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Nordic co-operation 
Nordic co-operation, one of the
oldest and most wide-ranging
regional partnerships in the world,
involves Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway, Sweden, the Faroe Islands,
Greenland and Åland. Co-operation
reinforces the sense of Nordic com-
munity while respecting national
differences and similarities, makes it
possible to uphold Nordic interests
in the world at large and promotes
positive relations between neigh-
bouring peoples.

Co-operation was formalised 
in 1952 when the Nordic Council 

was set up as a forum for parlia-
mentarians and governments. The
Helsinki Treaty of 1962 has formed
the framework for Nordic partner-
ship ever since. The Nordic Council
of Ministers was set up in 1971 as
the formal forum for co-operation
between the governments of the
Nordic countries and the political
leadership of the autonomous
areas, i.e. the Faroe Islands, Green-
land and Åland. 

Nordic “Folkeoplysning” 
and Adult Education
The Steering Group for Nordic
“Folkeoplysning” – fovu – is to advise
the Nordic Council of Ministers 
and to contribute and further policy
discussions in the fields of education
and training in the Nordic countries.
The Steering Group is to promote
innovation and development in this
field through Nordic projects, con-
ferences, information material and 
a grant system of its own, and to
monitor developments in this area 
in the Nordic countries and adjacent
areas, as well as in the eu and Europe.
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Foreword

The assignment to the project group

In 1999, the Nordic Council adopted a recommendation (16/1999)
on prison education in a Nordic Perspective (a 1199/nord), by
which the Nordic Council recommended to the Nordic Council
of Ministers that: “… a study be made of the possibilities of cooperat-
ing on projects relating to prison education in a Nordic perspective, and
that the results of the study presented to the Nordic Council include pro-
posals for measures to be implemented”. 

In light of this recommendation, the Nordic Council of Minis-
ters issued the following statement: 

In 2000, the Nordic Council of Ministers adopted a position in favour of
regarding the earmarking of funds for a systematic survey of the work
done by the Prison and Probation Service of each respective country.

The authorities responsible at national level for prison education in the
Nordic countries cooperate closely through their network.

The Nordic Council of Ministers assigns this Nordic network to draw
up the necessary basic material to enable a final decision to be made
regarding joint Nordic initiatives in the area of prison education. A future-
oriented Nordic survey with a lifelong learning perspective from the point
of view of crime prevention might be one Nordic initiative. Education in
the Prison and Probation Service faces many of the same challenges as
the entire state education system in relation to society as a whole, not
least in terms of fulfilling the needs of the weakest target groups. It is
therefore natural for a survey of education in prisons to describe and
analyse the initiatives taken by each respective country as part of an
exchange of experience, and to see developments in a holistic perspec-
tive in relation to the general education system and to what is being done
to meet the needs of the weakest groups there.

The contributions of the Council of Ministers will take place as coop-
eration between the relevant areas of both education and legislation,
and will result in a Nordic report.
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At a meeting held in Bergen, Norway on 18 July 2001, the project
group revised the project description, which was then submitted
to the Nordic Council of Ministers.

At a meeting on 26 September 2001, The Steering Group for
Nordic Adult Education Co-operation (fovu), the Nordic Execu-
tive Committee on Education & Research (ek-u) and the Nordic
Senior civil servants’ committee for legislation (ek-lov) adopted
the following decision:

… that a Nordic level study would be made regarding education and the
correctional services, that the National Education Office in Hordaland
(from 1 January 2003 the County Governor of Hordaland) be asked to
have the overall responsibility for the implementation of this project in
accordance with the project description, and that the Nordic project group
have the actual responsibility for assuring the quality of the material.

In accordance with the project description, each country appointed
one member of the project group, as well as a reference group for
assuring the quality of the material. The project has been directed
by the County Governor of Hordaland, Norway.

The composition and work 
of the project group

The members of the project group were: 
The project director was Senior Adviser Torfinn Langelid,

Office of the County Governor of Hordaland, Norway. The other
members were: 

Education Manager Kaj Raundrup, Danish Prisons and Proba-
tion Service, 

Chief Inspector Vuokko Karsikas (15 April 2002–15 August
2003), Finnish Criminal Sanctions Agency and Chief Inspector
Kirsti Kuivajärvi (17 January 2002–17 March 2002), Finnish Crim-
inal Sanctions Agency 

Regional programme coordinator Svenolov Svensson, The
Swedish National Prison and Probation Administration, Regional
office in Göteborg.

nordic prison education10
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In addition, each country appointed a reference group to assure
the quality of the material.

The project group met nine times, including one meeting in
October 2002 with Sigrun Røstad, adviser from the Nordic Coun-
cil of Ministers.

The work underpinning this report was primarily carried out
by each member of the project group presenting his or her findings
to the group as a whole for discussion. Each member’s findings
were also discussed and commented on by that country’s reference
group. It was the responsibility of the Project Director to compile
and summarize the report. In the original language report, parts
of chapter two were written in three languages: Danish, Norwe-
gian and Swedish (the Swedish and Finnish contributions). The rest
of the report is in Norwegian. The English translation was done
by Linda Schenck, Sweden.

Iceland was not represented in the project group, but Division
Director Erlendur S. Baldursson provided the contribution on edu-
cation in the Icelandic prison system. The descriptions of prison
education in Greenland and the Færoe islands is included as part
of the description of Danish prison education, and correspond-
ingly, the Åland islands are described as part of the section on
Finnish prison education. Chapter 6, on crime prevention in the
short and long term was written by Deputy Director Inger Marie
Fridhov of the Norwegian Council for Crime Prevention.

In spite of the differences in the systems and reporting methods
of the various countries, the project group has made every effort
to make the material as comparable as possible. The numerical
data is mainly from 2001 and 2003. All currencies have been con-
verted from the respective Nordic currencies to Euro, using 28 Feb-
ruary 2005 conversion rates. It is the hope of the project group
that this report satisfies the assignment of providing a survey of
the situation in the Nordic countries.

The contents of the report have been presented at various
international conferences, and we have received requests for an
English translation. This translation has been funded by the
Nordic Council of Ministers, the Danish, Finnish and Swedish
Prison and Probation Service and the County Governor of Horda-
land, Norway, as well as by a grant from the European Prison Edu-

foreword 11
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cation Association. The English text is a somewhat abridged and
edited version of the original report. 

In my capacity as project director I would like to thank the rep-
resentatives of each country and their employers for the effort they
put into making this report reality. I am also indebted to advisers
Sigrun Røstad, Margrethe Hernes and Kjell Olsson from the Nordic
Council of Ministers for all their help and support throughout the
process.

Bergen, Norway March 2005

Torfinn Langelid
Project Director

nordic prison education12
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1 Summary and 
recommendations

Introduction

The purpose of the project Education, Training and Prison and Proba-
tion Service in a Lifelong Learning Perspective, a Nordic Study of Struc-
tures and Models, is to provide a concise, overall and updated com-
parative view of education and training in prisons in Denmark,
Finland, Norway and Sweden, as well as a brief description of the
situation in Iceland. Based on these observations, general analy-
ses of strengths and weaknesses were then made in order to iden-
tify a common basis for progress in the field. The project group
has put forward joint Nordic recommendations for improvements.
The results and recommendations can also be applied to the Adja-
cent Areas, and to other countries in their efforts to develop their
prison education systems. 

The numerical data is mainly from 2001 and 2003. Statistics and
reporting methods may differ in the various countries but the proj-
ect group has tried to make the material as comparable as possible.

The Nordic prisoner

The typical Nordic prisoner can be described as: over 30, having
left school quite early, with a very little experience of the labour
market and, in many cases, a substance abuse problem. Not a sur-
prising picture, and readily recognizable.

In an attempt to look into the future, a Swedish report has
drawn up a model categorising the expected future prisoners into
three main groups: abusers, “once and never again” prisoners and
professional criminals (In Swedish: English equivalent title: The
Prison and Probation Service and Prisoners – a future and societal trends
analysis regarding prisoner development and prison populations, 1998).
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According to the report abusers are, and will remain, the dom-
inant category. The second category, “once and never again”, com-
prises prisoners who, although they tend to come from orderly
backgrounds, may have been convicted to crimes of a relatively
serious nature, but who are not recidivists. The last category is
quite broad and contains members of known criminal gangs and
individuals who have been involved in carrying out planned
crimes. It is important to generate debate about the activities that
can be offered to this group because their primary need is not for
social support according to the authors of the report. 

Although many prisoners need formal education and training,
the report also identifies a need for training in informal skills (life
mastery, teamwork skills, functioning in the community, the family,
etc.). Official efforts to promote lifelong learning must also include
individuals serving prison sentences under the auspices of the
Prison and Probation Service. (See also 5.7)

The overall question is: what type of education and training
does the altered prison population need?

nordic prison education14

figure 1.1 Prisoners and prison education in relation to society

The right to education and training

If prisoners are to receive education and training on the same
terms as the rest of society, then it is a basic prerequisite that their
rights must be clearly stipulated in the legislation. While the
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authorities in all of the Nordic countries actively advocate lifelong
learning and skills enhancement for adults, our study reveals that
prisoners’ rights to education and training are not as clearly
defined. Legislation governing the Prison and Probation Service
must also stipulate, therefore, that the only thing of which a pris-
oner is deprived is his or her liberty. In principle, all other rights
must be upheld.

Based on the principles of normalisation, integration, openness
and responsibility, the project group is in favour of prisoners taking
part in the general education system to a much larger extent, by
making greater use of day release privileges, etc. This would allow
prisoners to participate in the ordinary school system, with its dif-
ferent approach than teaching in confinement. Choice is also
greater in the local educational system.

Lifelong learning

In the work of the European Union and in the individual European
countries, efforts are being made to ensure that young people and
adults get the knowledge and skills they need to face new employ-
ment situations in a society in a state of constant change. It is clear
that without these skills and knowledge, individuals will be exclud-
ed from the ordinary educational system and the labour market.
The prison population is a vulnerable group in this respect. One pre-
condition for meeting the needs of the different groups of prison-
ers for education and training is that the educational authorities
possess the tools to assess their needs and the options available.

Education and training options

Prison education and training must reflect the ordinary education-
al system. Research shows that many prisoners have had inade-
quate schooling compared with the rest of the population. In terms,
for example, of the right to education and training, the humani-
tarian perspective and in terms of rehabilitation, education and
training in prisons should be defined broadly. Good prison educa-
tion and training is considered as an investment in crime preven-
tion in the sense that more prisoners will continue their education
and find jobs after release. 

1 · summary and recommendations 15

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 15



Our study of prison education and training in the Nordic coun-
tries shows that definitions vary from country to country. Consid-
ering the importance attached to lifelong learning and the atten-
tion paid to the need for continuous skills enhancement and to the
increasingly multicultural nature of Nordic society, all these ele-
ments need to be acknowledged in prison education and training. 

Despite the different models for prison education and training,
a joint Nordic starting point does exist in the sense that education
and training are perceived as being both for the benefit of the indi-
vidual prisoner, for personal development, and as a step on the way
to the ability to cope upon release – hopefully to a life free from
crime and drugs. The organisation, courses, methodology and pri-
oritisations should, therefore, be based on the prisoner’s situation.

The education and training needs may be formal in nature to a
great extent but a major need for informal skills has also been iden-
tified (life skills, the ability to function in a team at work, in socie-
ty, in the family, etc.). Official efforts to promote lifelong learning
must also include prisoners. 

The role of the teacher and methodology

Prison teachers need skills that meet the special needs of the
prison population for education and training. They must be able to
recognise the different learning needs of the individual prisoners,
and be able to handle foreign prisoners’ needs in terms of lan-
guage, religion and culture. They must be certified teachers, and
also be given updated information regarding the Prison and Pro-
bation Service s, in order to promote proper pedagogical dialogue
and avoid institutionalisation.

In Denmark most of the teaching in prisons is done by full-time
teachers appointed by the Ministry of Justice. Over half of the teach-
ing in county prisons is provided by prison staff teachers, and the
remainder by part-time teachers appointed by the local authorities.

In Finland, most of the teaching is done by teachers appointed
by local education institutions, but there are also teachers appoint-
ed by the Ministry of Justice (in three prisons) and contracted
teachers (very few).

In Norway, all prison teachers are either full or part-time teach-
ers appointed by the educational authorities.

nordic prison education16
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In Sweden prison teaching has been outsourced to a large num-
ber of different adult education centres. In 2001, there were 21 dif-
ferent contracting parties, with contracts of 1–2 years with a renew-
al option of one or two years. In 2003, an experiment was launched
using teachers appointed by the correctional service under the
pedagogic direction of the Swedish Agency for Flexible Learning.

Is there a dimension to teaching in a prison setting that distin-
guishes the prison teacher from other teachers? According to
Claesson it may be related to social aspects. She goes on to report
on an interview with a prison student who said:

There are three things that make a good prison teacher: firstly being
devoted to the teaching profession, really keen to teach, as well as being
aware of the social dimension. Secondly, being extremely hands-on and
practical, and prepared to be flexible about learning and teaching meth-
ods. Thirdly, making you feel it’s ok to be bad at schoolwork. Many peo-
ple in this setting, myself included, have mixed experience of school.
And maybe we think that a person who is bad at schoolwork is a bad
person. In which case we end up skipping school or dropping out or not
giving a damn. But it’s ok not to be good at everything. It’s ok to say 
I didn’t do my assignment if you hear: “All right, well, just sit down and
give it a try now.” I think the feeling that you are welcome anyway, that
the teacher isn’t going to give up on you, is important (Claesson, Dahl-
gren 2002. In Swedish. English equivalent title: Studying in Prison: educa-
tion in three prisons).

According to Skaalvik et al., if there were a spectrum with the stu-
dents’ points of departure at one end and long-term goals at the
other, one would also span the spectrum of opinions about the
objectives of prison education amongst prison school administra-
tors and teachers and other prison staff.

Individual points Educational Formal Long-term
of departure objectives objectives objectives

• Feeling comfortable • Knowledge • Examinations • Mastering
in the classroom • Skills • Course life skills

• Motivation • Social certificates
• Self-confidence development

• Attitudes

figure 1.2 The objectives of prison education seen over time

1 · summary and recommendations 17
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For the teacher, the person who works with the students in prac-
tice, it is essential to be familiar with the individual’s starting point
in order to find the appropriate means of achieving the long-term
objectives. For the prison school administrator, on the other hand,
coming from experience of the state school system, “formal objec-
tives” are central. In any case, each new inmate must be approached
with awareness of all this in mind, and from the perspective of life-
long learning, without bias and in an honest attempt to see where
on the spectrum (s)he is starting out, in order to use the most appro-
priate methods in working with that individual. For one prisoner,
working towards a specific goal may be just right, while for anoth-
er the most important thing is to start with basic skill improve-
ment. It is very likely that prison teachers face greater challenges
than “regular” adult education teachers when it comes to finding
the right keys to unlock each individual student’s learning abili-
ties.

Thus, in the prison setting, too, optimal education will help the
student to develop as a person, to have more self-confidence, be
better able to solve problems, be creative, better able to learn new
things and to find and assess information.

The role of education and training in 
the Prison and Probation Services

A prison sentence is one of the ways in which society can react to
undesirable actions. This reaction builds on the instruments avail-
able to the Prison and Probation Service to promote the re-inte-
gration of the prisoner into society. Many different professional
categories contribute to this effort. In other words, institutions run
by the Prison and Probation Service is staffed by representatives
of various stakeholders who may also have different, contradictory,
objectives. The educational authority is one of the national agen-
cies meant to ensure that convicted prisoners receive the educa-
tion to which they have a legal right. The Prison and Probation
Services have responsibility for coordinating the measures imple-
mented by the various state authorities so that prisoners have well-
organised, positive options. 

nordic prison education18
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Administrative cooperation

Close co-operation between the correctional service and the var-
ious authorities is an important prerequisite for satisfying prison-
er’s needs regarding education and training. Strategic plans are
needed for the extension of prison education and training. Close
co-operation and good internal planning will provide a broader
view of the needs of the different prison groups for education and
training, help develop good programmes and ensure better utili-
sation of resources.

From the perspective of society as a whole, it is important to
encourage co-ordination of efforts that will make it easier for pris-
oners to return to society. 

Documentation and research

Our study shows that the Nordic countries, except Denmark, col-
lect systematic reports about prison education and training. Apart
from in Norway and Sweden, little evaluation and research has
been done into prison education and training. At the same time,
quality assurance is a general requirement in the Nordic educa-
tion systems, and it entails various types of reporting, evaluation
and research. This helps ensure that the resources invested corre-
spond to the options available, as well as providing a very clear pic-
ture of the overall situation.

Financial aspects

At present, demand far outstrips supply. Those with the greatest
need are often a group that is also difficult to reach on the outside.
Therefore, it is a high priority to make a start towards fulfilling
society’s ambition of enhancing these individuals’ skills and
encouraging them to join in the process of lifelong learning while
they are serving prison terms. At present, education and training
accounts only for a small fraction of the total cost of each prison
place. It would probably be more profitable in purely socio-eco-
nomic terms to increase investments in education and training in
prisons.

1 · summary and recommendations 19
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The cost of prison education and training is small compared to
the total cost of a prison place, in spite of the total cost of the edu-
cation and training in the Nordic countries being millions of Euro.
The proportion of total costs is approximately 2–5%. In other
words, the Prison and Probation Service in the Nordic countries
provide prison education and training for the price of one pack of
cigarettes per prisoner per day.

International recommendations/conventions 
on imprisonment

Legislation is often based on international recommendations and
conventions. Existing and future prison education and training
must comply with international recommendations and conven-
tions.

Recommendations 

The project group has drawn up a number of recommendations
for the future of prison education and training in the Nordic coun-
tries (for further details see chapters 5 and 7). The project group
has made the following core recommendations:

legislation

The project group recommends that the educational authorities in
the Nordic countries ensure that their legislations clearly state the
legal right and obligation to provide prisoners with the same right
to education as other citizens. The legal authority stipulated in the
Education Acts should also be stipulated in the legislation of the
different countries relating to enforcement of sentences. When
the right to education has been elucidated, this will have conse-
quences in terms of resource allocation.

educational opportunities 

The project group recommends the following proposals to meet
the need for formal and informal skills.

nordic prison education20
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Theoretical education
• Comprehensive education (corresponding to nine years of

basic education, through secondary school, in Finland only
needed to a limited extent).

• Remedial education in literacy and numeracy skills, with 
special priority given to prisoners with the most inadequate
educational background (as it is a unique opportunity to 
meet and motivate these individuals while they are in prison).

• Further education (corresponding to upper secondary edu-
cation) with a broad range of educational options, corre-
sponding to those offered in the community.

• Day release privileges for educational activities is important,
both in terms of offering prisoners more educational options
and in giving them the opportunity to study in a “normal”
study environment.

• Education and training that meets the needs of foreign pris-
oners.

• There must be opportunities for independent study with
tutoring, to meet individual needs. 

Vocational training 

• Vocational training in collaboration with the employment
service in order to offer training that will prepare the indi-
viduals for the labour market. 

• Cooperation should be encouraged between schools (theory)
and prison workshops (practice). As a result of such coopera-
tion, some activities could earn educational credits. When
educational needs assessed, inmates’ previous experience
should also be taken into account. This can mean a great deal
to individuals who have positive testimonials.

• Some vocational training could be given in other languages.
This could also be useful to inmates who are going to be
deported after release, and who could thus gain competence
that will be of value to them when they return to their home
countries. 

1 · summary and recommendations 21

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 21



New technology

• The introduction of new technology (Internet-based solu-
tions adapted to prison security needs) might be a simple way
of giving more inmates access to a broad range of further
education, university and other higher education. 

• ict courses of the same kinds offered in the regular schools 
in the community (both to master the techniques themselves
and to use the new technologies in other subject studies). The
new technology is also a necessary tool to be able to access
various educational options outside the prison – a natural tool
in relation to the expanding range of Internet-based adult
education possibilities in society.

Creative activities, libraries, etc.

• Education in the arts with a view to improving self-develop-
ment, life skills and motivation raises individuals’ social skills.
Participation in both creative activities and well-rounded
physical activities often encourage prisoners to go on to other
kinds of education.

• There should be access to a well-stocked library and its servic-
es in collaboration with the library services available in the
community. 

Women prisoners

• All the items above apply equally to women prisoners who,
precisely like their male counterparts, must be offered a wide
range of educational opportunities adapted to their individual
needs. For women, who otherwise run the risk of being con-
sidered a small, costly target group, the new technologies
may be particularly important in terms of opening up a large
number of options (unless the possibility of mixed groups
men and women at prison schools is considered).

Education as one piece of the puzzle

• Education can be more effective if it is combined with work,
treatment programmes, and other approved activities. Very
few prisoners can cope efficiently with full-time studies. Great
flexibility and “tailor-made” weekly schedules should be avail-
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able for each prisoner. Education is one important piece of a
larger puzzle. If that piece falls into place, it may be decisive
both for the success of the inmate’s schooling and for his or
her life as a whole. 

