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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.

Copyright 2023 ITHAKA. This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License. To view a copy of the license, please see
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

ITHAKA is interested in disseminating this brief as widely as possible. Please contact us with
any questions about using the report: research@ithaka.org.

This research was made possible with grant funding provided by Ascendium Education Group.
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Elevating opportunity
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Ascendium Education Group is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization committed to helping people
reach the education and career goals that matter to them. Ascendium invests in initiatives
designed to increase the number of students from low-income backgrounds who complete
postsecondary degrees, certificates and workforce training programs, with an emphasis on first-
generation students, incarcerated adults, rural community members, students of color and
veterans. Ascendium's work identifies, validates and expands best practices to promote large-
scale change at the institutional, system and state levels, with the intention of elevating
opportunity for all. For more information, visit https://www.ascendiumphilanthropy.org.
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Introduction

In Fall of 2022, Ithaka S+R launched a first-of-its-kind national survey on technology access in
higher education in prison programs. The survey asked respondents about student access to
technology in their Higher Education in Prison (HEP) program, focusing on four thematic areas:
technological devices, learning management systems and software, network connectivity or
internet access, and future information technology plans. The survey had a completed response
rate of 21 percent (93 of 441) and received responses from a diverse variety of programs from
throughout the United States. Below, we’ve outlined key findings from the survey results.

Key Findings

» The majority of programming is still provided fully in-person.
= Twenty-four percent of respondents noted that their students do not have access to any
technological device.

= Across regions, desktop computers are more commonly available for educational purposes
than tablets.

= Programs whose students use laptops express greater satisfaction with student technology
access and use.

= Most students cannot use technological devices to access library resources.

= Respondents were optimistic that they will be able to increase student access to technology
within two years; however, responses were considerably more mixed regarding internet
access.
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Program Responses by State

Programs operating in 36 states and the District of Columbia responded to the
survey. One program operating at a Federal Bureau of Prisons location also responded. Ithaka
S+R did not receive completed responses from programs operating in fourteen states.

Program Responses
Mo data ] One or more response
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Technological Devices

Desktop computers remain the most commonly available technological device for
higher education in prison programming. Spatial and staffing limitations and
competition for access with other programs complicate student access to desktop computers.

Tablets 26%

Laptops 31%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Results emphasize the importance of the quality of student technological access: many students
who have access to technology still do not have enough time to complete their coursework on it.
As the table below demonstrates, when asked if their students had sufficient technology access
to complete their coursework, only programs with laptop access were more likely to select yes
(48 percent) than no (34 percent).

Tablets 46%

Laptops 34%

Desktop Computers 60%

N 51%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

® I'm not sure/l don't know No m®mYes
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Learning Management Systems and Software

Most HEP programs do not have access to a learning management system that
students can use. The majority of respondents (65 percent) indicated that their students and
instructors do not have access to a learning management system at all. Canvas was reported as
the most used learning management system (48 percent).

Most programs with technology access do not know how frequently software programs can be
added to or updated on student devices.

I'm not sure/l don't know [l 40%
NA - R 32%
Once peryear | 1%
Before each academic term [ 7%

On a weekly basis [l 2%

As often as is requested [[INNINGNGE 19%
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Faculty and staff were as likely to use Zoom to communicate with students or deliver instruction
as they were to be unable to use a video conferencing program at all (32 percent).

I'm not sure/l don't know [l 3%

Faculty and staff do not have access to I 329%
video conferencing programs °
Other (please specify) NN 13%
Zoom |[— 32%
WebEx [N 17%
Microsoft Teams [N 12%

Google Meet B 1%
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The majority of respondents (58 percent) do not believe students have sufficient access to
software programs.

5%

58%

=Yes No =I'm not sure/l don't know

Network Connection and Internet

The majority of students do not have any network access—whether to limited, local,
or wide area networks, or to the internet. Survey results suggest that when students can
access the network, it is more commonly through desktop computers in a computer lab (20
percent) than via laptops (nine percent) or tablets (nine percent). Only 15 percent of
respondents said that their programs used local area or wide area networks. Sixty-six percent
noted that “no internet access is available” to their students. Twenty-four percent indicated that
their students have internet access to whitelisted websites.

The figures below illustrate states that have at least one program with local or wide are network
access and internet access, respectively. States with access are highlighted in blue, states without
access are highlighted in black, and states from which we do not have data are highlighted in
gray.
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LAN/WAN Connection by State

LAMN/WAN Access

Mo data ] Zero programs with access [JJ] One or more programs with access

Internet Access by State

Internet Access Availability
No data . Zero programs with access . One or more programs with access

Map: Ilthaka S+R « Created with Datawrapper
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Future Plans

Respondents were optimistic that they would be able to increase or expand access
to the technological devices they prioritize.

Other (please specify) _ 17%

More than 5 years in the future - 8%
within 5 years [ 9%
within 2 years | o
within 0-1 years [N 27

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Most HEP programs are prioritizing increasing student access to laptops (58 percent). Laptops
appear to be seen as the gold standard in HEP; however, several respondents and individuals in
follow-up interviews noted that for laptops to be used to their fullest, students need access to
them for extended periods of time, in residential settings where coursework can be completed
during quiet hours.

Results were more mixed when the survey asked how soon respondents thought internet access

could be implemented or expanded. This reinforces questions about the equity and quality of
device access.

N/A - currently satisfied with internet b
access W 3%

Other (please specify) [IININIGIGNGE 15%
More than 5 years in the future [N 22%
Within 5 years [N 18%
Within 2 years [ 26%
Within 0-1 years [ 15%
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