
MYTHBUSTERS: PELL GRANT ELIGIBILITY FOR 
INCARCERATED STUDENTS 

Between 1965 and 1994, Pell grant eligibility for incarcerated individuals made continuing education part of American 
prison life. In 1982, nine percent of the nation’s incarcerated population was enrolled in post-secondary education 
programs.1 Access to higher education allowed incarcerated students to learn, study, and prepare for a successful life 
after their sentence.  

	 THE IMPORTANCE OF PRISON EDUCATION IS BASED ON FOUR 
CONCEPTS: 
1.	 Prisoners have the capacity to become productive workers and engaged citizens;

2.	 In-prison education makes prisons safer and reduces risks for corrections staff and incarcerated men and women;

3.	 When incarcerated individuals are provided with education and training in prison, they become less likely to re-of-
fend when they are released; and

4.	 The reduced recidivism translates into increased public safety and reduced corrections costs – the savings of which 
can be used toward effective strategies to reduce violent crime.

 
However, an amendment to the 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act excluded all state and federal 
prisoners from access to the Pell grant program.2 Subsequent enrollment in prison educational programming declined 
considerably, to the point where, in 1997, “it is estimated only eight college-in-prison programs” existed nationwide.3   

For the past decade, criminal justice reform has been advancing on a bipartisan basis—both in the states and in 
Washington, D.C. The passage of the First Step Act was the culmination of efforts by leaders on both sides of the 
political aisle. Restoring Pell grant eligibility for incarcerated students is consistent with the goals of the First Step Act 
and the White House’s efforts on criminal justice, and thus, is the next logical step in improving reentry policy. 

Unfortunately, there are a number of myths about improving prisoner access to education through the Pell grant 
program. The purpose of this paper is to refute these myths with data and evidence showing the value of prison 
education.
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1. 	 MYTH: Pell grants for incarcerated students comes at the expense of law abiding, 
low-income students.
The bottom line is that the honest and hard-working students are being elbowed out of the way by “the criminals.”

REALITY: This claim misunderstands the very structure of Pell grant financing.  
The Pell grant program is not a zero-sum game.
Just because one American receives assistance doesn’t mean that opportunities shrink for others.

“[B]y law, all eligible students who apply for Pell grants receive them.”4 A 2018 Congressional Research Service report 
notes that the amount or availability of a Pell grant bears no relationship to the number of applicants, but instead 
is based on the “total maximum Pell grant minus the student’s [Expected Family Contribution]; or the Cost of 
Attendance minus the student’s [Expected Family Contribution].”5

Additionally, the Pell grant program is funded primarily through discretionary funds. If the discretionary 
appropriation does not match the applicant need, the program carries a shortfall but if the discretionary appropriation 
is too large, the program carries a surplus the following year. Since FY2012, the program has maintained a surplus, 
which has variably been used to increase Pell Grant awards, expand eligibility, fund other programs, etc.6 The projected 
FY2020 surplus is nearly $8 billion.7 

2. 	MYTH: Pell grants will incentivize people to commit crimes as a way to get free 
educational assistance: Pell grant access creates incentives for law-breaking.
In a 1991 speech, the Governor of Massachusetts exclaimed that policymakers had to stop “giving a free college 
education to prison inmates, or else the people who cannot afford to go to college are going to start committing crimes 
so they can get sent to prison to get a free education!”8 A Republican Senator similarly warned how clever law-breakers 
recognized Pell grants as “a great scam: rob a store, go to jail, and get your degree.”9

REALITY: Qualification for Pell grants is based on financial need. Committing a 
crime and going to prison does not put the individual in any better position to obtain 
educational assistance than never having committed a crime in the first place.
Additionally, it is common knowledge that anyone with a criminal record faces extraordinary barriers to meaningful 
employment.10 Indeed, “the employment rate for formerly incarcerated people is nearly five times higher than the 
unemployment rate for the general United States population, and substantially higher than even the worst years of the 
Great Depression.”11 The idea that  people would be willing to forgo their freedom and be saddled with the lifetime 
disadvantages associated with having a criminal record makes no sense.  The advantages of having college course work 
are far outweighed by the difficulties—indeed, often impossibilities, due to occupational licensing requirements—of 
having a criminal record. Even if we accepted the myth that people are incentivized to commit a crime to get “free 
education,” they will still be at a significant disadvantage in the workforce as a result of their criminal record.
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3. 	MYTH: Higher education classes in prison is not a proven policy for improving 
public safety or reducing recidivism.
Pell grants for prisoners fails any sort of cost-benefit test. “Just because one blind hog may occasionally find an acorn 
does not mean many other blind hogs will. The same principle applies to giving Federal Pell grants to prisoners. 
Certainly, there is an occasional success story, but when virtually every prisoner in America is eligible for Pell grants, 
national priorities and taxpayers lose.”12