General 

• There must be access to suitable premises and modern equip-
ment which bears comparison with adult education else-
where in society.

administrative cooperation

The project group proposes that concrete plans and routines be
drawn up for cooperation between the Prison and Probation Service
and the various stakeholders at national, regional and local levels. 

documentation and research

The project group proposes that systematic reporting, evaluation
and research on education in prisons be carried out with a view to:
• documenting the work being done on education in prisons in

comparison, for example, with treatment programmes and
other activities,

• evaluating whether the range offered as prison education cor-
responds to the educational needs of the prison population,

• obtaining a clear picture of which prisoners do and do not
participate in, how students are recruited to prison education, 

• assessing teaching methods and quality,
• obtaining a systematic evaluation of prison workshops in

relation to the applying curricula,
• determining the place of prison education in the correctional

services,
• expressing an opinion regarding whether new programmes,

etc., such as classes and treatment programmes, should be
evaluated, or whether research into them should be carried
out.

crime prevention in the short and long term

There are many crime prevention programmes focusing either on
individuals or on groups – both within and outside the correctional
services. There is far less awareness of and will to change funda-
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mental aspects of society which may be a breeding ground for
crime. If crime prevention is to have any clout, all these pro-
grammes must be seen in their societal contexts. 

There is a striking absence of effect evaluations of such pro-
grammes both within and outside the correctional services. The
fact that such evaluations cannot always be carried out under
strictly scientific conditions should not prevent the initiation of
joint Nordic projects with a holistic view: behaviour modification
work, situational prevention and social planning. 
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2 Descriptions of prison
education in the Nordic 
countries

Chapter 2 describes the four Nordic countries: Denmark, Finland,
Norway and Sweden separately. In this chapter, each section is
divided into subsections accounting for historical developments
from the mid-nineteenth century until the present day, the legis-
lation and regulatory documents applying to prison education, the
educational options currently available, and the transition arrange-
ments in anticipation of release and return to society. The conclud-
ing subsection of each section details the costs of prison educa-
tion, the sources of funding, and the results achieved. The statistics
and research results referred to mainly come from national reports
not available in English. These references are given in brackets in
the running text, at first occurrence, by their author and year of
publication and with an English equivalent title, by way of infor-
mation. They are detailed in the bibliography in their original lan-
guages, see page 210. 

denmark

2.1 History

In the second half of the 1850s, children under the age of 15 could
be placed in houses of detention for reasons of education and cor-
rection. At the time, the minimum age for conviction of a penal
offence was 10. In 1905 the minimum age was raised to 14. Prison
education was offered during the winter half of the year, while
during the summer season young offenders worked the prison
farm/gardening. 
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The Danish Criminal Code, which came into force in 1866,
established two types of long-term deprivation of liberty, known
as penitentiaries and houses of correction. It was generally accept-
ed that when an individual was sentenced to a house of correction
this was intended not only to safeguard society from the criminal,
but also to fill a cautionary function of general prevention. While
houses of correction were dormitory-like facilities, penitentiaries
were prisons with cells. Prison education began at the peniten-
tiaries, where the teachers were staff members. Prison education
is still an important aspect of sentence enforcement, although over
the years its form has changed in relation to the prevailing theories
of education and the practical facilities available. 

Youth penitentiaries
Organised prison education moved into a new phase on 15 April
1930, when the Danish Civil Criminal Code was adopted, resulting
in the establishment of youth penitentiaries in 1933. The under-
lying principle was to have a treatment system for young offenders,
between the ages of 15 and 21, who were considered as requiring
counselling and guidance and, not least, vocational and educa-
tional training, in order to become law-abiding citizens.

At youth penitentiaries, education was compulsory. Prison
teachers taught Danish, mathematics, writing, etc. The new
insight underpinning the introduction of compulsory education
was that many prisoners had serious problems, attributable to var-
ious factors including inadequate educational backgrounds.

The educational options focused on the basics, for the reasons
given above, as well as on expanding prisoners’ horizons by strength-
ening their self-confidence, ability to reflect, and self-image, began
as individual teaching in the prisoners’ cells. Classroom teaching
began at Danish prisons in 1932.

Open prisons
During the years after World War II, for reasons of capacity, a large
number of new, open prisons were constructed. These facilities
had a good geographical spread, and housed the majority of con-
victed prisoners. There were advantages to having open prisons in
terms of criminal policy: prisoners were able to utilise the educa-
tional and vocational options available in the community to a
much greater extent than previously.
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Regulations regarding education
Not until 1952 were regulations for prison education adopted, stat-
ing that:

as a rule education is to be offered on a group basis and, whenever pos-
sible, outside working hours. All prisoners under the age of 30 are
required to participate in the basic education courses in written and oral
proficiency in Danish, and in mathematics, writing and civics, arranged
by the prison where they are serving their sentences. The prison Gover-
nor may determine, after consultation with the head teacher, to include
other subject areas in the obligatory courses.

In addition to the establishment of remedial education, the regu-
lations also ensured that credit-giving courses would be offered,
as well as short vocational courses.

Criticism of sentences of indeterminate length
The treatment regime described above was subject to increasing
criticism in the 1950s and 60s from criminologists and experts and
gradually also from politicians, particularly in relation to prisoners
sentenced to serve sanctions of indeterminate length. Thus the
way was paved for abolition of some of the sanctions of indeter-
minate length, and eventually the entire Criminal Code was revised.
The revised Code was adopted in 1973.

The 1973 report of the Danish government commission on education
In 1968, the Ministry of Justice announced the appointment of an
education commission whose task was to analyse the scope, con-
tent and organisation of educational activities for prisoners, includ-
ing vocational training and the problems associated with how pris-
oners spend their non-working hours. The report of the commis-
sion was published in 1973. It was written mainly from a societal
point of view, based on the assertion that although recent years
had seen major developments regarding access to education for
young and old, prison education had not kept pace owing to
resource constraints. The authors of the report formulated the fol-
lowing objective:

2 · descriptions of prison education in the nordic countries 27

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 27



The prison authorities should strive to provide prisoners with a range of
educational options corresponding to that available to the citizens in
society at large. Whenever possible, this teaching should take place as par-
ticipation in courses, etc. held outside the prison. However when neces-
sary, for reasons of security or other special, prison-related considerations,
educational opportunities should be offered on the prison premises.

The commission also proposed that the educational options
described should be offered all year round and during the day, as
full-time schooling. Thus the foundation was laid for education to
be on equal terms with other prison activities, and for abolition of
compulsory education.

The Skadhauge plan
In 1971, two years before the publication of the government com-
mission report, a working party had been asked to draw up a pro-
posal for establishment and implementation of an educational
reform in and outside prisons.

In August 1974, after referral to and comments from many dif-
ferent parties, the proposal was adopted. It was known as the
“Skadhauge plan”, named after the educational consultant employed
by the Prisons and probation Service. The main proposal was that
prison education should be integrated into the state educational
system, primarily by prisoners being granted day release privileges
from open prisons, so they could participate in the educational
opportunities available in the community. The secondary proposal
was that a corresponding educational system would be established
in closed prisons. For prisoners, this meant that as early as while
they were in remand, they could begin planning how to best utilise
their incarceration time, and that they would have access to a far
broader range of educational opportunities. The plan emphasised
the importance of taking the prisoner’s own educational interests
into account. Information material was published, describing the
educational and vocational options at the two pilot project pris-
ons, as well as how prisoners’ educational and/or vocational needs
and interests were analysed. The Skadhauge plan was influential in
the 1970s and 80s not only in the Nordic countries but in the rest
of Europe as well (Gerhard Deimlich: Strafvollzug, Randgruppen,
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Sociale Hilfen, Verlag Peter Lang, 1982). Once the pilot projects had
been completed, the plan was intensified and launched at all Dan-
ish prisons. Developments were followed up and evaluated by
researchers (see also section 2.3.4 on the transition from prison
education to education in the state school system).

The 1986 AUF report
The “auf” report (auf stands for the Danish words Arbejde, Under-
visning og Fritid, in English “Work, Education and Leisure Time”.
Report 1058 on activities for prisoners serving sentences in the cus-
tody of the Prisons and Probation Service), published in 1986,
drew attention to a number of system weaknesses in the Danish
prison system with regard to educational and other activities for
prisoners. This report proposed that there should be equivalence
of work and education in terms of the allowance paid for partici-
pation. This proposal was also included in the recommendation
on prison education from the Council of Europe in 1989.

The report found that although the individual prisons had
gradually developed a broad range of vocational and educational
options, the activities themselves were not appropriately suited to
the target groups. It was therefore proposed that the existing areas
for activities in prisons (production, maintenance work and 
education) be supplemented with a new area, to be known as “pro-
duction schools”, which would correspond to the “production
schools” for young people that were part of the state education
system. These had no connection to the employment services, nor
were they traditional vocational upper secondary school pro-
grammes. The auf committee felt that this new type of municipal
institution was a step in the direction of finding activities that
would attract young people with no stable work experience, and
who did not want to and were not capable of embarking upon a
proper vocational programme. It would focus on several kinds of
work, and on integrating basic education into the working process. 

The 2002 report on activities for convicted prisoners
Spring 2002 saw the publication of yet another report on activities
and treatment for prisoners under the auspices of the Prisons and
probation Service. The proposed reorganisation of all areas of
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activities described below, with more integration of work, educa-
tion and treatment, was actually never adopted. Implementation
of the recommendations in the report was postponed owing to
financial constraints, but has been recommenced in 2005.

• Lower and upper secondary education
The report recommends that education of prisoners in the
custody of the Prisons and probation Service should be car-
ried out part-time and on the basis of the same principles as
govern other lower and upper secondary education. The aim
of the recommendation regarding part-time education is to
ensure that relevant educational options are offered to as
many prisoners as possible.

• Flexible, adapted teaching
Many adult education centres have experimented in recent
years with different kinds of flexible, adapted teaching, with 
a view to tailoring the education to the changing living and
working conditions of the population. Such new approaches
in prison education include, for example, having courses
begin at different times, since prison sentence serving is not
scheduled in consideration of the school term, and making 
it possible for individuals who are about to be released to sit
their exams. After release, former prison inmates will be able
to continue the courses that were tailored to fit their needs at
local adult education centres, sit exams there, and get their
grades.

• ICT as integrated into teaching (referred to below 
as “distance courses”)
ict can be used as an integral part of the education sector. 
In many curricula today, this is already assumed to be the
case. In open prisons, ict (referred to elsewhere as the Inter-
net) can be one aspect of education in prison classrooms,
which is not possible in high security prisons today. The
report recommends that security aspects be worked through
so as to enable even prisoners in high security prisons to 
use personal computers with Internet access as part of their
educational work.
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• Giving priority to ICT as an independent subject
Because it skills are increasingly needed for anyone wanting
to be active on the labour market or in society in general, the
report proposes that it should be given priority as a separate
subject, rather than being considered an integral part of
prison education.

• Production schools/project activities
The report recommends that existing “production schools”
be phased out in their present form and replaced by “project
activities” of limited duration and scope, to provide prisoners
with the necessary competence to be able to participate in the
prison activity/ordinary programmes. The main subjects to
be offered as “project activities” would be social skills, reme-
dial education, and special or general education. The project
length proposed is 8 weeks.

2.2 Legislation and regulatory documents

The Enforcement of Sentences Act
The right to education is stipulated in Article 38 of the Enforce-
ment of Sentences etc., Act (Act 432 from 2003):

A prisoner has the right and obligation to be occupied with participa-
tion in work, education or other approved activities.

General Adult Education
There is a long tradition of cooperation between prison education
and the state education system, and thus there is a link to the Min-
istry for Education. For many years, prisoners in Danish prisons
have sat the same exams and received the same kind of grades as
other adult groups in society.

When the Adult Education Act came into force (in 2000), the
Prisons and Probation Service gained a status of its own under the
auspices of the Ministry for Education (see also Article 3, para-
graph 2 of the Act): “Subject to the approval of the Minister of
Education, other educational institutions, including those within
the Prisons and probation Service, may offer general adult educa-
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tion”. Most prison schools have been granted the status of “local
adult education centres”. Staff members employed by the Direc-
torate of the Prisons and probation Service serve as directors and
assistant directors of these centres. All the teaching and all exams
are structured for adult target groups (ages 18 and over), in order
to be purpose-oriented and relevant.

Preparatory Adult Education
The Act on Preparatory Adult Education (Act no. 487 from 31 May
2000) gave the Prisons and Probation Service a special status in
that all prison schools can now develop and phase out preparatory
adult education (cf. Chapter 6, Article 13 of the Executive Order):
“Preparatory adult education may be offered by educational insti-
tutions operating under the auspices of the Prisons and Probation
Service. These institutions may also run examinations.”

Cooperation with the state education system
In the area of the labour market, the Executive Order stresses that
prisoners nearing the end of their sentences may participate in
labour market courses for unskilled labourers on equal terms with
other citizens. Prisoners in halfway houses who are studying (see
section 2.3.4 below regarding the transition from prison education
to education in the state school system) have the same right to a
study grant as other students when the course they are taking
makes them eligible for support under the Danish Students’ Grant
and Loan Scheme. Thus cooperation with the state education 
system is a basic element of the ambition of the Prisons and Pro-
bation Service today, with a view to integrating prisoners in the
vocational and educational options in the community whenever
possible. This is most clearly expressed in the Programme and
Principles for Prisons and Probation Work in Denmark from1993,
where the activities of the Prisons and Probation Service is
described in line with six principles: Normalisation, Openness,
Exercise of Responsibility, Security, Least possible intervention,
Optimum use of resources (see below section 2.3), and most
recently in the Act on Enforcement of Sentences, etc. mentioned
above. 
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2.3 Description of prison education and its 
relation to the state education system

The Programme and Principles for Prisons and Probation 
Work in Denmark
The Prisons and Probation Service has given special priority in
recent years to adapting to the rapidly changing society in which
we live. From a treatment point of view, it is important for sentence
enforcement time to be as “normal” as possible for the prisoner, in
order to avoid harmful effects of imprisonment. The monotony
which is one element of everyday life in prison may give the pris-
oner a sense of the futility of prison life, in sharp contrast to the
world (s)he will be returning to, and the demands society places on
its citizens. The Prisons and Probation Service continues working
to adapt, and to be constantly ready to change in ways that will
benefit the prisoner. One aspect of prison life considered extremely
important today is prison education. This is described in detail in
the Programme and Principles for Prisons and Probation Work in
Denmark. 

In relation to the principle of “normalisation”, the Prisons and
Probation Directorate defines prison education as follows:

Normalisation:
1. The Directorate will strive to ensure that prisoners are given the

opportunity to exercise their civil rights and to the greatest possible
extent are given equivalent opportunities as other citizens for train-
ing and education, with a relatively broader range of options to com-
pensate for the fact that they have to attend school behind bars.

2. On the basis of the “proximity principle”, the Directorate will strive
to disburse resources so that all prisoners have the same educational
options.

3. The Directorate will strive to ensure that educational materials and
all other materials correspond to and are in agreement with the con-
ditions at institutions of education under other auspices than those of
the Prisons and probation Service.

4. The Directorate will strive, wherever possible, to ensure that the com-
munity education system is used, via day release privileges or the
import model. When it is impossible for prisoners to make use of
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community services, the Prisons and Probation Service will endeav-
our to provide prison education in collaboration with institutions of
education in the community.

5. The Directorate will ensure that prisoners held in solitary confine-
ment or in special wings are offered education. 

6. The Directorate will strive to ensure that the educational activities
offered are adapted to the needs of the prisoners. 

Education for prisoners is thus acknowledged as a rehabilitating
factor, and put into practice by actively involving prisoners in plan-
ning their educational work, offering them a wide range of options,
and enabling them when possible to have day release privileges
and leave the premises to attend school. Education is also offered
at the 37 Danish remand centres (as prison education for individ-
uals in remand) and at eight open and five closed prisons (as prison
education for convicted prisoners).

2.3.1 Description of prison education

Danish prisoners are required to work. This requirement can be
satisfied in various ways, including participation in prison educa-
tion. Prisoners make their own choices, of course often under the
influence and motivation of the staff. Prisoners have many good
reasons to become involved in educational activities. Some have
drawn up very detailed “sentence plans” which include education,
and are very goal-oriented. Others may choose to attend school
because they think it is a good idea but with no specific plans of
what they would like to do with a better education – although such
plans may materialize as they study. There are also prisoners who
elect education as the least distasteful of the various activities
being offered to them by the prison.

Recruitment of prison teachers
In order to be employed as a prison teacher, an applicant must be
a qualified teacher with a degree from a college of education or the
equivalent. Experience of adult education is often an advantage,
particularly from working with adults in a social service capacity,
since being a prison teacher required social commitment as well as
educational skills.
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The role of the teacher
A higher degree of social commitment is often required of the
prison teacher than of many other teachers at adult education
institutions, because prison teachers tend to have other functions
beyond simply being classroom teachers. A “holistic” interest in
the individual as a person rather than simply as a student or course
participant is a desirable characteristic. 

Case management work
Teachers are expected to attend regular wing meetings where issues
relating to individual prisoners’ sentence serving are discussed,
including leave, day release privileges, transfer and release on
parole. Teachers are also very much involved in working on the
“sentence plan”, which extends beyond release:

The institution shall also, in cooperation with the prisoner him-
self, draw up a plan (“sentence plan”) as soon as possible after the
prisoner begins to serve his or her sentence, to cover both the sen-
tence enforcement time and the time after release. This plan is to
be regularly revised to be kept relevant to the sentence serving
and, if necessary, be adapted to changes in the prisoner’s situation.

Employment of teachers directly or imported teaching
The Prisons and Probation Service has traditionally employed
prison teachers whose duties include both teaching and participa-
tion in case management. In May 2004, there were approximately
70 prison teachers/specialised teachers and 13 administrators, with
responsibility for day-to-day management, adaptation and phas-
ing out of prison education. In addition to the staff teachers men-
tioned above, there are also a large number of teachers working in
prisons on an hourly basis. Part-time teachers in remand centres
and prisons amount to the equivalent of 18 additional full-time
positions.

2.3.2 Education for individuals held in remand

There are 37 remand centres in Denmark, usually in the main
provincial towns. The largest is the Copenhagen remand centre,
with a capacity of 523 places. Three of the closed prisons also have
“remand halls”.
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Day-to-day management of each provincial remand centre is
in the hands of a director, who is responsible to the local chief of
police, with the exception Copenhagen remand centre, which is
run like a state prison, with a prison Governor and deputy direc-
tor. The school at the Copenhagen remand centre is also struc-
tured along the same lines as the schools at the state prisons, with
the status of a local adult education centre.

In addition to individuals in remand, these centres house con-
victed prisoners serving short terms and convicted prisoners pend-
ing transfer to state prisons. The duration of a stay at a remand
centre may vary greatly – from a few days to many months. 

Many of the older, smaller remand centres have no proper edu-
cational facilities. This means that teaching often has to take place
in the prisoner’s rooms, and is therefore on a one-to-one basis.
Sometimes this is advantageous, but often it means missing out
on the dynamic, social side of the classroom situation. Newer
remand centres have much better facilities for education.

The larger remand centres have staff teachers, while the small-
er ones use teachers hired on an hourly basis. Individuals being
held in remand have shown very positive interest in education.
This can, of course, be seen as a desire to show that one is on one’s
best behaviour, but the need for a social context is probably also a
major factor. Individuals in remand often sit locked up for most of
the day, and their only contact is with the prison officers when they
need something. For this reason, education provides individuals
in remand with some relief. In addition to learning, they also have
the opportunity to talk with someone they do not consider a
member of the remand centre staff.

The educational options offered at remand centres are prima-
rily for individuals in remand who need basic education in Danish
and mathematics. In addition to learning these subjects, they also
gain motivation to continue their education when they go on to
serve their sentences. When the teacher comes from one of the
state prisons, it becomes particularly natural to ensure that the
individual goes on with an educational programme after being
transferred, thanks both to the fact that the teacher will have
known them personally in advance, and to the fact that the teacher
can prepare the individual with information about the school at
the state prison where (s)he is employed.
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Some individuals in remand are able to take a correspondence
course or pursue some other kind of independent study under the
tutoring of the remand centre teacher. However, it requires great
mental fortitude to be able to concentrate on independent studies in
this phase of incarceration, often experienced as the most difficult.

2.3.3 Education for convicted prisoners

Prison education is available in all Danish prisons where convict-
ed prisoners are serving sentences. In both open and closed pris-
ons, day-to-day administration is carried out by a director of prison
activities in consultation with a trained director of education,
deputy director of educational activities (with a degree from a col-
lege of education). The course modules offered generally follow
the same pattern of start and end dates as for state adult educa-
tion in the community.

