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ABSTRACT
Since the mid-1990s scholars, practitioners and policy-makers
have consistently identified the ban on Pell eligibility for prisoners
as the primary cause for the decline of post-secondary education
programs in prisons nationwide. In 2015, the Second Chance Pell
(SCP) pilot program authorized reinstatement of Pell eligibility for
prisoners with the goal of providing post-secondary educational
opportunities in prisons. However, SCP programs used fewer than
half of the available Pell grants in the first three years of the pro-
gram. We analyze novel data from a sample of individuals in
Pennsylvania prisons to estimate population-level eligibility for
SCP. We find demand in excess and uptake far below availability,
which is a consequence of multiple barriers to eligibility. In the
absence of significant reforms designed to address collateral ineli-
gibility for Pell grants among the population of incarcerated indi-
viduals, there will be systematically low utilization of Pell-funded
higher education programming in prisons.
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Introduction

The social and economic challenges associated with mass incarceration in the USA
have reinvigorated the conversation about policy interventions designed to reduce
recidivism and, as a result, reduce prison populations (Jonson & Cullen, 2015). Perhaps
one of the most common refrains in this debate has been that increasing educational
opportunities during incarceration is one of the most promising interventions for both
reducing recidivism and improving post-release outcomes for incarcerated individuals
(Chen, 2015; Hinton, 2018; New York Times, 2017).

In 2015, amid growing concerns about “warehousing” (Irwin, 2005; Scharf, 1983)
and lack of constructive programming opportunities in overcrowded American prisons,
the United States Department of Education (USED) initiated the Second Chance Pell
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(SCP) Pilot Program as an Experimental Sites Initiative (ESI).1 This pilot program
reversed a 22-year ban on access to federal student aid for incarcerated individuals,
allowing reinstatement of Pell eligibility for incarcerated individuals only at participat-
ing institutions of higher education. The goal of the SCP pilot is to “test whether par-
ticipation in high-quality educational opportunities increases after access to financial
aid for incarcerated adults is expanded and examine how waiving the restriction on
providing Pell Grants to individuals incarcerated in Federal or State penal institutions
influences academic and life outcomes” (United States Department of Education, n.d.,
p. 1).

The beginning of the SCP program marked a sea change in the landscape of prison
higher educational programming. Since the program launched, there has been a 236
percent increase in the number of students enrolled in college courses inside prisons,
up from 1,504 individuals in the fall of 2016 (Vera Institute of Justice, 2018). However,
despite the dramatic increase in participation relative to the prior status quo, SCP has
enrolled fewer students than anticipated. As of Fall 2018, the sum total of students
enrolled in SCP nationwide was just under 8,800 students; approximately 25 percent
of the 36,000 Pell grants allocated in the first three years of the program (Government
Accountability Office, 2019).2

The lower than expected enrollment in SCP programs likely comes as a surprise to
both advocates and policy-makers, especially given the widespread belief that elimi-
nating the Pell ban would drastically increase enrollment given the reasonable expect-
ation that opportunities for educational programming in prison would be in high
demand (Berman & Feinblatt, 2015; Phelps, 2011; Scales, 2018). It is unclear if the low
program uptake rates were a function of the characteristics of SCP program implemen-
tation, a lack of interest among the incarcerated population, or the influence of other
factors not accounted for in the SCP program design.

A necessary precursor to an examination of the potential effects of a program like
SCP on individual outcomes is to understand the capacity of the program, as imple-
mented, to expand access to higher education opportunities in prison. A recent report
by the Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality and the Vera Institute of
Justice estimates that reinstating Pell eligibility for prisoners could expand access to
post-secondary educational opportunities for more than one-third of all state prisoners
in the USA (Oakford et al., 2019). However, our analysis of overall eligibility among the
prison population in one of the participating states paints a much bleaker portrait of
SCP’s capacity to expand access to higher education opportunities in prison as it is
currently designed. In this paper, we leverage novel survey and administrative data
from Pennsylvania to generate population-level estimates of Pell eligibility, providing
insight into the capacity of the program to increase access to higher education oppor-
tunities in prison at scale.

1For specifics about the SCP program see Appendix A in the online supplemental materials.
2The SCP program allocates 12,000 Pell grants per year to incarcerated individuals in participating higher
educational programs (Oakford, Brumfield, Tatum, diZerega, & Patrick, 2019). Under SCP, although the Pell grant
funds are awarded to individual students, only certain higher educational institutions were granted approval to
disburse Pell grants to incarcerated students under the SCP pilot program.
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Understanding the barriers to Pell eligibility for incarcerated individuals is important
for two primary reasons. First, it speaks directly to the capacity of the current SCP pro-
gram to meet one of its key objectives: increasing enrollment in post-secondary edu-
cational programs in prison. Second, it informs, analytically, the subsequent debates
on the efficacy of the SCP pilot program. It is essential to understand how participants
are mechanically and systematically selected into the program via both eligibility crite-
ria and application processes. This provides insight into the baseline population of
SCP participants who have not only self-selected into higher educational programming
while incarcerated but have also managed to overcome the multiple bureaucratic and
operational hurdles required to access those higher educational opportunities.

Why does access to SCP matter?

Post-secondary education programs in prison are consistently championed as promis-
ing and politically palatable interventions to reduce recidivism after release from
prison (New York Times, 2017; Oakford et al., 2019; Steurer, Linton, Nally, & Lockwood,
2010). Even in the absence of experimental evidence showing that participation in col-
lege-level educational programs during imprisonment reduces recidivism, there is still
a general sense that there are both theoretical and empirical reasons to suspect that
post-secondary educational programming will improve post-release outcomes for
incarcerated individuals.

Education is a key feature of prison programming (Erisman & Contardo, 2005) with
great potential for “what works” in terms of correctional interventions (MacKenzie,
2008). Prison programming is designed to address the specific needs of incarcerated
individuals, improve post-release outcomes, and, ultimately, contribute to broad soci-
etal goals (Lawrence, Mears, Dubin, & Travis, 2002). A large body of scholarship finds
that prison programming is associated with improved post-release outcomes (Bonta &
Andrews, 2016; Cullen, 2013; Lipsey & Cullen, 2007). More specifically, studies have
shown that incarcerated individuals who pursue post-secondary educational opportu-
nities while in prison have lower recidivism rates (Gaes, 2008). In fact, scholars have
pointed to prison education as an exception to critiques that prison programming is
ineffective (Wilson, Gallagher, & MacKenzie, 2000).

Participating in educational programming during incarceration might counteract
negative adjustments to the prison environment (Harer, 1995) by providing an oppor-
tunity to engage and commit to a social institution during incarceration (Sampson &
Laub, 2003). Both participation in prison education and the credentials associated with
obtaining a certificate or degree may combat the negative signaling associated with
time in prison (Western, 2007). Consequently, there are theoretical reasons to suspect
that prison educational programming may affect individual behavior in prison as well
as post-release outcomes across several domains.

