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Abstract
This article addresses the social reintegration of young people studying in the prison of La Araucanía, Chile. Our objective
is to describe the social representation of young people between 19 and 29 years old, who are currently serving a custodial
sentence, in their reintegration process after secondary education.We start off with the acknowledgement that both social
mobility and educational career are historically marked by the reproduction of sociocultural inequality: Educational struc‐
tures do not fulfill the mission of providing tools for a persons’ life. Our article is based on a unique case study in which a
current phenomenon is investigated; in this case, social reintegrationwithin an authentic context—prison. Semi‐structured
interviews were applied during our research and participants’ narratives were methodologically triangulated. Our article
concludes that, given the presence of homogenizing and inefficient study plans, young people demand deep changes that
are linked to a social pedagogy, which values their skills and life project through an awareness process. This process would
enable them to explore their reality and cultural action in order to become conscious young people and co‐creators of
their future once in freedom.
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1. Introduction

We begin by clarifying the question: What does impris‐
onment mean? Its distinctive features are found inside
prisons and, therefore, daily life under imprisonment
is determined by the characteristics and routines of
a prison regime based on segregation and security
(Foucault, 2002). The reality of imprisonment in Chile is
characterized by being at the base of a punitive society in
which power control mechanisms categorize the person
who breaks the law as a criminal, as an enemy of society,

and in which crime is a civil war act, an attack on society.
Thismakes it possible to justify public action as a defense
mechanism that is complemented by imprisonment by
suspending civil rights, erasing the offenders’ citizenship,
imposing an invisible powermark on him; a change of sta‐
tus that imposes a persons’ diminution (Foucault, 2016).

Social reintegration in Chile has a utopian character
because the Chilean state has not assumed its respon‐
sibility to provide an educational policy relevant to its
reality. That is also one of the reasons why we decided
to address this issue in our research. The problem of
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imprisonment constitutes an invisible mark of power
sovereignty over a person. The analysis of a penal system
reveals the nature in which a society develops around
power. Crime is an attack on society that justifies daily
non‐criminal coercion; a form of control that is linked to
punishment through institutions that not only subtract
the person but also set productive and normalization
structures (Foucault, 2016).

Education within confinement contexts is a concept
used in Chile when accessing education in the peniten‐
tiary space, in institutions for youngpeople, and in closed
addiction care centers. The goal is to safeguard peoples’
human rights beyond the judicial condition in which they
are found. Both social mobility and educational trajec‐
tory are historically marked by the reproduction of socio‐
cultural inequality: Educational structures do not fulfill
the mission of providing tools for a persons’ life.

According to statistical data from the Chilean prison
system in 2021, there are 45,176 people in prison at
present. In Temuco, 47% of the incarcerated population
corresponds to young people, which is a representative
sample that reflects the reality of the prison system in
Chile. For this research, the sample inclusion criteria
were the following: They had to be young people (men)
who were serving a sentence corresponding to crimes of
greater social connotation (robbery, theft, sexual crimes,
homicide, drugs, and domestic violence); they had to be
attending secondary education; their age range had to
fluctuate between 19 to 29; and they had to be governed
by behavior standards of the penitentiary center (Chilean
Gendarmerie, 2021; National Statistics Institute, 2019).

Imprisonment pedagogical meanings, according to
Bourdieu’s postulates, are evident in this social reality,
in which pedagogical action is also a selection of mean‐
ings through the contents, study plans, and educational
guidelines. People who break the law are imprisoned.
Like all social agents, they have different types of social,
economic, cultural, and symbolic capital. In Bourdieu,
capital is understood as a type of value, which is a wealth
of the field of struggles, and its appropriation and con‐
trol is the objective of the struggle of forces within each
space. Thus, each capital will have a specific value within
the space that constitutes each field. However, there
are some capitals that have certain value in different
social spaces. These are: economic capital (money, prop‐
erties, goods, investments), social capital (relationships,
contacts, kinships), cultural capital (information, knowl‐
edge, socially validated knowledge), and symbolic capital
(honesty, respect referred to honor, social recognition;
Bourdieu, 2008).

