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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 data were collected on the demographics of students in higher education in prison 
programs?

 ⊲ What were leadership teams for higher education in prison programs like?

 ⊲ What data collected on the demographics of staff, volunteers, and instructors of higher 
education in prison programs?

 ⊲ Did programs have paid staff members who were formerly incarcerated?

 ⊲ What were the barriers programs faced when collecting demographic information?

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

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 data were collected on the demographics of 
students in higher education in prison programs?
Within the Landscape Survey, 51 participating programs provided information about their 
student enrollment during the 2018-2019 academic year. Enrollment ranged from 0 students 
to 25,317 students. The median enrollment was 80 students. Information about Enrollment is 
displayed in Figure 1.2

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 question.

https://www.higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019
https://www.higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019
https://www.higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019
https://www.higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019
https://www.higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019
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Figure 1. Enrollment.

0
<25 25-50 51-100 101-250 251-1000 1000+

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

Number of Enrolled Students during the 2018-2019 Academic Year

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
P

ro
g

ra
m

s 
(N

 =
 5

1)

6 6

3

13 13

10

Participants were asked whether they collected demographic information about the students 
enrolled in their programs. The majority of programs were unable to report exact demographic 
information, and response rates differed based on the demographic category, with some 
demographic categories (e.g., race/ethnicity) more frequently collected by programs than others 
(e.g., sex, gender, or sexual orientation). Information about student demographic information 
collected by programs is displayed in Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. Collection of Student Race/Ethnicity Data.

Student Race/Ethnicity

Number (%) of Programs

Unable to Report
Able to Provide 
Estimate

Able to Provide 
Exact Numbers

Asian, Southeast Asian, Pacific 
Islander

9 (34.6%) 12 (46.2%) 5 (19.2%)

Black, African American, African, 
Caribbean, Afro-Latina/o/x

10 (30.3%) 17 (51.5%) 6 (18.2%)

Latina/o/x, Hispanic, Chicana/o/x 10 (35.7%) 13 (46.4%) 5 (17.9%)

Native American, Indigenous 10 (41.7%) 7 (29.2%) 7 (29.2%)

White, European 10 (31.3%) 17 (53.1%) 5 (15.6%)

Multiethnic, Multiracial 11 (61.1%) 3 (16.7%) 4 (22.2%)

Other 11 (68.8%) 2 (12.5%) 3 (18.8%)

Unknown 11 (73.3%) 1 (6.7%) 3 (20.0%)
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Table 2. Collection of Additional Student Demographic Information.

Additional Student Demographics

Number (%) of Programs

Unable to Report
Able to Provide 
Estimate

Able to Provide 
Exact Numbers

Lesbian, gay, or queer 25 (83.3%) 3 (10.0%) 2 (6.7%)

Heterosexual 26 (89.7%) 2 (6.9%) 1 (3.4%)

Bisexual, pansexual, asexual, or 
additional sexuality not listed here

27 (96.4%) 1 (3.6%) 0 (0.0%)

Transgender, gender non-
conforming, or non-binary

25 (83.3%) 3 (10.0%) 2 (6.7%)

Female 12 (46.2%) 4 (15.4%) 10 (38.5%)

Male 11 (36.7%) 10 (33.3%) 9 (30.0%)

Have been jailed, incarcerated, or 
detained

13 (44.8%) 4 (13.8%) 12 (41.4%)

Immediate family member 
experienced/ing jail, incarceration 
or detainment

26 (92.9%) 2 (7.1%) 0 (0.0%)

Have a disability or medical 
diagnosis

26 (89.7%) 2 (6.9%) 1 (3.4%)

Immigrant, refugee, or 
undocumented immigrant

25 (89.3%) 2 (7.1%) 1 (3.6%)

Bilingual or multilingual 25 (86.7%) 4 (13.8%) 0 (0.0%)

First generation college student 24 (80.0%) 4 (13.3%) 2 (6.7%)

Veteran 21 (77.8%) 3 (11.1%) 3 (11.1%)

Age: Under 18 17 (65.4%) 3 (11.5%) 6 (23.1%)

Age: 18-24 18 (62.1%) 6 (20.7%) 5 (17.2%)

Age: 25-64 18 (58.1%) 7 (22.6%) 7 (22.6%)

Age: 65+ 18 (72.0%) 2 (8.0%) 2 (8.0%)

What were leadership teams for higher education in 
prison programs like?
Participants also offered information about the makeup of the people who work for their 
programs. The majority of responding programs were led by a group of people with decision-
making authority for the program; only 5 programs reported not having a leadership team (9.8% 
of 51 programs). Of programs with a leadership team, the average team consisted of 3.1 people, 
with a range of 1 - 9 people across programs. Most leadership team members were volunteers 
(n = 114, 82.0% of team members), with only 18.0% of members of leadership teams paid by 
the program (n = 25). Similarly, most members of the leadership team were faculty within the 
associated academic institution (n = 85, 64.9%).
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What data were collected on the demographics 
of staff, volunteers, and instructors of higher 
education in prison programs?
Participants were also asked whether they collected demographic information about the people 
who work for their programs, including their leadership teams, staff, volunteers, and instructors. 
Most programs were unable to report exact demographic information, and response rates 
differed based on the demographic category. 

Table 3. Collection of Staff, Volunteer, and Instructor Race/Ethnicity 
Data.