Open prisons
Prisoners in open prisons participate, as a rule, in educational pro-
grammes in the community on the basis of day release privileges.
Such privileges are generally associated with the last part of a
prison sentence, and so prison education on site is still needed for
the early part of the sentence. Thus even open prisons have staff
teachers and/or hourly teachers working on the premises. This
education takes the individual prisoner’s abilities as its point of
departure. This means that the open prisons therefore offer reme-
dial education and short introductory courses as well as both on
site and external examinations organised in collaboration with the
local adult education centre.

In the last few years, a number of open prisons have introduced
mixed open and closed cell halls. These halls tend to have a full-
time teacher on staff. Prisoners in these halls have the same possi-
bility of obtaining day release privileges for work or school as oth-
er prisoners in open prisons, unless there is an evident risk of drink
or drug abuse.

“Production schools”
The report on work, education and leisure time drew attention to
a number of consistent weaknesses relating to the various areas
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of activity in the prisons, particularly with regard to a group of
300–400 prisoners whom it had been difficult to place in any activ-
ity, primarily because their educational backgrounds and work
experience were so poor. The authors of the report recommend-
ed that there be special retraining for this group – the aim of which
would be to offer them both preparatory vocational training and
remedial education. Such programmes had already been launched
in the community for young, unemployed individuals between the
ages of 18 and 25 with special socialisation problems. These young
people, owing to difficulties when they were growing up, had nev-
er been able to adjust to vocational training or education in “nor-
mal” settings. When they were offered the recommended type of
integrated teaching and work situation, the results appeared to be
so good, that the authors of the report felt that the model should
be tried out in some prison environments for the young offenders
who had been short-changed by the traditional educational and
vocational training system. By replacing the activities these young
people normally ended up doing in prison – along the lines of
occupational therapy or assembly work – with a purpose-struc-
tured introduction to education and vocational training, they
could become involved in pedagogical activities relevant to their
situations.

Thus a number of “production schools” were established in
open prisons. At present, there are very few workshop schools in
closed establishments, mostly because it has proven to be difficult
to find the appropriate premises in the existing physical structures.

Internet-based education
Most educational programmes now consider ict, particularly use
of the Internet, an essential tool. For prison education, there is an
inherent contradiction between the need of the educators to use
the Internet as an integral aspect of teaching, and the reservations
of the administration in terms of the risk of abuse of the system
and other associated security risks. 

On the basis of the recommendations of a working party on
educational issues, in 2000 the Prisons and Probation Directorate
adopted a decision that on-line Internet access should be set up in
the educational facilities at open prisons (In Danish. English equiv-
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alent title: On use of the Internet in education, Prisons and probation
Service Directorate, 2000). This approval, however, had a number
of conditions attached relating to security, with a view to avoid-
ing abuse of the system.

Of course, the acceptance of the use of the Internet in teach-
ing in open prisons must be seen in light of the opportunities for
prisoners to exercise day release privileges in order to attend edu-
cational institutions where there is substantial need to use the
Internet, not only in the classroom situation but also in order to
complete assignments. This being the case, some prisoners in open
prisons have been given permission – usually in conjunction with
schooling – to have Internet access in their own rooms. Such per-
mission is now also granted if the prisoner wishes to take a corre-
spondence or distance course in the form of guided independent
study in a subject the prison school is unable to offer (On Inmates’
Right to Bring with them Possess and Dispose of their own Property and
Money in the Institutions of the Prisons and probation Service (Property
Order), no. 370, 17 May 2001). 

Closed prisons
With one single exception, all the closed prisons in Denmark were
constructed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.

This means that the physical facilities in many prison schools
are far below the level required in the twenty-first century in terms
of the classrooms and their furnishings, group rooms, facilities for
other kinds of study (tutoring), ict and audio visual aids. Prison
schools, therefore, may find it difficult to offer their students the
same range of options they would have outside the prison. Secu-
rity considerations in closed prisons also affect the everyday run-
ning of prison schools, of course, and are frequently an inhibiting
factor in terms of adapting education to the prisoner’s needs, such
as, access to the Internet, which is a prerequisite for most educa-
tional programmes today, including programmes offered by prison
schools (adult education, upper secondary education, etc.). The
prison schools have to find alternative, often very unusual, solu-
tions, which may weaken the position of prisoners in anticipation
of their continued education.
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Educational options
All closed prisons offer comprehensive adult education, equivalent
to primary and lower secondary school (Pursuant to the Act on
General Adult Education). The courses offered always include the
basics of Danish, mathematics and English. Some prisons offer
other subjects as well.

The courses are concluded with tests, developed and checked
by the Ministry of Education, and corrected by censors appointed
by them, or censors from other adult education centres. Com-
pleted basic adult education makes a person eligible for a large
number of vocational and educational programmes at upper sec-
ondary level.

The Act on Preparatory Adult Education from 2000 has result-
ed in new possibilities for prison schools and prisoners. Education
may be offered in two subjects – reading and mathematics – at two
and four levels, respectively, in short, intensive courses (60-80
teaching hours). The courses are concluded with national com-
prehensive tests. Their aim is to raise the functional level of the
participants in the two subject areas so that they will be able to sat-
isfy the basic requirements of the labour market. Preparatory
adult education under the auspices of the Prisons and Probation
Service was evaluated in 2004 (Preparatory Adult Education in the
Prisons, by Mette Lindgaard Adamsen in cooperation with Kaj
Raundrup and Irene Olsen).

Remedial teaching (for individuals with dyslexia)
Numerous studies have shown that many boys and men have read-
ing and writing difficulties. This applies not least to male prisoners
who, for various reasons, often have inadequate educational back-
grounds. There are also prisoners who have been diagnosed as
dyslexic. It is a major challenge for prison schools to interest these
individuals in school and, not least, to keep them attending. All
Danish prisons have allocated teacher’s working hours to dealing
with the problem, although different strategies are being used.

There are also numerous examples of prisoners whose prison
education began as remedial work and who have gone on to
remarkably high levels.
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Upper secondary school adult education diploma 
An upper secondary school adult education diploma entitles the
holder to apply for higher education. This diploma programme
can be completed by prisoners in the form of independent study
with tutoring or as study groups. Very few prisoners manage to
complete the programme while serving their sentences, but many
of them continue first on day release privileges from the prisons
and then, after release, at adult education centres in the commu-
nity.

Education for foreigners
Foreigners comprise an increasingly large proportion of the prison
population, resulting in a growing number of prisoners with spe-
cial needs for courses in Danish. Some foreigners in Danish prisons
have never lived in Danish society. Others have taken the occa-
sional language course or only have basic education in Danish. All
these considerations are taken into account, of course, when
prison schools adjust their course options to the relevant groups of
prisoners. Some of the foreigners attend remedial education with
Danish prisoners. Others attend courses in Danish for foreigners,
like those offered by language schools. Experience indicates that
some foreign prisoners go on to compulsory or even upper sec-
ondary school.

Independent study
There will always be prisoners with particular abilities and needs
regarding education, which the prison school is unable to satisfy
immediately. These individuals can be offered an independent
study option after concrete, educational assessment and in collab-
oration with study counsellors from educational institutions out-
side the prison. Experience indicates that a great deal of discipline
is required by a prisoner to complete independent studies, and that
not all subjects are suitable. Usually, independent study works for
further and higher education. It is followed up with day release
privileges for study at the educational institution that provided the
independent study material.
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Vocational training
In the past, prisons have been able to offer individually-adapted
vocational programmes. However, owing to technological devel-
opments, prisons are now unable to satisfy the necessary require-
ments. If a prisoner wishes to pursue a vocational programme
while serving his or her sentence, this has to be done in coopera-
tion with an industry outside the prison. Often it is possible for the
prisoner to complete the first parts of the programme at the prison
workshop and later have day release privileges to work in the
industry in question.

Labour market training schemes 
At one closed prison, short courses in welding are offered by the
labour market training authorities. These courses follow a credit-
giving syllabus and are concluded with an examination. The cours-
es are between 1 and 3 weeks in length. They are held at a pur-
pose-built “workshop schools”, and run by specialised teachers. 

Prisoners with day release privileges can attend a broad range
of labour market training courses outside the prisons. 

Summer activities
Prison schools follow the same school terms as the state school
system, with vacation periods including a 6 or 7 week summer hol-
iday. Many prison schools offer alternative activities for prisoners
during these periods, mainly sports activities run by the prison
teachers in collaboration with teachers from the outside employed
on an hourly basis. There are also courses for prisoners with an
interest in the creative arts.

2.3.4 The transition from prison education to education 
in the state school system

Day release privileges
Day release privileges for school or work are important elements
of the efforts being made to provide smoother transitions from
prison to release. The time frame for permission to have day
release privileges is described in detail in the Act on Enforcement
of Sentences, etc. According to these stipulations, a prisoner may
be allowed day release privileges when the purpose is clearly estab-
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lished as being for education, work, treatment or family needs or
other personal consideration.

One of the main justifications for the introduction of day release
privileges is the importance of encouraging prisoners to develop
a social identity, for instance by studying alongside other students.
However, the subject matter is restricted, and the subject must be
one the individual has both the personal and the educational abil-
ity to complete.

A prerequisite for all kinds of day release privileges is that the
institution receiving the prisoner makes a staff member available
to supervise the prisoner to the required extent.

Cooperative education
A study of the educational environment in open and closed pris-
ons indicates that co-operative education is the main factor affect-
ing recidivism (Svend Ellehammer Andersen, Bjørn E. Holstein
and Flemming B. Skadhauge. In Danish. English equivalent title:
The Educational Setting in Open and Closed Prisons, 1979). Coopera-
tive education in conjunction with day release privileges for educa-
tion outside the prison led to better self-esteem, confidence in the
future and relieved the boredom of sitting in a prison room. One of
the main elements of co- operative education is “learning some-
thing about yourself while you are in prison by attending school”.

Prisoners in the closed system felt primarily like prisoners even
while they were in the classroom. Only rarely did they glimpse
themselves as students, or as individuals wanting to get an educa-
tion. They felt there was no difference between themselves and
the other prisoners either when they were in the classroom or
when they were in the cell hall, in spite of the assurance from the
prison teachers that they were receiving quite individualised teach-
ing. The prison staff – in both closed and open prisons – were
quick to point out that they did not distinguish in other prison-
related respects between prisoners attending school and other
prisoners. 

Prisoners in open prisons had a very different situation. They
attended educational institutions where they were treated exclu-
sively as students. They experienced personally that they were
treated exactly the same as the other students by their teachers.
“At home” in the prison, on the other hand, they felt like nothing
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but prisoners and, as mentioned above, they were treated by the
prison staff in precisely the same way as all other prisoners.

Stationing 
Prisoners who satisfy the requirements for day release privileges
can also be transferred to halfway houses: (Executive Order on
Leave for Inmates Serving a Sentence of Imprisonment or Safe
Custody in the Institutions of the Prisons and probation Service
(Leave Order), 4 March 2002).

A prisoner may be stationed at a halfway house for up to four
weeks of the last part of his or her sentence enforcement or, when
special circumstances call for it, for up to 3 months. If the offend-
er is under the age of 21 at the beginning of his or her sentence
serving, more time may be spent in a halfway house when special
circumstances call for it. While stationed at a halfway house, a
prisoner is subject to the particular rules and regulations applica-
ble to that establishment.

2.3.5 Financial aspects

The Ministry of Justice is responsible for financing all prison edu-
cation. Allocations are disbursed to the individual correctional insti-
tutions via the Directorate of the Prisons and Probation Service.

2.4 The results of prison education

2.4.1 Quantitative results

Number of students
There are 325 full-time educational places in Danish prisons,
although more prisoners attend educational activities, since 45 of
the equivalent of full-time places are occupied by prisoners study-
ing part-time. This figure does not include individuals in remand,
who usually only have a few hours of education per week. Approx-
imately 100 prisoners per day have day release privileges for edu-
cation. (See section 2.3.4.)

The number of places for vocational training in Danish prisons
is 280, including the places at “production schools”.

nordic prison education44

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 44



Dropout rates
There are no statistics regarding dropout rates from prison
schools. Students who choose to terminate a course often do so
because of lack of motivation. Prisoners can also be suspended
from education if substance abuse or disciplinary problems arise.
The general impression is that dropout rates from prison schools
are not higher than from other adult education institutions.

Number of tests/examinations
Current experience regarding prisoners who sit tests and exami-
nations indicates that many prisoners choose not to complete their
courses by sitting an exam. The report from the Ministry of Edu-
cation referred to above states that there is a 32% general dropout
rate in Denmark for students who take a whole course of study
but do not sit the final exam, a figure the Ministry finds excessive.
The dropout rate does not seem to be higher in prisons, if any-
thing lower, but a large number of prisoners still decide at the last
moment not to take a final test or examination.

For education provided pursuant to the Preparatory Adult Edu-
cation Act, which came into force in 2001, the rate of prisoners
completing the final test or examination has increased dramati-
cally. It is still to early to say whether this is attributable to the fact
that the only grades given for education run pursuant to this Act
are pass and fail.

The Prisons and Probation Service has no statistics regarding
the sitting of tests or examinations by prisoners who attend school
outside the prison on day release, and who continue their educa-
tion after release from prison.

2.4.2 Qualitative results

It is difficult to pinpoint the qualitative results of prison education.
Although prisoners completing their final exams do get a grade
reflecting their knowledge of the subject, this grade cannot tell us
whether (s)he is able to apply that subject knowledge in other con-
texts. The general impression is that attending school improves
prisoners’ social skills and teaches them things about society, and
that this has a long-term effect of discouraging recidivism. There
are research results showing that schooling on the basis of day
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release privileges has a recidivism-reducing effect. (Andersen, Hol-
stein, and Skadhauge 1979. In Danish. English equivalent title:
Research report 10 – On the educational settings in open and closed pris-
ons). This study concludes that there is a clear correlation between
day release privileges and recidivism – the longer the period of day
release privileges, the less recidivism.

2.4.3 Greenland and the Færoe islands

Denmark has the overall responsibility for judicial matters in
Greenland and the Færoe islands. Greenland has a Criminal Act
rather than a Prisoners Act, where the framework for the correc-
tion of individuals who violate the law is set out. In the Færoe
islands, the regulations in the older Danish Criminal Code are fol-
lowed, as the Act on Enforcement of Sentences, etc. has not yet
come into force there. 

The total number of places in the three open prisons in Green-
land is 93. In the Færoe islands there is a remand centre with 14
places. Prisoners sentenced to sanctions of long duration are trans-
ferred to prison in Denmark. 

In Greenland, day release privileges for schooling outside the
prison are more the rule than the exception. One of the prisons
offers 20 hours of prison education per week. The remand centre
in the Færoe islands offers 4-6 hours of prison education per week.

finland

2.1 History

Education has been provided for all children in Finland since 1898.
According to the constitution, enacted in 1919, the public admin-
istration is obligated to organize or fund general education, voca-
tional education and higher education. In 1921, legislation on 
compulsory education saw the light of day. Later, the system
underwent a number of reforms, and compulsory education was
extended to six years. After four years of primary education, some
pupils were selected to go on to five-year secondary school and
three-year upper secondary school. In the 1970s, primary and sec-
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ondary school were merged, and nine years of compulsory edu-
cation introduced under the designation of “comprehensive
school”. (www.minedu.fi).

Religious education central to the reform of the penal system
According to the Philadelphia model, central to the nineteenth
century reform of the penal system, prisoners could be fostered to
become honest working people and upstanding citizens through
discipline, compulsory work and religious education. The absence
of religious and ethical upbringing was considered a breeding
ground for criminality. The use of imprisonment as the only sanc-
tion required the building of new prisons and a more efficacious
system for enforcement of sentences. A progressive system was
introduced, by which prisoners who demonstrated good behav-
iour while serving their sentences gained more and more privi-
leges, in accordance with a strict structure. Early in the sentence
serving period, it was considered important to keep prisoners 
isolated in solitary confinement, in order to eliminate the bad
influence these individuals were considered to have on each other.
As a rule, convicted prisoners came from the lower social classes,
which meant that they were often illiterate. The general opinion
was that they needed, above all, to gain the skills they required to
function as citizens, as well as vocational training (Kallinen,1982.
In Finnish. English equivalent title: Educating and centralising). 

Prior to the mid-nineteenth century, the only prison education
was provided by the prison chaplain, in addition to his other duties.
The Act on Enforcement of Sentences, adopted in 1866, stipulated
that prisoners were to receive elementary education. However, as
there was a shortage of teachers, this gave rise to practical difficulties.
Classrooms were crowded and sentences short (Kallinen, 1982).

Beginning in 1889, prisoners were obliged to work while serv-
ing their sentences, and education was not set on equal terms with
work. Prisoners sentenced to a house of correction or a prison for
more than three months were to receive religious education or edu-
cation in other school subjects. In addition, they were to receive
training in a vocation the prison found suitable, preferably accord-
ing to the individual prisoner’s abilities or the job (s)he might be
expected to hold after release. Prisoners who were illiterate or over
the age of 40 were not subject to compulsory education. This reg-
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ulation remained unchanged until the reform in 1975. The Prison
Administration Decrees of 1925 and 1936 established that the
objective of education was to increase prisoners’ knowledge and
awaken their interest in uplifting reading and individual studies.

Vocational training for young prisoners began in the 1940s
During the 1940s, special attention was paid to providing young
offenders with training in a vocation that corresponded to their
abilities and talents. Youth prisoners were also subject to the obli-
gation to work, although those who had not completed compre-
hensive school were sent to school. All prisoners were also given
general education in civics (Mohell, 2002. In Finnish. English equiv-
alent title: Prison education regulations. Unpublished memo for a
Nordic prison education survey. The Criminal Sanctions Agency).

The Act on Vocational Training Institutions entered into force
in 1942. The new law made it possible to begin vocational training
in prison. A mechanical engineering workshop was opened in 1948
at the juvenile unit of the Riihimäki central prison. The school
provided vocational training mainly in metalwork until the 1960s,
when a programme for automotive and engine technology was
set up (Hartoneva & Kuivajärvi & Muilu 1999. In Finnish. English
equivalent title: The vocational Training of Prisoners 1948–1997).

Normalisation in the 1970s
In the 1970s, the general trend in society was to expand adult edu-
cation. In 1978, the Finnish government adopted a decision to plan
and develop a system for adult education based on the principle of
lifelong learning and regular returns to the classroom. A flexible
educational system was established which provided citizens with
access to suitable education throughout their lifetimes.

The orientation of criminal policy also reflected the econom-
ic, political and spiritual structures of society. A period of reform
of the Prison Service began. The idea that prisoners could be
“cured” was abandoned, and focus shifted to determining how a
prisoner could be best integrated into a pluralistic society (Num-
minen 1995. In Finnish. English equivalent title: The development
of education in Huittinen Open Prison in 1935–1995).

In 1975 there was a comprehensive reform of the enforcement
of prison sentences in Finland. This was the end of the peniten-
tiary and progressive system, as well as the authoritarian princi-
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ples that underpinned them. The new ambition was to modernise
and develop the system of work, educational options, vocational
training, and rehabilitation. In accordance with the principle of
normalisation, these functions were to reflect society at large. 

The new legislation retained the principle by which prisoners
were obliged to work, adding the obligation to participate in voca-
tional training. Prisons were to offer suitable vocational training
and any other teaching they found necessary. A government bill
(1972) stressed that instead of the previous emphasis on elemen-
tary education in prison schooling, the emphasis was to be shifted
to vocational training. 

It was argued that various other countries had found that pro-
viding prisoners with vocational training was one of the most
effective means of reducing recidivism. Consequently, it was pro-
posed that vocational training should be offered on regular work-
ing hours. The bill also stipulated that it would be made possible
for prisoners to work and study outside the prison.

A government commission on prison regulations proposed in
1975 that the regulations applying to education throughout socie-
ty, including the quality of education, course options and text-
books and other pedagogical aids, should also apply to prison edu-
cation (In Finnish. English equivalent title: Prison regulation com-
mission report). Since 1985, it has been possible to arrange general
educational courses for prisoners in collaboration with adult upper
secondary schools.

2.2 Legislation and regulatory documents

Programme of Principles sets out the objectives for correctional care
According to the Programme of Principles for the Prison Service
adopted in 1998, the aim of the services is to contribute to the
security of society by maintaining a legal, secure system for
enforcement of sanctions, and to reduce criminal recidivism and
break the cycle of exclusion that maintains criminality.

The Prison Service has committed to complying with the val-
ues considered important in Finnish society, including respect for
human dignity and justice. Their work is also guided by the view
that human beings possess the capacity to change and grow. The
commitment to these values also implies that:
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• fundamental and human rights are complied with,
• prisoners are treated humanely, objectively, and on equal

terms with each other,
• all activities are structured in compliance with the law, and

that justice and fairness prevail, and
• sentences are enforced so as to promote the individual

growth and development of each prisoner, as well as his or
her intention to return to a life free from crime.

