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Higher Education for Convicts Provided in Foreign Correctional 
Institutions with the Help of Distance Learning Technologies 

A b s t r a c t
Introduction: the problem of the low level of education of persons serving 

sentences in correctional institutions is worldwide. In addition, offenders 
with a low level of general and digital literacy, being isolated from society, find 
themselves unprepared for the conditions of a rapidly changing world. All this 
creates conditions for increasing social marginalization of prisoners and, as 
a result, spreading recidivism. Therefore, obtaining education by convicts and 
increasing their educational level is one of the effective methods of resocialization 
and reducing recidivism rates; besides, it creates opportunities to increase their 
competitiveness in the labor market after release. Multi-level convict training 
programs are implemented in penitentiary institutions of most countries. It is most 
difficult to realize convicts’ right to higher education in institutions of the penal 
system that execute punishments related to the isolation of convicts from society, 
therefore, the emphasis is placed on this category. Purpose: to study the possibility 
for prisoners to receive higher education with the help of distance technologies 
in foreign correctional institutions. Research objectives: to systematize empirical 
data on penitentiary systems of foreign countries, models and forms of distance 
learning of convicts undertaking higher education programs; to identify sources 
of funding and incentives for convicts to receive higher education in places of 
deprivation of liberty; to analyze problems of implementing higher education 
programs in penitentiary institutions of foreign countries. Methods: dialectical 
method, used to consider interrelated and interdependent concepts “education” 
and “correction”, principles, and requirements of distance learning of persons 
held in penitentiary institutions of foreign countries; formal legal and hermeneutic 
methods, applied to analyze legislative and other regulatory documents on the 
topic; logical semantic method, used to determine the essence and significance 
of forms and methods of distance learning that have an effect on convicts; 
structural and comparative legal methods, applied to identify stages and 
features of the development of distance learning in higher education programs 
in penitentiary systems of foreign countries. Results: the study makes it possible 
to evaluate models of vocational education in a number of foreign countries 
aimed at widening convicts’ abilities and knowledge in order to guarantee their 
employment after release. Conclusion: the author comes to the conclusion that 
most countries recognize the value of prison education as a way of reintegration of 
convicts. Education is part of a wider range of proposed activities that are aimed at 
achieving a comprehensive goal of correcting them and reducing recidivism rates. 
Improving the educational level of convicts contributes to their competitiveness 
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after release. Educational programs are implemented in various forms: from 
face-to-face non-credit workshops conducted by volunteers to drawing up a 
business plan with a degree. The learning process, as a rule, is carried out in a 
mixed format. Teachers and university students come to correctional institutions 
to conduct face-to-face classes. Educational programs are adjusted depending 
on the profile of convicts in a particular country. The most effective programs are 
those that take into account the local situation and individual needs of convicts. 
In many foreign countries, conditions are created for the implementation of 
educational programs of higher education for people in isolation with the use of 
distance education technologies. The issue of providing educational services 
to convicts is resolved based on the capabilities of the educational organization 
and the correctional institution itself. However, due to the low availability of this 
level of education, the percentage of convicts receiving academic degrees in a 
correctional institution remains low in foreign countries.

K e y w o r d s : academic degrees; higher education; distance educational 
technologies; correctional institution; modular educational programs; convicts; 
resocialization.

5.8.1. General pedagogy, history of pedagogy and education.
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for keeping a recidivist amount to 25 thousand 
dollars per year [2, p. 51]. Thus, the economic 
feasibility of the educational process of con-
victs does not require additional evidence, as 
well as the fact that the higher the level of edu-
cation of the convict, the higher his/her oppor-
tunities to be employed after release and finan-
cially well-off [3, p. 194].

The majority of foreign countries follow in-
ternational standards and achievements in 
implementing convicts’ right to education. In-
ternational standards for the protection of hu-
man rights, including the rights of convicted 
persons, not only enshrine the rights and ob-
ligations of individuals to education, but also 
provide a system of legal guarantees for deten-
tion, underscoring the importance of this ac-
tivity from the standpoint of achieving the goal 
of correction. Most international instruments 
have been developed within the framework of 
the United Nations. Universal legal instruments 
that enshrine the right of everyone to education 
include the 1948 Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, the 1966 International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the 
1960 Convention against Discrimination in Ed-
ucation, the 1989 Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, and the 1995Convention of the Com-

Introduction
Researchers and practitioners discuss the 

question of how convicts realize the right to 
education and what level of education they can 
claim. There is no uniformity among scientists. 
Most researchers recognize that receiving 
education from general to higher education in 
isolation contributes to the correction of con-
victs, expands their horizons, forms new moral 
foundations, and reduces recidivism. However, 
there are also those who believe that obtaining 
higher education is a privilege that should not 
be granted in isolation.