Staff/Volunteer/Instructor Race/Ethnicity

Number (%) of Programs

Unable to 
Report

Able to 
Provide 
Estimate

Able to 
Provide Exact 
Numbers

Asian, Southeast Asian, Pacific Islander 13 (56.5%) 3 (13.0%) 7 (30.4%)

Black, African American, African, 
Caribbean, Afro-Latina/o/x

13 (50.0%) 6 (23.1%) 7 (26.9%)

Latina/o/x, Hispanic, Chicana/o/x 13 (59.1%) 4 (18.2%) 5 (22.7%)

Native American, Indigenous 14 (77.8%) 1 (5.6%) 3 (16.7%)

White, European 13 (43.3%) 8 (26.7%) 9 (30.0%)

Multiethnic, Multiracial 13 (72.2%) 2 (11.1%) 3 (16.7%)

Other 14 (77.8%) 1 (5.6%) 3 (16.7%)

Unknown 15 (83.3%) 1 (5.6%) 2 (11.1%)

Table 4. Collection of Additional Staff, Volunteer, and Instructor 
Demographics.

Additional Staff/Volunteer/Instructor 
Demographics

Number (%) of Programs

Unable to 
Report

Able to 
Provide 
Estimate

Able to 
Provide Exact 
Numbers

Lesbian, gay, or queer 14 (56.0%) 5 (20.0%) 6 (24.0%)

Heterosexual 15 (60.0%) 5 (20.0%) 5 (20.0%)

Bisexual, pansexual, asexual, or additional 
sexuality not listed here

18 (81.8%) 2 (9.1%) 2 (9.1%)

Transgender, gender non-conforming, or 
non-binary

17 (77.3%) 2 (9.1%) 3 (13.6%)

Female 9 (36.0%) 7 (28.0%) 9 (36.0%)

Male 10 (41.7%) 6 (25.0%) 8 (33.3%)

Have been jailed, incarcerated, or detained 17 (73.9%) 0 (0.0%) 6 (26.1%)

Immediate family member experienced/
ing jail, incarceration or detainment

20 (80.0%) 1 (4.0%) 4 (16.0%)
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Additional Staff/Volunteer/Instructor 
Demographics

Number (%) of Programs

Unable to 
Report

Able to 
Provide 
Estimate

Able to 
Provide Exact 
Numbers

Have a disability or medical diagnosis 20 (83.3%) 0 (0.0%) 4 (16.7%)

Immigrant, refugee, or undocumented 
immigrant

19 (79.2%) 1 (4.2%) 4 (16.7%)

Bilingual or multilingual 19 (73.1%) 4 (15.4%) 3 (11.5%)

First generation college student 21 (80.8%) 2 (7.7%) 3 (11.5%)

Veteran 19 (73.1%) 2 (7.7%) 5 (19.2%)

Age: Under 18 16 (64.0%) 1 (4.0%) 8 (32.0%)

Age: 18-24 16 (64.0%) 1 (4.0%) 8 (32.0%)

Age: 25-64 14 (51.9%) 4 (14.8%) 9 (33.3%)

Age: 65+ 16 (66.7%) 1 (4.2%) 7 (29.2%)

Did programs have paid staff members who were 
formerly incarcerated?
Just less than half of reporting programs reported having paid staff members who were formerly 
incarcerated (n = 18, 45% of 40 programs). Programs described several barriers they faced to 
hiring people who were formerly incarcerated. These barriers included:

 ⊲ Departments of Corrections restricted access to the prison to formerly incarcerated 
individuals, which meant those individuals could not work inside or enter the prison;

 ⊲ Similarly, the Department of Corrections disapproved of the program hiring former students, 
even if working outside of the prison;

 ⊲ Hiring individuals with a criminal record resulted in additional screening or hiring 
procedures;

 ⊲ Academic institutions had policies about hiring formerly incarcerated individuals, including 
restrictions on the number of years applicants had to be out of custody; and

 ⊲ Programs did not have funding for any paid staff.

What were the barriers programs faced when 
collecting demographic information?
Participants listed a variety of challenges to collecting or reporting demographic information. 
These responses included:

 ⊲ For programs not seeking federal or state funding, there were not incentives to collecting 
this information;

 ⊲ The Department of Corrections may not approve or may delay proposals to collect 
demographic information on students;



6
Understanding The Landscape of Higher Education in Prison Survey: 2018 – 2019

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA COLLECTION FOR HIGHER EDUCATION IN PRISON PROGRAMS

 ⊲ For several programs, demographic information is only collected on admissions or volunteer 
applications;

 ⊲ Demographics of students, volunteers, and instructors change each semester, which can 
make tracking challenging;

 ⊲ Students may choose not to disclose demographic information; and

 ⊲ Categorization of demographic information can differ between institutions, which makes 
compiling information from sources of information difficult.

What are some suggested takeaways for these data 
on higher education in prison demographics?
Due to the small sample size, the data from this report should be cautiously interpreted. In 
particular, these data should not be generalized to the entire field of higher education in prison 
programs. Indeed, perhaps the most important takeaway from the demographic data is that 
there is a critical need for more data collection within the field of higher education in prison. 
The majority of programs did not collect precise data about the demographics of students or the 
people who work for their programs. The most widely collected data included race and gender, 
but information about other types of demographic information were less commonly collected.

Without more representative demographic data, we are limited in our ability to answer 
fundamental questions about existing programs. For example, we are not able to assess 
the relative availability and participation of different demographic groups in prison higher 
education, or whether the race/ethnicity, gender and other demographics of instructors and 
staff look similar to the demographics of students. Over time, we might also want to know 
how demographics of instructors, staff, and students are changing, and how the retention and 
completion rates of students in prison might vary—questions we cannot answer without these 
basic data. 

Relatedly, the results from open-ended questions make clear that the present lack of 
demographic data collection is not primarily due to the disinterest of programs in these data. 
Although some programs report not seeing this as a current priority, many reported substantial 
barriers that make it exceedingly difficult to gather the necessary information. Assisting 
individual programs with carrying out data collection activities is a vital step for improving 
knowledge about the field as a whole.
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