Empirically, there have been several meta-analytic evaluations of the relationship
between prison education and individual outcomes (Aos, Miller, & Drake, 2006; Davis,
Bozick, Steele, Saunders, & Miles, 2013; Wilson et al., 2000). The most recent compre-
hensive meta-analytic evaluation on the effect of prison education on individual out-
comes was conducted by the RAND Corporation; it found that participation in prison

JUSTICE QUARTERLY 3



education programs was associated with a much lower odds of recidivism (Davis et al.,
2013). The findings that focus on the more rigorous empirical studies indicate that the
odds of recidivism were 43 percent lower among individuals in the treatment relative
to the comparison; they also found providing correctional education programs to be
cost-effective relative to the direct costs of re-incarceration.3

Subsequent to the RAND meta-analysis, there have been several evaluations of prison
programs using propensity score methods. Duwe and colleagues (2015) found that par-
ticipation in a Bible college program substantially reduced prison misconduct compared
to a matched sample of individuals who applied but were not selected for the program.
Most recently, Pompoco, Wooldredge, Lugo, Sullivan, and Latessa (2017) evaluated GED,
vocational, and college courses separately and found that program completers had sig-
nificantly lower rates of return to prison in each of the types of prison education pro-
grams analyzed. Observational studies show a consistent negative association between
recidivism and higher educational programming during incarceration.

While post-secondary education programs in prison show great promise, the extent to
which prison educational programming can be a “conduit for the delivery of evidence-
based treatment” (Cullen, 2013, p. 306) depends crucially on the incarcerated individuals’
ability to access those treatments and there has been much less scholarly attention to this
issue. We are aware of only one existing attempt to estimate population-level eligibility for
Pell-funded higher education programming. Oakford et al. (2019) used data from the
National Corrections Reporting Program, which consists of individual-level admissions,
releases, and yearend custody populations for participating states, demographic information,
information about sentence length, and commitment crime. However, except for high-
school educational credential, the NCRP data do not contain the necessary data elements
to estimate Pell eligibility. Instead, the authors condition on high-school diploma and two
proxy criteria: age 18 to 54 and not serving a life sentence to generate their estimate that
more than one-third of the prison population nationwide would be eligible for Pell-funded
higher education under an expanded SCP regime. While the estimates in the Oakford
et al.’s (2019) study are based on a reasonable set of assumptions using available data, they
are not based on the complete set of Pell eligibility criteria. As a result, the effects of the
specific eligibility criteria for Pell grants on access to Pell-funded higher educational pro-
gramming are, at this point, unknown. Eligibility estimates that leverage the specific SCP eli-
gibility criteria are valuable, because limitations on SCP eligibility for incarcerated individuals
present critical design and implementation challenges for a policy that is intended to
increase access to higher educational opportunities for incarcerated individuals.

Current study

Our goal is to generate an estimate of population eligibility for Pell-funded higher
educational opportunities among incarcerated individuals using data that capture

3However, Davis et al. (2013, p. xviii) note the lack of methodological rigor of the existing empirical studies of the
effect of prison education on post-release outcomes like recidivism, observing that they “found a number of
methodological weaknesses in the current body of research that substantially limit one’s ability to inform the
direction of policy and the design of effective programs.” With few exceptions (see Lattimore, Witte, & Baker, 1988,
1990), the methodological approaches in the extant literature have been unable to account for confounding due to
unobserved differences between individuals who select into prison education programs and those who do not.
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measures of individual-level eligibility for SCP. We begin by describing the data and
the complete set of eligibility criteria for SCP participation in Pennsylvania. We then
present descriptive estimates of population eligibility for SCP in Pennsylvania.
Although our data are drawn from the prison population in one state and there is rea-
son to anticipate some regional heterogeneity in the characteristics of the prison
population, we believe these estimates can serve as a benchmark for understanding
policy design and implementation issues for the SCP program nationwide. We then
conduct a latent class analysis (LCA) to see how barriers to eligibility cluster in the
population and to explore whether this distribution provides insight into the broad-
based ineligibility for the SCP program. Finally, we use our eligibility estimates to fore-
cast the effects of several potential policy interventions to provide a sense of how the
SCP pilot could be modified to increase access to post-secondary education in prisons.

Data

One challenge to understanding the impact of Pell eligibility requirements is that
standard prison administrative databases do not contain information on all the SCP
eligibility criteria. While the relevant information is known for those individuals who
apply, similar information is not available for the rest of the prison population.
Therefore, for this analysis, we combine novel self-report data from a random sample
of incarcerated individuals with administrative records to generate prevalence esti-
mates of population-level eligibility for Pell-funded higher education programming.

The unique source of data for this project is a survey of population eligibility adminis-
tered on paper by the PA DOC to a simple random sample of N¼ 2,715 from the com-
plete population of individuals who were incarcerated in Pennsylvania prisons4 during the
March 2018 round of SCP recruitment. The goal of this survey was to better understand
the efficacy and completeness of the recruiting efforts and to gather data that could gen-
erate system-wide eligibility prevalence estimates for the SCP program. The survey instru-
ment asked about awareness of and interest in the SCP program, and asked respondents
to report eligibility information that could not be gleaned from PA DOC administrative
records. Paper surveys were mailed to each of the State Correctional Institutions (SCIs),
addressed to a particular, randomly-selected incarcerated person, and were distributed,
collected, and returned to PA DOC headquarters by staff at each of the SCIs. In order to
link to administrative records, survey responses were not anonymized. Of the random
sample, N¼ 2,573 surveys were returned to headquarters by staff, meaning that approxi-
mately six percent of the missing surveys were not returned by staff.5 A number of the
returned surveys were blank; as a result the final analytic sample for the population eligi-
bility survey data consists of N¼ 1,020 respondents (37.5 percent response rate).6 Each of
the survey responses was linked by a unique identifier to administrative records created
and maintained by the PA DOC to create a complete SCP eligibility profile for each
respondent. These records include information on criminal history, prior programming

4The sampling frame excludes individuals incarcerated on death-row.
5It is unknown whether they were non-responses from the surveyed individuals.
6It is difficult to benchmark this response rate in the context of other non-anonymous surveys in prison, but it is
well within one standard deviation of the average response rate for surveys by mail (Baruch & Holtom, 2008).

JUSTICE QUARTERLY 5



participation, misconduct history, in-prison education records, and demographic
characteristics.

As the full sample was randomly drawn from the total prison population in Pennsylvania,
any differences in demographic characteristics between the population and the sample
should be attributable to sampling variation.7 However, because participation was voluntary,
we need to be mindful of substantial differences between respondents and non-respond-
ents. An examination of the mean differences between respondents and non-respondents is
encouraging (Appendix Table A1, online supplemental material), in large part because the
observed differences between respondents and non-respondents are very small in magni-
tude. In terms of demographic characteristics, younger individuals and women were over-
represented among respondents and individuals who identify as Hispanic were underrepre-
sented. Respondents and non-respondents were also different in terms of prevalence of
Type A misconduct and proportion convicted of a violent or a sex crime.

