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The Understanding the Landscape of Higher Education in Prison Programs (Landscape Survey) was 
launched in December 2020 as a confidential survey asking programs for detailed information 
about the program’s funding, staff, students and other aspects of their program during the 2018-
2019 academic year. The survey was completed by program leaders at 60 programs.1  The data 
briefs for the Landscape Survey offer in-depth glimpses into the functioning of higher education in 
prison programs across the United States, but interpretation and extrapolation of the data should 
be approached carefully due to the limited sample size.

More information about the Landscape Survey, including descriptive information about the 
participating programs and recommendations for interpretation, is available at: https://www.
higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-
survey-2018-2019. 

This data brief includes information about the instructors of participating programs, including 
insight into the following questions:

 ⊲ What sources of funding did programs use to support their operations?

 ⊲ How was tuition paid?

 ⊲ What are some suggested takeaways for these data on funding for higher education in prison 
programs?

Additional data briefs from the survey can be found at: https://www.higheredinprison.org/
publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019

What sources of funding did programs use to 
support their operations?
Programs relied on a variety of funding sources to support their program operations (excluding 
student tuition). The most common funding sources were from private foundations or 
philanthropic donations (n = 17, 33.3% of 33 programs)2 and from the affiliated academic 
institutions (n = 16, 25.3%). Together, state and federal support comprised almost a quarter of 
support for all reporting programs, with federal grants or appropriations allocating an average 
of 15.0% of budgets (n = 10, 30.3% of programs) and state grants or appropriations allocating an 
average of 11.1% of budgets (n = 8, 24.2% of programs).

1 The Landscape Survey was distributed to all 131 respondents of the Annual Survey of Higher Education in Prison and had a 
response rate of 33.1%.
2 Due to variances in responses to the survey, not all questions had the same response size. This report uses the capital “N” to 
refer to the total number of responses to a particular question and the lowercase “n” to refer to the number of respondents 
who indicated a particular response to that specific question.
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Table 1. Operating Budget Funding Sources.

Funding Source

Average Percent of Total 
Operating Budget Across 
Programs

Number of Programs 
Using this Funding 
Source (N = 33)

Private foundations or philanthropic 
donations

33.3% 17

College or university 25.3% 16

Federal grants or appropriations 15.0% 10

State grants or appropriations 11.1% 8

Individual donors 7.4% 11

Corporate grants or donations 0.9% 4

Earned income 0.9% 1

Other* 4.4% 5

*Other includes: Instructor workload, Pell grants, federal and state contracts, and self-paid 
tuition.

How was tuition paid?
Within and across programs, tuition was paid in a variety of different ways, with most programs 
utilizing multiple funding sources. This data is available in Table 2. The most common forms of 
payment of tuition were through scholarships from the affiliated academic institution (n = 12, 
37.5%), Pell grants (n = 10, 31.3%), and tuition subsidies from the affiliated academic institutions 
(n = 10, 31.3%). Departments of Corrections paid full or partial tuition for a small group of 
programs (n = 7, 21.9 %) and just over 12% of programs (n = 4) received state funding. Federal 
funding in the form of G.I. and/or Veterans benefits were used by few programs (n = 3, 9.4%) and 
students and/or their families paying tuition was also relatively rare in the form of student loans 
or debt (n = 3, 9.4%) and self-pay and/or family pay (n = 3, 9.4%).

Table 2. Tuition Sources.

Tuition Source
Number of Programs 
(N = 32) Percent of Programs

Scholarships from the college or university 12 37.5%

Federal funding: Pell grants 10 31.3%

Tuition subsidy 10 31.3%

Department of Corrections, Department of Public 
Safety, etc.

7 21.9%

State funding: Direct to program 4 12.5%

Federal funding: G.I./Veterans benefits 3 9.4%
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Tuition Source
Number of Programs 
(N = 32) Percent of Programs

Student loans or student debt 3 9.4%

Students or their families 3 9.4%

Federal funding: Other 2 6.3%

Scholarships from any entity other than the college 
or university

2 6.25%

Foundations 1 3.1%

Individual donors 1 3.1%

State funding: Direct to student 1 3.1%

Other 4 12.5%

In order to access federal (and sometimes state) student aid, students within some programs 
complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). This process is required for 
programs utilizing Pell grants, but the FAFSA may also be used by programs and students 
pursuing other types of student aid. For the majority of responding programs, students do not 
complete the FAFSA (n = 21, 56.8% of 38 programs), but the FAFSA was completed by all students 
in about a third of programs (n = 12, 32.4%). This information is reported in Table 3.

Table 3. FAFSA Completion of Students
Do students complete the 
FAFSA?

Number of Programs (N = 38) Percent of Programs

Yes, all students 12 32.4%

Yes, some students 2 5.4%

No, but students do complete 
a state need-based aid 
application

1 2.7%

No, but some students 
complete the FAFSA on their 
own

1 2.7%

No, students do not complete 
the FAFSA

21 56.8%

Uncertain 1 2.7%

Participants listed a variety of challenges that their programs and students faced when 
completing the FAFSA. These challenges included:

 ⊲ The lack of internet access within many prisons means that students must complete the 
paper version of the FAFSA. This leads to additional application delays and labor on behalf 
of the program, including having staff or financial aid technicians go into the prison to assist 
students with the process (n = 7);

 ⊲ Dependent and/or married students must provide information for their parents and/or 
spouses, which can be challenging during incarceration and significantly delay the process 
(n = 5);
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 ⊲ A large number of applications from students require verification by the Department of 
Education (n = 3);

 ⊲ Students not being registered for Selective Service, which prevents eligibility for funds (n = 
2);

 ⊲ Students with defaulted loans, which prevents eligibility for funds (n = 2);

 ⊲ Without the restoration of Pell for all incarcerated students, most incarcerated people do not 
qualify for federal financial aid (n = 1); and

 ⊲ There is limited access to personal or financial documents within prison (n = 1).

What are some suggested takeaways for these 
data on funding for higher education in prison 
programs?
Due to the small sample size, the data from this report should be cautiously interpreted 
and should not be generalized to the entire field of higher education in prison programs. 
Nevertheless, there are some general trends that can help inform the conversation surrounding 
higher education in prison and highlight the landscape of prison education during the 2018-2019 
academic year.

Within this sample, programs relied on a variety of funding sources to support operations. 
Most programs utilized funding from private donations, philanthropic organizations, and 
affiliated academic institutions. Similarly, tuition was paid from a variety of sources, including 
scholarships, tuition subsidies, federal student aid, and public expenditures. The majority of 
programs did not have students who completed the FAFSA, and many programs faced barriers 
in the completion of this application. These barriers largely focus on the challenges of collecting 
and submitting information in the restricted environment of prisons and without access to the 
internet.
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