
The Second Chance Pell Experimental Sites Initiative 
(SCP), launched by the U.S. Department of Education 
(ED) in 2015, provides need-based Pell Grants to people 
in state and federal prisons. The initiative examines 
whether expanding access to financial aid increases 
incarcerated adults’ participation in postsecondary 
educational opportunities. This program gives invited 
colleges the opportunity to provide credentialed 
college education programs within state and federal 
prisons using federal aid for incarcerated students who 
qualify. In 2016, ED invited 67 colleges in 28 states, 
and in 2020, it expanded SCP to include a total of 130 
colleges from 42 states and Washington, DC. In 2022, 
SCP expanded again to include a total of 200 colleges 
in 48 states, Washington, DC, and Puerto Rico.1 The 
Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) provides technical 
assistance to the participating colleges and corrections 
departments to ensure that the programs provide high-
quality postsecondary education in prison and after 
release. 

This report summarizes the first six years of the exper-
iment and primarily focuses on information from the 
2021–2022 financial aid year, using survey responses 
from 75 participating colleges with enrolled students 
funded through SCP during this period.2 
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Highlights

 › More than 40,000 students participated in 
postsecondary education funded through 
Second Chance Pell between 2016 and 2022. 

 › Student enrollments and completions 
rebounded in the 2021–2022 financial aid 
year after showing slower growth during the 
early years of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 › Changes to the mode of instruction due to 
the pandemic do not appear to be permanent: 
17 colleges that had previously anticipated 
continued use of synchronous distance or 
a hybrid model of instruction following the 
COVID-19 pandemic reported their intention 
to use face-to-face instruction after pandem-
ic-related restrictions are lifted. 

 › All but one of the participating colleges plan 
to transition to a Prison Education Program 
as defined by the FAFSA Simplification Act, 
and all of these colleges have taken multiple 
steps to prepare for Pell restoration.3  

 › Racial and gender disparities persist in both 
enrollments and completions, with the most 
pronounced disparities existing among 
Hispanic/Latino students.  

 › More than one-third of colleges (36 percent) 
included people who were system-impacted 
in their faculty, staff, or administration.



The positive impacts of postsecondary 
education in prison 
Access to educational opportunities in prison has significant and mean-
ingful benefits for incarcerated people, for their communities, and for the 
public at large.

 › Personal and community development: People who participate 
in postsecondary education in prison describe the experience as 
transformative, pushing them to develop new identities, perspectives, 
and goals, and to focus on self-reflection and improvement.4 These 
courses also provide incarcerated students and formerly incarcerated 
alumni with knowledge, skills, and connections they can use to benefit 
their children and families, multiplying the impact of a single college 
degree.5   

 › Job training: Prison postsecondary education programs are becoming 
increasingly essential for incarcerated students’ post-release 
employment and successful reentry: by 2027, 70 percent of all jobs will 
require postsecondary education and training beyond high school.6 

 › Racial equity: Postsecondary education can facilitate upward 
social mobility to racially marginalized groups. People of color are 
a disproportionate majority of the prison population, making the 
availability of postsecondary programs in prison an important avenue 
to future opportunity.7   

 › Public safety: As incarcerated people achieve higher levels of 
education, their likelihood of recidivism decreases. Incarcerated people 
who participate in postsecondary education programs have 48 percent 
lower odds of returning to prison than those who do not.8

 › Safety inside prisons: Prisons with postsecondary education 
programs have fewer violent incidents than prisons without 
them, creating safer working conditions for staff and safer living 
environments for incarcerated people.9 

 › Government savings: Reducing incarceration benefits taxpayers—
every dollar invested in prison-based education yields more than four 
dollars in taxpayer savings from reduced incarceration costs.10  
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Enrollments and credential completions

Over the past six years, enrollments have increased every year at the 
surveyed colleges, despite an overall decrease in the prison population 
during that time.11 (See Figure 1.) Since the start of the experiment, 40,919 
unique students have enrolled in postsecondary education programs 
through the Second Chance Pell Initiative. This number includes previ-
ously reported cumulative totals from colleges that did not respond this 
year but did respond in previous years, giving the most comprehensive 
cumulative number of SCP students. In the 2021–2022 financial aid year, 
there were 13,186 SCP students, more than double (215 percent) the 
number of students enrolled during the first year of the experiment. 

Figure 1. Unduplicated students enrolled in Second Chance Pell*

* Unduplicated students refers to the number of unique participants enrolled through 
Second Chance Pell over the six financial aid years reported here. (Some students participat-
ing in longer programs enrolled in multiple years.)

