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Ithaka S+R provides research and strategic guidance to 

help the academic and cultural communities serve

the public good and navigate economic, demographic, and 

technological change. 

Ithaka S+R is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit with a mission 

to improve access to knowledge and education for people 

around the world. We believe education is key to the 

wellbeing of individuals and society, and we work to make it

more effective and affordable.



Session Goals
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1. Provide context on mass incarceration 
and why the prison is a site of digital 
exclusion.

2. Introduce the challenges and 
complexities of conducting research in 
the prison space.

3. Dig in to one major intervention, 
Higher Education in Prisons (HEP), 
and explore its intersections with 
digital inclusion research.

Prison Action New s Editorial Collective. “Prison Action 

New s.” Prison Action News, vol. 6, no. 2, Aug. 2013. 

JSTOR, https://jstor.org/stable/community.32824683. 

Accessed 14 Aug. 2023.
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The Prison as a Site of 
Digital Exclusion
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● There is typically no access to the 
internet within prisons. What access 
exists is limited and tightly controlled.

● The two main technology providers are 
for-profit, with business models that 
have been called exploitative of people 
who are incarcerated and their families. 

● Many tech solutions are OK’d by DOCs* 
because they promise they can surveil all 
activity and communication.

● Access to digital resources is often 
sporadic and unpredictable, often due to 
policy changes and faulty hardware. 

*DOC: Department of Corrections



The Prison as a Site of 
Digital Exclusion
What this Means
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● Technology in the prison space can be 
alienating due to exploitative costs and 
surveillance.

● What technology exists is typically 
designed for the prison, and so may 
function differently than technology in 
the free world.

● Limited access, long sentences, and 
preexisting digital exclusion lead to a 
significant lack of information and 
digital literacy.

JPay’s JP6S Tablet 
(from http://www.securuslantern.com/)



The Prison as a Site of Digital Exclusion
Impact on People

Basic Proficiencies

Students express the need 
to leave prison with digital 
skills. They see these skills 
as vital to their success, be 
it to get a job, continue 
their education, or 
navigate 21st Century 
society generally.

Fear of 
Embarrassment/

Being ‘outed’

Students express the 
concern that their inability 
to use technology could 
out their status as being 
formerly incarcerated. 

Reduced Autonomy

Students noted that their 
lack of digital literacy 
reduced their autonomy, 
making them more reliant 
on others to perform basic 
tasks.
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“The biggest challenge 
now is computers…I didn’t 
even realize what I didn’t 
know.” -Formerly incarcerated student reflecting on their 

reentry experience



Conducting Research in 
the Prison Space



Conducting Research in the 
Prison Space
Stakeholders
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DOCs

Incarcerated 
Individuals

Researchers

● Prioritize independence, 

transparency, and rigor.

● Research agenda may 

not align with DOC 

interests.

● Come from a variety of 

disciplinary 

backgrounds.

● Prioritizes security and control.

● Works in a 

punishment/rehabilitation 

framework.

● Complex hierarchy and 

bureaucracy. 

● Every state and facility can be 

different.

● Are the experts of their 

own experience.

● Have special protections 

under the Common 

Rule.

● Have limited agency. 

Gaining consent and 

providing research 

incentives must be 

carefully considered.



Conducting Research in 
the Prison Space
DOC Review
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• DOC review processes can be opaque 
and lengthy. It is not always clear who 
the decision makers are. 

• Many directives require outputs to be 
reviewed by DOC prior to publication.

• Some directives require that the 
research “has some value to the 
Department” meaning that research 
must be aligned with DOC interests 
and priorities.

From the Texas Department of Criminal Justice



“Politicians don’t know what to do about 
crime, but they’re going to do something, 
even if it’s wrong.” -John P. Whitley, Warden, Louisiana State Penitentiary 

(Angola). In “The Last Class.” The Angolite, vol. 19, no. 3, 

May 1994.



Higher Education in 
Prisons & Digital Inclusion



• Field was decimated during the tough 
on crime era, though has resurged 

over the past decade through the 
support of philanthropy and the 

restoration of Pell Grants.

• Programs exist at the will of the DOC.

• Many college programs are completely 

analog (e.g. all assignments and 
papers are handwritten).

• The lack of technology holds serious 

implications for program quality, 
equity, and sustainability.

Higher Education in 
Prisons
Need to Know

Map of Higher Education in Prison Programs in 2022 
(from the Alliance for Higher Education in Prison, 
https://www.higheredinprison.org/national-directory)

https://www.higheredinprison.org/national-directory


● A first of its kind national survey of 
HEP programs dedicated to their 

technology infrastructure.

● Provide the field with comparative 

information with which to benchmark 

implementations.

● Covered 4 major focus areas: Devices, 

LMS/Software, Network Access, and 
Future Plans.

● Supplemented by a series of follow up 

interviews to capture greater texture 
and nuance.

Study Overview
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Made possible through the support of 



● Majority of HEP instruction still 
occurring entirely in person.

● 24% of respondents say their students 
have zero tech access.

● Optimistic outlooks: 67% of 

respondents believe they will expand 
tech access within the next 2 years.

● There is less optimism about 
expanding internet access.

Key Findings

19



Program Responses by State

Programs operating in 36 states and the District of Columbia 

responded to the survey.



Technological Devices
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Sufficient Access to Complete Coursework
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Future Plans: Implementing or Expanding Access to 
Priority Technology
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Internet Access

The majority of students do not have any internet access.



Future Plans: Implementing or Expanding 
Internet Access
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Setting a Research Agenda
4 Focal Points for HEP
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1. Instructional engagement and   
delivery.

2. Information and digital 
literacy.

3. Disability, accessibility, and 
accommodation.

4. Digital skills in reentry and 
employment.

“Adelante.” Adelante, vol. 1, no. 1, Apr. 1971.

https://jstor.org/stable/community.30048836.



Setting a Research Agenda
For HEP & Digital Inclusion 
Research
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● Need to move from a 
presence/absence framework to one 
that studies the quality of access and 
use.

● Develop a holistic framework that 
investigates digital inclusion before, 
during, and after incarceration.

● Connect research on the carceral 
context to the broader field of digital 
inclusion research.

“Our View  Point.” Our View Point 4, no. 1 (October 1, 1916). 

https://jstor.org/stable/community.34644525.



“Penal institutions tend to be a 
kind of catch basin for a myriad of 
human problems not resolved 
elsewhere.” -The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society: A Report by the 

President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration 
of Justice (1967) p. 180



Thank you
Kurtis Tanaka, Ph.D.
kurtis.tanaka@ithaka.org

Ess Pokornowski, Ph.D. 
ess.pokornowski@ithaka.org
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