The concept of imprisonment points out only to
those total institutions that share logic and operating
practices, which correspond to a penitentiary center,
whose purpose is the total control of young people, and
security is its axis. Constant contradictions are addressed
in the Chilean prison system and educational centers,
because management decisions depend on the institu‐
tion that establishes security standards (Gaete, 2018).

Education is a process that must be conceived for
young people as a permanent commitment to human‐
ization and their life project (Freire, 1970). Our object
of study in this article is the process of social reinte‐
gration of young people in prison, and how the educa‐
tional process responds to their needs by analyzing the
relevance of study plans. The research participants are
young people who are in an educational process while
in confinement.

The education of young people and adults in Chile
is ruled by study plans. A utopian proposal is clearly
visualized in this discourse, which promises to guaran‐
tee social reintegration; however, reality does not reflect
this. Therefore, it is impossible for education to become
a tool for a persons’ growth (Lucio‐Villegas, 2017).

When reviewing scientific studies on incarceration, it
was found that the learning experiences of young people
in prison account for a diversity of jobs, including artis‐
tic and sports competencies that they need to acquire,
which are not mobilized or included in the study plans
(Sandoval & López de Maturana, 2017).

The different perspectives of prison education sub‐
jectively affect and resignify the time of confinement,
which does not lead to reducing the crimes commit‐
ted by young people, but rather promotes the possibil‐
ity of solving the problems that threaten social peace
(Schneider, 2018).

It is pertinent to rethink the study plans, since they
are not situated in the reality of incarceration, hinder‐
ing the possibilities of social reintegration of young peo‐
ple, therefore, the challenge is to guarantee equity and
equal opportunities. Paradoxically, the mission of both
institutions has different operating logics, since one posi‐
tion promotes the principle of freedom, while the other
conditions and limits it (Echegaray, 2018; Francisco &
Sieiro, 2017).

Preparing students for a life in freedom is a challenge
for prison education. Young people need to develop a
genuine prosocial behavior, which leads them to motiva‐
tion, autonomy, responsibility, and adherence to educa‐
tional processes with different purposes (Lorenzo et al.,
2017). The challenge of transforming prisons into a place
that allows social mobility and that meets standards
of educational excellence requires permanent learn‐
ing. In this sense, education in prison is both for the
young people who are actually “learning” and those
who belong to the educational community more broadly
(De Maeyer, 2019).

A fundamental aspect is the permanent education of
those who make up the educational community: teach‐
ers, directors, and prison administrators. The latter play
an essential role since they are the oneswho are in direct
contact with young people in prisons, therefore, their
continuous education is a priority, since each gesture or
word directly expressed influences the educational pro‐
cess (De Maeyer, 2019). The study plans of education
in imprisonment must pay attention to young people’s
knowledge and self‐assessment, foster their hopes, and
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guide them in their life project formation. It is important
to refer to the fact that prisonsmust have specialized per‐
sonnel, that is, experienced professionals who provide
adequate support to young people.

This article presents the findings of the reality of
youth incarceration in La Araucanía. Our key focus is the
social representations of young people in their reintegra‐
tion process and the relevance of the study plans to the
educational reality.

2. Theoretical Framework: The Challenge of Social
Reintegration in Prison

Imprisonment has been historically addressed to under‐
stand the treatment and conditions, from the per‐
spective of correctionalist characters, and re‐socializing,
allowing socially adaptive behavior (Rubio, 2012).

According to Foucault (2002), the penitentiarymodel
has its point of origin in the sanction mechanisms
that seek to correct a person’s behavior through self‐
management. Behavior is imposed through permanent
surveillance. Power seeks to act through the surveillance,
control, and correction of citizens.

In this article, to understand the process of social
reintegration in imprisonment, the Chilean prison model
is analyzed. This model reflects the reality in Latin
America based on a legislative framework that estab‐
lished unattainable ideals and endorsed such commit‐
ments as the right of all people to be treatedwith dignity,
respect for everyone’s ideological freedom and personal
privacy, ensure that everyone has access to information,
education, and culture in legal conditions (UN General
Assembly, 1948).