REALITY:  An exhaustive 2018 RAND study found that participants in 
correctional education had 48 percent lower odds of recidivating.13

RAND also found that every $1 spent on correctional education provides $5 in savings on reincarceration costs—
resources better used for law enforcement, drug treatment and prevention, and effective public safety measures.14 
Research in North Carolina, Texas, Indiana, and Texas prisons documents increased positive post-release outcomes for 
participants in postsecondary coursework.15 The completion of a college degree remains one of the best predictors of 
successful reentry. According to a 2016 United States Sentencing Commission report of 25,431 people who left federal 
prison in 2005, only 19.1% of those with a college degree would recidivate—a stark contrast to individuals with only 
a high school degree (50.7%) or less (60.4%).16 In other words, declining to invest in higher education in prison is 
essentially a nod to the status quo for crime and victimization, whereas restoring Pell grant eligibility is an opportunity 
to get tough on rehabilitation and increase public safety.

In fact, participants in the 1994 debate—specifically those with direct knowledge of prison culture—recognized the 
value of Pell grant access for public safety. At that time, the American Correctional Association, the Association of State 
Correctional Administrators, and the North American Association of Wardens and Superintendents came out with a 
public letter opposing Pell grant exclusion. For these corrections experts, postsecondary education in prison ensured 
“that many released offenders are returned to the community with knowledge, skills, and abilities that will enable them to 
obtain employment. Moreover, the impact of providing educational opportunities under the authority of the Pell grants 
enhances the capacity of corrections officials to manage the complex needs of a changing prison population.”17  

Meanwhile, more than 60 Second Chance Pell Pilot Sites, established in 2015 and supported by the Department of 
Education during the Obama and Trump administrations, already prove how the number of talented incarcerated 
students is far more than a “few acorns.”18 In the past three years, 954 credentials have been awarded at Second Chance 
Pell sites, with 578 students graduating from certification, associates, and bachelors programs.19 Over 200 colleges 
and universities applied to participate in the Second Chance Pell Pilot Program—a clear sign that American higher 
education institutions recognize, and are eager to cultivate, the academic talent of students in prison. 
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4. MYTH: College-in-prison is a laudable goal, but it should solely be a prerogative of 
state governments.
Prison education is a state issue.

REALITY: The federal government already provides financial assistance to students.
If grants for education were strictly the responsibility of state governments rather than the federal Department of 
Education, then Congress should do away with the Pell grant program altogether. But since it is going to support 
higher education opportunities, there is no reason to arbitrarily exclude opportunities for those behind bars while 
continuing to subsidize others.

Additionally, Congress is charged with ensuring constructive, rehabilitative programming in the federal prison system, 
which houses roughly 180,000 prisoners and is larger than any state system.20

Further, history documents how higher education in state prisons remains vulnerable absent federal investment. In the 
single year following the 1994 crime bill, enrollment in educational programs in prison declined by 40 percent.21 State 
support for correctional education often finds itself vulnerable to drastic cuts in tough economic climates. Following 
the Great Recession, Texas and California reduced their correctional education spending by 27 and 30 percent, 
respectively; Oklahoma had to lay off 1/3 of its correctional education staff.22 Thirty-three states place restrictions on 
state financial aid eligibility for people in prison. In some cases, this is because state funds follow Pell eligibility 
requirements; therefore, Pell restoration would arguably promote greater state investment in this space.23 Congress can 
play a critical, but not exclusive, role in ensuring higher education is within reach for students incarcerated in state 
institutions. 

5. 	MYTH: Restoring Pell grant eligibility for prisoners will exercise substantial financial 
costs on the federal taxpayer.
Pell grant access for the incarcerated is a serious burden on taxpayers.