An analysis of the penitentiary practice of 
foreign countries shows that education is one of 
the main priorities in the system of execution of 
sentences and is the right of the convicted per-
son. In addition, education is crucial for reduc-
ing recidivism and crime rates [1]. S.I. Kuzmin 
and A.A. Sivova describe the study conducted 
in the United States, revealing that convicts who 
have received education while serving their 
sentences, upon leaving the correctional insti-
tution, do not commit crimes in the future, and 
the recidivism rate in this category amounts to 
16%. At the same time, the recidivism rate is 
70% among convicts who have not received an 
education. In addition, it is found that the costs 
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monwealth of Independent States on the Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms of the Person [4].

Distance learning in places of deprivation of 
liberty becomes an integral part of state pro-
grams for the correction of prisoners, is im-
portant for penitentiary systems and provides 
the most constructive solution to a number of 
problems of rehabilitation and social adaptation 
of convicted persons [5]. In terms of the realiza-
tion of the convict’s right to higher education, 
the most difficult legal and regulatory aspects 
are those of the penal system, which carries 
out punishments connected with the isolation 
of convicted persons from society, Therefore, 
the current study focuses on this category of 
convicted persons.

We will consider models of higher education 
programs for convicts held in foreign correc-
tional institutions.

In Great Britain, the prison education system 
formed earlier than in other countries. There 
exists an important network of partner univer-
sities working to improve access routes and 
opportunities for convicted persons to higher 
education; support new and existing partner-
ships between prisons and universities through 
the exchange and promotion of best practices; 
and influence academic and prison policy.

The Prisoners Education Trust (PET) has 
a 30-year history of work with prisons. It of-
fers more than 125 different distance learning 
courses in prisons in England, Wales, the Chan-
nel Islands and the Isle of Man: from social as-
sistance to transport and logistics, A-levels, 
and open university access modules [7].

In England and Wales, about 1,000 convicts 
receive higher education (Leeds Beckett Uni-
versity, University of Birmingham, Open Univer-
sity (OU), etc.). Most prison education projects 
are carried out in partnership with the St Giles 
Trust.

The Open University is the largest university 
in the United Kingdom, and many of its pro-
grams focus on prison-based learning. It has 
been supporting convicted students since the 
1970s by offering courses ranging from short-
term modules to full-fledged bachelor and 
graduate programs. Since 2017, the Open Jus-
tice Center at the Open University Law School 
carries out legal education projects in eleven 
prisons in England and Wales: HMP Altcourse, 
HMP Cardiff, HMP Doveoagate, HMP Kwood, 

HMP Sudbury, HMP Leiter HMP Foston Hall, 
HMP Send, HMP High Down, HMP Wandsworth 
and HMP Wormwood Scrubs. 

At university, most convicts undergo bach-
elor’s degree programs. To do this, they should 
have B2 level English. Before reaching that level, 
they take courses to be prepared for bachelor’s 
degree programs. It can be carried out within 
the framework of the project “Open Book”, im-
plemented in partnership with Goldsmith, Uni-
versity of London [7]. A special feature of this 
project is that some lectures are given by for-
mer convicts who have considerable personal 
experience in the prison environment and have 
graduated from university.

Since 2016, the University of Newman has 
been implementing a higher education pro-
gram at the HM Prison Birmingham called “Ad-
mission directly to the university”. This partner-
ship, created as part of the “Learning Together” 
program and inspired by “the Prison-to-College 
Pipeline” in the John Jay College, is aimed at 
providing convicts with loans that will be a sig-
nificant springboard for higher education after 
their release.

Those who have received a bachelor’s de-
gree may apply for a Master’s degree (MA or 
MSc), which is the next level of higher educa-
tion [7]. 

In a number of prison institutions, a pilot proj-
ect of co-education of graduate law students 
and convicts is implemented. In order to con-
solidate the knowledge gained in practice, both 
categories of students identify areas requiring 
legal assistance in prison. Convicted persons 
are engaged in the development of educa-
tional materials aimed at resolving problems 
of deportation, family and labor law, etc., then 
these papers are reviewed by law students. Af-
ter approval, they may give legal advice to other 
convicted persons [8]. Legal knowledge is dis-
seminated through prison radio. The United 
Kingdom’s prisons actively use the Virtual Cam-
pus platform (VC). It offers a number of educa-
tional applications (examinations and courses) 
and employment (job search, job application, 
rewriting and secure messaging); provides 
convicted persons with secure access to the 
information on the VC and a limited number of 
sites from the so-called white list.