Eligibility criteria and the Pennsylvania context

In Table 1, we describe all of the eligibility criteria that incarcerated applicants must sat-
isfy in order to access Pell grant funding under the SCP pilot program: (1) federal eligibil-
ity criteria set forth by USED, (2) department-specific criteria set forth by the relevant
correctional authority, and (3) program-specific criteria set forth by the SCP-grantee educa-
tion provider.8 While all SCP applicants nationwide must meet the same federal criteria,
correctional authority and program-specific criteria vary across program sites.

Barriers to eligibility

The prevailing assumption is that the majority of incarcerated individuals who wish to
pursue higher educational opportunities in prison would be eligible for a Pell grant.
On the surface, this seems like a reasonable assumption given that Pell is a means-
tested program and many incarcerated individuals have little to no income.9 However,
the other, non-fiscal eligibility requirements for Pell, which many consider to be a bur-
eaucratic, “box-checking” exercise (Kirkham, 2019; Powell & Kerr, 2019), are likely to

7Appendix B, Table A1 (online supplemental materials) presents overall sample demographics as well as comparisons
between respondents and non-respondents for a number of key characteristics.
8Some SCP-grantee education providers have program requirements in addition to those imposed by the USED or
the relevant correctional authority. In most cases, this takes the form of a college admissions/application process,
where applicants are screened out on the basis of their prior academic record or other features of their application.
In the case of the PA SCP providers analyzed here, there are no additional eligibility requirements apart from a
basic application containing identifying information, meaning that all applicants who meet USED and DOC eligibility
requirements would be eligible for the SCP programs in Pennsylvania.
9In order to estimate the proportion of the population that would be ineligible for Pell funding because their EFC
would exceed the Pell-eligibility threshold, we would have had to collect all of the information required on a FAFSA
application. As a proxy, among the several hundred individuals who have applied for the SCP program in PA, only
two have been denied the Pell grant on the basis of having an EFC over the Pell threshold. In both cases, the
income of the family members (parents or spouse) meant that the incarcerated individual had an EFC above the Pell
eligible threshold. However, we might anticipate that there are a number of individuals who do not complete their
applications because they know they would not be eligible. There have also been a number of other individuals
who have not been able to clear verification because they have been unable to furnish the tax documentation
required from their parents or spouse; those individuals may or may not have met the means test.
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hinder, if not disqualify, many incarcerated individuals from accessing Pell-funded
higher educational opportunities.

Figure 1 displays the distribution of eligibility for each of the Pell eligibility criteria;
Panel A lists the USED criteria, and Panel B shows the PA DOC criteria. The most sub-
stantial barrier to Pell eligibility among incarcerated individuals is not having regis-
tered for the selective service,10 which was self-reported by more than two-thirds of

Table 1. Criteria for Pell eligibility and resolvability status.

Criteria Description Permanent

USED criteria
EFC contribution Must have an Expected Family Contribution

(EFC) of no more than 90 percent of the
maximum available Pell grant for a
given year (e.g. less than or equal to
$5,486 in 2018–19 school year),
determined by including spousal or
parental income.

Citizenship status Must be a United States citizen or federally
mandated exception (e.g. green
card holders).

X

High-school diploma Must have either a high-school diploma or
recognized equivalent (e.g. GED).

Selective service registration Must have completed the selective service
registration between ages 18 and 25
and be in good standing if the applicant
is male.

Student loan default Must have no prior student loans in default
or be in good standing on any
previously defaulted loans (e.g. satisfied,
repayment, deferral).

Correctional authority criteria (PA DOC)
Minimum release date Must be within seven years of minimum

eligible release date, the minimum
sentence required before the Parole
Board considers discretionary release
calculated based on earliest release date.

X

TABE score Must have Test of Adult Basic Education
(TABE) score of at least 11, indicating an
11th grade equivalency in at least one
dimension (reading or math). PA DOC
staff have discretion for exceptions to
the TABE threshold.

Recent violent misconduct Must have no recent record of serious or
violent misconduct, as determined by PA
DOC administrators on a case-by-
case basis.

X

Life Sentence or Sex
Crime Conviction

Must not have a life sentence or have been
convicted of a sex crime.

X

Note: This table shows the criteria needed to be eligible for a Pell grant, and categorizes the criteria according to
whether or not they are potentially resolvable or permanent. We classify a barrier as potentially resolvable if the
individual may be able to resolve the barrier through individual action. Conversely, we classify barriers as permanent
if they would require policy change to overcome. Please see Appendix C in the online supplemental materials an in-
depth explanation of each criterion.

10It should be noted that individuals are only exempt from registering for selective service on the basis of their
incarceration if they were continuously incarcerated for the entire period from 30 days before their 18th birthday
through age 25 with no period of release during that window of longer than 30 days (USED, 2018).
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male respondents (68.3 percent).11 When we condition on whether the respondent is or
might be interested in a higher education program, nearly three-quarters of male
respondents (72.7 percent) reported not having registered for selective service. The lead-
ing disqualifying criterion for the PA DOC criteria is having a TABE score below the 11th
grade proficiency threshold set forth by the department (63.9 percent). Overall, Figure 1
demonstrates that barriers to eligibility are prevalent in the target population.

Prima facie population eligibility

When all the criteria are considered together, our analysis of the survey responses
found that the majority of the prison population in PA would be ineligible for a Pell
grant for multiple, simultaneous reasons and that more than 70 percent would be

Figure 1. Second Chance Pell eligibility by criterion.
Note: This figure presents the proportion of individuals who meet each of the eligibility criteria for a Pell grant. Panel
A presents eligibility for the federal criteria set for by USED as self-reported on responses to a survey administered by
PA DOC (N¼ 1,020). The proportions in Panel B present eligibility for the PA DOC criteria and are drawn from individ-
ual PA DOC administrative records for the survey respondents. Since misconduct review is conducted on a case-by-
case basis, we follow guidance from PA DOC staff to proxy for disqualifying misconduct history using Type A miscon-
duct (the most serious type) within the past year.