When sentences are enforced, the principle of normalisation is
observed, as well as the following principles: goal-orientation, indi-
viduality, individual accountability, professionalism, cooperation,
and good administration. Individuality and individual accounta-
bility imply, inter alia, that when a sentence is enforced the pris-
oner’s situation and individual needs are assessed. Sentences are
to be enforced so as to reinforce the ability of the individual to take
responsibility for his or her own life and to take the consequences
of his or her own actions. One of the measures taken to achieve
this is the provision of prison education.

Regulations regarding education
Prison education is governed by the general statues on education.
The Finnish constitution establishes the universal right to basic
education free of charge. According to the constitution, every cit-
izen has an established, subjective right to basic education at no
cost to him or herself. The right to other forms of education is not
correspondingly established as a subjective right. However, this
stipulation obligates society to ensure that citizens of lesser means
are actually able to receive education.

Basic education
Education is compulsory for children from the year they turn 7
until approximately the age of 17 if they have not previously com-
pleted the curriculum for comprehensive school (primary and low-
er secondary). Municipalities must offer basic education to chil-
dren of compulsory school age living in the municipal catchment
area. Very few prisoners are of compulsory school age, owing to
the fact that unless there are very special circumstances, offenders
under the age of 18 are not sentenced to serve an unconditional
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prison sentence. Some 6% of Finnish prisoners have not complet-
ed comprehensive school. Prison education is organised as adult
education, because adult education methods are generally best
suited to the education of prisoners. Both basic and upper sec-
ondary education are usually offered under the auspices of adult
education upper secondary schools, or state upper secondary
schools with special programmes for adults.

The Ministry of Education may authorise a municipality, a
group of merged municipalities, or a registered association or
foundation to offer upper secondary education. This education
may be offered partly or entirely as independent study, classroom
education or distance study. Course or sub-course examinations
may be arranged under the auspices of an approved educational
institution.

Reform of vocational programmes
The reform of the basic qualifications in vocational education 
was implemented in Finland between 1991 and 2001. The basic
qualifications in vocational education comprise three-year study
programmes after nine-year comprehensive education. Basic voca-
tional education can be arranged as classroom education or dis-
tance study as a combination of educational forms or as appren-
ticeship training. Diplomas are awarded on the basis of independ-
ent examinations, irrespective of how the vocational skills or the
education preparing the individual to learn these skills or other
vocational supplementary courses were acquired.

The Ministry of Education issues authorisation for education
providers to arrange vocational courses, as well as establishing the
objectives, subjects to be covered, and number of students to be
accepted for these courses.

Apprenticeship training is defined as contract-based vocation-
al studies carried out at a workplace and implemented as practical
work, combined with theoretical studies. Apprenticeship training
may be arranged for basic and further vocational education for
young people or for adults. Local management and supervision of
the training is the responsibility of the municipalities.

In Finland, adult education is also offered under the auspices
of the employment services and its main aim is to improve adults’
vocational skills and thus their ability to get a job or to be kept on
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at their workplace, as well as to promote access to skilled man-
power on the labour market. Today, employment training is only
a small part of prison education, although it was a very important
aspect of prison education in the 1970s and 80s.

Special provisions regarding education for prisoners
There are special provisions regarding education for prisoners in
the Enforcement of Sentences Act. At the time of the sentence
enforcement reform in 1995, the obligation of prisoners to partic-
ipate in work or education was abolished and replaced with a gen-
eral obligation to participate in activities. On regular working
hours, prisoners must work or participate in education or other
activities arranged or approved by the prison. This general obli-
gation to participate in activities applies identically to both open
and closed prisons. According to the Act, the correctional author-
ities must undertake to arrange work or some other activity for
the prisoner, commensurate with his or her abilities and with a
view to maintaining and developing his or her vocational skills or
otherwise promoting his or her ability to cope in society. Suitable
vocational education and other useful education are to be offered
in the prison.

Prisoners who have not completed compulsory comprehensive
(primary and lower secondary) education are to be given the oppor-
tunity to do so. Whenever possible, prisoners are also to be given
the opportunity to study at an adult education centre or some other
appropriate educational establishment. Course certificates must
not indicate that the course was completed in prison. 

When enforcing sanctions for young offenders, particular atten-
tion is to be paid to needs relating to the prisoner’s age and devel-
opmental phase. Whenever possible, young offenders shall be given
work that can be reconciled with studies for a vocation commen-
surate with their abilities and potential.

Remand prisoners
In Finland, remand prisoners are held in ordinary prisons, or in
other facilities approved by the Ministry of Justice. Remand facil-
ities are not part of the prison system in Finland, but of the Police
Administration. This report only takes into account education given

nordic prison education52

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 52



to individuals held in remand in ordinary prisons. A remand pris-
oner is not obligated to work or to participate in any activities.
However, should (s)he wish to take part in an activity, (s)he is to be
given the opportunity to do so if possible. 

Developmental goals in educational policy
The government has established developmental goals in educa-
tional policy for the period from 1999 to 2004. The main goal is to
offer high quality basic education to all on equal terms. Everyone
domiciled in Finland has the same right to education. Particular
efforts are made to support children and young people with prob-
lems and to prevent exclusion.

A parliamentary working party under the Ministry of Educa-
tion proposed in 2002 that basic resources for adult education for
the coming decade are to be focused on vocational supplementary
education and adult education arranged by universities and voca-
tional polytechnics, in line with demographic developments in
terms of age structure and educational level, as well as changes in
the labour market. Finland has introduced a national programme
aiming to lift the educational level of adults. Some parts of the
prison education system are now funded by this programme. 

Reform of the Enforcement of Sentences Act
The remit of the Prison Sentence Committee, who submitted
their report in 2001, was to draft a proposal for a thorough revision
of the enforcement of prison sentences and remand periods. The
aim was to improve prisoners’ opportunities to return to society
after release by increasing their chances of living a life without
crime, equipping them to find their place on the labour market,
promoting their better functioning in society, and discouraging
drink and drug abuse. The proposal stated that the obligation to
participate in activities should be more clearly linked to the indi-
vidual sentence plan drawn up for every prisoner.

Prison education would be subject to the same regulations
applying to education in general. For example, the Act would be
supplemented with new provisions stating that illiterate prisoners
are to be given the opportunity to receive the education they need,
and that foreign prisoners have the right to study Finnish or Swedish.
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In autumn 2004, the Finnish government presented a bill for a
new Imprisonment Act and a new Remand Act to the Parliament.
The reform will also include a reform of the Prison Service
Administration. There will be 5 regions, all with their own assess-
ment and allocation units and closed and open prison units. The
enforcement of sentences is planned so that all the activities in the
different units support the aim of encouraging prisoners to live
their lives free from crime. 

2.3 Description of prison education and its 
relationship to the state education system

2.3.1 Description of prison education and its relationship 
to society at large

Objectives of prison education
Sanctions are to be enforced so as to promote, if possible, or at
least not to exacerbate, the adaptation of the prisoner to society.
The only deprivation is the deprivation of liberty. Prison educa-
tion can promote a prisoner’s individual growth and development,
improve his or her skills for coping in society, and assist him or her
to live a life free from crime. Prison education is an activity in line
with the principle of normalisation, and with the same objectives
as all adult education.

Organisation
In Finland, most prison education is organised by educational insti-
tutions under the administrative management of the educational
authorities. In 2001, a total of 46 educational institutions arranged
teaching at prison facilities. Eight of these were upper secondary
schools for adults, one was an adult education centre, and 37 were
institutions for vocational training. Three prisons have staff teach-
ers qualified from a college of education. At these prisons, too,
education is organised in cooperation with and under the super-
vision of educational institutions.

At prisons with no educational activities offered by external
institutes of education, either teachers are employed on an hourly
basis or there are study counsellors who are members of the prison
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staff and whose job is to encourage prisoners to work on their
basic skills through independent study. Other prison staff mem-
bers help the prisoners with their studies, running courses such as
ict, preparatory education, or apprenticeship training. 

Prison education and its relationship to society at large
Prison education is basically organised as part of the regular edu-
cation system, which means that it stands in a close relationship
with society at large. However, some courses organised by mem-
bers of the prison staff, such as ict courses, are organised at their
own initiative and without cooperation with any educational insti-
tution.

As a rule, prison education follows regular school curricula.
Certificates and grades issued correspond to those issued outside
prisons. Studies pursued by prisoners are credit-giving at schools
they attend after release. Certificates of course completion are
issued by the cooperating institutes of education. 

Prisoners with day release privileges for education receive stu-
dent grants according to the national student grant system. In
some cases, prisoners who are studying are also eligible for stu-
dent benefits under the Finnish Social Insurance Institution. When
prisoners receive student benefits, these are taken into account
when the prison pays their work allowance. 

Number of teachers and teachers’ roles
In 2001, 290 external full or part-time teachers were involved in
prison education. Teachers are recruited by the cooperating edu-
cational institutions. The same eligibility requirements apply to
prison teachers as to all other teachers. The cooperating educa-
tional institutions are responsible for pedagogical guidance and
management of the teachers. Some teachers work both in prison
schools and at other schools, some only at prison schools. In pris-
ons, teachers are not normally involved in case management of
prisoners except in relation to their education, and so they do not
generally attend staff meetings.

Three prisons have some trained vocational teachers on staff.
Approximately 100 ordinary prison staff members, generally not
trained as teachers, also help with teaching and tutoring of the
prisoners. All but one of the closed prisons have a study counsel-
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lor who helps prisoners draw up study plans, provides tutoring,
and serves as a liaison officer between the prison and the cooper-
ating institutes of education. Some prison workshop foremen are
also involved in on the job training, as workplace trainers. The
Deputy Governor of each prison is responsible for education
administration.

Prison education and its relationship to other prison activities
Since 1975, daytime educational activities have been accepted as
an alternative to work. Other types of rehabilitation activities have
been accepted as an alternative to work since 1995, when prison-
ers’ obligation to work was replaced by prisoners’ obligation to
participate in activities. Many activities have been developed by
the members of various staff groups. They differ greatly and have
come into being at different times, which explains why, as a rule,
they are seldom coordinated. Traditionally, prisoners have only
participated in one activity at a time. Most of the prisoners who
are involved in studies still study full-time.

Vocational education and prison work have always gone hand
in hand. In recent decades, a closer relationship has developed
between prison education and prison work activities, in pace with
the increased use of apprenticeship training. Under such arrange-
ments, practical vocational education is given by the foreman of
the prison workshop, while the educational institution is respon-
sible for theoretical education.

Rehabilitation work requires close cooperation between vari-
ous personnel groups, as well as integration of activities. On the
basis of long-term prisoners’ needs assessments, sentence plans
are drawn up, including participation in activities. The study coun-
sellor represents the prison in planning discussions with the edu-
cational institution. (S)he also cooperates with the staff members
responsible for enforcement of sentences in order to have the nec-
essary information regarding sentence duration and possibilities
of study outside the prison. Cooperation with the supervisory staff
is also necessary to determine security needs in relation to educa-
tional options.

The National Board of Education evaluated prison education at
two prisons in early 2003. Their report indicates that prison staff
members have generally become more positive about education in
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recent years. Prison managements are supportive of arranging
education and striving to develop educational options (In Finnish.
English equivalent title: Assessment Report on Prison Education, Un-
published report, Finnish National Board of Education, 2003).

The Prison Service 
Finland has three prison districts: South, West, and East/North.
Whenever possible, prisoners are placed at prisons in the district
where they are domiciled. Thus all three districts are meant to have
sufficient numbers of places with varying degrees of openness and
different activity options for the prisoners. There are a total of 21
independent prisons under the management of the Prison Service:
16 closed and 5 open prisons. There are also open prison units asso-
ciated with some of the closed prisons. Remand and convicted
prisoners are held at the same facilities, and there are no separate
figures for these two categories.

2.3.2 Education for remand prisoners

The average number of individuals per day held in remand in
Finnish prisons in 2003 was 490. This figure is strikingly higher
than just a few years ago. Remand prisoners are sent to prisons
located in the district where their cases are being heard, as a rule
as close to their municipality of domicile as possible. The average
duration of a remand period in Finland is close to three months.

If a remand prisoner wishes to participate in prison activities,
(s)he will be allowed to do so whenever possible, unless there is a
need to keep him or her in isolation from other inmates. Because
of the large numbers of prisoners, not all prisons are able to offer
all prisoners activities at present.

Comprehensive and upper secondary education are arranged
by upper secondary schools for adults or education centres in
approximately half the prisons where remand prisoners are also
held. In the other prisons, equivalent education can be arranged as
independent study with tutoring. Tests are given and grades issued
by a local educational institution.

At one prison, some university courses are offered. University
education and other higher education can also be pursued at oth-
er prisons as “distance courses”. Virtually all prisons where indi-
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viduals are also held in remand offer some form of vocational edu-
cation, such as short ict courses. Other courses include prepara-
tory vocational courses or courses, for example on communica-
tion, marketing, business administration, electronics, and decont-
amination of industrial sites.

Remand prisoners are not allowed day release privileges, and
their studies must take place in the prison. This may restrict their
course options in comparison with those of convicted prisoners.
Because their status is unclear they may also find it more difficult
concentrate on studying.

2.3.3 Description of prison education 

The term “prisoners” as used here covers remand prisoners, pris-
oners whose fines have been commuted to prison sentences, and
convicted prisoners sentenced to a prison term. The latter cate-
gory includes young offenders, lifetime prisoners and prisoners in
solitary confinement. The majority of individuals in prison edu-
cation activities (70–75%) are convicted prisoners. However, the
statistics given below also contain remand prisoners, since there
are no separate statistics for the two categories.

An assessment is made of each prisoner’s ability to work and
his or her general functional competence with a view to being able
to offer a purpose-oriented activity suited to individual needs and
that will improve the capacity to cope in society. For prisoners serv-
ing long sentences (two years or more at present) a risk and needs
analysis is made, and a sentence plan drawn up on the basis of this
analysis in order to prevent his or her return to a life of crime. If
the pending government bill for a new Imprisonment Act is accept-
ed by the Parliament, a risk and needs assessment and a sentence
plan will be made for every prisoner. 

In 2003, an average of 57% of the prisoners participated in
activities during working hours. Participation rates were highest in
open prison units and lowest among remand prisoners. An average
of 10% of the total prison population participated in educational
activities. 

A total of 1,655 prisoners participated in education in 2003. The
main focus was on obtaining or improving vocational competence,
for which there is a broad range of course options. Thus 60% of
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the students were studied vocational subjects. According to the
2003 evaluation report published by the National Board of Edu-
cation, however, there is poor correlation between the education-
al options offered and educational options that correspond to the
real interests of individual prisoners. What tends to govern the
vocational options offered is more the work situation at the prison,
its traditions, and the professional backgrounds of the staff mem-
bers.

Vocational education
Vocational training and preparatory courses for vocational train-
ing, are arranged at virtually all prisons as short course modules
that can be combined into credit-giving segments that can be
counted towards diplomas.

In 2003, vocational and preparatory courses were offered in 15
vocational areas, such as the construction, computers, mechanical
engineering, metal work, wood work, automotive, transport tech-
nology, carpentry, industrial arts and gardening. Other subject areas
in which courses are offered are hairdressing, massage, gym
instruction, and business and administration, as well as tourism,
nutrition, and domestic science.

Education given at workplaces (apprenticeship training)
This type of education has become an integral part of the work
activities offered at prisons since 1994. The prison workshop fore-
man is responsible for the work training, while a teacher from an
external educational institution usually holds the theoretical parts
of the courses. Because the practical teaching tends to take place
as part of the work activity at the prison, prisoners basically learn
a future occupation as learning-by-doing. 

General education
It is possible to receive comprehensive and upper secondary edu-
cation at almost all prisons. At nine prisons, education is arranged
by upper secondary schools for adults or adult education centres.
At other prisons, education is arranged as independent study with
tutoring. One prison offers university courses. Some prisoners,
mainly prisoners serving their sentences in open prisons, have day
release privileges to study at a university.
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Education for women prisoners
In one prison with both women and men prisoners, education is
offered in mixed groups and women prisoners have good oppor-
tunities to participate in education. At other prisons, women have
fewer educational opportunities than men.

Education for young offenders
In Finland, a young offender is defined as an individual who has
been convicted of a crime committed between the ages of 15 and
20. Young offenders with sanctions of prison sentences between
six months and four years in duration may be placed in a youth
penitentiary by a special court decision. Most young offenders are
placed in prisons where they can receive comprehensive education
arranged by an upper secondary school for adults. 

Education for foreign prisoners and Roma prisoners
In Finnish prisons there are foreign prisoners from 30 to 40 differ-
ent countries. Foreign prisoners may participate in all prison edu-
cation for which their language skills suffice which, in practice, is
quite restricted. A small number of prisons offer courses in Finnish
for foreigners. Literacy courses for Roma prisoners as well as
courses in their language and culture and in civics, are offered at 6
prisons. Education for Roma prisoners is financed mainly by the
National Board of Education.

2.3.4 The transition from prison education to education 
in the community

Day release privileges
In practice, individuals eligible for day release privileges for stud-
ies at schools outside the prison are prisoners in open prisons and
prisoners approaching the end of their sentence time. In 2003, a
total of 142 prisoners had day release privileges. Twenty-eight per
cent of them studied at adult education centres and 43% at estab-
lishments for vocational training. Nearly one fifth of the students
were studying at university or other institutions of higher educa-
tion. Over the last ten years, the number of prisoners granted day
release privileges for studies outside the prison has decreased quite
substantially.
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Placement at an external facility
Since 1999, prisoners with drug or alcohol abuse problems or who
have special problems related to managing life in society can be
placed in an external facility. These are usually residential abuse
treatment or rehabilitation facilities, but prisoners can also be
placed at educational institutions if suitable residential arrange-
ments can be made.

Continued studies and employment after release
If a prisoner is doing a course of study at the time of release, (s)he
is encouraged to continue in the community. Prisoners studying in
a programme that could lead to a diploma draw up a study plan
together with the prison staff to ensure completion of the pro-
gramme. According to one study, approximately one third of the
prisoners who were studying in prison said they planned to con-
tinue their studies after release (Autio & Hautamäki, 1991. In
Finnish: Being a student in prison. Study experiences of prisoners attend-
ing basic or upper secondary education). More prisoners stated that
they wanted to study after release than the number who had stud-
ied before their imprisonment. In practice, according to the 2003
evaluation report from the National Board of Education, more
active support is needed after release to encourage former prison-
ers to go on with their studies. 

Introductory courses are offered at some prisons to give an
overview of different occupations, teach prisoners how to acquire
information about the labour market and working life, and gain
the necessary skills for applying for work.

Under certain conditions, prisoners may be granted day release
privileges for work in civil society. In 2003 a total of 92 prisoners had
such privileges. Over the last few years, the number of prisoners
with day release privileges for work in civil society has decreased.

Internet-based education
Finnish prisoners do not have access to the Internet. Only prison-
ers with day release privileges are allowed access to the Internet,
and only at their schools. Prisoners can have access to textbooks
for “distance courses” of study at upper secondary school level but
only through the prison’s study guidance counsellor printing it out
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for them. The study guidance counsellor can also download study
materials from the Internet for prisoners.

2.3.5 Financial aspects

The education arranged in prisons under the auspices of external
schools or vocational institutes is financed by allocations from the
educational authorities with supplementary funding from the
prison budgets. In 2001, the educational authorities covered approx-
imately 75% of the costs of comprehensive and upper secondary
education, and The Prison Service for approximately 25%.

Financing from sources external to The Prison accounted, in
2001, for 54% of the vocational training courses offered in prisons.
Courses may be funded partly or totally by the educational author-
ities. The educational authorities defrayed 43% of the total costs
of prison education in 2001. 

2.4 The results of prison education

2.4.1 Quantitative results

Approximately 10% of the prisoners participate daily in educa-
tional activities. In addition, many prisoners participate in various
rehabilitation programmes or recreational activities with a social
skills promoting content. Preparatory employment courses give
basic skills for employment. Thus, far more prisoners are involved
in learning than the number involved in prison education in the
narrow sense of the term. 

The results of study activities have been quantified as to the
number of educational grades and certificates issued, the number
of educational courses completed, and the number of certificates
issued for vocational training courses. There are no dropout sta-
tistics available.

In 2003, prisoners completed over 1,000 courses in various basic
educational subjects, and 850 upper secondary school courses. The
most popular subjects included foreign languages, Swedish, math-
ematics and Finnish. Approximately 700 vocational courses were
also completed.
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Quite often, prisoners are unable to complete a course during
their prison term, not least because the sentence is often too short
to allow for completion. Transfer to a different prison or chang-
ing from one course of studies to another are counted as dropping
out. The evaluation performed by the National Board of Educa-
tion at two prisons in 2003 indicates that student performance other-
wise corresponds fairly well to that in society in general.

2.4.2 Qualitative results

A study counsellor at one prison has described the objective of her
work as being to encourage prisoners to leave their cells and
become interested in what the classroom has to offer. Initial posi-
tive classroom experience and communication with a prison
teacher can also promote an interest in independent study. Studies
contribute to making everyday life fuller for prisoners, and give
them new things to think about. The ambition underpinning stud-
ies is for each student to explore his or her potential and to see the
mental link between life in civil society, his or her individual future,
and his or her goals regarding the time spent in prison. Later it
should be possible to work on self-esteem, personal resources,
growth, self-confidence, and interaction skills (Toivonen, 2002. In
Finnish. English equivalent title: Studying in prison – maximising
misery or providing a key to better future?).

