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The 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act dismantled higher education in prison 
by eliminating inmate eligibility for Pell Grants. Providing access to higher education has a ripple 
effect that extends far beyond the rehabilitation of incarcerated people. Higher education has a 
positive impact on society by reducing recidivism, increasing public safety and strengthening 
communities.  

Incarceration Without Education is a Bad Investment 

• Nationally, correctional costs consume $68BNi each year. One in every 31 people in the US 
is under some form of correctional supervision: jail, prison, probation or parole.ii More than 
2/3 of incarcerated people are re‐arrested for a new offense within three years of their 
release, a clear indication that current correctional policies are failing.iii    

• Increasing incarceration rates don’t pay off.  Despite the significant rise in the correctional 
population over the past 25 years, rising rates of imprisonment have not been shown to 
reduce crime or increase public safety.iv 

• Education is proven to lower recidivism, thus lowering incarceration costs. For every 
dollar invested in correctional education programs, two dollars are saved through 
prevented recidivism.v 

Increasing Access to Higher Education Pays Off 

The value of higher education is clear.  

Higher education:vi 

• Decreases reliance on public assistance 
• Increases the employment rates 
• Improves physical and mental health 
• Elevates quality of life for children 
• Strengthens communities 

Postsecondary education in prison is the most successful and cost-effective method to prevent 
crime and increase public safety.vii 

Restoring Pell Grant Eligibility in Prison Will:  

• Reduce Recidivism—In 1994, at its highest rate of usage, awards represented only 6/10 
of 1% of total grant awardsviii, making this program more cost‐effective than re‐
incarceration. Many people leave prison unskilled and undereducated, both factors that 
correlate powerfully to recidivism rates, leaving them unprepared for life on the outside. 

• Strengthen Underserved Communities—Formerly incarcerated people are frequently 
released to communities that have little to no capacity to provide them with productive 

Fact Sheet: Restoring Pell Grant Eligibility in Prison  

 



 

Education From The Inside, Out Campaign 
C/O College and Community Fellowship 
475 Riverside Drive, Suite 1626 
New York, NY  10115 
 
646‐380‐7777 

employment or reentry assistance.ix With ever‐increasing prison sentences and 
recidivism rates, incarcerated people are released without the essential tools necessary 
for reintegration to society.  

• Increase Employment—Higher education for incarcerated people is valuable in a society 
where postsecondary credentials are increasingly necessary to gain access to living wage 
jobs.x 

• Reduce Poverty—Success in higher education in prison carries far beyond prison walls. More 
than 50% of incarcerated people have children.xi When parents participate in postsecondary 
education the likelihood their children will go to college increases,xii creating more 
opportunities for multiple generations to climb out of poverty. 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