11The self-reported selective service registration rate that we observe among incarcerated individuals is dramatically
lower than the reported compliance in the general population. According to the most recent statistics reported by
the Selective Service System (SSS), national compliance with selective service registration is 91 percent compared to
our finding that less than one-third (31.7 percent) of incarcerated males report registering for selective service (SSS,
2019). SSS conducted a state-by-state analysis of selective service compliance for males born in the 1993 and 1994
birth cohorts; the analysis found that Pennsylvania rates of selective service compliance tend to fall below the
national average. Pennsylvania compliance with selective service registration was 81 percent and 79 percent in 2013
and 2014 compared to national averages of 89 percent and 88 percent, respectively (SSS, 2015). Taking into
consideration the PA specific SSS compliance rates, our results show that selective service registration compliance in
the prison population is quite a bit lower than in the general population.
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ineligible for Pell based on failure to meet the federal eligibility requirements. When
we include the PA DOC specific criteria, only 3.8 percent of the PA prison population
would be prima facie eligible to participate in Pell-funded higher educational program-
ming in prison.12 We refer to the above as prima facie eligibility here for two reasons:
(1) because, in some cases, applicants are selected for the verification process which
requires them to submit documentation to the education provider to supplement their
FAFSA applications; and (2) because it is possible, in limited circumstances, to resolve
some of these barriers.

We categorize barriers to eligibility as “resolvable” if there is a possibility that they
could be overcome through individual action during or before their application for
SCP. We define barriers to Pell eligibility for incarcerated individuals as “permanent” if,
under the current policy regime, it is not feasible via individual action to remove a
particular barrier (Table 1).13 Less than one-quarter (21 percent) of the total barriers
identified in the prison population are those that an applicant could even potentially
resolve through individual action.14

Logistical challenges to overcoming barriers to eligibility

Even though some of the aforementioned barriers are potentially resolvable, the proc-
esses necessary to do so can be complex. The logistical constraints that imprisonment
imposes further complicate matters. For example, with rare exception, incarcerated
individuals do not have access to the unrestricted Internet, which means that they
cannot search for relevant information about how to overcome barriers to eligibility,
they cannot submit online forms or requests, and they are unable to make online pay-
ments (even if they have access to the financial resources to do so). Even when the
interested applicants are aware of the forms they need to fill out, they are unlikely to
have ready access to the office supplies (e.g. printer, fax machine) necessary to print
and submit the relevant request forms. At any stage in the process, it may be unclear
to an incarcerated individual how to proceed and there are limited, if any, on-site
resources available to prospective applicants to SCP programs (particularly if they are
not housed at an institution with an SCP program at the time they submit their
application).

The logistical challenges of overcoming barriers to Pell eligibility present several
problems with respect to increasing access to higher education in prison. First, even if
individuals can summon the resources to overcome these barriers to eligibility, delays
in conducting all of these processes on paper or by mail in a world that has transi-
tioned to online processes may limit an individual’s ability to complete the SCP appli-
cation and enrollment process on time. Second, it may simply not be possible for
individuals to track down the relevant documentation necessary to overcome the bar-
riers. Finally, it is also likely that the common logistical challenges encountered by

12Appendix G Figure A1, Panel A shows the distribution of barriers by type in the population (online supplement).
13Not all of the “permanent” barriers are truly permanent in the sense that some could be removed via federal
policy reform or overcome with the passage of time.
14We present a detailed description of resolvable barriers to eligibility and their resolutions in online Appendix D.
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incarcerated applicants may discourage potential applicants from continuing the pro-
cess of applying for an SCP program (Kleven & Kopczuk, 2011).

The formidability of the process of overcoming barriers to eligibility is most
evident when we consider that most inmates have multiple barriers to enrollment in
SCP.15 Our estimates show that 85 percent of respondents had more than one barrier
to eligibility and most respondents (56.7 percent) had three or more barriers to eligi-
bility to overcome. Therefore, even if individuals can overcome some (or even most)
of the individual barriers to their Pell eligibility, they are not able to enroll; an individ-
ual must meet all of the eligibility requirements to be potentially eligible to receive a
Pell grant. Given the high logistical hurdles discussed above, this seems unlikely for
many potential SCP applicants.

No one eligibility criterion is the lynchpin to increasing access. Furthermore, more
than three-quarters of the individuals with barriers to SCP eligibility have at least one
permanent barrier to Pell eligibility, in the sense that the barriers are only resolvable
via policy change.16 That said, while some of the criteria may be candidates for
removal under a policy design adjustment, others may be protective. For example, it
does not seem sensible to lower the TABE threshold to increase access to higher edu-
cational programming if a low TABE score signals that the applicant may not be aca-
demically ready for college-level coursework.

Eligible? Maybe not: The verification process

As we have shown, multiple barriers to eligibility may substantially limit the prison
population’s access to Pell-funded higher educational programming. One reason we
refer to individuals who appear to meet all of the eligibility criteria as prima facie eli-
gible is that even if an individual appears to meet all of these eligibility criteria based
on the information contained in his/her FAFSA application, Pell funding is not guaran-
teed. If an applicant’s FAFSA application is marked for verification, the self-certification
of tax information, identifying information, and high-school equivalency is insufficient;
additional, third-party documentation will be required, much of which will be subject
to the same logistical hurdles described above.

Schools that award federal student aid are required to flag at least 30 percent of
their FAFSA applications to undergo targeted verification. The selection process educa-
tional providers use to identify the FAFSA applications to be verified is non-random;
FAFSA applicants who would be eligible for Pell grant funding are much more likely
to be selected for verification (Smith, 2018). The contrast is even starker for incarcer-
ated applicants. Among SCP applications, more than three-quarters were selected for
verification in year one of the pilots and close to 60 percent were selected for verifica-
tion in year two, compared to approximately half of non-incarcerated Pell-eligible
applicants selected for verification (Office, U. S. G. A., 2019).17 While the elements of

15Online appendix G, Figure A1 shows the distribution of accumulated barriers to eligibility (Panel A).
16While it is impossible for an individual to take action to resolve the barrier of being too far from his/her minimum
release date, it is technically possible to resolve this barrier to eligibility if the applicant waits to apply. Five percent
of the population in Pennsylvania is more than three years away from the seven-year threshold, making this barrier
effectively prohibitive.
17We present a detailed discussion of verification by type in Appendix E (online supplement).
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the FAFSA application that must be verified are defined by federal rules, educational
providers set their own standards for what they will accept as documentation suffi-
cient to satisfy the verification requirements. While verification policies apply to all
financial aid applications for a given educational provider, incarcerated or otherwise,
they can vary quite substantially between different education providers. The verifica-
tion process is arduous and a barrier to accessing federal student aid in general.
Approximately 25 percent of students who would ostensibly be eligible for a Pell
grant do not receive federal aid because they do not complete the verification pro-
cess, a phenomenon called “verification melt” (DeBaun, 2018).

