in the average 
city high school, and just $9,037 in Impact Schools. Similarly, the average increase in 
spending on direct services between 2001/2002 and 2002/2003 was $1,217 for regular 
city high schools, but only $609 for Impact Schools. 

But money is being spent on security. Since the initiative started, Impact Schools have 
been fortified with armed officers patrolling the hallways, metal detectors and I.D. cards 
to access the bathroom and lunch hall. Yet advocates say these measures do more to 
increase tension than create a secure learning environment.  

“Let’s really use this as an opportunity to examine the real problem, which is a systemic 
failure on the part of the education system,” said Kyung Ji Rhee, executive director of the 
nonprofit Prison Moratorium Project, and a DMI fellow, whose work as an organizer in 
inner city schools led to the institute’s report. 

Opponents say that officers often exacerbate situations that educators would otherwise 
see as minor disciplinary infractions. In one recent case, a Bronx principal was arrested 
for interfering with a police officer who had walked into a classroom and was attempting 
to arrest one of his students.  

“Using a profanity, I’m not supposed to suspend a child for that,” said the principal, 
Michael Soguero. “Yet an officer can issue a summons for that and even put a child in 
cuffs and call it disorderly conduct.” 



 - 2 - 

Not everyone is against having police patrol schools. “It’s been very successful,” said 
Lisa Maffei-Fuentes, principal of Christopher Columbus High School in the Bronx, one 
of the Impact Schools. “We’ve had a terrific decrease in incidents. It has been a very nice 
end to the year.”  

Maffei-Fuentes attributes the success of the initiative in her school to the effort that was 
made to build relationships between officers and students. “I think Christopher Columbus 
was special because we had the NYPD actually going into the classrooms; they weren’t 
just [there] to enforce the rules,” she said of the six-member task force that has worked in 
her school over the past year. “They’ve created relationships with our students.”  

Robert Lawson, a spokesperson for Mayor Bloomberg, also hailed the program as a 
success. Major crime in Impact Schools dropped 38 percent since last year and overall 
crime is down 40 percent, he said. “Overall, schools are less disruptive and schools are 
becoming safer places to learn,” he said. 

DMI withheld judgment on those figures. Malik Lewis, director of communications, 
offered an alternative view: “Whether or not the program is effective in reducing crime,” 
he said, “we think it is better to treat an educational issue with an educational solution." 

 
—Dan Bell  
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Khaleaph Luis (left) and Prince 
Serna.
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Jail Spin
An interview with activists at the Prison Moratorium Project

BY ADRIENNE MAREE BROWN

21 Jun 2005

Say "criminal justice" and very few people 
think of the environment. But in reality, 
there's a complicated relationship between 
the work of environmentalists, who are 
trying to encourage a more responsible 
attitude toward our planet and everything 
on it, and those moving in and out of the 
prison-industrial complex, who are fighting 
for a little space in this world and struggling 
to survive in severely under-resourced 
communities. These days, rural prisons 
provide the only experience many urban 
youth have with a non-urban environment.

The Brooklyn-based Prison Moratorium Project is one organization starting to think 
about how best to integrate these two seemingly disparate issues. The idea of a 
prison moratorium came about in response to the jail-building boom of the 1970s; 
PMP itself was founded in 1995 by Eddie Ellis, Raybblin Vargas, and Kevin Pranis. 
Since then, the organization has been working with young people who have been in 
a juvenile detention center or jail, and with the communities those youth call home. 
As a key player in the Justice 4 Youth Coalition, PMP is largely credited with the 
2002 victory that stopped $64.6 million from being spent on new youth jails in New 
York City.

Recently, the PMP team launched a 12-week intensive internship program called 
PMP Academy, where eight young people ages 18 to 23 who have been through the 
juvenile-justice system receive political education and skills training. Adrienne 
Maree Brown recently sat down with Khaleaph Luis, who created and implemented 
the academy, and Prince Serna, who handles PMP's design and technology needs, to 
talk about their work and its connection to environmentalism.

What kind of environment do most of your constituents live in?

Luis: Most of our young folk are dropping out of high school. They're in
underdeveloped communities -- liquor store on every corner, bodega, maybe 

a community center they don't know about. So our average youth lives in the 
concrete jungle, in projects. These are mini-jails with police-type headquarters in
the projects, detention centers in the projects, police on every block. So when a 
young person comes outside, immediately they see police patrolling their block, 
especially through federally funded programs that put fresh-out-of-the-academy 
police on the block who have no cultural training. Metal detectors, bag searches --
this is how we frame the school-to-prison pipeline. 