Prisoner’s opinions of prison education
In an evaluation made by the National Board of Education, pris-
oners stated that studies were very important in helping them
adapt to society and to working life. Education also gave their time
in prison greater meaning. They stated that the studies corre-
sponded to their expectations and that the teachers were compe-
tent. Many teachers were able to individualise in a way that was
supportive for the students.

Preliminary results from an ongoing study being carried out
by the Finnish Criminal Sanctions Agency indicate that prisoners
who study while serving their sentences cope better after release.
Studies resulting in certificates also pave the way for entry into
new areas of the labour market. Prisoners who study also have
better potential for coping well after release because, in terms of
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background, they tend to have better employment history, better
finances, better family relations and better living conditions than
other categories of prisoners. Prisoners who study are, as a group,
both in better physical and mental shape and have fewer housing
problems than other categories of prisoners. Studying while serv-
ing a prison term contributes to maintaining both mental and
physical health. Studies also appear to be more motivating than
other activities, with less absenteeism and more positive attitudes.

Learning difficulties
More research is needed regarding learning problems prisoners
encounter. As part of the assessment of prisoners convicted to sen-
tences of over two years, carried out at the assessment and alloca-
tion units learning problems have begun to be taken into account.
The results, based on assessment of some 160 prisoners, indicate
that approximately one fourth of prisoners with sentences of long
duration have learning difficulties (Hypén 2002/2. In Finnish: Risk
and needs assessment in assessment and allocation institutions). Other
reports indicate even higher proportions. According to Kivi and
Malmberg, at least one third of the prisoners had serious reading
and writing difficulties, and with the exception of a very few well
education prisoners, virtually every individual who had ended up
in prison had some kind of learning skills problem, with dyslexia
being most widespread (Kivi & Malmberg, 2002. In Finnish. Eng-
lish equivalent title: Out and participate. Rehabilitation experimenta-
tion in Riihimäki Prison).

Some studies indicate that the pace of school work is quite fast
in prisons, causing special problems for the prisoners who found
their previous schooling outside prison difficult. Individually-adapt-
ed solutions, such as individual time plans, were often conspicu-
ously lacking. The best learning performance was demonstrated
by prisoners with the ability, the will power and the opportunity to
learn (Kyngäs, 2000. In Finnish. English equivalent title: Imprison-
ment in the course of a man’s life. A study on the childhood, prison time,
and life after imprisonment of men sentenced to prison as young offenders).
Ulvinen’s study indicates that the pace of prison school work give
the impression of “forced labour”. Because the educational back-
grounds of prisoners are so heterogeneous, the curriculum-based
prison education situation only contributes to increasing inequali-
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ty, and to frustration in relation to the objectives of prison educa-
tion (Ulvinen, 1996. PhD thesis in Finnish with an English abstract:
Educational Regions of Prison Life in a Setting Provided with Objectives
of Correctional Treatment – Pictures at an Inhibition?).

The evaluation report from the National Board of Education
also points out that the differences amongst prisoners involved in
studies, in terms of their different points of departure, are not tak-
en into account, and the reasons for study difficulties are not
analysed adequately. There are insufficient financial resources to
provide support measures, such as remedial teaching. One research
project indicates that prison teachers felt that passivity and apathy
are the greatest obstacles to be overcome when attempting to kick
start the re-socialisation process (Siika-aho, 1994. In Finnish. Eng-
lish equivalent title: The re-socialising function of prison schools. The
study is based on prison hierarchy).

The study environment
The study environment contributes to the problems. In one
research report, more than half of the students surveyed described
the atmosphere at the prisons as tense and jittery (Autio & Hau-
tamäki, 1991. In Finnish. English equivalent title: Being a student in
prison. Study experiences of prisoners attending basic or upper secondary
education). They described the prison school situation as under-
stimulating, with no long-term planning. They found it difficult to
concentrate, found the teaching situation dull and routine, and felt
there were hardly enough textbooks, all of which made studying
difficult. Some of the students, however, felt it was easier to study
in prison, owing to the absence of the external temptations in the
community.

One former prison student who completed a PhD thesis during
his prison term found that even as late as during the 1990s prison
staff attitudes were still subtly marked by a negative attitude
towards education (Ulvinen, 1996). He also noted that prisoners
were informed about educational options in a relatively passive
manner, and then left entirely to their own devices when it came
to applying for education and finding out more about education-
al options. The daily allowance paid to prisoners in educational
activities was also sometimes lower than for prisoners in work
activities.
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Need for education
One research report indicated that 71% of prisoners polled want-
ed to study while in prison (Kunnari & Peltonen 1993. In Finnish.
English equivalent title: The prisoner’s educational background and
willingness to receive education in Oulu Provincial Prison, Pelso Central
Prison, and Kestilä Open Prison). More than half of those who want-
ed to study were interested in vocational education, and educa-
tion they considered useful in terms of preparing them for a trade,
or as further vocational training if they already had some occupa-
tional skill. Some prisoners (10–20%) were interested in studying
foreign languages, ict, basic school subjects and upper secondary
school courses. The prisoners felt that anyone who wanted an
opportunity to study should have it, and they were critical of the
educational options in the prisons. They also felt that the condi-
tions applying for day release privileges for schooling should be
less stringent. Assessments made at the the Prison Service assess-
ment and allocation units indicated that approximately 40% of the
prisoners serving a sentence of more than two years had educa-
tional needs (Hypén, 2002/2). 

2.4.3 The Åland islands

The Finnish Prison legislation is also applicable to prisoners from
the Åland islands, where there is no prison. Prisoners from the
Åland islands are received at prisons in mainland Finland.

norway

2.1 History

The first Norwegian house of correction was established in Trond-
heim around 1630 (Lie, Magnus, 1934. In Norwegian. English equiv-
alent title: Three centuries of the Waisenhus Foundation in Trondheim,
1635–1935). From the very outset, education has been an impor-
tant aspect of the prison system. Educational methods have always
been one of the instruments used to socialise prisoners, as well as
to give them new knowledge. The prison authorities have always
had responsibility for prison education.
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In the eighteenth century houses of correction, the socialisa-
tion approach was the main strategy. In accordance with the pre-
vailing international theories of penal sanctions, in the four hous-
es of correction built in Norway between 1735 and 1789, the penal
and correctional functions completely overlapped. Many under-
privileged children were sent to houses of correction in prepara-
tion for church confirmation.

Penitentiaries – houses for isolation and prayer
By the mid-nineteenth century, the idea that a prison term would
lead to correction of those who had violated the law had become
firmly rooted. In 1841, a government commission report on pris-
ons was published, and was extremely critical of the prison sys-
tem, finding the enforcement of sanctions not sufficiently intimi-
dating. Prisoners lived under such free conditions that there was
no way prisoners would come out of the system having under-
gone any improvement, and improvement was one of the objec-
tives of a prison terms. The principles underpinning the new
Criminal Act from 1842 were those of the American “Philadelphia
model”, the cornerstone of which is solitary confinement. Other
bearing elements of the system were acclimatisation to work and
an orderly lifestyle, as well as religious and ethical education and
upbringing. The key word was “discipline”.

The prison built on the basis of this model and opened in 1851
was the first prison in Norway to operate on the basis of clearly
established objectives, and with a true focus to its educational
aspects. This was the first attempt to use an educational method as
a instrument of prisoner correction. According to the regulations,
prisoners were to have daily teaching in reading, religion, bible his-
tory and “when circumstances allow and when it is found poten-
tially useful, Writing and Arithmetic”. The curriculum developed
more or less in accordance with the national educational legisla-
tion. Prison education was to be in line with that of the regular
school system.

In the late nineteenth century new regulations were issued in
relation to education at prisons for men. The central objective was
that every prisoner who had not completed comprehensive (pri-
mary and lower secondary) school should do so. Prisoners were
systematically assessed to determine their educational background.
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Prisoners were tested when their prison terms began and when
they ended, in religious studies, reading and writing, and there are
statistics through 1918/19 regarding the number of prisoners who
were literate upon entering and leaving prison, as well as their
knowledge in religion. The 1903 Prison Act established that indi-
viduals under the age of 18 should always have education while in
prison.

From accountable to disturbed
The late nineteenth century saw a shift in the view on sanctions,
criminality and prisoners. From the position that a person who
violated the law was accountable for his or her actions, and there-
fore to be imprisoned as a punishment, according to the new view
a person who violated the law was disturbed, and thus more or
less destined to break the law. Deprivation of liberty was consid-
ered a way of treating the sick individual for the disease of crimi-
nality. The “treatment philosophy” underpinned various penal
strategies developed into the early twentieth century, including
the 1928 Act on Correctional Treatment of Young Offenders. This
legislation led to the setting up of “prison workshops schools”, in
order to give young offenders, between the ages of 18 and 23 who
had committed relatively minor crimes, correctional treatment (to
improve their behaviour) and vocational training. For various rea-
sons, no “prison workshops schools” were actually opened until
l951. Although they were intended to be an alternative to serving
one’s sentence in a closed prison setting, it gradually became clear
that the young men placed there experienced the schools as pris-
ons and as punishment. The legislation was revised in 1963, and
the schools renamed “youth custody centres”. These centres were
disbanded in 1975, in conjunction with a legislative reform.

New Prison Act – more education
A new Prison Act was passed in 1958. Vocational education
became an important issue both in the preparatory documents for
the legislation and in the Act itself.

Educational activities on the whole, however, received surpris-
ingly little attention and ambiguous treatment in the new Act in
comparison with the emphasis placed on them in the preparatory
documents. In the Act, the main emphasis was on work activities,
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which were to be pursued as daytime activities, whereas educa-
tional activities were to take place outside working hours.

In contrast, however, both the Norwegian Parliament and the
Ministry of Justice adopted decisions as a consequence of which
cooperation between the prison and educational authorities was to
be strengthened, and efforts to this end began to be undertaken in
the 1950s and 1960s. The Ministry of Educational, Cultural and
Church Affairs approved certain educational options for prisons
so that they could be counted for credit as vocational education. At
the larger prisons, instead of having teachers employed as part of
the prison staff, more and more teachers were hired externally and
worked on an hourly basis.

1969 – a milestone year
In 1969 the educational authorities took over responsibility for
prison education. The objective was to provide education for
young offenders of school age and for young offenders with inad-
equate educational backgrounds.

This objective was adopted after a long struggle regarding both
the content and administration of education. While the Ministry
of Justice argued forcefully for the responsibility for prison edu-
cation being put in the hands of the educational authorities, the
Ministry of Educational, Cultural and Church Affairs was not over-
ly eager to have yet another institutional sphere added to its brief.
The Ministry already felt quite overwhelmed by all its responsibil-
ities and was not being proactive about taking on new ones. It was,
however, responsive to criticism, and gradually came to see how
important prison education was for the return of prisoners to the
community upon release. The great need of education for young
offenders became evident to individuals working in the prison sys-
tem. They succeeded in making their voices heard and their
expertise clear, and their arguments eventually took root at the
Ministry.

Prisoners’ right to education
When the Ministry of Educational, Cultural and Church Affairs
took over responsibility for prison education, this was in line with
general developments in society. The 1960s was the decade that saw
the initiation of educational activities at many social and medical
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service institutions. The Ministry found itself taking on more and
more educational responsibilities. One new target group at psychi-
atric wards, drug abuse clinics and prisons was very young people,
who had previously often been school dropouts with no follow up.
These young people were often already long-term abusers with
very little work experience and weak educational backgrounds.
This latter factor became a forceful line of reasoning when the
prison service argued for prison education to be taken over by the
educational authorities. At the time, special arrangements and
classes were also the object of criticism, and integration became
the key word: individuals with all kinds of learning difficulties were
to be mainstreamed back into the regular school system. The argu-
ment put forward in relation to prisoners was that they had an
inalienable right to the same social services as other citizens, despite
the fact that they were in prison. (Langelid 1982, in Norwegian.
Equivalent English title: Punishment and Pedagogy – two socialisation
systems in conflict? The development of educational options at two Nor-
wegian prisons, and White Paper no. 23, 1991–92).

The import model
Criminologist Nils Christie launched the import model in a pres-
entation held in autumn 1969 entitled “Models for prison organi-
sation” (Christie 1970). Christie considered the import model as a
way of opening up the system, but place responsibility for all func-
tions not related to prison care outside the prisons. According to
Christie, the most dangerous aspect of the self-supply model is the
likelihood that various groups of professionals will lose contact
with the general expertise in their disciplines, as well as losing their
own identities by becoming too adapted to the security measures
applying in prisons. This philosophy paved the way for putting
medical, library and many other services offered in prisons in the
hands of external providers in the community, as is clear in a Nor-
wegian parliamentary report On Prison and Probation Services from
1997–98.

1988 – full control by the national authorities
The agreement convened in 1988 regarding national funding of
prison education, and implying that there would be 100% reim-
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bursement of all approved operational costs marked the end of a
long struggle between the municipal and county authorities on
the one hand and the national government on the other. Accord-
ing to this agreement, the state covers the cost of all approved
operational expenses for comprehensive, vocational and upper sec-
ondary education for prisoners, including the “follow-up classes”
for prisoners wanting to complete a course of study they began in
prison after release, and which have been established in various
parts of the country. The Ministry of Justice, with delegation to
the Prison and Probation Service, also has responsibility for school
premises.

The county authorities take over subject content 
and administrative responsibility
State subsidies were paid out retrospectively, after submission of
accounts, on the basis of a budget adopted by the Ministry in
advance. Today the system has been revised so that the county
authorities are given a budget framework for educational activi-
ties, and these budgetary restrictions must be observed. Since this
revision, county authorities have also taken over the subject con-
tent and administrative responsibility for comprehensive educa-
tion. 

In 1990, the Ministry of Educational, Cultural and Church
Affairs had been responsible for prison education for twenty years,
and requested a comprehensive review of prison education on the
basis of these twenty years of experience. A government com-
mission was appointed, and submitted an extensive report in 1992,
containing proposals for improvements, including: a) greater
emphasis on life mastery skills, b) that each county should draw up
a detailed plan for prison education, c) that a forum for exchange
of experience be set up so as to improve cooperation between the
relevant stakeholders/authorities, d) that follow-up work be
strengthened and e) that more teaching be offered in practical and
creative subjects. Today, may of these proposals have been imple-
mented both in terms of educational options and organisation
(Norwegian government commission report 1992:19).
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2.2 Legislation and regulatory documents

The governing principle of the Norwegian Prison and Probation
Service is that prisoners are to have access to the same services as
other citizens, provided by other authorities than the correction-
al service. The import model or administrative cooperation as it is
more commonly known today, is to result in normalisation to the
greatest possible extent, and to openness in an otherwise closed
system. This is also a way of ensuring that other authorities are
held accountable for and take responsibility in the re-integration of
prisoners into society.

2.2.1 The principles underpinning the work of the Prison 
and Probation Service 

Vision
The vision for contemporary criminal policy in Norway is known
as “active criminal policy – a safe, secure society” and is described
in report 27 (1997–98) from the Norwegian parliament, On the
Prison and Probation Service. The activities of the service are planned
as described below, on the basis of the vision:

The Prison and Probation Service is society’s instrument for
enforcement of sentences. Sentences are to be enforced so as to
ensure the safety of society and in a manner that provides the pris-
oner with the best possible basis for a crime-free return to society.
The work of the Prison and Probation Service is to be charac-
terised by the rule of law and by high professional standards.

The Ministry of Justice goes on to describe the main objectives
of The Prison and Probation Service as two-pronged:

• to implement the sanctions determined by the prosecuting
authority or the courts

• to set the best possible prerequisites for a prisoner to con-
tribute to breaking his or her own vicious circle of criminal
behaviour.
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Progressive sentence serving
The practical consequence of the parliamentary report is that a
prisoner’s sentence enforcement time is to be focused on activities
such as education and work, and is to provide opportunities to 
be in contact with the surrounding world. The Ministry recom-
mends, for prisoners who have the motivation to work on break-
ing their vicious circles of criminal behaviour, that a plan for “pro-
gressive sentence serving” be drawn up, by which prisoners can
systematically qualify for gradual transitions towards more open
facilities with more individual responsibility. The move to more
and more open establishment and the use of behaviour modifi-
cation programmes are important aspects of progressive sentence
serving.

Rights
One important principle in this context is that prisoners are to be
ensured of all their rights as citizens according to the law. This
applies, for instance, in relation to the health and social services
sector, the employment services and the educational system, and
makes access to work, education, recreational activities and phys-
ical education important elements in paving the way for a way of
life free from crime. In order to accomplish this, according to the
Ministry of Justice, it is therefore essential that it be possible for
other administrative bodies than the Prison and Probation Service
to be able to provide the services to prisoners, while they are serv-
ing their sentences, to which they are entitled by law.

Prison education is to be implemented in accordance with the
guidelines applying to the educational system in society at large.
Individuals on probation are to be encompassed in the regular
educational system in as far as is possible, in accordance with the
principle of normalisation, although with the necessary excep-
tions.

2.2.2 The 2002 Enforcement of Sentences Act

The civil rights of prisoners are stipulated in Article 2 of the Act,
and detailed in the preparatory documents, which stated that pris-
oners have the same rights to services and activities, and the s
ame obligations and responsibilities as the population at large. It is
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thus up to the Prison and Probation Service, whenever possible, to
ensure that cooperating authorities are able to provide prisoners,
as well as prisoners serving sentences of long duration, with the
services to which they are entitled.

Regional and local responsibility
Since 1 January 2001, the Prison and Probation Service has been
divided into a national administration plus regional and local
administrations. Since this restructuring, the Ministry has become
a more strictly political secretariat, and much of the work previ-
ously done by the Central Prison Administration has been dele-
gated to the regional and local levels. The Prison and Probation
Service has been divided into six regions, each of which is respon-
sible for both prisons and probation services. 

The new legislation gives greater clarity regarding the overall
division of responsibility. Each regional Director of Prison and
Probation Service is responsible for ensuring that a differentiated
range of activities is offered to prisoners in the region, based on 
the objectives and activities plans drawn up for the national and
regional Services. At local level, the activities most appropriate for
each prisoner are to be determined by the prison in cooperation
with the prisoner and the cooperating authorities.

Prisoners’ responsibility for their own rehabilitation
The new legislation puts equal emphasis on the responsibility of
the Service and of the individual prisoner for ensuring that a sanc-
tion is enforced so that it encourages a return to a crime-free life.
The law stipulates that all prisoners must be involved in activities
while serving their sentences. These may include:

... work, community service, education, programmes, etc. with a view
to discouraging a return to criminality (Article 3 of the Enforcement of
Sentences Act). 

It is the responsibility of the Prison and Probation Service to
ensure that prisoners are offered a range of daytime activities. The
term “activities” is new, and includes work, education, programmes,
and other activities. All these activities are considered equivalent,
and as satisfying the requirement by which prisoners are obliged to
participate in activities.

nordic prison education74

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 74



Different kinds of sanctions
The new Enforcement of Sentences Act stipulates the following
forms for implementation of all kinds of sentences involving dep-
rivation of liberty:

a) imprisonment with a high level of security (closed prison),
b) imprisonment with a lower level of security (open prison),
c) halfway house,
d) outside prison with special conditions pursuant to Article 16,

or
f ) on parole under the conditions stated in Article 43 second

indent. 

These forms determine what activities can be offered. In accor-
dance with the instructions for the legislation, in the majority of
cases enforcement of any prison sentence or sanction involving
deprivation of liberty begins in a closed prison. It is, however, at
the discretion of the regional Director to assess whether an indi-
vidual who has been convicted to a sentence of two years or less,
but not yet incarcerated, could be placed directly in an open prison.

Transfers
The overarching principle of the new Act is that, on certain con-
ditions, prisoners may be transferred from closed prisons to pris-
ons with lower levels of security. The Prison and Probation Ser-
vice may, for instance, consider transfer to a prison with a lower
level of security when there is one year remaining until a prisoner
is eligible for parole. In addition, prisoners may be transferred
from prisons with high or low security levels to halfway houses
after having served part of their sentence. In assessing the possi-
bilities for such transfers, planned and initiated activities, such as
education or work with a view to re-integration after release are to
be taken into account. The Prison and Probation Service is to con-
tact the educational and social service authorities, the employment
services, etc., to prepare a transfer being considered, and to ensure
continuity of planning for the individual.

The activity options in a prison will always reflect, on a small-
er scale, activities offered in society at large. On the basis of the
principle of normalisation and of the objective of giving prisoners
access to the same services as other citizens, it is important to be
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aware of what is possible, pursuant to relevant legislation, for pris-
oners to do in terms of participating in activities offered outside
the prison. The Act offers two possibilities in this respect: enforce-
ment of a sentence outside the prison on special conditions, and
use of day release privileges.