In addition to the challenges of obtaining and providing acceptable financial docu-
mentation, incarcerated applicants also face unique challenges establishing proof of
identity. One type of verification requires applicants to provide an unexpired passport,
driver’s license, or another state-issued identification card to establish proof of their
identity (USED, 2018). Crucially, prison identification cards are generally not sufficient
to complete the identity portion of the verification process. This is likely to be prob-
lematic because estimates suggest that nearly half of incarcerated individuals do not
have a current, valid form of government-issued identification (Rindels, 2019). The pro-
cess of obtaining government-issued identification while incarcerated can be challeng-
ing and, in some cases, cost-prohibitive.18

In sum, there are many barriers to eligibility, assessed at multiple levels, which are
likely to eliminate or impede access to Pell-funded higher education programming in
prison for a substantial portion of the population. Even presumptively eligible individ-
uals may not be able to secure Pell grant funding if, after being selected for verifica-
tion, they are unable to furnish the necessary documentation.

One and done: How barriers to eligibility cluster in the population?

As we have shown, the vast majority of the prison population does not meet the
requisite criteria to access Pell-funded higher educational opportunities in prison. The
principal difficulty is that each criterion is disqualifying on its own, and the vast major-
ity of the population (85 percent) has more than one barrier to overcome. To under-
stand how policy intervention can increase eligibility, it is helpful to understand how
the barriers to eligibility cluster together within the population. With nine different dis-
qualifying criteria, there are myriad possible combinations of accumulated ineligibility
for Pell grants. LCA is capable of modeling the clusters of accumulated ineligibility in
a manner similar to factor analysis, but for a latent categorical variable as opposed to
a latent continuous variable (Vermunt & Magidson, 2004; Yan, 2017).

Methodological details of the latent class analysis
We conduct an LCA to identify whether the barriers to Pell eligibility cluster together
in ways that might be informative for the development of policy reform. Specifically, if

18While the consequences of leaving prison without valid, state- identification are fairly well established in both the
academic literature (Visher, 2004; Visher & Travis, 2011) and in policy conversations on prisoner reentry and
reintegration (DOJ, 2016), there is little detailed empirical evidence about the extent of the problem across criminal
justice systems or what leads to such a high prevalence of individuals in prison without valid government-issued
identification.
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the barriers cluster together within an individual, then we might be able to identify
strategic policy interventions that could increase access to Pell funding by targeting
the disqualifying criteria as they cluster in the population.

The idea behind LCA is that there are subgroups in a population, which constitute
the categories of an unobserved variable. The classes are inferred from a group of L
observed categorical variables, known as manifest variables. The value of a variable Yl
is denoted by yl (in this case, yl equals 1 if a barrier is present and zero if the barrier
is absent), and the vector notation Y is used to represent a complete response pattern
of Yl: The task of LCA is to divide the subjects into a total of T classes based on the
latent variable X. The probability of obtaining a particular response pattern y(Y¼ y[y1,
y2, … yl]) is a weighted average of the class-specific conditional probabilities
Pr(Y¼ yjX¼ x):

Pr Y ¼ yð Þ ¼
XT

x¼1

Pr X ¼ xð Þ Pr Y ¼ yjX ¼ xð Þ (1)

The manifest variables are assumed to be conditionally independent of the latent
categorical variable, X. For the purposes of our analysis, this means that we cannot
include having a life sentence as a barrier in the LCA because all of these individuals
are more than seven years from their minimum eligible release date (as they do not
have such a date).

Pr Y ¼ yjX ¼ xð Þ ¼
YL

l¼1

Pr Yl ¼ yljX ¼ xð Þ (2)

Combining Equations (1) and (2), we get

Pr Y ¼ yð Þ ¼
XT

x¼1

Pr X ¼ xð Þ Y
L

l¼1

Pr Yl ¼ yljX ¼ xð Þ (3)

There are multiple parameters of interest in the LCA. First is the set of latent class
probabilities, which indicate the relative size of each class. Second, the conditional
probabilities, which indicate the probability that an individual being in class x has
manifest variables at a given level. The conditional probabilities determine the charac-
teristics of each class. Finally, in addition to these two group-level parameters, there is
a set of individual posterior probabilities of membership in class x. For each total num-
ber of classes T, we estimate all the parameters of the LCA using an expectation-maxi-
mization (EM) algorithm. The value of T can be determined by theory and by fit. In
our case, there was no theory to inform the number of underlying clusters of barriers
in the population. In the process of estimation, we started with a one-class model and
gradually increased until the model no longer converged, which happened when the
number of classes equaled three. We selected the two-class model based on smaller
values of Akaike’s information criterion (AIC) and the Bayesian information criterion
(BIC; Nagin, 2005; Schwarz, 1978).19

19Appendix F Table A2 compares the AIC and BIC from the one class and two class models and shows that the two
class models are preferred, because of smaller values of both AIC and BIC (Nagin, 2005).
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LCA identified only two clusters of barriers.20 The first, which (for narrative pur-
poses) we will call the Fewer Barriers group (42.7 percent), differentiated those individ-
uals who overwhelmingly met the high-school equivalency and citizenship
requirements, were substantially more likely to have a prior student loan in default,
were notably less likely to have a disqualifying record of misconduct, and were less
likely to be disqualified for failing to register for selective service. The second group,
which we will call the “Many Barriers” group (57.3 percent), had a higher likelihood of
disqualification across all barriers except that they were less likely to have been incar-
cerated for a sex crime. The proportion of the clusters that were disqualified based on
distance from their minimum eligible release date was relatively balanced across
both groups.

The results in Table 2 show that the LCA distinguishes a group of individuals who
are US citizens who meet the high-school equivalency requirement from the rest of
the population. However, although the mean ineligibility is, by and large, lower
among the “Fewer Barriers” cluster, average ineligibility is, nevertheless, between 14.9
and 50 percent on every indicator except for high-school equivalency and US citizen-
ship. Ineligibility among the “Many Barriers” group is even more prevalent. While the
“Many Barriers” group is less likely to have a prior student loan in default (0.7 percent),
this may be because this group is much less likely to meet the high-school equiva-
lency requirements (27.1 percent), which means that fewer of them would have had
access to higher educational opportunities and, therefore, associated student loan
debts. Average ineligibility for the “Many Barriers” group is between 15.6 and 84.7 per-
cent on all of the indicators except for US citizenship (5.6 percent) and prior student
loan default. The objective of the LCA was to explore whether there were particular
combinations of barriers to ineligibility that, if resolved together via policy change,
might increase eligibility for a subset of the population.

The key takeaway from the LCA is that there is no single “low hanging” barrier
which, if eliminated, could quickly increase Pell eligibility for a large portion of the
prison population. Even in the “Fewer Barriers” class, more than one-third of the indi-
viduals were ineligible because of failure to register for selective service, close to half
had a low TABE score, and more than half had at least seven years until their min-
imum eligible release date. Increasing eligibility for Pell grants among incarcerated
individuals will, therefore, require policy intervention across multiple dimensions.