The school-to-prison pipeline?

Luis: The school-to-prison pipeline is the direct relationship between school 
and prison -- the disinvestment from schools coinciding with the investment 
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Image: Prince Serna.

in juvenile detention centers and the prison-industrial complex. You have a 
high-school dropout rate of 33 percent in New York City -- 14-, 15-, 16-year-olds 
who are literally in the street. You have a 50 percent unemployment rate [for those 
youth]. There's a direct relationship between young people being in prison and not 
having a diploma or a job. 

And the environment in prisons?

Serna: You know, I was incarcerated. I spent four years upstate. They would 
use the outside against us; it's all about privileges. They would remove the 

privilege of going outside. When I went up, there were riots going on all the time --
there was so much tension, so they were locking things up much more. So the
majority of time is spent in your room or the common room. Everything's gated.
You could see into the parking lot. Your cell is a bed, a cubbyhole, a desk, closet, 
door.

How would you compare your home environment versus the prison 
environment?

Serna: My neighborhood was considered an industrial park, a lot more so 
during that time. Now it's become more vibrant, a lot more trees, the 

neighborhoods are strong. When I went upstate [to prison], looking out through 
your window, technically it was gorgeous, 'cause it was more green than down here 
[in New York City]. In that sense, there was beauty. If you look at the new 
detention centers, they're gorgeous compared to some of the high schools. It 
doesn't mean that they're better; it's a forced environment. For some reason, even 
when you're outside, it feels gray when you're behind the gates. 

In your artwork for PMP, the 
world where young people are 

imprisoned looks like a nuclear 
wasteland, like the aftermath of an 
environmental catastrophe. Is that
intentional?

Serna: It is intentional. When you're
in prison, on the other side of the 

gate everything looks beautiful and warm, while on the prison side everything stays 
dark.

Did being in prison affect your views on the environment? Where do 
you see environmental justice fitting into your personal life and in 

PMP's work?

Serna: I always talk to people like: environment is like self. I do it through 
self-knowledge. I eat organic food as much as possible and try to educate on 

that as much as I can. I build on, "What does it mean to be a vegetarian?" With our
PMP constituents, I ask -- like when I see them eating McDonald's -- I say, "Do you 
know where that comes from?" Not even where the meat was constructed, but the 
workers in that place. Basically, I just get at whatever they're dealing with at the 
time. 

Luis: Yeah, I'm still coming to understand it for our academy. I come from the 
concrete jungle myself. Seeing natural environments, for me, is rare. It takes me a
while to feel like I can be a part of it. I'm from the Caribbean. I went back a month 
ago and in my uncle's yard he has coconut trees, mango trees -- it amazes me to 
this day that I can go outside and drink water, eat the coconut. No matter how 
many degrees I get, I'm still in awe of that, humbled by that process. Our young 
people, on their route, they barely even see a tree. If they do, it's planted on the 
block, ends up dying every year -- the tree almost looks out of place. Most of us go 
to the grocery store and get our meat in slices, don't know where any of the 
produce comes from. Does broccoli grow in a tree, underground? Tomatoes, where
are they from? We have no direct connection to anything we eat. 

The usual suggestion for how to bring more nature into urban youths' 
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lives is to take them to that environment, but I wonder if that doesn't 
just perpetuate a dynamic of nature as something to visit, something that 
belongs to someone else. How would you suggest increasing the exposure
to nature for your constituents -- by greening jails? 

Serna: I think that's something that should be done, but it's a Band-Aid. It's
a good idea, but it can't be the only solution.

Luis: Yeah, I think of when I visit my parents who live in more natural environments 
-- it's like time slows down, I can take a deep breath, walk, it's like a different 
world. I almost feel at peace. So right off the bat I think that [greening jails] is a 
great idea. But it depends on how you do it. Early on, they used to do convict
leasing -- using prison labor to work farms. Basically [the prisoners] were slaves.
They would grow crops, till the land, not get paid. They were an isolated community 
being exploited to produce crops to profit ...

The white man?

Luis: You got that. It shouldn't be done like that. And if you're gonna green 
the jail, remember: it's still a jail. It's still an isolated space with no freedom.