Social reintegration is considered a process of sys‐
temic actions that contribute to the reduction of recidi‐
vism and promote social mobility. This process begins
during the execution of the sentence and continues
when the young people resume their life in their com‐
munity. It is characterized by the development of indi‐
vidual, social and work skills. However, in practice, the
proposed actions lack a humanizing sense and socially
adaptive behaviors (Ministry of Justice and Human
Rights, 2021).

The access of incarcerated young people to the edu‐
cational system occurs with a series of significant barri‐
ers that hinder their inclusion processes, especially to
those who are in an irregular situation facing difficul‐
ties to enter the school system and progress (Ministry of
Education of Chile, 2021).

The normative frameworks that study plans for
the education of young people in prison establish
must be flexible when considering the educational and
life trajectory peculiarities, guaranteeing security and
social reintegration.

Educational centers are obliged to modify their regu‐
lations, granting various opportunities that contribute to
the development of cultural capital (Caride & Gradaílle,
2013; Government of Chile, 2016).

The process of social reintegration should consider
that young people have needs, interests, and specific
difficulties, and that only through education process of
social mobility is enriched (Brosens et al., 2020).

If we analyze the foundations of the critical pedagogy
school in Latin America, its proposal allows the possibil‐
ity of interfering reality to transform it, providing edu‐
cational tools for freedom and relating the perspective
of access to education, which promotes equal opportu‐
nities. The approaches differ from the educational real‐
ity of young people in prison because they are not con‐
sidered in the existing study plans (Freire, 1969; Murillo,
2017; Schmelkes & Street, 2015).

Education based on social pedagogy implies the true
value of a person: a conscious beingwho is constituted in
its transcendence, intentionality, and openness, since it
is open to thewhole world. A person is realized in human
acts; they are constructed in a cultural context (Fuentes,
2009; La Chica, 2015; Scheler, 2001). In this way, social
pedagogy trains young people in awareness, gives them
the tools and prepares them in action and permanent
reflection (Correa, 2012).

To investigate what young people think of their edu‐
cational reality in imprisonment, it is pertinent to access
their social representations, which supposes a subject‐
subject dialogical link, as a proper construction of a
sense ofmobile identitieswhich fluctuatewithin a frame‐
work of social performance (Weisz, 2017). For a bet‐
ter understanding, the three types of social represen‐
tations must be clarified. These are: (1) emancipated
representations, which are typical of groups with new
visions and criteria of theworld; they bringwith them the
seed of a possible change, are flexible and dynamic over
time; (2) hegemonic representations, which are typical
of identity phenomena and act as a map‐guide, almost
unconsciously, upon the behavior of communities, eth‐
nic groups, and nations; and (3) controversial represen‐
tations, which are the result of manifest antagonism
among specific groups that are configured around rele‐
vant facts or objects that constitute the center of inter‐
group conflicts (Moscovici, 1985).

3. Method

This is a qualitative study from the point of view
of the presence of researchers, who investigate the
sociocultural particularities of young people in prison
(Gibbs, 2012).

The purpose of this study was to discover and under‐
stand the reality of young peoples’ social representations
regarding their social reintegration and the relevance
of their study plans during incarceration. Emphasis was
placed on young people qualities and the predominance
of subjectivities, underlining the nature of the socially
constructed reality in imprisonment (Flick, 2007).

The study sample was a total of 25 young people
(men) who were attending secondary education. Their
age range is from 19 to 29 years old. Participants were
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categorized with good behavior according to prison reg‐
ulations and manifested the desire to participate volun‐
tarily by signing an informed consent.

This is a dense descriptive study—a unique case
study design focused on the prison of the city of Temuco,
an institution that granted us access to the application,
collection, and interpretation of the stories of the young
people in prison.

The semi‐structured interviews were approved by
the scientific committee of the Universidad Mayor de
Temuco. The interview scheme was designed in an open
way and validated by expert judgments. Semi‐structured
interview type was chosen, with the purpose that the
researcher, through questions, promotes the descrip‐
tion of daily experiences of young people in prison
(Kvale, 2011).

The ethical dimension of this study provided secu‐
rity in the confidential treatment of information and pri‐
vate data, through the informed consent of voluntary
participants (Mansilla & Huaiquián, 2020). Another ethi‐
cal aspect was a strict interaction protocol authorized by
the regional direction of the penitentiary center and the
Directorate of Municipal Educational Administration of
Temuco (González, 2002).