Forecasting the effects of policy interventions to increase access to pell-
funded higher education in prison

The substantial limitations on Pell eligibility for incarcerated individuals present a crit-
ical design and implementation challenge for a policy that is intended to increase
access to higher educational opportunities for incarcerated individuals. In this section,
we forecast the effects of pragmatic policy interventions to aim at increasing access to
already allotted SCP funds. In our view, there is little use in prognosticating about

20In order to understand how the prison population sorts into two groups, we use posterior probabilities of group
membership to assign each observation to the more likely of the two clusters, then we summarize descriptive
characteristics of the two clusters along several dimensions (Table 2, see also Appendix F).
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policy interventions, which would require a paradigm shift in the distribution of fed-
eral student aid. We also omit policy interventions that would require the removal of
any exclusionary criteria that are substantively related to the educational programming
in question. For example, we see little benefit in considering the removal of a min-
imum TABE score requirement for participation in higher educational programming,
because eliminating such a requirement might lead to the enrollment of students who
are not academically prepared for postsecondary education. Likewise, correctional
administrators may have practical reasons to exclude individuals from certain program-
ming opportunities based on their record of prior misconduct behaviors or other
negative behaviors. Accordingly, we analyze three potential policy intervention scen-
arios, which we consider in turn.

Table 2. Results of latent class analysis to estimate clusters of barriers to Pell eligibility.

Panel A. Results of latent class analysis to estimate clusters of barriers to Pell eligibility

Ineligibility indicators Class 1: “Fewer Barriers” Class 2: “Many Barriers”

Selective service registration .368 [.056] .847 [.026]
High-school equivalency 5.51 e-08 [.000] .271 [.032]
Prior student loan in default .183 [.025] .007 [.010]
Citizenship .009 [.009] .058 [.011]
Minimum TABE score .450 [.037] .781 [.030]
Minimum release date .500 [.032] .531 [.025]
Violent misconduct within past year .149 [.031] .312 [.024]
Conviction of sex crime .273 [.029] .156 [.019]

Proportion of class membership .427 [.057] .573 [.057]

Panel B: Descriptive statistics by latent class

Variables Class 1: “Fewer Barriers” Class 2: “Many Barriers”

Interest in SCP program 0.824 0.775
Male 0.895 0.971
Race/ethnicity
White 0.598 0.266
Black 0.356 0.617
Hispanic 0.0465 0.108

Age 43.37 (12.59) 39.06 (12.04)
Marital status
Single 0.653 0.793
Married 0.179 0.131
Divorced 0.0953 0.0424
Separated 0.0512 0.0186

Highest grade completed 11.72 (1.479) 10.73 (1.943)
High-school diploma 0.419 0.190
Count of prior incarcerations 2.309 (3.171) 2.532 (3.225)
TABE score 10.38 (3.048) 6.853 (3.256)
Type A misconducts 0.420 0.675
Time served (years) 7.915 (9.003) 7.525 (8.403)
Commitment crime type
Violent 0.517 0.572
Property 0.0886 0.100
Drug 0.0723 0.0662
Public order 0.0699 0.0883
Sex crime 0.252 0.173

Note: Columns 1 and 2 of Panel A display the marginal means of the barriers to Pell eligibility. Standard errors are
in brackets and were calculated using the delta method. Estimates are from a latent class analysis estimated on a
random sample of individuals incarcerated in Pennsylvania prisons (N¼ 1,020). Panel B displays the means and
standard deviations of demographic characteristics for the two estimated groups.
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Register all 18- to 25-year-olds for selective service

US males who do not register for selective service forego eligibility for a range of fed-
eral benefits, including federal student aid. In many cases, individuals fail to register
because they are unaware of their obligation to register or the consequences of failure
to register. Over the last three years, approximately 20 percent of male admissions to
PA DOC custody have been between 18 and 25 years old. Based on our analysis,
approximately 16 percent of the 18- to 25-year olds in the sample had already regis-
tered for selective service before incarceration. If we assume that to be a reasonable
projection for the proportion of male prison admissions who are already registered for
selective service in that age range, this would suggest that registering age-eligible
individuals for selective service at or close to admission to prison would remove the
selective service barrier for 24 percent of the population.21 This single action would
increase eligibility by one and a half percent overall, and by nearly three percent
among 18- to 25-year-olds. Among the approximately one-quarter of participants with
two disqualifying criteria, 16.7 percent move to a single reason for ineligibility when
this one is cleared, thereby increasing the proportion of the distribution with a single
binding constraint to 18.7 percent.

USED guidance on acceptable documentation for clearing selective service code
According to federal law, individuals should not be denied federal benefits based on
failure to register for selective service unless the failure to register was “knowing and
willful” (Selective Service Registration, 20U.S.C. 1091 34 C.F.R. § 668.37, 1996).
Education providers set internal policies about the types of documentation FAFSA
applicants must provide to clear a selective service code; the extent of the documen-
tation necessary to satisfy this requirement varies considerably. In some cases, the pro-
vider will accept a status information letter from the SSS along with a signed letter
from the applicant attesting to the fact that he did not “knowingly or willfully” fail to
register for the selective service.

USED guidance indicating the sufficiency of a Status Information Letter along with
a self-signed letter about the circumstances of the failure to register could substan-
tially facilitate Pell eligibility among incarcerated individuals 26 and older.22 Issuing
federal guidance about the type of documentation allowable to overcome a failure to
register for selective service would not be relaxing the core requirement. Indeed,
many schools already accept a self-signed letter explaining the failure to register.
Instead, the federal guidance would signal to schools that such documentation is suffi-
cient to meet Title IV requirements and accepting it would not place them in any
jeopardy during subsequent audits.

A clear impediment to this policy alternative is that it requires actions from multiple
stakeholders to reduce barriers to Pell eligibility. First, USED would have to issue the

21This proposed policy intervention was suggested by PA DOC staff (N. Bell, Personal Communication, September
18, 2018).
22Over the last three years, more than 80 percent of male prison admissions to PA DOC custody and more than 90
percent of the PA prison population have been outside the age range during which selective service registration is
required. Nearly half of individuals age 26 and older have not registered for selective service and are now too old
to register.
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relevant guidance, then schools with stringent documentation requirements would
have to change their internal policies. However, if schools were to accept a self-signed
letter along with the status information letter from the selective service system, the
selective service barrier to eligibility would be effectively neutralized. Prima facie eligi-
bility could as much as double and the proportion of individuals with zero or only
one barrier would go from 18.3 percent to 31.2 percent along with a substantial shift
in the distribution of accumulated barriers (see Appendix Figure A1, Panel B).

It is worth noting that there is a trade-off between the apparent feasibility of imple-
mentation and gains from the policy intervention. While there is a relatively clear path
to implementation of registering 18- to 25-year-olds for selective service because cor-
rectional administrators can implement this change locally, the gains would be rela-
tively modest. On the other hand, USED guidance on adequate documentation for
failure to register for selective service could effectively neutralize the selective service
barrier to Pell eligibility nationwide, but it requires action on the part of the federal
bureaucracy and on the part of participating educational providers.