Serving one’s sentence outside the prison
“Enforcement of a sentence outside the prison on special condi-
tions” is of particular interest in relation to education and work.
The stipulations of the law are that when it is necessary and appro-
priate to ensure continued positive development and to counteract
recidivism, the Prison and Probation Service may transfer a pris-
oner for implementation of a sentence outside the prison on spe-
cial conditions after (s)he has served half the sentence. On pre-
requisite for implementation of a sentence outside the prison is
that the prisoner has a permanent domicile and is pursuing activ-
ities such as work, education, etc.

Day release privileges
Day release privileges make it possible for the Prison and Proba-
tion Service to give prisoners access to work, education, pro-
grammes, etc. outside the prison if there are no security consid-
erations which speak against the use of privileges. Criteria for eli-
gibility for day release privileges have been specified: the prisoner
must have been deprived of his or her liberty for at least 4 consec-
utive months and must have served one third of the sentence dura-
tion. As a rule, day release privileges are not to be granted for
longer than one year, with one exception: day release privileges
for education may be granted for up to two years if the education
in question is one aspect of the prisoner’s comprehensive educa-
tional plan. As a rule, day release privileges are granted to prison-
ers at prisons with lower levels of security, or at halfway houses. In
exceptional cases, however, it is possible for a prisoner in a high
security prison to be granted day release privileges. 

Prisoners serving prison terms may be granted a daily allowance
for participation in work, programmes, education, etc., all of which
activities are to be considered as on equal terms. The central
administration of the Prison and Probation Service carries out an
annual review of the size of this allowance (currently eur 5,5 per
day) and of the detailed terms regulating it.
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2.2.3 The Education Act

The Education Act that came into force in Norway in 1998 replaces
the following previous legislation: the Primary and Lower Sec-
ondary Education Act, the Act on Upper Secondary Education and
Vocational Training, and parts of the Adult Education Act. 

New rights even for prisoners
All citizens have a right and an obligation to complete compre-
hensive school, and anyone who has completed comprehensive
school has the right to three years of upper secondary, including
vocational, education. The most recent amendments to the Edu-
cation Act are of particular relevance for prison education under
the auspices of the Prison and Probation Service. Adults born
before 1 January1978 have a statutory right to upper secondary
education. The majority of prisoners are between 21 and 40 years
of age. The proportion of the prison population not having com-
pleted comprehensive education is far higher than in the general
population. The amendment gives more people the right to upper
secondary education. And another amendment which came into
force on 1 August 2002 states that adults have the right to go back
and supplement their comprehensive school, and to special edu-
cation. These amendments are of particular significance for Nor-
wegian prisoners.

In addition, the Education Act has a separate chapter on “Upper
secondary level education at workplaces”, which is relevant to
prison education. Many of the workshops in Norwegian prisons
have been granted the status of “educational workplaces”, which
means that prisoners can be accepted as apprentices and trainees
(Article 4). The prison workshop (or the prison) receives a grant of
a specific sum per prisoner/pupil who has been accepted as an
apprentice or trainee. If there is good cooperation between the
prison school and the prison workshop, prisoners will receive the-
oretical education in the classroom and practical training in the
workshop. This makes it possible for the prison schools and the
prisons to make a larger number of educational options available. 
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2.3 Description of the relationship of prison 
education to the state education system

2.3.1 Description of prison education

Objective of prison education 
The objective of education in the Norwegian Prison system, as
stated by the Ministry of Education and Research, is to give com-
prehensive and upper secondary education to prisoners in Nor-
wegian prisons. In addition, courses that do not result in formal
competence should also be offered. Individuals wishing to pursue
education beyond upper secondary level, such as university or
higher education, are outside the remit of this definition, and must
manage on their own or with the support of The Prison and Pro-
bation Service. Today, several prison schools and institutes of
higher education are assisting prisoners who wish to pursue edu-
cation at that level (Draft bill no. 1 2001–2002 from the Ministry of
Educational, Cultural and Church Affairs).

Organisation
The Ministry of Education and Research has delegated national
responsibility for education to the Hordaland Office of the Coun-
ty Governor. These responsibilities include: on the basis of specific
criteria, to disburse the annual budget as adopted by the Norwe-
gian parliament to the county authorities. In its capacity as super-
visory authority, the Office is to audit the annual accounts of the
county authorities and submit an annual report of activities. The
Office is also to stimulate pedagogical and developmental work in
the area of prison education.

With the exception of prison education in Oslo municipality,
where responsibility for prison education rests with an adult edu-
cation centre, prison education is organised as follows: an upper
secondary school takes the overall responsibility for the education
offered in each prison, and the prison school operates as a branch
of that main school. Formally, the teachers are in the employment
of the main school, which also issues testimonials and certificates
for the prison school students. The same administrative system
applies to the teaching given in follow-up classes outside the prison.
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The place of prison education in the Prison and Probation Service 
Draft bills, parliamentary reports, and allocation assignments in
recent years have all stressed the importance of cooperation
amongst the relevant authorities – administrative cooperation.
One of the overarching goals of this cooperation is to make the
release process as positive as possible for the prisoner This is only
possible if other authorities beyond the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice also shoulder their responsibility for reliably providing the
services to which they are legally committed. These include the
educational authorities, the prison chaplains, the municipal health
and medical services, the county dental services and specialist serv-
ices, the local social services, the library services and the employ-
ment services.

Areas of cooperation
The Prison and Probation Service contains many different per-
sonnel categories. This makes it important to find areas of coop-
eration so that existing resources are well utilised for prisoners.
The following areas for cooperation can include stakeholders from
the prison education side:

a) At national level – the prison and probation education coordi-
nation committee

The prison and probation education coordination committee
was established in 1975, and has representatives from the Ministry
of Justice, the Ministry of Education and Research and the Office
of the County Governor of Hordaland. At their meetings, strategic
issues are discussed, and information about each other’s activities
exchanged (including information relating to the Education Act
and the Sentence enforcement Act). Since 2001, the Ministry of
Education and Research has delegated the appointment of its rep-
resentative on the coordination committee, first to the National
Board of Education and later to the Directorate for Primary and
Secondary Education.

b) at county level
In order to strengthen cooperation in the regions, the Office of the
County Governor of Hordaland has asked the other county gover-
nors to take the initiative to establishing a specialist forum in each
region, with management level representatives from the board of
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education, The Prison and Probation Service, the county employ-
ment service, the police, and others. The objective is to bring these
people together to discuss and develop prison educational activi-
ties, to reinforce follow-up work, and to find good routines for
cooperation.

The Office of the County Governor of Hordaland has also
requested the county administration with administrative respon-
sibility for education in prison to draw up regional plans for prison
education. The working party should include representatives of
the regional educational authorities, the Office of the County Gov-
ernor, the schools, the Prison and Probation Service and other rel-
evant stakeholders. Their remit is, on the basis of the current sit-
uation, to: 1) evaluate previous practices, 2) set out recommen-
dations for the content and organisation of education, taking into
account: the prison population (duration of sentence, convicted
prisoners/ individuals being held in remand, etc.), prisoner’s edu-
cational needs, the labour market situation, the need of follow up
after release and 3) set out proposals for cooperation routines for
the parties involved.

To date, some counties have drawn up solid plans and set up pro-
fessional networks that function well, while work in other coun-
ties has been less satisfactory. Where things have gone smoothly,
efforts are now being made to find new solutions instead of con-
centrating on the impediments to progress.

2.3.2 Education for individuals in remand

Norway does not have separate remand centres. Individuals in
remand are incarcerated in the same facilities as convicted prison-
ers serving their sentences. Approximately one third of the indi-
viduals registered at these facilities each year are individuals in
remand, and they occupy about one fourth of all the prison places
available, and account for a large number of those involved in edu-
cational activities (Annual statistics from the Prison and Probation
Service, 2003). In 2003, over 25% of the incarcerated individuals
were individuals in remand, and this group represented approxi-
mately 20% of the individuals involved in educational activities.

No separate statistics are kept regarding which educational
activities occupy individuals in remand. Individuals in remand may,
under special conditions involving a ban on correspondence and
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visitation, if need be, receive individual tuition. Individuals in
remand who are not subject to restrictions can attend prison edu-
cational activities together with prisoners serving their sentences.

2.3.3 Education for prisoners and individuals in remand

Since 1996, prison schools have submitted annual reports on a
standard form to the Hordaland Office of the County Governor.
On the basis of the information given in these forms, the County
Governor draws up an annual report on education in Norwegian
prisons. The form has five main headings: On the prison and the
prison population, on the prison school, on prisoners/prisoners
who have been released, on the students and prison education
summary for the year.

Beginning in 2001, the form also contains qualitative questions
on various aspects of cooperation with the prison, the standard of
the school facilities, use of ict, and other comments on educa-
tional activities.

Scope
In 2003, there were prison schools in 34 of the 42 prisons in Norway.
There were also ten follow-up classes for prisoners after release, so
that they can continue education they begin in prison. The total
prison capacity in these 34 prisons was 2,357 places. There were 
1,611 prisoners serving sentences and 537 individuals in remand.
There were 943 full-time school places: 780 in prison schools and
163 in follow-up classes. The total number of teachers, working
full and part-time, was 300, corresponding to approximately 190
full-time teaching positions. Just over one third were filled by
women (37.3%).

Since 1997 there has been a steady decline in the number of
school places for comprehensive schooling. In 2003, only 11% of
the places were for comprehensive schooling, as compared with
16% in 2000. There are two possible explanations for this decline:
either more prisoners have completed comprehensive school than
used to be the case, or prison schools have become more flexible
about adapting the educational options to the prisoners’ needs, and
that this happened at a time when most prison sentences are 
of short duration. Many prison schools, however, reported that
although they had students doing upper secondary level courses,
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they actually spent a lot of time reviewing and brushing up basic
knowledge from comprehensive school. Because many adults find
going to comprehensive school de-motivating, it can be assumed
that although many prisoners are registered as doing upper sec-
ondary level courses, a great deal of the teaching being done is basic.

Educational options
More than half of the study places offered as upper secondary lev-
el courses are in upper secondary level subjects. The group doing
“other courses” is of about the same size as in previous years.

The distribution of study places into educational options for
2003 was:

• Comprehensive school – 9%
• Upper secondary school – 54%
• Other courses – 37% (other courses are defined as short

courses, often not credit-giving).
• Upper secondary level courses

The two main study orientations at upper secondary level in prison
education are general, business and administrative studies and engi-
neering and mechanical trades. These account for almost three
quarters of the study places. In addition, there are courses in wood-
working trades, hotel and food processing trades, building and con-
struction trades, agriculture, fishing and forestry, arts, crafts and
design, technical building trades, and music, dance and drama. 

Other courses
Under this heading, more, shorter courses are now being offered,
with greater variation. These include arts and crafts, Norwegian as
a second language, practice in residential skills, painting, welding,
music, and computer studies. Courses in creative and practical sub-
jects can be helpful in developing prisoner’s self-confidence and
motivation, and providing them with a sense of meaning. The fact
that many prison schools are offering more and more short cours-
es appears to be better in line with the needs of the prisoners who
want to study. Short courses can also be good kick-offs, encour-
aging prisoners to take an interest in some subject that will, in
turn, help them find it easier to go on to more coherent study pro-
grammes.

nordic prison education82

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 82



ICT
ict has become and will remain for the foreseeable future, a sub-
ject requiring a great deal of attention on the part of both the edu-
cational and the prison and probation authorities. The Norwegian
government gives high priority to education in and use of new
technology in the classroom, see ict skills programme 2004–2008
(from the Ministry of Education and Research, in Norwegian
only). The four main aims of this programme are:

• In 2008, Norwegian educational institutions will have access
to ict infrastructure and service of high quality.

• In 2008 ict skills will be central to education at all levels.
Every student, in schools and at universities and colleges and
elsewhere, will know how to use ict in safe, confident and
creative ways to develop the knowledge and skills they need
in order to be fully-fledged members of society.

• In 2008, the Norwegian educational system will be one of
the cutting-edge systems in the world in terms of the develop-
ment and educational uses of ict in teaching and learning.

• In 2008, ict will be an integral tool for innovation and quality
improvements in Norwegian education, based on organisa-
tional structures and working forms which promote learning
and creativity.

All prison schools have reported that the have integrated use of
ict into subject teaching or as a teaching tool. Some have intro-
duced an ict “driving licence” course (ecdl), a modular course
with tests after each stage, with international certification. How-
ever, most prison schools also say that they do not have access to
use of the Internet in the teaching situation, and that they experi-
ence this as a problem in that they are lagging behind the regular
school system.

Today, ict skills are essential for students. More and more
teaching materials are going to be Internet based, and completing
diplomas is increasingly going to require access to the Internet.
Because most prison education still takes place without access to
the Internet, it is not in compliance with the legislation and regu-
lations, and is not keeping step with education in the state school
system as a whole. Curricula are national and compulsory. ict will,
in the future, be an integral part of all teaching, and those who do
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not have full mastery of it will be severely handicapped on the
labour market and in civil society. It is therefore important to find
solutions that satisfy the needs of both the educational authorities
and the Prison and Probation Service. In 2003, the Ministry of Jus-
tice, through the Central Prison and Probation Administration,
authorised use of the Internet and e-mail in prison education
under strictly regulated conditions.

Comprehensive level (primary and lower secondary) 
education for adults
The curricula for this type of education are now module based, in
order to satisfy the differing needs of adults for education. Some
people wish to study specific subjects, others to study alongside full-
time employment. There are also individuals who find entering a
complete comprehensive school programme overly intimidating.
The initiative to this change came from the prison schools, as did
the idea of making adult upper secondary education curricula
module based. 

Cooperation between vocational education and prison workshops
One recurrent problem for the Norwegian Prison and Probation
Service has been how to organise smooth cooperation between
prison schools and workshops. The position of the Ministry of Jus-
tice is that such cooperation is desirable so that various activities
can be combined in a more goal-oriented and flexible fashion.
Many prison workshops are authorised educational institutions.
This should facilitate cooperation and make it possible for prison-
ers to receive practical training in the prison workshop and theo-
retical education in the prison school. According to the Ministry of
Justice, the main aim of prison workshops is to contribute to voca-
tional training, education and skills enhancement for the prisoners.

Closer cooperation between the prison workshop, the prison
school, the vocational training authorities and the labour market
authorities will make it possible to offer a considerably larger range
of educational options. In the 2003 annual report on prison edu-
cation from the office of the County Governor of Hordaland,
more than half of the prison schools stated that they had good
cooperation with their prison workshops. Thus there is a strong
foundation on which to build further cooperation.
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Routines should be implemented to enable the non-formal
learning of each prisoner to be assessed. This would enable pris-
oners to participate in the opportunities offered by the recent
“non-formal learning reform”. The Norwegian concept of “real-
kompetanse” refers to all formal, non-formal and informal learning
acquired by adults. In practice, this means the sum of all overall
skills individuals have acquired through the education system, paid
and unpaid work, organisational activities and family life/life in
society.. The adult education authorities have granted the formal
authorisation to carry out non-formal learning assessments to
upper secondary schools. After an assessment has been carried out,
the individual can then begin his or her adult education, which can
lead to an educational qualifications, vocational qualifications or
lower level qualifications (apprentice or craft certificate, or possi-
bly more realistically a certificate of competence as an unskilled or
manual labourer). Efforts are also under way to make everyday life
in prison more flexible, with a broader combination of work, edu-
cational and programme activities.

Cooperation between prison education and other programmes
In recent years, the Prison and Probation Service has increased the
number of programme activities greatly. This also requires a new
approach on the part of the educational authorities. Many schools
have reported that it has become more difficult to recruit students
because there is so much competition for the prisoners’ time. In
the 2003 report from the Office of the Hordaland County Gover-
nor, it is clear that prison schools have been slow to shift orienta-
tion or rethink in relation to other programme activities in the
prisons.

Constructive cooperation between the Prison and Probation
Service and the prison school should make it possible to find sat-
isfactory solutions for the best of the prisoners/students. For exam-
ple, it might be possible to divide the day up between schooling,
programme activities and work.

Cooperation between prison education and other actors
Briefly, cooperation differs greatly in different areas, being smoothest
with the prison workshop. The employment service is also high-
lighted as a positive player in cooperation, while cooperation
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between the prison school and the programme activities appears
to be worst. There is a need for better cooperation in relation to
prisoners’ sentence plans. Although there have been improvements
in this cooperation, some prisoners still have no comprehensive
plan drawn up by the Prison and Probation Service. The prisoner
is the loser in these cases, having to decide about various options
being offered from different providers without an overview. A great
deal remains to be done in this respect, and responsibility for coor-
dination rests with the Prison and Probation Service.

According to the Ministry of Justice, a sentence plan is to be
based on:

.. . the criminal record of the individual prisoner, and is to be individu-
alised and goal-oriented. The plan is to use a solution-based approach
and deal with issues relating to work and education for the prisoner, par-
ticipation in programmes, recreational activities, etc. 

Clearly, if sentence plans are to be focused and structured, the
prison school must be involved in drawing them up, as well as the
other actors. The prison Governor has the ultimate responsibility
for administrative cooperation at each prison. 

University and higher education
Many prison schools are beginning to offer structure and coun-
selling for prisoners who wish to take up university or other high-
er education. The social service officer at each prison can help
arrange student grants for textbooks, and sometimes even sup-
plementary tuition. Most prisoners who begin university studies
are in closed prisons, and are often prisoners serving long sen-
tences. In many prisons, a number of independent study places
are allocated to higher education. Prisoner’s access to university
and other higher education in Norway is poorly organised and
structured today.

Women prisoners
In 2003, more than one third of the women prisoners were engaged
in educational activities, which is a higher figure than in the past.
A larger proportion of women prisoners than of men prisoners
are involved in education. However, women prisoners have fewer
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other activity options than their male counterparts. For example,
there are very few opportunities for women prisoners to partici-
pate in vocational training.

Foreign prisoners
Increasing numbers of foreign prisoners are getting prison educa-
tion. In 2003, nearly one sixth of the students were foreigners.
Approximately 50 percent of these foreign students were at the
four largest prisons. 

The rules for financing are ambiguous for this group. In spite of
clear recommendations from the Council of Europe stating that
special attention is to be paid to foreign citizens with language
difficulties, the Norwegian regulations have shortcomings in this
respect. Adult immigrants in Norway have a right lessons in the
Norwegian language and civics up to a certain level. It remains
uncertain, however, whether foreign prisoners are covered by this
stipulation.

Ages
Students in prison schools are adults. Nearly three quarters of the
prison students are between 23 and 49. Nearly half are between 31
and 50. The age group 41–60 comprises 11% of the total number
of students. The student group between 15 and 22 years of age,
comprises around 15% in 2003. The age distribution in the follow-
up classes is roughly the same as above.

2.3.4 The transition from prison education to 
education/work in the community

Prisoners have problems of many kinds to deal with, and being in
prison only adds to them The time around release is the most
difficult. Problems include: finances, housing, school/work, leisure
time, drink/drug abuse, health, and finding a secure, safe social
context. A great deal remains to be done in terms of the transition
phase. In a report from 1981, now a classic work on Norwegian
prison education, Skaalvik and Stenby wrote: 
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Very little was done to prepare for release. Prisoners were left to their
own devices from the moment they were released. Prison education was
not part of any long-term plan. Neither the employment service, the
Probation Service or the school board were involved in any systematic
efforts to structure life for the prisoners after release (Einar M. Skaalvik
and Hans K. Stenby. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: School Behind
Bars, 1981).

Many other evaluation and research reports reached the same con-
clusions, and it gradually became clear that something had to be
done to facilitate things for prisoners upon release. In the 1970s,
and even more so in the 1980s, follow-up classes were established
in different parts of Norway, much thanks to the research done by
Skaalvik and Stenby. Most of these programmes are based on col-
laboration between the educational authorities and the probation
service. Today there are follow-up classes in ten places in Norway.
Of the total of 943 student places in prison education, 163 are in
follow-up classes. The subjects offered in the follow-up classes tend
to be relatively restricted, with virtually only comprehensive and
upper secondary courses given. Towards the end of their sen-
tences, some prisoners also have day release privileges from low
security establishments to schools in the community, adult educa-
tion centres, universities, etc. 

The good life – more than just education
Fridhov interviewed a sample of individuals on probation regard-
ing the most decisive factors for managing to live a law abiding life
in the future. The most important factors given were: fixed domi-
cile, secure job, meaningful leisure time activities and clean, sober
friends. The next most important group of factors mentioned
were abuse programmes and education, while marriage and faith
in God were much farther down the list (Fridhov, 1993. In Nor-
wegian. English equivalent title: The Prisoner in the Prison and Pro-
bation Service 1992).