The analysis of the research data is qualitative; ver‐
sion 8.0 of the Atlas.ti softwarewas used for open coding
and grouping the stories of young people in prison into
categories (Flick, 2007).

This software allows expressing the circular meaning
of qualitative analysis and gives the possibility of incor‐
porating the data sequentially, without the need to col‐

lect all the material at the same time. For this reason,
the software allows us to carry out the theoretical sam‐
pling necessary to carry out the analysis. Axial coding
was implemented, which is the process of relating sub‐
categories with a category, building code networks that
emerge from the established categories to finally inte‐
grate and refine these categories with the aim of building
theory (Mansilla & Huaiquián, 2020).

4. Discussion of Results

To gain a deeper understanding, the researchers chose
to answer: What are the social representations of
young people about the process of social reintegration?
The answers allow us to approach the life trajectories of
young people in prison and the consequences of their
social behavior in all its complexity. This investigative pro‐
cess review aims at projecting imprisoned young people
in the exercise of their role as a citizen after the comple‐
tion of their sentence. Therefore, it allows the construc‐
tion of public policies that contribute to social reintegra‐
tion. The most representative codes are: cultural capi‐
tal, life project in freedom, awareness, educational back‐
wardness and free time (see Figure 1).

The cultural capital code can be found in the follow‐
ing textualities:

What I learn [teaches me] different lessons: the use
of money, moving around the city. I think even to go
buy food. To take the bus. (speaker 11)

Awareness

is a

is part of

is part of is associated with

is associated with

Leisure  me

Life project in freedom

SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS

OF YOUNG PEOPLE

Educa onal lag

Cultural capital

Figure 1. Network, social representations of the process of reintegration in imprisonment in La Araucanía. Analysis net‐
work built with Atlas.ti 8.0 software.
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If you do not know which bus to take, learning the
use of [the] language helps you communicate and ask
questions, request information from the driver, for
example, then you have to know about mathematics,
also to understand an address. (speaker 17)

Language helps you write well and communicate
in a different way, to develop yourself in society.
(speaker 20).

The project code of life in freedom is visualized in the fol‐
lowing passages:

Now that I am incarcerated, I think it is necessary to
educate myself. I would like my wife and I to study
a short career and get a better job, to improve our
quality of life together. (speaker 7)

The consciousness code is visualized in the following
passages:

Now that I am in prison, I projectmy life when I regain
my freedom; I am going to worry about the valuesmy
son learns, so he does notmake the samemistakes as
me. (speaker 14)

I think, for one, despite one’s age, one never stops
learning, but what I would like to learn, to value the
people that I have by my side. If one learned to read
what people feel. I want to be aware of what I have
and I need to value. (He/she) is sad because I can see
it in his/her mood. (speaker 16)

I want to understand people’s reality, be more of a
person, be more understanding. (speaker 8)

The educational lag code is reflected in the following
passages:

Because society demands you to continue your stud‐
ies, to learn English, to learnmathematics. The teach‐
ers teach you so that you can express yourself bet‐
ter, but they demand of you things that you had not
seen before, the teachers or they repeat the subjects,
which I have not managed to understand. (speaker 6)

They are constantly reinforcing things that I have not
learned. I feel that I am behind if I compare myself
with my mates. (speaker 11)

The leisure time code is reflected in the following
textualities:

I value gym hours to de‐stress. I like to play ping pong.
I am interested in exercising or having an instructor
like we had in high school, when I was not in prison.
(speaker 3)

I like to attend music workshops, the intention to
learn to play guitar. (speaker 8)

5. Conclusions

Scheler’s (2001) essentialist axiological approach was
visualized in the codes that were raised. The participant’s
social representations focused on education as a means
for the formation of a personal life project, based on val‐
ues and for life.

Social representations are particularly established as
the set of mechanisms carried out by social, cultural, and
psycho‐symbolic studies; therefore, they have the ability
to enhance the deployment of common sense and sub‐
jectivity, which are characteristics of qualitative research,
with the purpose of understanding and interpreting the
sense andmeaning that the participants give to the social
reintegration process. Observing the reality of young
people who are imprisoned and analyzing the purposes
of education represent a challenge and a form of action
that emerges from critical reflection and the permanent
struggle to provide opportunities for social mobility and
that represents the need the participants feel.