Remove state restrictions on participation by crime type and time to release

With respect to changing the eligibility criteria directly, the greatest potential for pol-
icy intervention along this dimension is at the state agency level. In the case of
Pennsylvania, removing the restrictions on access to Pell programming for those indi-
viduals convicted of a sex crime could immediately increase access for an additional
2.18 percent of the prison population who are only ineligible because of their convic-
tion crime. There does not appear to be an evidence-based reason that individuals
convicted of sex crimes would be any less likely to benefit from higher educational
programming than other incarcerated individuals. Indeed, while rates of recidivism
among individuals convicted of sex crimes are, on the whole, lower than in the gen-
eral prison population, rates of general (non-sex crime) recidivism among individuals
convicted of a sex crime are higher than the sex crime-specific recidivism (Hanson &
Morton-Bourgon, 2005), which suggests that programming with a general focus could
improve recidivism outcomes for individuals convicted of sex crimes.23 Increasing
opportunities to participate in programs not specifically targeted at individuals con-
victed of a sex crime may also represent a ripe opportunity for intervention with this
population. Findings have generally shown insufficient evidence to conclude that tar-
geted treatment protocols are effective at reducing sex crime-specific or general recid-
ivism among individuals convicted of sex crimes (Hanson et al., 2002; Marques
et al., 2005).

Removing the restriction on time to release would increase access to Pell funding
for an additional 2.99 percent of the prison population who are only ineligible
because they are more than seven years from their minimum eligible release date.
Based on the current, albeit limited, evidence, there is little reason to suspect that the

23Much of the prior literature on interventions for individuals convicted of sex crimes is focused on targeted
programming, which often includes incarceration in a programming specific unit which is separated from the
general prison population either in a specific unit (Duwe & Goldman, 2009) or in a separate facility (Marques et al.,
2005) as opposed to examining individual-level outcomes for individuals convicted of sex crimes who participate
only in programming available to the general prison population.
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potential benefits of participating in college programming would dissipate over the
years prior to release, so barring individuals who are relatively far from their release
date may not be beneficial. By that same logic, if the PA DOC was to lift the restriction

Figure 2. Distribution of ineligibility for Second Chance Pell by barrier type comparison.
Note: This figure presents the distribution of ineligibility for Pell grants by barrier type as currently implemented and
under all policy interventions (i.e. selective service neutralization, minimum release date neutralization, lift of sex crime
restriction, and lift of lifer restriction). USED criteria here include individuals who do not meet requirements for high-
school equivalency, US citizenship, and prior student loan default. PA DOC criteria here include individuals who do
not meet the minimum TABE score or have a violent misconduct within the past year. Data are drawn from respond-
ents to a survey of individuals incarcerated in PA DOC facilities during recruitment for the Second Chance Pell pilot
program, survey responses were linked to individual administrative data for each individual. Information on USED eli-
gibility is drawn from self-reported survey responses and information on PA DOC eligibility is drawn from administra-
tive records (N¼ 1,020).
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on minimum eligible release date and lift the restriction on lifer eligibility for Pell to
exclude only those without the possibility of parole,24 then an additional two percent
of the prison population would immediately become eligible for Pell funding. Prima
facie Pell eligibility in Pennsylvania would more than triple to include more than 10
percent of the population and it would change the distribution of accumulated bar-
riers to eligibility. This, in turn, would reduce the proportion of individuals with more
than one barrier to eligibility to 61.7 percent (down from 85 percent) and cut the pro-
portion of individuals with three or more barriers by more than half to 24.6 percent
(down from 56.7 percent). That being said, without any change to the distribution of
federal eligibility even under these expanded eligibility parameters at the state level,
the proportion of individuals with resolvable barriers would not change drastically,
hovering around one-quarter (23.4 percent).

Combined effects of potential policy interventions

Thus far, we have considered the effects of specific policy interventions that might
reduce barriers to Pell eligibility and increase access to higher education in prison
under the SCP program separately. Since the vast majority of the prison population
faces multiple barriers to Pell eligibility, it is important to consider the combined effect
of these potential policy interventions. If all the interventions were implemented,
prima facie eligibility for Pell grants in the prison population would increase to 23 per-
cent from the current rate of 3.8 percent (Figure 2).25 Furthermore, under the com-
bined effects of the potential policy interventions, fully half of the remaining barriers
to eligibility would be “resolvable” via individual action (i.e. increasing TABE scores,
obtaining a high-school equivalency, or resolving prior student loan default).

Discussion

Our analysis shows that the disqualifying criteria, which are not captured in correc-
tional administrative records, have an outsized effect on population-level eligibility. If
we consider federal criteria only, we estimate that approximately 28 percent of the
population is potentially Pell-eligible. However, in this case, the state-specific estimates
are likely most germane to policy. While a state-by-state analysis is outside the scope
of this paper, it is worth emphasizing that – as we see reflected in these Pennsylvania
data – context-specific criteria not available in national (or other) administrative data-
bases can have meaningful effects on SCP eligibility. For example, while Oakford et al.
(2019) estimate Pell eligibility in Pennsylvania at 34 percent of the prison population,
the context-specific data show estimated eligibility to be less than 4 percent.

We also demonstrate that in addition to limitations to baseline eligibility based on
individual characteristics, the USED verification process further limits access to Pell-

24We mention these exclusion criteria here, because individuals sentenced to life without the possibility of parole
(LWOP) are not eligible to participate in SCP because of federal requirements specified by the SCP ESI.
25Figure 2 compares the estimated population eligibility for SCP as currently implemented (Panel A) with the
distribution of eligibility conditional on the implementation of all of the recommended policies (Panel B).
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funded higher education programs in prison. It stands to reason that logistical barriers
may prevent otherwise eligible individuals from completing the process of applying
for federal student aid. The transaction costs associated with assembling, filing, revi-
sing, and submitting necessary documentation may dissuade interested individuals
from SCP.26

In addition to the transaction costs imposed by the verification process, the FAFSA
application process is arduous in and of itself.27 Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2006)
show that the FAFSA is four times longer than the simplest tax form (i.e. IRS 1040EZ).
This is particularly problematic for many incarcerated individuals, for whom
“document-literacy” is a larger barrier than it is in the non-incarcerated population
(Greenberg et al, 2007). Evidence from a randomized evaluation of FAFSA assistance
showed that help with the FAFSA (including a streamlined process) increased both
form submission and the likelihood of college attendance, persistence, and aid receipt
(Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2012). While there is much discussion
about streamlining and simplifying the FAFSA application (Walter & Fredman, 2019),
the goal of the intervention in Bettinger et al. (2012) was to intervene and improve
outcomes within the existing process by capitalizing on integrating tax information
provided for tax preparation directly into the FAFSA application. Importantly, in the
context of SCP, many of the commonly available resources designed to help appli-
cants complete the FAFSA application and verification process are not available to
incarcerated applicants.