Requests for posting content on the platform 
are reviewed and approved by the Virtual Cam-



340

P E N I T E N T I A R Y    S C I E N C E

340

pus Management Board to check whether all the 
content is suitable for use in prison. Currently, 
Internet service providers give priority to ac-
crued software, but non-accredited content (for 
instance, BBC Writers) is also available. Prison-
ers use the platform under the supervision of a 
teacher or prison officer. The service is available 
in 105 prisons of England and Wales [7].

Moodle virtual learning environment is also 
actively involved in the learning process. Con-
victed persons plan and organize their own 
learning process by choosing modular training 
programs. After selecting a specific module, 
they submit an application to the Open Univer-
sity for reservation. Further, with the support of 
PET counsellors, convicted students complete 
a distance learning questionnaire and a regis-
tration agreement form. Once all organizational 
matters are agreed between the prison institu-
tion and the university, the PET staff order the 
course material at the university one week be-
fore it begins and act as mentors to the convict-
ed persons [7].

The experience of the Federal Republic of 
Germany in the organization of the educational 
process for convicts is of particular interest. 
German legislation reflects that the main pur-
pose of serving a sentence is to correct con-
victs and implement programs for rehabilitation 
and reintegration into society.

In some German prisons, convicts with com-
pleted secondary education have the opportu-
nity to distance learning to get higher educa-
tion. Since not all penitentiary facilities provide 
such a possibility, convicts who meet university 
requirements and want to get higher education 
can be transferred from other prisons.

The University of Hagen is the leader insti-
tution for convicted students; it offers various 
forms of training, ranging from advanced train-
ing to academic degrees. Due to the application 
of the concept of mixed education, convicted 
persons are provided with educational con-
tent in various forms. In addition to the training 
materials in hard copy, digital media are used. 
Lessons are conducted in video conference 
mode on the ZOOM platform. With studyPORT, 
the University of Hagen provides a user-friendly 
portal environment. Digital services, important 
for distance learning, can be managed from 
studyPORT (e.g., Moodle, virtual learning site, 
examination portal, university library catalogue, 

etc.). Each distance learning course has a por-
tal that provides comprehensive information on 
the content and process of distance learning. 

Convicts take oral exams at their place of 
detention, using video conference or written 
communication, sending the completed tasks 
by e-mail. Registration for the exam is done 
through the examination portal. Participation in 
face-to-face activities and examinations shall 
be governed by individual prison conditions [9]. 
For example, the Hagen University provides 16 
distance learning places for convicts held the 
correctional facility in Wärzburg [10, p. 223]. 

At the Allensbach University of Applied Sci-
ences convicts can obtain a bachelor’s degree 
by distance using the modern learning environ-
ment. These include online lectures and work-
shops, learning applications, Internet courses 
and seminars.

There is no free access to the Internet for 
convicted prisoners in German prisons, but at 
the request of the prison safe and restricted 
access can be established, through which one 
can connect to the e-learning systems of the 
educational institution daily from 8.00 to 15.00 
for doing tasks or ordering specialized litera-
ture. It is allowed to send and receive e-mails 
but only under supervision of correctional of-
ficers. A copy of each incoming and outgoing 
electronic document is sent to the institution 
employee responsible for the said category of 
convicted persons [10, p. 223].

Detention conditions for convicted stu-
dents differ. In most institutions, it is prohib-
ited to have a stationary computer in the cell, 
so special rooms with access to computers and 
teaching materials are provided so that stu-
dents can prepare and print qualifying papers. 
At the same time, the training takes place under 
constant control of the staff, who check what 
convicts are doing [10, pp. 224].

A big incentive for convicts in Germany is the 
fact that they can get higher education free of 
charge. It is believed that education can change 
convicted persons’ attitudes and make them 
law-abiding citizens able to integrate into the 
labor market after release, accept social sup-
port and prevent further relapse. Today, how-
ever, this approach is increasingly criticized by 
the most conservative part of German society, 
which advocates the provision of such services 
only on a reimbursable basis.
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volvimento e Avaliação de um Modelo Pedagógi-
co Inclusivo” (2016) [9].

In 2016, an agreement was signed between 
the Directorate-General of Reintegration and 
Prison Services (DGRSP) and the Open Univer-
sity on the creation and development of a Virtu-
al Campus with secure access and content for 
convicts to get higher education using distance 
and e-learning [6].

Finland’s experience in organizing educa-
tional space for convicts is also worth consid-
ering. Education is organized by educational 
institutions operating outside the prison. Ex-
penses are covered by the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Culture, and premises and materials 
are provided by prisons.