In the past six years, SCP students earned 11,966 credentials. In the 
2021–2022 financial aid year, students in prison earned 2,918 credentials: 
6 percent (182) were bachelor’s degrees, 48 percent (1,400) were associ-
ate’s degrees, and 46 percent (1,336) were certificates or postsecondary 
diplomas. (See Figure 2.)

The number of credentials earned decreased in the 2020–2021 finan-
cial aid year, likely due to program suspensions or slowdowns during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. However, annual earned credentials rebounded in 
2021–2022, continuing the growth in completions observed in the years 
before the pandemic. 
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Figure 2. Credentials earned by year and type 

Student demographics across enrollment and 
credentials earned
To assess racial and gender equity in Second Chance Pell programs, 
Vera compared student demographics to the entire pool of prospective 
students, which is the U.S. prison population. The U.S. prison population is 
disproportionately composed of people of color and men compared to the 
U.S. population.12 The vast majority (93 percent) of people in prison are 
incarcerated in facilities for men, with 7 percent of the prison population 
incarcerated in women’s prison facilities.13 

Racial and gender disparities exist among the students enrolled in SCP 
programs compared to the general U.S. prison population. People incar-
cerated in facilities for women are overrepresented in SCP programs, 
with more than 13 percent of students housed in women’s facilities. 
White SCP students were overrepresented by approximately 7 percentage 
points, Black students were underrepresented by 8 percentage points, 
and Hispanic/Latino14 students were underrepresented by more than 15 
percentage points.15 (See Figure 3.) 
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Figure 3. Race and ethnicity of Second Chance Pell students  
and U.S. prison population, 2021-2022

* Other includes people who identify as two or more races or as another race that was not 
broken out in other categories. 

** Unknown includes instances when race/ethnicity data was not collected, when it was not 
reported, or if the student refused to answer race/ethnicity questions. 

These racial disparities vary between students in facilities for men and in 
facilities for women. (See Figure 4.) 

 › Among students in facilities for women, white students are overrepre-
sented by 18 percentage points. Among students in facilities for men, 
white students are overrepresented by approximately 9 percentage 
points. 

 › Among students in facilities for men, Black students are underrepre-
sented by approximately 7 percentage points. In facilities for women, 
the proportion of SCP students who are Black is almost the same as 
the proportion of Black people who are incarcerated. 

As has been noted in previous years, Hispanic/Latino people are severely 
underrepresented in SCP, accounting for 24 percent of the prison popu-
lation but only 8 percent of SCP students. Race and ethnicity information 
was not available for more than 20 percent of students in facilities for 
men and about 7 percent of students in facilities for women because it 
was not collected or reported.
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Figure 4. Race and gender demographics of Second Chance Pell 
students, 2021–2022, and U.S. prison population, 2021* 

* For approximately 9.5 percent of all SCP students in 2021-2022, colleges were not able to 
provide race and gender cross-tabulations. These students are not represented in this graph. 

vera.org6



Turning from enrollment to credentials earned, there are some differences 
in completions by the gender designation of the facility where students 
are housed. Students in facilities designated for women make up approx-
imately 13 percent of students but complete 11 percent of credentials. 
This slight disproportion may be due to the types of credentials that are 
offered or pursued by students in these facilities. For example, students in 
facilities designated for men earn proportionally slightly more certificates 
than students in facilities designated for women, earning 91 percent of all 
certificates but making up 87 percent of enrolled students. (See Figure 5.) 

Figure 5. Credential completions compared to enrollment  
by facility gender, 2021-2022 

It is possible for students to complete more than one certificate in a single 
year, which may partly explain the relatively larger number of credentials 
earned by students in men’s facilities. This difference may also be partly 
driven by the fact that some programs in women’s facilities are newer, 
and students in facilities for women may have had less time to complete a 
multi-year credential such as an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. 

Students in different racial and ethnic demographic groups earn creden-
tials relatively proportional to their enrollment in programming, with 
the notable exception of Hispanic/Latino students. Although Hispanic/
Latino students make up 8 percent of current enrollments, they account 
for 4 percent of bachelor’s completions and 19 percent of certificate 
completions. (See Figure 6.) In other words, Hispanic/Latino students 

vera.org7



are underrepresented by 50 percent among bachelor’s completions and 
are overrepresented among certificate completions by more than 100 
percent. Further research is needed to understand the reasons why these 
students are not more proportionally represented across different creden-
tial completions.

It is important to note that the race and ethnicity of the student 
completing the credential is missing for about 17 percent of all credentials 
earned, and that completions are likely underreported because only about 
half (53 percent) of programs track completions after people are released 
from prison.