While we have suggested a number of policy changes that would increase eligibil-
ity, there is further work to be done to increase uptake within the existing process.
While there has been quite a bit of discussion about the role of motivation in differen-
tiating the individuals who choose to pursue higher educational opportunities in
prison as compared to those who do not, considerably less attention has focused on
the way that transaction costs may determine who can participate in higher education
programming (e.g. who is motivated enough to persist) irrespective of interest. We
hope that future studies can examine the influence of transaction costs and motiv-
ation in the context of prison education.

Of course, the data collected for this paper are not without limitation. We are rely-
ing on self-reported information for measures that have an administrative counterpart.
For example, we are asking individuals to report whether they registered for selective
service as opposed to relying on the official registration data from the Selective
Service System. To the extent that individuals misreport (regardless of the reason) their
status on these eligibility criteria, it would be problematic for our eligibility estimates.
For example, the SSS reports that their “research and anecdotal evidence indicates
that most incarcerated men who fail to register either didn’t know they were required
to, thought that because they had a prison record they did not have to, or that
because they didn’t register on time, they might make more trouble for themselves if

26To the extent that verification screens out individuals who do not actually meet the requirements to receive
federal student aid generally, and Pell funding specifically, it may improve the efficiency of the program in targeting
its funding.
27This is consistent with evidence from Kleven and Kopczuk (2011) who show that the arduous process attendant to
screening generates high transaction costs for applicants and induces incomplete take-up of social programs.
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they register late” (Selective Service System, 2019). If individuals in our sample believe
that they are not required to register for selective service because of their incarcerated
status, they may misreport their status on the survey.

Furthermore, issues of recall may be present; these are likely to be most problem-
atic for older individuals or those with substance abuse histories or other medical con-
ditions that could affect their recollection of certain life events. Additionally,
individuals may not understand the technical parameters of their eligibility. For
example, understanding student loan default status, especially for old loans, may have
been difficult for some respondents. To the extent that individuals do not report ineli-
gibility because of one or more barriers, our estimates constitute a lower bound of
ineligibility for SCP. More than 80 percent of the individuals with barriers to SCP eligi-
bility have more than one barrier. It would have to be the case that there was sub-
stantial measurement error to dramatically affect our estimates of overall eligibility.

It is also the case that there are some demographic differences between respond-
ents and non-respondents to the survey. Women were overrepresented among
respondents. Since women in prison are more likely on average to have a higher level
of educational attainment (Harlow, 2003), they may have been more likely to have a
student loan in default; thus, our estimates may overstate ineligibility along that
dimension. On the other hand, it may underestimate ineligibility in terms of high-
school equivalency or TABE score.28 For some factors, we can benchmark survey esti-
mates against the relevant population parameters (estimated from population-level
administrative data). Individuals serving life sentences, convicted of sex crimes, and
those with recent violent misconduct are overrepresented among survey respondents.
As a result, the survey responses overrepresent ineligibility for DOC criteria by as
much as 4 percentage points (Appendix H Table A3). That said, if we account for
potential ineligibility due to federal criteria, our estimates of prima facie eligibility
would range from 3.8 percent to 7.93 percent.29 Our most conservative estimate sug-
gests that more than 92 percent of the prison population would be ineligible for SCP.

Conclusion

Understanding the challenges to accessing Pell funding among incarcerated individu-
als is a crucial component of the policy conversation about expanding access to
higher education in prisons. Our analysis shows that SCP, as currently implemented,
will have limited ability to expand access to higher education opportunities for incar-
cerated individuals.

We find that nearly three-quarters of the respondents failed to meet at least one
USED eligibility criterion. We also briefly document the challenges that being incarcer-
ated at the time of application imposes on individuals who are presumptively eligible
for federal student aid and then are selected for verification. Given that the USED

28Respondents were also younger on average and more likely to self-identify as Hispanic, although it is less clear
how that overrepresentation would systematically affect the estimates for which we do not have an administrative
data equivalent.
29We benchmark the sample against population-level data and discuss our “back of the envelope” calculations in
detail in Appendix H.

20 S. TAHAMONT ET AL.



criteria apply to all applicants for federal student aid, this finding is suggestive of the
nature and distribution of challenges to Pell eligibility for incarcerated individu-
als nationwide.

The pervasiveness of some of these barriers to eligibility has had a profound impact,
although largely unseen, on the availability and nature of prison-based educational pro-
gramming available under SCP. Given the scale of failure to register for selective service,
for example, those institutions with the most stringent requirements to override a failure
to register will struggle to identify Pell-eligible students. For those programs that use
Pell funding to supplement already robust funding streams, the inability to use Pell
funds to support students may not be consequential. However, SCP programs that rely
predominately on Pell funding to sustain their core operations will find it hard to subsist
under the constrained financial conditions that result from limited Pell eligibility and
subsequently lower enrollment rates. Ultimately, these constraints will continue to shape
the landscape of postsecondary educational opportunities in prison.

That said, we have identified several potential policy interventions that could have
quite a dramatic effect on increasing eligibility for Pell grants among incarcerated indi-
viduals. Crucially, in order to actually affect eligibility, our findings indicate that policy
intervention will have to span multiple dimensions due to the accumulation of barriers
to eligibility in the prison population.30

There is substantial qualitative and associational evidence that higher education
programs in prison are transformative and suggest considerable potential for reducing
future involvement with the criminal justice system (Bozick, Steele, Davis, & Turner,
2018; Davis et al., 2013). Whether there is a causal link between prison higher educa-
tion and recidivism reduction or increased employment opportunities remains to be
seen. Scholars have long been concerned that individual differences in motivation and
persistence are substantial contributors to the observed differences in individual out-
comes that we observe between individuals who seek out the small number of higher
educational opportunities available in prison and those who do not (Davis et al, 2013;
Lawrence et al, 2008). Even analytic methods that can address problems of internal
validity and generate valid comparisons between those who participate in prison
higher educational programs and those who do not, must also attend to questions
about generalizability. Understanding how eligibility for SCP mechanically selects indi-
viduals into Pell-funded programs is an essential part of building the evidence base
about the effect of higher education in prison on individual outcomes. If, indeed,
higher educational opportunities in prison represent an important step toward chang-
ing individual lives along multiple dimensions, then it will be essential to refine the
policy in a manner that actually unlocks those opportunities for a wider proportion of
incarcerated individuals.

30Our findings are relatively timely, as Congress draws closer to removing the ban on Pell grants for all incarcerated
individuals. At the end of July 2020, the House passed an appropriations bill that (if approved by the Senate) would
restore Pell eligibility for incarcerated individuals nationwide. Senate approval is not out of the question given that
there has been consistent bi-partisan support of SCP, including the Trump administration.
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