In 2015, amendments regarding electronic 
communications and a number of specializa-
tions were added to the Imprisonment Act, thus 
expanding the rights of convicts to receive all 
levels of education, including higher.

Since 2012, all open prisons have been 
equipped with virtual desktop infrastructure 
provided by Oracle (VDI devices). Convicts use 
the so-called dumb terminal (screen, keyboard, 
mouse, smart card reader) [11].

A convicted person may be granted permis-
sion to use the Internet to solve educational and 
legal issues or for other important reasons, for 
example, for e-learning and contacts with the 
authorities. In a closed-type prison, convict’s 
access to non-authorized websites is blocked. 
Permission may be granted if the use of the 
Internet does not threaten the security of the 
prison. A convict may be allowed to send and 
receive emails to maintain contact with teach-
ers, resolve legal issues, or for other important 
reason. E-mails sent and received must pass 
through a server controlled by prison staff. Out-
going emails are forwarded only after the pris-
on officer evaluates them. Permission may be 
granted if their detention does not threaten the 
order in the prison or the safety of a prisoner or 
another person, if the sender and recipient of 
the communication are properly checked.

Convicts log into the electronic system using 
a prison smart card (not a personal one), soft-
ware and administration on an external server 
(Fujitsu) [11]. In closed-type prisons, the use 
of the Internet has been tested in educational 
projects. IPads have been tested to communi-
cate with the teacher via Adobe Connect. Since 

Portugal belongs to the Iberian type of pris-
on system, which does not have private pris-
ons. One of its special features is the existence 
of so-called family prisons, that is, the staff, 
regime, cells, organization of work and training 
of convicts in such a penitentiary institution are 
adapted to the specifics of keeping spouses. 
Another feature is the prison authorities of the 
Directorate-General of Reintegration and Pris-
on Services (DGRSP) are subordinate to the 
Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Internal 
Administration. The Portuguese penitentiary 
system consists of 51 correctional facilities of 
several types: 15 central prisons (high, medium 
and low security) for convicts sentenced to im-
prisonment of more than 6 months; 31 regional 
prisons for convicted prisoners sentenced to 
prison terms of less than 6 months and 5 spe-
cial prisons for female prisoners, juveniles (12 
to 16 years old, in some cases minors may be 
kept in these institutions until the age of 21), 
former policemen, persons suffering from dis-
eases requiring permanent medical care [9].

The Portuguese Association of Prison Edu-
cation (APEnP) plays an important role in popu-
larizing educational programs of higher edu-
cation among convicts. It has its offices at the 
University of Träs-os-Montes and Alto Douro 
(UTAD), at the School of Human and Social Sci-
ences (ECHS). In 2017, the first meeting of the 
General Assembly of the Portuguese Associa-
tion of Prison Education (APEnP) was held at 
the University of Träs-os-Montes and Alto Douro 
(UTAD) in Vila Real. The APEnP program was 
adopted, which includes the following areas:

– stimulating and improving the education 
system in Portugal prisons in accordance with 
the Recommendations of the Council of Eu-
rope;

– solving the problem of low qualifications 
of convicts by motivating them to participate in 
educational programs, courses and modules of 
higher education;

– coordination of training programs for 
teachers operating in the prison context;

– conducting research at the national level 
in order to communicate with specialists who 
teach in prisons.

Two projects on e-learning in prisons have 
been implemented in Portugal: “EPRIS” (2015) 
and “Educação a Distância e e-Learning em Es-
tabelecimentos Prisionais em Portugal. Desen-
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2015, a pilot project with the use of VDI devices 
has been implemented in closed-type prisons; 
convicts can only access the closed Moodle 
learning environment. Internet links can be re-
placed by other educational materials (texts, 
illustrations). All the material is posted on the 
Moodle educational platform; convicts and 
teachers can send messages to each other. Fi-
nal and intermediate certification is also carried 
out on this platform.

Thus, in most foreign prisons, convicts have 
the opportunity to realize the right to education. 
However, the range of what is offered and how it 
is organized and presented differs significantly 
in different institutions. Professional orienta-
tion and counseling allow convicts to expand 
their participation in educational programs and 
help them adapt to society. Thus, in Greece, all 
convicts participating in educational programs 
have access to information about educational 
opportunities inside and outside the prison, as 
well as about possibilities of subsequent em-
ployment. In the UK, Germany, and Ireland, 
vocational guidance specialists work with con-
victs, including in search of further training op-
portunities, both during the process of serving 
a sentence and after release [9].