REALITY: The data does not support this contention. In reality, Pell grant access 
to the incarcerated never exerted a serious constraint on Department of Education 
spending. During the 1993-1994 academic year, less than 1% of Pell grant funding 
went to incarcerated students.24

Even if every Pell-eligible state prisoner pursued and received a grant—a highly improbable outcome—they would 
make up less than 6.5% of the total number of recipients.25 Moreover, the projected fiscal gains from greater post 
release employment, reduced public assistance, and reduced recidivism costs make Pell grant restoration an obvious 
win for taxpayers.26 A study from the Vera Institute predicts Pell restoration would yield over $365.8 million annually 
in savings from reducing recidivism and reincarceration costs for state corrections budgets.27

Restoring Pell grant access does not make college education automatically available to all prisoners. The adjustment 
would not mandate federal or state correctional institutions to provide postsecondary education. College and 
universities would be able to set academic and behavioral criteria for enrollment, and prisons could make participation 
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in higher education contingent on continued, responsible conduct during sentences. These and other factors —such 
as limitations in facility spacing and staff, the financial challenges of developing a higher education program in prison 
even with Pell dollars, and the need to prioritize other rehabilitative programs like cognitive behavioral therapy and 
drug treatment—will lead to a substantial difference between the number of eligible prisoners and the number of 
actual incarcerated students receiving Pell Grants.28 These variables explain why—even with Pell eligibility—only two 
percent of incarcerated individuals received Pell funding in the 1993-1994 academic year.29

6. 	MYTH: Why should taxpayers have to foot the tuition bill for people who caused 
significant harm in their communities? Federal educational assistance for those in 
prison is unfair to those who don’t break the law.
During the 1994 debate, one Senator argued that prisoner access to Pell was simply not “fair to law-abiding citizens 
[or] the victims of crime.”30

REALITY: Accountability for crime should not only involve completing a sentence, 
but also making amends to the victims, families, and communities harmed by crime. 
Higher educational opportunities give prisoners the skills and human capital to do 
just that.
They also help ensure that people who are released are less likely to victimize more people in the future. Policymakers 
must reject a false choice between accountability for crime and a constructive prison culture that prepares incarcerated 
men and women for life after crime.

In fact, victims of crime support rehabilitative programs in prison. According to an Alliance for Safety and Justice 
survey of crime victims, respondents by a 2:1 margin want to see a greater focus on rehabilitation in the criminal 
justice system, including majorities of both independent and Republican respondents.31

People of good faith often have legitimate arguments about the appropriate and just length of prison terms based on 
offense type. But we should bear in mind that Pell grant restoration does not change when a prisoner completes their 
sentence, but what kind of person they will be upon their return. Ninety-five percent of prisoners will one day return to 
our neighborhoods and communities.32 The question for policymakers is whether we want them prepared to re-enter 
society as good, law-abiding citizens, so they can find a meaningful job and stay crime-free. Increasing access to education 
for those in prison does just that—and therefore should be supported by all who desire safe streets and fewer victims. 
To categorically rule out a prisoner for access to a valuable tool for successful reentry based on conviction type would 
undermine public safety, leading to higher than necessary recidivism and the substantial costs associated with it. 

There is a strong case for expanding Pell grant access to prisoners sentenced to life without parole, even if the 
arguments concerning recidivism reduction are not guaranteed. For one, eligibility for parole can fluctuate—the trend 
in many states is to expand eligibility. Individuals with a life sentence without parole eligibility comprise roughly 3.5% 
of the nation’s prison population.33 Thus, the cost of making such men and women eligible for Pell Grants will not be 
a significant financial burden. Moreover, prisoners with a life sentence play a crucial role in determining, for better 



or worse, the culture of prisons. Opportunities for higher education can allow these individuals to pursue avenues of 
leadership and redemption even in the confines of prison walls, with positive effects on their peers who will return 
to society one day.34 Additionally, program exclusion for this population would not serve the safety and well-being of 
wardens and corrections officers; research documents that access to educational opportunities actually reduces rates of 
violence and misconduct during incarceration.35

A growing bipartisan political coalition and a wide range of constituencies—from victims of crime and law 
enforcement to correctional officials and communities of faith—understand why correctional programming is an 
imperative of justice and public safety. 
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