A Swedish researcher has pointed out the importance of devel-
oping long-lasting, personal contacts and relationships, and of the
timing of programmes, as well as that a prison sentence only has
a preventive effect for individuals who have contacts outside the
world of crime (Chylicki, 1992. In Swedish. English equivalent
title: Cutting Out Crime. Ways out of a Career in Crime).
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A Danish PhD thesis points out that those who commit crimes
in Denmark today are, to a greater extent than in the past, mar-
ginalised individuals who have been excluded from ordinary soci-
ety. The unemployed run a great risk of developing criminal
behaviour – he found that individuals who have no contact with
the labour market commit three times as many crimes as the gen-
eral population (Kyvsgaard, 1998. In Danish. English equivalent
title: A Criminal Career).

Both research and practical work indicate clearly that educa-
tion cannot be considered in isolation. There can only be success-
ful rehabilitation if all the other factors: housing, finances, social
network, leisure time activities, drug and drink have been handled
successfully. In other word, collaboration amongst the relevant
authorities is needed. It is also clear in a report from the Norwe-
gian parliament that this is an area where a great deal needs to be
done (Parliamentary report no. 23 (1991–92)). The report indicates
that criminality costs Norwegian society at least eur 4.6 billion
annually, and highlights the importance of reducing recidivism.

Reinforcement of prison education and follow-up after release
Over the courses of the 1990s, the Norwegian parliament and gov-
ernment have reinforced follow-up work in various ways. It has
also become clear that prisoners must take as much personal
responsibility as possible for living a crime-free life and for their
own reintegration in society. The Prison and Probation Service
must also cooperate closely with other authorities such as the
school board, the social and health and medical services and the
employment service if integration is to be successful (White paper
no. 1, Ministry of Justice, 1994–95). A report from 1997 points out
a number of areas where there are shortcomings in terms of col-
laboration, distribution of responsibilities, networking, financing,
etc. (In Norwegian. English equivalent title Back to Society? Report
from the National Education Office in Hordaland 1997).

One important aspect of this work is to find good strategies for
change that will help break down the barriers between profes-
sional services. Poor inter-agency cooperation leads to resource
waste, with major negative consequences for individuals needing
help. Another problem is the way in which each service sees the
individual requiring help as a “client” rather than as a person. Thus
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the individual goes from service to service and as to start over
again from square one each time in his or her efforts to make ends
meet. Prisoners and former prisoners have stated the need for a
different kind of follow-up. They would like to have one single liai-
son officer who would help them deal with the different agencies
(Gåsemyr, 1999. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: Education
for Prisoners). In a pilot project at the follow-up class in Steinkjer a
new approach is being tried, by which the student calls the repre-
sentatives of the relevant authorities for his or her case to a meet-
ing. The student then chairs the meeting, and writes a report after
it. This puts the focus on the student, encourages self-confidence,
and gives the authorities the opportunity to try a new form for
cooperation (Halvorsen, 2001. In Norwegian. English equivalent
title: The Student and the Good Assistant. Ingebrigtsen and Susegg,
2001. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: Making Mastery an
Experience and Society an Option).

2.3.5 Financial aspects

Most of the costs of prison education are covered by the educa-
tional authorities. However, the Prison and Probation Service pays
the daily allowance to prisoners involved in educational activities
as well as the costs for prisoners with day release privileges for
schooling. 

In 2003, the total budget allocated by the Norwegian parlia-
ment for prison education was eur 12,200,000. This sum covers
everything having to do with prison education and follow-up classes.
Most of the funding (85–90%), goes to teachers’ salaries and
administration. The rest goes to equipment, textbooks, skills
enhancement, etc. 

2.4 The results of prison education

2.4.1 Quantitative results

Number of students
In 2003 the number of new prisoners registered in Norwegian
prisons was 11,090. The average number of students per day in
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prison education was 943, with a total of more than 4,100 indi-
viduals (prisoners and released former prisoners) involved in edu-
cational activities of short or long duration. It is positive that so
many individuals are able to take part in educational activities, and
thus gain motivation to go on with their education. There are
major differences between the prisons in terms of the stability of
the student group. In large, closed prisons where many of the pris-
oners are serving long sentences, the same students may attend
school for the whole year, while in small prisons where many of
the prisoners are serving short sentences, there is considerable
turnover.

Dropouts
The large number of people who participate in educational activ-
ities in relation to the number of study places reflects some insta-
bility in the school situation in may prisons. In 2003 there were a
total of 1,527 dropouts from educational activities, a fairly stable
figure in comparison with the previous year. Half of these were
individuals who dropped out at release. Transfers to other prisons
or disciplinary sanctions accounted for 16% of the dropouts. The
dropout rate owing to demotivation (particularly in prison schools)
was approximately 7%. Drink and drug abuse (accounts for a
dropout rate of 3% in the follow-up classes) is a problem that often
leads to dropping out of follow-up classes.

Number of certificates/diplomas issued
Six hundred students received one or more certificates or diplo-
mas. More than half of these were issued for upper secondary
studies, mainly pursued in the prison schools. Some 1,200 students
completed short, non-credit courses.

Continued education after release from prison
Norwegian statistics are not very good in this area. The total stu-
dent capacity in follow-up classes is 163 places. There are also stu-
dents who leave prison and enter the state school system (upper
secondary school, an adult education centre, a university or insti-
tute of higher education) rather than a follow-up class. There is
evidence that many former prisoners work hard to establish good
contact with the state school system, but there are no statistics as
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to how many actually participate in state schooling. The prevailing
principle should be that any educational activity begun in prison
should be part of a comprehensive plan, and that the prisoner
should have something to go to (work or school) upon release.

2.4.2 Qualitative results

Prison routines and rules are obstacles to attending school
Skaalvik and Stenby’s study, School Behind Bars (see p. 88 above) 
is based on conditions from the Trondheim regional prison, and
contains many interesting conclusions. Not surprisingly, they found
that the introduction of schools into the prison system took place
on the terms of the established prison institution. They contin-
ued:

Routines and rules in the prison contribute to preventing prisoners from
attending school, and exacerbate their difficulties in completing their
courses. We have found repeated examples of conflicts of interest
between the prison and the prison school, which are always resolved to
the detriment of the school. 

Students are satisfied with prison schools
Another, more positive conclusion was the finding in relation to
attitudes towards and satisfaction with prison schooling. Students
were pleased with the prison school and their attitudes were
extremely positive. According to the authors, this came as some-
thing of a surprise to them, but they saw three possible, interre-
lated explanations:

a) Prison school is a contrast to other prison activities.
b) Prison students are more mature than they were when they

attended regular school.
c) Prison schools have succeeded in adapting the teaching and

demands to the students, and in providing the students with
security and contact.

The results indicate that even prisoners who had quite negative
attitudes towards prison in general sometimes had positive atti-
tudes towards prison school.
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Committee for the assessment of school activities
In 1990, the then Ministry for Education and Research appointed
a commission to assess school activities in prisons. Their main aim
was to survey prisoners’ social and educational backgrounds. Their
most surprising finding was that the general prison population was
now older than in the past, over 25 rather than under 25, and there
were more unemployed individuals who had not had unemploy-
ment benefit. Only 30% of the prisoners actually had work expe-
rience. They also found that there was still a large group with read-
ing and writing difficulties (23%) and that 50% of the prisoners
studied said that they needed remedial education in mathematics.
All in all, prisoners lagged behind in their educations, in spite of
the fact that a slightly larger number than before had completed
comprehensive school. The main type of education being request-
ed by prisoners was practical courses. Many said they would be
interested in courses in computer studies and foreign languages.
All the prisoners interviewed were agreed that educational oppor-
tunities while in prison were extremely important.

Continuing education projects for teachers and prison officers
Between 1988 and 1992, the Ministry of Educational, Cultural and
Church Affairs ran an extensive continuing educational project, in
collaboration with the Ministry of Justice, for teachers and prison
officers. The aims were to:

• improve cooperation between teachers and prison officers,
• increase the professional competence of teachers and prison

officers,
• better utilise the school capacity,
• be able to offer prisoners a broader range of course options.

The evaluation indicates that the project was considered positive.
The terms and conditions for further training of teachers and
prison officers improved in several prisons. New equipment was
acquired and facilities were expanded and refurbished. However,
the project probably did not have many positive effects in terms of
new alternatives in the range of course options for prisoners. The
range was extended with “traditional prison occupations” such as
welding, woodworking and mechanical trades. The project also
revealed major shortcomings in the prison system, including the

2 · descriptions of prison education in the nordic countries 93

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 93



need to do more to improve the options available to prisoners.
According to Rognaldsen, the evaluating author, better manage-
ment is needed at all levels of the prison system, and central man-
agement must ensure that long-term, holistic plans for prison activ-
ities are drawn up (Rognaldsen, 1993. In Norwegian. English equiv-
alent title: From prison education to upper secondary school/working life).

Survey of prisoner’s living conditions
Skardhammar has carried out a comprehensive survey of the liv-
ing conditions of Norwegian prisoners, based on a corresponding
survey in the general population and, in line with that survey, cov-
ering upbringing, education, professional experiences, finances,
health, etc. The study was made on a representative sample of 247
prisoners in Norwegian prisons in spring 2000. It found that pris-
oners as a group are in a substantially weaker position than the
general population in virtually all areas investigated (Skardham-
mar, 2002. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: The living con-
ditions and life situations of Norwegian prisoners).

Prisoners had a much higher opinion of prison schooling than
of the prison work arrangements. Formal educational background
tended to be poor. Prisoners also have little or negative work expe-
rience and very little if any connection to the labour market, which
was also putting higher and higher demands regarding all-round
competence for many kinds of work. According to Skardhammar,
if work activities in prison are meant to have a rehabilitating effect,
work should also result in formal competence raising, so that pris-
oners were able to gain the competence they needed in order to
enter the ordinary labour market. Skardhamar refers to Simon
(Prisoners’ Work and Vocational Training, 1999), who points out that
if prison work is to give any real labour market competence, it will
have to fulfil certain requirements. Firstly, the work itself must be
adapted to the regular labour market outside the prison, such that
the work taught in prison is useful even in the community. In the
new labour market in the western world there will be very little
use for industrial work skills, and more emphasis will be placed on
individual competence, with ict skills needed at all levels. Work
contracts of short duration will also be more common in the
future, inter alia. Work activities in prison must follow these trends
and provide work in areas where it is realistic to believe there will
be jobs to be had, in the future, outside the prison as well.
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Research-based evaluations
By way of conclusion of this section, we would like to describe
the extensive research-based evaluation the Norwegian parliament
requested the government to commission in 1998. The parliament
unanimously requested a research-based evaluation of the role of
prison education and proposals for measures to strengthen this
area of the Prison and Probation Service. The evaluation exam-
ined the system level, the pedagogical organisation and the indi-
vidual level. The research project was completed in 2003. The
summary of the key findings is as follows:

Prison education was consistently positively evaluated by the
prisoners. There was consensus among prison school students that
attending school was rewarding. Prison school students often have
inadequate educational backgrounds and negative experience
from their previous school situations in the community. They felt
that prison education provided a good opportunity to gain self-
confidence and motivation to continue schooling. With all this in
mind, the evaluation reports pinpoint various measures that
should be launched by the educational authorities, the Prison and
Probation Service and other key stakeholders, to strengthen the
area of prison education:

• More subjects could be offered, including more vocational
education, creative subjects, short credit-giving courses, 
ict courses.

• Better cooperation and integration are needed between 
the work and school activities offered in prison, in order to
provide more educational options.

• Better guidance and advisory services are needed in relation
to educational and vocational options.

• Educational options need to be more flexible and varied 
for different age groups, for women and men, in relation to
minority languages, in relation to all prisoners with a right 
to education, and in relation to prisoners serving both long
and short sentences.

• More needs to be done to coordinate measures undertaken
by the different stakeholders both in prison and after release,
in terms of “sentence plans” and the work done by personal
contact officers.
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• Follow up after release needs to be reinforced.
• Day release privileges for schooling should be more regularly

used.
• Sentence enforcement has been seen as an end in itself, and 

as superordinate to all other activities. This poses obstacles 
to good resource utilisation and makes it difficult to provide
prisoners with systematic, integrated, structured education.

According to Skaalvik, Finbak and Pettersen the aim of prison edu-
cation has not been clearly elucidated. Neither teachers nor other
prison staff know what the official objectives are, or in what doc-
uments they can be found. The authors describe prison schools as
organised according to the same model as and as branches of state
upper secondary schools. When prison schools are subordinate to
a larger institution with a very special type of organisation unlike
most other institutions in society, it becomes difficult to provide
continuity and follow up. The linking up of prison education with
the municipal system and with state upper secondary schools did
not have the expected effects. Both Rognaldsen and Skaalvik et al.
are of the opinion that the national level management of prison
education (delegated to the Office of the Hordaland County Gov-
ernor) should be reinforced and extended (Rognaldsen, 2003. In
Norwegian. English equivalent title: Assessment of prison education
with the emphasis on the systemic level and the full range of education-
al activities in the prison service), (Skaalvik, Finbak and Pettersen,
2003. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: Education in Prison: on
an even keel?).

Educational options for women prisoners have long been crit-
icised as being too restrictive, offering too little variation, and being
poorly adapted to the female prison population. In her evaluation
of education for women prisoners, Sandvik indicates that like the
general female population, the female prison population is a var-
ied group with different educational needs. Sandvik points out
many obstacles in terms of structures, traditions, the layout of
prison premises, and subject areas, all of which result in discrimi-
nation of women prisoners in comparison with their male coun-
terparts. In Sandvik’s view, women prisoners should be encour-
aged to a greater extent to study vocational subjects, more ict
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courses should be offered, and the range of educational options
should be extended to include more practical subjects such as cre-
ative arts, music, dance and drama, gardening and animal hus-
bandry (Sandvik, 2003. In Norwegian. English equivalent title:
What’s Right for Women? Education of Female Prisoners in Four Nor-
wegian Prisons).

The proportion of foreign prisoners in the Norwegian prison
population is rising. Viljugrein has evaluated prison education for
foreign male prisoners and found that they, too experience school-
ing in an extremely positive light. In Viljugrein’s view, Norwegian
language courses should also be offered that are adapted to the
needs of the various groups of foreign prisoner. Many prisoners
who are second generation immigrants have problems with Nor-
wegian, in spite of having attended state comprehensive and upper
secondary school. This is a serious signal to the state school sys-
tem, that language and Norwegian classes for immigrants need to
be reinforced. According to Viljugrein, foreign prisoners who are
not interested in learning Norwegian ought to be offered English
classes (Viljugrein, 2002. In Norwegian. English equivalent title:
Leaingrn, Language, and Prison: Teaching male minority-language pris-
oners in four Norwegian prisons).

In spring 2005, the Norwegian government will present a
White Paper to parliament on prison education. The contents of
the bill will be based to some extent on the research-based evalu-
ation described above.

sweden

2.1 History

Prison education has taken different forms in the Swedish prison
system over time. In the nineteenth century the clergy were very
important, particularly in teaching reading skills. Ambitions in
terms of thinking that prisoners should also learn a trade or voca-
tional skills have also been documented. For example, in 1874 the
Uppsala county prison employed a person skilled in carpentry to
teach vocational skills. An annual report from 1889 reads:
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As long as mechanical, monotonous work from which they [prisoners]
can learn very little is all they are offered, it will be easy for their thoughts
and lively imaginations to be occupied with demoralizing ideas (as quoted
in Arnelund, 1994. In Swedish. English equivalent title: History of the
Uppsala Prison).

In the early twentieth century, Arnelund notes, prisoners were
only allowed to write one letter per month, although there were
also various privileged exceptions. The right of the prisoner to
reading was, however, generally extremely restricted. All a pris-
oner was actually permitted to study were the “cell books”, i.e.
the New Testament, the hymnal and a devotional volume with the
English equivalent title: In Solitary Hours.

The general prison system was based on incarceration in indi-
vidual cells. Prisoners were not meant to be in contact with each
other, because they might influence one another negatively. Once
the Comprehensive School Statue was put into effect in 1842, all
prisoners under the age of 35 had to participate in educational
activities. This made the correctional system quite pioneering in
the area of adult education in Sweden. From the early twentieth
century a progressive system was introduced, by which good
behaviour was awarded with the right to read non-fiction and oth-
er literature with religious and ethical or educational and generally
useful content from the prison library (Eriksson. Two works, both
in Swedish. English equivalent titles: On the Treatment of Criminals,
1966, Prison Custody, 1967). In accordance with the principle of sin-
gle cell prisons, the classrooms were constructed so that prisoners
sat and studied in little cubicles and were able to see the teacher
but not their fellow prisoners (Lundberg, 1997. In Swedish. English
equivalent title: Härlanda Prison: a mirror of its time). 

The dominance of the folk high schools
With the introduction of the 1916 Enforcement of Sentences Act
and the reform of sentence enforcement regulations in the 1940s,
prisoners began to be allowed to spend time in each other’s com-
pany and to have more contact with the outside world. From the
1950s through the mid-1970s, folk high schools were the main
arrangers of prison education. These institutes of adult education,
as representatives of society external to the correctional services,
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were considered the natural organisation to take on the task of
providing prisoners with further adult education. In practice, a folk
high school in geographical proximity to the prison would set up
a branch in the prison, using the school’s teaching staff to run
courses corresponding to those offered by the folk high school in
Swedish, mathematics, civics, English, and Swedish for immi-
grants. To some extent, each folk high school left its own charac-
teristic mark on the content and organisation of education in the
prison where it had a branch. During the same period, there were
also teachers employed by The Prison and Probation Service who
ran practical, vocational courses, mainly at youth penitentiaries.

Basic education – a civil right
With the introduction of “basic education for adults”, in conjunc-
tion with the problem that it had proven difficult for prisoners to
continue studies they had begun in prison after release, beginning
in the mid-1970s the Prison and Probation Service moved respon-
sibility for prison education to the community adult education
authorities at municipal level. This was also in accord with the new
legislation that came into force after the 1974 reform of the cor-
rectional system, based on the principles of normalisation and prox-
imity. Pursuant to these principles, the correctional service was to
use the regular community services whenever possible rather than
constructing parallel systems of their own, with an emphasis on
the proximity of the outside world for prisoners. Therefore, the
Prison and Probation Service began to cooperate with the Nation-
al Agency for Education and the National Labour Market Board.
Theoretical education in prison was to be organised under the aus-
pices of the municipal adult education authorities and the nation-
al adult education establishments, and vocational education in
prison was to be provided on equal terms as in the community, 
i.e. in the form of labour market training courses. The National
Labour Market Board allocated funding for the vocational train-
ing, and the National Agency for Education earmarked funding
for municipalities with prisons. Towards the end of this phase, the
county boards of education took over responsibility for education
at the Swedish national prisons and remand centres.

Swedish legislation on the right to basic education for adults
(corresponding to the first seven years of comprehensive school,
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primary and early lower secondary) did not distinguish between
prisoners and other citizens.

Decentralisation and shift of responsibilities
Extensive decentralisation in Sweden during the 1980s resulted in
the abolition of funding at central level from the National Labour
Market Board for special vocational courses in prisons. This
responsibility now rested directly with the county labour market
boards which, in turn, delegated it to the local employment serv-
ices, so that the employment services nearest each prison took
responsibility for that prison. In the early 1990s, when the Nation-
al Agency for Education was restructured, direct allocation of
funding for theoretical education for prisoners also disappeared.
On the basis of a proposal from the Prison and Probation Service,
the Ministries of Education and Justice adopted a decision that
funding corresponding to the funds previously allocated for prison
and remand centre education would be transferred from the for-
mer to the latter ministry. This agreement also implied that the
funds would be used to procure the corresponding education from
the relevant municipal and national adult education institutions. It
was assumed that procurement would take place on a not-for-
profit basis for the educational provider.

The Adult Education Act was also amended to clarify that
municipalities were no longer obliged to provide prison education
(the Swedish Code of Statutes 1985:1100 and the Swedish Code of
Statutes 1992:232). Although it was not clearly stipulated in the
law it appears to have been understood that the Prison and Pro-
bation Service would take over this responsibility and obligation to
offer education to any prisoner who had a legal right to education,
since the corresponding funding was transferred to the Prison and
Probation Service.

A government commission report with the English equivalent
title Crowning Knowledge (Swedish government commission report
1993:23) found that both national and municipal level procure-
ment of educational services had failed to follow the directives
stipulated in the Public Procurement Act Services had been pro-
cured from the municipal education providers without being open
to competition from other providers of education. As a result, con-
tracts for prison educational services were convened with several
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new providers. Pursuant to the intentions of the Act, contracts
were of limited duration, for one or at most two years, with
restricted renewal options. In the late 1990s the Prison and Proba-
tion Service had contracts with 21 different educational service
providers, three of which were also authorised to issue grades and
certificates themselves.