In most countries, the certificates received 
by convicts do not differ from those issued by 
educational institutions in general, they do not 
contain information that education is received 
in a correctional institution. This is one of the 
significant incentives for the motivation of con-
victs to get an education. In the USA, it is prac-
ticed to grant early release to convicts for suc-
cessful educational activities (participation in 
research, project development, etc.) [12].

Another incentive for obtaining higher edu-
cation is the practice of allowing certain cate-
gories of convicts to participate in educational 
programs outside the penitentiary. A pilot proj-
ect was implemented in Lithuania, Malta and 
Romania, in which convicts attended educa-
tional courses outside the prison. For example, 
in Malta, this is already an established prac-
tice. It concerns convicts who have served six 
months of punishment (as minimum), if they 
are convicted for a term of 18 months or more. 
The educational process takes place at the 
Malta College of Arts, Sciences and Technol-
ogy (MCAST), the Institute of Tourism Studies 
and the University of Malta. The reasons for the 

emergence of such a practice are the following: 
the opportunity to receive other (“prestigious”) 
diplomas than those issued by penitentiary in-
stitutions; limited capacity of penitentiary in-
stitutions; more successful reintegration into 
society; promotion of a responsible attitude to 
classes in order to meet requirements of edu-
cational institutions of this level.

At the same time, the percentage of convicts 
receiving certificates of higher education in for-
eign prisons remains low, and there are several 
reasons for this: convicts’ low level of educa-
tion; insignificant number of prisons with con-
ditions for providing convicts with the opportu-
nity to obtain higher education; limited skills of 
convicts in the field of information educational 
technologies; low language proficiency; health 
restrictions (presence of a disability); and limit-
ed access of convicts to the Internet for educa-
tional purposes with regard to security require-
ments of correctional institutions. Reasons of 
an institutional nature are the following: inter-
rupted training caused by transfer to another 
institution; personnel shortage; and insufficient 
places for convicts to study. Psychological rea-
sons are also important: unsuccessful previous 
experience, low self-esteem, problems with 
drug addiction, learning difficulties, etc. Mate-
rial reasons include high tuition fees for higher 
education programs and origin from a socially 
disadvantaged environment.

Conclusions
1. Most countries recognize the value of pris-

on education as a way to re-socialize convicts 
and a useful period of detention. Improving the 
educational level of convicts contributes to their 
competitiveness after release.

2. In many foreign countries, conditions are 
created for the implementation of educational 
programs of higher education of persons in 
correctional institutions using distance educa-
tion technologies.

3. Educational programs are adjusted de-
pending on the profile of convicts in a particu-
lar country. The unique situation has an impact 
on the needs of convicts and educational de-
cisions and programs. The most effective pro-
grams are those that take into account the local 
situation and convicts’ individual needs.

4. For admission, convicts, like other poten-
tial students, should have at least secondary 
education or a certificate of passing a qualifying 
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exam, fill out an application and provide neces-
sary documents to be enrolled in the university 
education program. Most forms are filled out on 
paper if access to a computer is not provided.

5. The learning process is usually carried out 
in a mixed format. Teachers and university stu-
dents come to correctional institutions to con-
duct face-to-face classes.

6. In most correctional institutions, educa-
tional path consultants assist convicts in devel-
oping an individual training plan and advise on 
issues related to programs available in a partic-
ular correctional institution. Lessons are often 
conducted in the same way as in a traditional 
educational institution, but with restrictions, in-
cluding the specifics of the regime of detention 
of convicts, technical and technological limita-
tions.

Summing it up, we can state that most coun-
tries have a system of higher education pro-
grams for those serving sentences in places of 
deprivation of liberty. However, there is no uni-
fied model of higher education in foreign pris-
ons. In each specific case, the issue of educat-
ing convicts at the university is decided based 

on possibilities of the parties. As many regions 
and countries, there are so many different ap-
proaches to the organization of higher educa-
tion for those sentenced to imprisonment.

The Russian penal system also has positive 
experience in teaching convicts according to 
higher education programs. More than a dozen 
and a half Russian state and commercial uni-
versities provide them with such an opportu-
nity. It is advisable to increase the number of 
educational organizations developing modular 
programs implemented in isolation. We be-
lieve that familiarity with foreign experience will 
make it possible to create a network of partner 
organizations to assist convicts, for example, 
by creating specialized funds for prison schol-
arships, prison education funds, etc. We con-
sider it promising to expand incentives, limits 
and ways of informing convicts about options 
of training inside and outside the correctional 
institution and possibilities of subsequent em-
ployment. This issue is of particular importance 
for convicts who have interrupted their studies 
at the university due to a criminal record.
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