Figure 6. Credential completions compared to enrollment by race  
and ethnicity, 2021-2022

Student services, supports, and voice

Prison education programs vary in the types of student services and 
supports that they provide. Most Second Chance Pell programs (88 
percent) and most students (92 percent) have some level of access to 
academic research materials. Most commonly, students have access 
to materials through the college library (29 percent of programs and 47 
percent of students). (See Figure 7.) Some students can access academic 
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resources through a database of articles (8 percent of programs and 13 
percent of students), and some smaller programs use volunteer assistance 
to run searches and provide materials to incarcerated students (16 percent 
of programs and 5 percent of students). Twelve percent of programs 
serving 8 percent of students had no access to research materials.   

Figure 7. Access to academic resources, 2021-2022

* The percentages for all categories may not sum to 100% due to rounding.
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Most SCP programs (96 percent), accounting for 95 percent of students, 
reported that students had access to academic support counseling at 
least once per semester or two quarters. The majority of students (94 
percent) had access to course load scheduling and academic goal planning 
during academic counseling. (See Figure 8.) Students had more limited 
access to career counseling (44 percent) or transfer plans (51 percent). For 
a handful of schools, academic counseling also included reentry planning.  

Figure 8. Contents of academic counseling, 2021-2022

Some colleges had formal mechanisms to solicit feedback about their 
SCP programs from SCP students and people who are directly impacted 
by the criminal legal system. Nearly half of SCP programs (47 percent) 
had student advisory boards, voice councils, or other groups that provide 
ongoing feedback to their postsecondary education program or to correc-
tional education. Programs with these student groups together enrolled 
68 percent of students in 2021–22. Even among programs without such 
student groups, several programs had informal or ad hoc means for 
soliciting input from students or had plans under development or partially 
implemented. 

Instructors and faculty

Most Second Chance Pell programs (72 percent) have at least five faculty 
members serving students who are incarcerated. Approximately half of 
programs require faculty to have the minimum credentials for teaching 
postsecondary education (47 percent of programs and 47 percent of 
students), and approximately half of programs require faculty to hold 
terminal degrees (53 percent of programs and 53 percent of students). 
In 92 percent of programs covering 92 percent of students, faculty have 
at least five years of teaching experience. Slightly more than one-third 
of programs (36 percent) included people who were system-impacted in 
their faculty, staff, or administration.
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COVID-19 impacts

Second Chance Pell programs appear to be rebounding after the severe 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on students and programs. Student 
enrollments and completions rebounded in the 2021–2022 financial aid 
year after showing slower growth during the pandemic. This year’s survey 
also found that changes to the mode of instruction due to the pandemic 
do not appear to be permanent: 17 colleges that had previously antic-
ipated continuing to use either synchronous distance (15) or a hybrid 
model (2) of instruction this year reported their intention to implement 
face-to-face instruction once pandemic-related restrictions are lifted. 

Programs and students by state

Second Chance Pell programs have launched in 48 states, Washington, 
DC, Puerto Rico, and the Federal Bureau of Prisons. In the 2021–22 
academic year, 13,186 students were enrolled in SCP, with 40,919 
unduplicated students enrolled in SCP programs during the life of the 
experiment. Most students have enrolled in programs held in state 
prisons, with 2,799 students participating in programs in federal facilities 
from 2016–2022. Programs in Texas, Ohio, and Arkansas have enrolled 
the highest numbers of students. (See Figure 9.)   

Pell restoration

With the passage of the FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid) Simplification Act, as many as 767,000 people in prison will become 
eligible for Pell Grants once it is implemented on July 1, 2023.16 Of the 75 
colleges that were asked whether they intend to transition from a Second 
Chance Pell site to an approved Prison Education Program, as defined 
by the FAFSA Simplification Act, only one college did not commit to 
transitioning. 

All of the colleges that responded to the survey have taken specific steps 
to prepare for Pell restoration, most commonly by connecting with others 
in education, including other departments within their own institution of 
higher education, peer colleges and consortia of postsecondary education 
in prison programs, and the Department of Education. However, fewer 
colleges have connected with the Department of Corrections, Federal 
Bureau of Prisons, or other corrections agencies that have jurisdiction 
over prospective students. This could suggest that further support, 
resources, or information are needed to facilitate strong collaboration 
among prospective prison education programs and oversight entities, as 
defined and required by the FAFSA Simplification Act.   
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Figure 9. Total unduplicated students by state or jurisdiction, 2016–
2022
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