A few trees, some plants in the cell, it's a start. But if you're really trying to 
transform someone and get rid of these things you deem crimes, isolation is not the 
key. Imagine 23 hours in a small room and how that plays on your psyche, your 
body -- not being able to walk more than five or six steps in any direction. Outside 
isn't outside, it's a caged concrete basketball court. That's your reality. When you're
exploring transformation, you have to explore what it means not to be isolated, 
what it means to reintegrate someone back into the community. The recidivism rate 
goes down for prisoners who experience a community. There needs to be a constant 
relationship between the prisoner and the community they're from. 

Yeah, you've mentioned that friends and family should be considered 
part of the PMP constituency. 

Luis: Especially when you're talking about environmental justice, your 
environment includes your constant surroundings: your home, school, the 

street, places where you spend your time. It's important that you connect with 
young people through all of those, because they are whole people. 

Other than greening jails, what are other ways to increase exposure 
to nature for your constituency?

Luis: Part of the [PMP] academy is taking people upstate for retreats. Some 
young people never leave their neighborhood. They know nothing outside 

that, other than the relationship to TV; that's their world. We show them there's 
more than just concrete.

But doesn't that continue the idea that nature belongs to white folk 
or rich folk, if you have to go out of your world to see it? 

Luis: Always going to other people's communities is not the answer. We have
to have our own. But some of the environments we live in have been set up

not to be healthy environments. To produce something out of nothing is very
difficult. We've been forced into places that have little to nothing. If you look at 
indigenous folk in this country, they were forced onto land where you can basically 
grow nothing. The soil can't produce anything conducive to living off of. It's the
worst land in North America. We're forced to do what my mother did -- with very 
little, she fed our family, gave us something that sustained us.

How about the long-term effects of not being around nature? Does 
that contribute to the higher prison rates for urban youth?

Serna: Yeah, I actually think it does. We pretty much live on top of each 
other, especially in the projects. One of the best examples is in Brooklyn: 

projects right across from each other can't stand each other. They become little
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countries. 

But even in the face of that kind of animosity and the crime that can 
result, the mission of PMP is to stop building prisons, right?

Luis: To build a future beyond prisons is our catchphrase -- to create an 
alternative to the default of prisons.

So what will you do with all the criminals?

Luis: What is a criminal? Your language shapes the conversation. 

Of course you don't immediately let everyone out [of jail]. People are doing these 
long bids and coming back to the communities they left, underdeveloped 
communities. If we don't address the root problems, then you're right, what do we 
do? The system makes youth disappear so we can feel secure. It punishes them for
things we could do. 

What are some of the alternatives to 
prisons as you see it?

Luis: Any conversation on alternatives is 
just the start of many conversations that need to be had. We have to address 

why young people are being locked up. We have to have real conversations about it 
-- about why young people are there in the first place. And we have to understand 
who we are. It sounds so cliché to say "let's talk," but really that's the first step.
We're constantly being attacked and defending ourselves, so we don't have time to 
develop that self-determination.

Yeah, and that resentment builds up. Then on top of that, I think
there's resentment from those who work with oppressed human 

populations when approached by environmentalists. It's like, extinction is
an issue when its owls, but what about when it's your sister, lover, father?
How would you suggest addressing that resentment?

Luis: This goes back to knowledge of self. Original people -- black people -- 
you can never be extinct. This world cannot exist if you don't exist. You are 

the universe. We are dying, we are being imprisoned in alarming numbers. But if 
you know who you are, you will have a direct relationship to the environment. The 
stars, the flowers: all of that is you. The periodic table: that's all you. The atom, 
nature: you are a part of all that. To not care about nature is to not care about 
yourself. In destroying yourself, you're destroying nature. It's one and the same.

- - - - - - - - - - 

Adrienne Maree Brown is a writer and singer living in Brooklyn, N.Y. 
She is coeditor of the League of Pissed Off Voters' How to Get 
Stupid White Men Out of Office: The Anti-Politics, Un-Boring Guide 
to Power and program director for the League of Young Voters.
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The Real School Security Problem 
by Kate Kyung Ji Rhee 
13 Jun 2005 

Some of New York City's public schools now house 
"sweep rooms" for students cutting class, "holding cells" in 
the basement, and dozens of police and security guards. 
Unnoticed by many, these new additions are part of an 
unprecedented expansion of the criminal justice system 
into the educational domain. 