Analysis of the data reveals a limited educational pro‐
posal on imprisonment. To achieve this reality, an educa‐
tional process aimed at developing knowledge and skills
on a personal level is pertinent. Therefore, the priority
of education in imprisonment is the formation of young
people life projects to achieve their social reintegration.
In this sense, for young people learning goes beyond the
acquisition of knowledge, since it requires transforma‐
tion into action, which in turn becomes learning.

In imprisonment education, study plans with a socio‐
educational perspective are valued because from impris‐
oned young peoples view, it is considered a protective
and integral factor in the formation of thosewho are edu‐
cated in this context. The effective implementation of the
study plans for incarcerated young people requires the
commitment of all the actors within the educational cen‐
ter, overcoming the obstacles given by society itself that
provoke confrontation between the different missions
and visions, such as security versus rights, punishment
versus rehabilitation, bearing in mind that educating in
incarceration, although it has an associated economic
cost, hardly will this be greater than the social cost of
crime (Iturralde, 2018).

Educational lag is a pending task for the authorities,
since it implies a social problem that is not eradicated
only through palliative actions. This must be analyzed
from a qualitative and critical approach that allows a
review of imprisonment policies, since young people are
made invisible by the dominant groups who design edu‐
cational policies (Frausto, 2017; Tilley, 2019).

The social reintegration of young people in prison
must address diversity and its implications in participa‐
tion in order for young people to achieve their free‐
dom. Freedom does not have to do with being physically
enclosed; rather it is found fromwithin a person, in their
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human essence. This idea is reinforced through educa‐
tion (Boff, 2002; Panitsides & Moussiou, 2019).

The social representations that were revealed regard‐
ing the implementation of study plans, from imprisoned
young peoples’ perspective, are emancipated represen‐
tations. Given the possibility of a change in the educa‐
tional center, the data coincide in prioritizing the design
of new study planswhich are flexible to the times and the
local context. The social account considers that the study
plans demanded by young people must consider their
motivations and urgently integrate leisure and recreation
spaces. Its cultural capital arises in the training actions
that were received from family upbringing and the cul‐
tural environment (Bourdieu, 2008). Young people, lack‐
ing the cultural capital demanded by the knowledge
society, become oppressed young people in which the
socio‐political system does not allow them social mobil‐
ity, so the only option for human liberation is through a
radically transformative praxis (Freire, 1969).

Young peoples’ social representations are limited by
a low cultural capital that restricts their motivations
towards the construction of a life project in freedom.
That is linked to the life project that is conceived as
a structure made up of real expectations and strate‐
gies that are expected within a social context. The life
project is based on the options that a young person has
and that are the expression and guarantee of freedom
(Sánchez‐Cascado, 2020). In this sense, the life project
represents the relationship of a person with themselves
and with the community to which they belong, defining
the possibilities to achieve those aspirations; therefore,
this requires a process of consciousness through which
young people explore their reality and cultural action in
order to be conscious young people and co‐creators of
their future in freedom. Hegemonic social representa‐
tions are appreciated in the valuation of young people to
traditional disciplines such as language andmathematics,
which allow cultivating the human essence and cultural
capital, granting access to knowledge as a way to the lib‐
eration process from within (García‐Yepes, 2017).

There is a permanent tension between social poverty
and the state responsibility to educate in imprisonment.
Education must not bear the consequences but must
guarantee young people to safeguard their human dig‐
nity by having their right to education, contributing to
a just society. Education is a social and cultural political
practice,whichmakes us frequently rethink the question‐
ing of the forms of subordination that create inequities
in imprisonment contexts (Barragá et al., 2018).

Imprisonment education requires rethinking. To
achieve a true transformation, there must be a change
of thought, which is reflected in educational practice,
guaranteeing a deep socialization of the person through
social pedagogy. This allows the person in the course of
their life to integrate cultural forms and contents into
their personality and gradually incorporate themselves
into society.
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