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Bard Prison Initiative Wins 

The Manhattan Institute’s 2015 Award for Social Entrepreneurship 

Program offering college degrees behind bars one of five national honorees  

NEW YORK, NY (8/20/15) — The Bard Prison Initiative, a program that gives incarcerated 

students the opportunity to pursue a college degree, is one of five winners of this year’s Richard 

Cornuelle Award for Social Entrepreneurship. The award is designed to recognize entrepreneurs 

across the country who are working toward innovative solutions to our nation’s most pressing 

social problems. 

The Bard Prison Initiative began when Max Kenner convinced the Bard College trustees to 

award degrees to those enrolled in what amounts to a selective college behind bars. Since then, it 

has brought degree programs to six correctional facilities, offering courses in the full range of the 

liberal arts, including history, literature, the sciences, quantitative reasoning, and mathematics, 

and awarding 350 Bard College degrees. One student, a former gang leader, described his 

motivation to earn a Bard degree: “I contributed enough to the deterioration of my community. 

What can I give to it?” 

The Bard Prison Initiative has also established a post-prison re-entry counseling program, 

maintaining relationships with alumni and tracking their post-prison lives. They have achieved 

remarkable success: the recidivism rate for BPI graduates is less than 2.5 percent—a remarkable 

achievement compared to New York’s estimated 40 percent recidivism rate. To further his work, 

Kenner has led the establishment of the Consortium for the Liberal Arts in Prison, which 

encourages BPI-type programs around the country. 

“Taking steps to improve [prisoners’] prospects through education is a way to mitigate the 

possibility that they will return to crime or get to prison. The program also provides a larger 

intellectual horizon for people behind bars, knowledge that enriches the lives of those behind 

bars makes it more likely that they will be able to appreciate the fullness of life and the beauty of 

the world they live in no matter what else they choose to do.” 

—Howard Husock, Director of the Social Entrepreneurship Initiative 

mailto:klazarski@manhattan-institute.org
http://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/social_entrepreneurship.htm


Read more about this year’s Social Entrepreneurship Award winners here. 

 About the Manhattan Institute’s Social Entrepreneurship Awards 

The Manhattan Institute has recognized America’s social entrepreneurs through its awards 

programs since 2001. Nominations are solicited from philanthropic donors across the United 

States and screened by a committee, which includes: Howard Husock, the Manhattan Institute’s 

Vice President for Policy Research; Cheryl Keller, foundation consultant; Leslie Lenkowsky, 

Indiana University professor of public affairs and philanthropic studies; Alicia Manning of the 

Lynne and Harry Bradley Foundation; Adam Meyerson, President of the Philanthropy 

Roundtable; Lawrence J. Mone, President of the Manhattan Institute; James Piereson, President 

of the William E. Simon Foundation; and Dane Strangler of the Ewing Marion Kauffman 

Foundation. Support is provided by the William E. Simon Foundation, the JM Kaplan fund, the 

Ohnell Family Foundation, and the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation. 

Previous winners of the William E. Simon Prize include: Salman Khan, founder of Khan 

Academy; Geoffrey Canada, founder of the Harlem Children’s Zone; and Brian Lamb, founder 

of CSPAN. Previous winners of the Cornuelle Award include: Gerald Chertavian, founder of 

Year Up; Sarah Horowitz of the Freelancers’ Union; and Robert Woodson of the Center for 

Neighborhood Enterprise. 

Each year, the award selection committee chooses 10 finalist programs from some 100 

nominations received from across the United States. Each of the finalist programs is evaluated 

through an in-person site visit conducted either by program director Howard Husock, a former 

fellow at Harvard’s Hauser Center for Nonprofit Organizations, or Cheryl Keller, former 

program officer for the Smith Richardson Foundation. 

“Each year,” says Husock, “we find new and successful examples of Americans who start 

successful organizations based on their own ideas about how to help solve serious social 

problems. It’s an honor for us to recognize them.” 

A prize of $100,000 will be presented to the winner of the William E. Simon Prize for Lifetime 

Achievement in Social Entrepreneurship and $25,000 will be presented to each of the five 

winners of the Richard Cornuelle Award for Social Entrepreneurship. 
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