In doing this, Mayor Michael Bloomberg has received 
inspiration from his predecessor. He has adopted the same 
"broken windows" theory that shaped former Mayor 
Rudolph Giuliani's approach to fighting crime in New York 
City neighborhoods. The theory holds that minor signs of disorder, such as a single broken window, 
send a signal that no one cares, creating an opening for more -- and more serious -- offenses. So, to 
prevent crime you fix the broken window. 

Thus, the Impact Schools Initiative, which takes its name from another police department program, 
Operation Impact, that put more police officers into high crime areas. Impact Schools is a joint effort 
by the police department, the Department of Education, and the mayor's office. Launched in January 
2004, it targets middle and high schools with high levels of reported crime, and employs aggressive 
policing strategies to reduce violence and disorder.  

But in light of new data profiling the Impact Schools, one must ask, "Which came first -- broken 
windows or broken schools?" 

Impact Schools have more economically disadvantaged students and more black students than other 
city schools. They also tend to be more overcrowded, and less well funded than schools throughout the 
city, according to new research (in pdf format) by the Drum Major Institute for Public Policy. These 
problems existed before the launch of the mayor's Impact Schools initiative; only time will tell if 
conditions are changing. Looking back, we have to ask ourselves whether these schools had already 
been crying out for special attention -- not in the form of cops, security cameras, and "sweep rooms", 
but teachers, books, and computer rooms. 

The facts speak for themselves. According to Drum Major Institute, the current 22 Impact Schools are 
operating at 111 percent capacity -– making them five percent more crowded than the average New 
York City public high school and seven percent more overcrowded than schools the Department of 
Education describes as similar. The worst of the Impact Schools, Walton High School and Christopher 
Columbus High, both in the Bronx, were at more than 180 percent capacity in 2004. 

The city spent an average of $1,482 less for each student at an Impact School than it did at the average 
city high school in 2003. Furthermore, while the city increased spending on direct services in high 
schools by $1,217 per student between 2002 and 2003, average spending on students at the 22 Impact 
Schools rose by only an average of $609. 



More than six in ten students at the 22 Impact Schools serving the lowest income families are poor 
enough for a free lunch (a benefit available to families whose incomes are up to 130 percent of the 
poverty line). This compares with about five in ten at the average city high school. At the six poorest 
Impact Schools, more than eight out of ten students are eligible for free lunch. At Walton High School 
-- also among the most crowded of the Impact Schools -- that number reaches nine in ten. 

Additionally, the Impact Schools have a higher percentage of students of color and significantly fewer 
white students than the average city high school. More than half of students at the Impact Schools are 
black, compared with 35 percent in the average city high school. And there is also a slightly greater 
proportion of Hispanic students in the Impact Schools. At the same time, Impact Schools have a 
substantially lower share of white students -- 4.6 percent, as opposed to 14.2 percent.  

Finally, ninth and tenth graders at Impact Schools were far more likely than their counterparts 
elsewhere in the city to be over age for their grade. By the time they reach high school, these older 
students, many of whom have had a difficult time in school, require additional resources to improve 
their academic performance. Getting extra help is made all the more difficult when a school is packed 
to the rafters and stretched to the limit, as is the case in the 22 Impact Schools. 

Mayor Bloomberg seems eager to point to numbers showing crime falling at the Impact Schools this 
year over last.  

But a recent analysis by the National Crime Victimization Survey has shown that putting police 
officers in schools does not stem violence. In fact, the opposite seems true: Schools using security 
measures such as law enforcement agents and surveillance cameras were associated with increased 
reports of school violence and disorder, while schools relying on more participatory efforts to educate 
youth on school rules and appropriate conduct were associated with less reported school crime. 

The city has chosen to respond to the headline-grabbing visible symptoms of school disorder rather 
than treating the root causes, a complex social and education problem. If the city took a more 
thoughtful look at the 22 Impact Schools it would find they have much more in common than high 
rates of crime. Addressing those problems, and bringing the chronically resource-poor and 
overburdened Impact Schools up to the level of the rest of city schools, could go a long way toward 
making those schools safer, better places of learning. 

The question for New York City now is not whether we fix the broken windows, but how? 

Rhee, a fellow of the Drum Major Institute for Public Policy, is executive director of the Prison 
Moratorium Project 
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