Criticism of prison education
The Swedish report from 1998 Prisoner education under the auspices
of the Prison and Probation Service – survey, problem description and
recommendations (Roitto & Sjöberg, 2001) analysed the current sit-
uation and recommended changes with a view to improving qual-
ity and making it more even from prison to prison. The main rec-
ommendation was to ensure that there was pedagogical expertise
at prison management level, with a clear link to the state educa-
tional system, in order to ensure comparable quality. Another pro-
posal was that the new technology be introduced, with Internet-
based education complementary to traditional classroom teach-
ing. Use of ict would enable prisons to offer a wider range of edu-
cational options, offer education to more prisoners, and provide
better continuity, for example in cases of prison transfer.

2.2 Legislation and other regulatory documents

Abolition of a right
Until the early 1990s, prison education was an integral part of
Swedish adult education policy and its emphasis on special efforts
for adults with inadequate educational backgrounds and the peo-
ple who have had least access to society’s resources. Until then,
prisoners had the same rights to basic education as all other citi-
zens. After funding was transferred from the Ministry of Educa-
tion to the Ministry of Justice, this legal right no longer applied.
Chapter 11 of the Adult Education Act stipulates, with regard to
municipal adult education, that every inhabitant of a municipality
who does not have the skills to be achieved in comprehensive
school has the right to participate in basic adult education from
the age of 20. However, it also states that “The stipulations in this
article do not apply to prisoners.”
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Thus, since 1992, prison education has been regulated entirely
by the Act on Correctional Treatment in Institutions, which states:

A prisoner shall be offered the options, on working hours, of work,
study, education, vocational training, special treatment programmes
intended to counteract recidivism or substance abuse, or of some other
suitable occupation which, whenever possible, promotes his or her
chances of becoming integrated into society after release.

The annual procurement document issued by the Ministry of Jus-
tice to the Prison and Probation Service has emphasised, for many
years, that it is important to offer prisoners in need of compre-
hensive and upper secondary education the studies they need
(Roitto & Sjöberg, 2001).

Prison education – still part of adult education in society?
On the assumption that prison education, from an ideological
point of view, remains part of the ambitions of Swedish adult edu-
cation policy, one ought logically to be able to see prison educa-
tional activities as characterised by and in agreement with the pol-
icy objectives for adult education established in conjunction with
the 1997 Parliamentary Decision on the Draft Bill on Adult Learn-
ing (The Swedish Code of Statutes 1985:1100 with later revisions):

The state adult education system shall give adults the opportunity, in
harmony with their individual interests, to supplement their education.
In this respect, priority is to be given to those who have received least
education, with a view to strengthening their position on the labour
market and in relation to culture and politics in the community. In every
school form, such education is to be equivalent, irrespective of where in
the country it is arranged.

In one of its reports, A Strategy for the Adult Education Initiative 
and Lifelong Learning (Swedish government commission report,
1996:27, in Swedish), the government commission on the “adult
education initiative” sets out the idea that all education carried out
under the auspices of the “adult education initiative” programme is
to be of a bridge-building nature, giving individuals the knowledge
and other prerequisites they require to be able to participate in life-
long learning. The commission report recommends that the indi-
vidual right to adult education also be extended to comprise upper
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secondary education, and that there be a guaranteed right to adult
education at upper secondary level on equal terms all over the
country.

The report also states that in the lifelong learning society, peo-
ple need not only formal competence but also non-formal learn-
ing, including social, communicative and creative skills, as well as
the ability to learn new things and to cope with changes in work-
ing and everyday life (Swedish government commission report
1996:27).

Although, to a large extent, prison education is based on the
approach enshrined in adult education policy, from a formal point
of view it is governed by the regulations set down in the Prison
Treatment Act rather than on legislation in the sphere of educa-
tion. Education for prisoners is touched on in articles 4, 10, and 11
of the Act, which all stress the importance of structuring a prison
term from the very outset so as to facilitate the re-integration of
prisoners into society. If a prisoner needs education or any other
particular kind of treatment, (s)he shall be offered the same, with
the necessary adaptations to the length of time (s)he will be in the
institution, and his or her own points of departure. One aspect of
facilitation re-integration is to give prisoners the opportunity to
spend time outside the prison to participate in education, to work,
or to take part in a treatment programme. Prisoners who might be
liable to escape, return to crime, or to abuse drink or drugs cannot
be allowed to spend time outside the prison. For this reason, the
number of prisoners with day release privileges is relatively small.

The vision of the Prison and Probation Service – Better Out!
Prison education is an integral part of the Swedish Prison and Pro-
bation Service and is thus one aspect of the plan of visions and
ambitions for the future, Better Out, according to which the Ser-
vice is to implement measures to help prisoners return to a life
free from crime. The plan also states that the activities run under
the auspices of the service are to be characterised by a humane
attitude, helping prisoners to develop, and striving actively to
influence their development while maintaining a high level of
security, as well as respect for individual integrity and legal rights.
The work of the Service is to focus on bringing about changes in
the life situation of prisoners as well as their attitudes toward the
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life that resulted in their committing crimes. The mission of the
service is, at least in some areas, to improve the skills, knowledge
or thought patterns of the prisoner so that (s)he will be better
equipped to manage to live in society and comply with its laws
upon release. The document outlines six basic principles that are
to guide the work of individuals in the service including to:

• interact with prisoners and others with whom we work in an
honest, open and humane way at the same time as we comply
with the regulations regarding the protection of society.

• encourage and assist prisoners to work towards changing
their criminal behaviour patterns, and induce them to better
respect others.

This means that during the time they are serving their sentences,
prisoners are to be encouraged to learn, to gain skills, to raise their
educational level, and to participate in activities that help them to
reflect upon and find ways out of the lifestyle that led them into
criminality (The Swedish Prison and Probation Service vision,
2001. In Swedish. English equivalent title Better Out).

Collaboration with the Swedish National Labour 
Market Administration 
For vocational training there is an agreement regarding collabo-
ration between the Prison and Probation Service and the Swedish
National Labour Market Administration, which guarantees that
prisoners will have the same rights to services and programmes as
other citizens. The agreement stipulates that:

• Prisoners in the custody of the Prison and Probation Service
have the right to service on the same terms as other users 
of the employment services.

• Prisoners in the custody of the Prison and Probation Service
have the right to service irrespective of the prevailing labour
market situation and the economic cycle, prisoners in the 
custody of the Prison and Probation Service – like other 
vulnerable groups in society – will require extra support.

• The mission of the Prison and Probation Service requires 
collaboration with the employment service.
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This concluding bullet point is of particular interest, in that it
points out the dependence of the Prison and Probation Service on
the Labour Market Administration in order to fulfil its mission.
The second bullet point is also of importance, which is underlined
in the following passage from the document:

Even in times of a strong labour market, most prisoners will require sup-
port in order to find their way into employment. Counselling, courses on
applying for work, preparatory and vocational training are all examples
of the kind of support the employment service can offer. 

The Labour Market Administration and the Prison and Probation
Service also have a national forum for collaboration, the KrAms
group, for transfer of knowledge, discussion and analysis of their
cooperation.

2.3 Description of prison education and its place 
in relation to adult education in society

The primary function of the Swedish Prison and Probation Ser-
vice is to enforce the sanctions adjudicated by the judiciary. That
role requires combining the protection of society with the reha-
bilitation of the individual prisoner. 

Prison education – one piece of a puzzle
Education is one piece of a larger puzzle where the various
pieces/stakeholders are to be described in a sentence plan for each
prisoner, adapted to his or her needs and providing a platform on
the basis of which the individual will be better equipped to return
to life in the community – “better out”. Education has a two-
pronged function in this work with prisoners. It is both part of the
whole and, at the same time, it has a very particular and inde-
pendent value for the individual. The first of these functions is
rehabilitating, while the other applies, in fact, to all human beings
– education has its value in developing our knowledge, skills, and
insights into the potential society has to offer and our responsibil-
ity vis à vis society, at a workplace, in the family, amongst friends.
The success of the first function can be measured in terms of
reduced recidivism, while the other can only be measured in terms
of value-oriented parameters.
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2.3.1 Description of prison education

Today, education in Swedish remand centres and prisons is arranged
by a large number of education providers: folk high schools, corre-
spondence courses, municipal adult education authorities, study
associations, private education companies and, to a small extent, in-
house. Participation in prison education is always on a voluntary
basis. Priority is given to prisoners with the greatest need of basic
education, because these individuals are otherwise seldom reached
by the providers of supplementary adult education. In pace with
the increasing demand in society for completion of upper second-
ary school, prison education at upper secondary level has also been
emphasised in the educational brief given by the government to the
Prison and Probation Service. The lines of demarcation for prison
education in Sweden are:

• Basic adult education (primary and lower secondary levels,
including Swedish for immigrants) 

• Upper secondary education 
• Vocational education 
• University and other higher education 
• Other education (study circles, parenting courses, etc.)

Education within these lines of demarcation is part of the struc-
tured activity programmes in Swedish prisons. Thus “programme”
is an umbrella term covering various goal-oriented activities includ-
ing: education (theoretical and practical), work, criminality and
abuse-related programmes, library activities, creative activities,
physical activities and sports and social skills training.

Contract teaching – fixed requirements at the lowest price
Beginning in the early 1990s, the Prison and Probation Service has
procured educational services from external providers. Pursuant
to the Public Procurement Act, the education provider who
satisfies the specified demands at the lowers price wins the con-
tract. Since 2003, a pilot project has been under way in which the
Prison and Probation Service employs teachers, who receive ped-
agogical guidance from the Swedish Agency for Flexible Learning.
The project has been evaluated and these new “Learning Centres”
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will gradually be introduced in all Swedish prisons. The National
Labour Market Board still finances vocational education in the
form of labour market courses. Decisions regarding these courses
are made by the liaison officer from the local employment service
in consultation with decision-makers at the relevant prison.

2.3.2 Education for individuals in remand

Most individuals in remand are in custody on suspicion of having
committed a crime. The duration of their remand will depend
both on why they are being held and on how complex their case is
to investigate. Average remand duration is one to two months. An
individual being held in remand may be subject to restrictions
regarding contact with the outside world for reasons relating to
the investigation. Such restrictions may include a prohibition on
contact with other prisoners, or that letters are censored and pack-
ages inspected. 

In December 2003, there were 28 remand centres in Sweden
with a total of 1,771 places (Official Statistics from the Swedish
Prison and Probation Service, 2004). Individuals are placed in
remand centres for one of two reasons: either they are under arrest
at the decision of the public prosecutor, or they are being held in
remand at the decision of the court. Sometimes individuals who
have been convicted of a crime may be placed at a remand centre
while waiting to be transferred to a prison, to some other treat-
ment centre or, in the case of foreign citizens, to be deported. 

In contrast to prisoners, individuals in remand are not subject
to any legal obligation to participate in activities, which also means
that the Prison and Probation Service does not have to offer activ-
ities. Sweden was criticised by the Committee on the Torture of
Prisoners of the Council of Europe for keeping individuals in
remand overly isolated. Swedish remand centres, as opposed to
prisons, often have unsatisfactory premises for activities and
groups. Remand times are supposed to be short, and convicted
prisoners are supposed to be moved to a prison as soon as they
have been sentenced. The criticism received has led to a gradual
renovation of remand centres so that individuals not subject to
restrictions are able to spend more time in groups.
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Less expensive activities
Programme activities at remand centres are consciously simpler,
primarily owing to cost considerations. This has resulted in fewer
criminality and substance abuse programmes being offered (Official
Statistics from the Swedish Prison and Probation Service, 2004).
Activities available at remand centres include work, studies, and
various types of hobby work and other distractions.

Education offered at remand centres in 2003
Approximately 90% of the education offered at remand centres,
according to the statistics, was basic theoretical education.

2.3.3 Education for prisoners

In December 2003, there were 60 prisons in Sweden, with a total of
4,520 places. Of these, 1,223 were in open prisons (Official Statistics
from the Swedish Prison and Probation Service, 2004). There is an
inevitable, built-in contradiction between the reasons society has
for needing to lock people up and the ambitions society also has to
rehabilitate these same people so they can live normal lives. Cor-
rectional treatment in institutions is therefore structured so as to
promote prisoners’ reintegration into society as well as counter-
acting the harmful effects of deprivation of liberty. In Sweden, a
prison sentence may range in duration from two weeks to life.
When a person is sentenced to life imprisonment, (s)he can, after
many years, apply to the government for clemency. If clemency is
granted, the sanction is commuted into a prison sentence of a
determined duration. Now that various types of alternative sanc-
tions have been adopted (electronic monitoring, community serv-
ice, etc.) the formerly large group of individuals serving sentences
of short durations in Swedish prisons has basically disappeared.

The Better Out programme envisages people who have been in
prison leaving the care of the Prison and Probation Service better
equipped for a law-abiding life. By participating in work, educa-
tion, criminality and abuse related programmes, etc. on working
hours, as well as in structured recreational activities, prisoners can
satisfy their individual needs and prepare for their release.

Prison education is carried out by teachers contracted on a one
to two year basis with renewal options. In 2001, the Prison and Pro-
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bation Service had contracts with 21 different education providers.
These same parties can participate in a new public procurement
procedure, with the possibility of being awarded new contracts if
they are able to supply the specified quality at the best price. Thus,
in reality, the same teachers may stay at the institutions for a num-
ber of years. At the time of writing (2005) a pilot project is under-
way in the Swedish Prison and Probation Service the result of
which is that teachers are being employed by the Prison and Pro-
bation Service, but with the pedagogical management, grading,
and teacher training done by an external authority under the super-
visory responsibility of the National Agency for Education (see also
section 2.3.5).

Vocational education
Vocational education is usually carried out in conjunction with the
local employment service, which also procures and funds the voca-
tional education. It is given in the form of labour market courses,
with the same quality demands as apply to the corresponding
courses in the community. The cooperation between the Prison
and Probation Service and the employment services follows a cen-
tral agreement with the National Labour Market Board stating
that prisoners have the right to services on the same conditions as
other users of the employment services (Labour Market Board/
The Swedish Prison and Probation Service, 2000). This coopera-
tion agreement also states that, in addition to their criminal back-
grounds, many prisoners have the problem of having had very lit-
tle experience of the labour market. This lack of work experience
contributes to their difficulties in getting and keeping a job, as does
their often incomplete schooling. Even in times of economic
boom, prisoners and former prisoners often need extra support in
finding work. Advisory services, job application courses, prepara-
tory and vocational education are examples of what the employ-
ment service can offer. In many parts of Sweden there is also a spe-
cial type of cooperation for former prisoners known as KrAmi
which has been very successful. In KrAmi the employment serv-
ice, the Prison and Probation Service and the local social welfare
offices work together to help former prisoners find and keep a
place on the labour market (Nyström et al. In Swedish. English
equivalent title: Investing in work, 2002).
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The scope of prison education in 2001
In 2001, about 990,000 hours of prison education were carried out
in closed prisons (Mistral 2001), which corresponds to 12% of the
total of programme activities (work, education, criminality and
substance abuse related programmes, social skills training, creative
activities, etc.). A total of 7,366 prisoners participated in educa-
tion, according to the system regulating prisoners’ allowances
(Mistral). Approximately 9% of these prisoners were women. This
may be compared with the percentage of women in the total
prison population, of 5.5% (Official Statistics from the Swedish
Prison and Probation Service, 2001). 

Unfortunately, the system is not able to keep track of overlaps.
This means, for example, that if a prisoner participates in both
upper secondary and vocational labour market courses (s)he will
be counted twice. Thus the actual number of prisoners who stud-
ied is smaller, probably around 5000. This figure includes 252 pris-
oners with day release privileges for schooling. Education is
offered, in principle, at all prisons. 

The orientation of prison education in 2001
Most educational courses, approximately 50% were basic theoret-
ical education corresponding to comprehensive primary and low-
er secondary school, grades one through nine. The next largest
segment is upper secondary education, accounting for approxi-
mately 20%. Vocational training and other education (study cir-
cles, parenting courses, etc.) represent about 12% each. A very
small number of prisoners, some 2% study at university or other
higher education level (Roitto & Sjöberg, 2001/Mistral, 2001. In
Swedish. English equivalent title: The Prison and Probation Service’s
system for ongoing documentation of programme activities).

The educational possibilities at open and closed prisons differ.
Normally, more education is offered at closed prisons, but some
open prisons also have a long tradition of offering a wide variety
of studies of both a theoretical and a vocational nature.

Vocational education may either take the form of “labour mar-
ket courses” organised and financed by the National Labour Mar-
ket Board or of vocational education procured by the Prison and
Probation Service. Such courses may include: welding licensing
course, cutting processing, industrial technology, wood products

nordic prison education110

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 110



technology, fork lift truck licence and the European computer driv-
ing licence.

Although Swedish for immigrants is taught at many prisons,
there are no separate statistics, as it is generally included in the cat-
egory of basic adult education.

University and other higher education have not been given very
high priority to date, and account for 2% of the total number of
study hours completed. Such studies are completely individu-
alised, and require a great deal of independent work and self-dis-
cipline. 

Studies – often in groups but individualised
Most education takes place in groups, but not strictly as group
teaching. Each prisoner has an individual study plan, and studies
his or her subjects while the teacher goes from student to student,
helping them with their different subjects at their respective levels.
At the large prisons, where there is a big enough student popula-
tion, there are sometimes group lessons, particularly in the basics:
Swedish, mathematics and English. In other subjects there are
usually too few students to make a coherent group. There are also
major differences from one prison to the next. Every prisoner who
participates in educational activities has a personal study plan as a
documented part of his or her sentence plan, along with plans
regarding other activities.

2.3.4 The transition from prison education to education 
in the community

Educational activities is one of the instruments at the disposal of
society to increase the chances that prisoners, under the auspices of
the Prison and Probation Service, will be able to create a life for
themselves in society, free from crime an drugs. There are various
objective for prison education, including development of prison-
er’s competence, to help them be better able to go on studying after
release or to get a job, as well as developing informal competence,
helping them take responsibility, take part in teamwork, and func-
tion in groups. To put it simply, formal competence can (in the long
term) lead to a job, informal competence can contribute to being
able to keep that job and otherwise improve one’s quality of life.
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In light of the above, all education under the auspices of the
Prison and Probation Service should be rooted in the local com-
munity, so that studies begun in prison can be continued outside
or, if they are concluded while the prisoner is serving his or her
sentence, be evaluated on equal terms with studies pursued out-
side prison. It must be possible to assess performance, so that the
individual will not have to start over again. The current system of
contract education makes the transition from prison education to
education in the community more difficult than it needs to be,
since so few of the education providers are authorised to issue
grades and certificates themselves. Although there is a testing sys-
tem by which an individual can be examined by an external exam-
iner (such as the municipal adult education authority), the indi-
vidual must then be tested on the entire course of studies rather
than just a part, as is the case in traditional testing.

Studies in the community with day release privileges
One way of improving prisoners’ chances of studying on equal
terms is the use of day release privileges so that prisoners can leave
the institution and participate in studies at a regular school exter-
nal to the Prison and Probation Service.

In 2001, a total of 54,000 study hours with day release privi-
leges were registered, which is some 6% of the total number of
study hours completed. The number of individuals registered as
studying with day release privileges in 2001 was 252.

There are various explanations for the small number of prison-
ers with day release privileges for studies. The rules are very strict
regarding spending time outside the prison. Also, today, most pris-
oners who would have been eligible for day release privileges a few
years ago are serving alternative sanctions such as electronic mon-
itoring or as community service. Furthermore, in order to study in
the community an individual usually has to be able to commence
studies at the beginning of a school term, while prisoners need a
system making it possible to begin when they start serving their
sentence. Finally, in pace with the broader range of activities being
offered in the prisons, there has been a decline in the willingness of
prisons to arrange for day release privileges, since there are other
options “closer at hand”.

Sweden has no statistics regarding the number of prisoners
who continue their studies after release.
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Internet-based education – new opportunities via 
the “hole in the wall”
In more and more general education, all or parts of a course are
web-based. This system is well suited to the efficacy demanded in
society today, and to the needs to be able to individualise education
and to give people the opportunity to participate in education 
in a more flexible way. The new technology makes it possible for
people to get precisely what they need, neither more nor less. The
problem of groups being too small, and thus too expensive in
terms of teachers’ salaries, vanishes. A whole target group can be
offered high quality education (anywhere in the country), and
“exclusive” solutions for subjects only of interest to a small num-
ber of participants can be arranged. From the perspective of the
Prison and Probation Service, the new technology paves the way
for offering high quality education and for satisfying individual
needs, but to date security problems have prevented this from
becoming reality. A small number of pilot projects have been run
with a link from some Swedish prisons to universities and other
institutions of higher education with stringent security supervi-
sion. Various technical solutions for secure Internet connections
have been developed, but the Prison and Probation Service has
remained restrictive, knowing that it is always possible to abuse a
“hole in the wall”.

A new agency, the Swedish Agency for Flexible Learning, has
been established. Its remit is to stimulate various forms of “dis-
tance learning” in adult education. The Agency has shown a great
interest in the ambitions of the Prison and Probation Service to
find secure, positive solutions for Internet-based education. A pilot
project has been launched in collaboration between the Agency
and the Service, with a view to investigating the potential and the
drawbacks of Internet-based education for providing “distance
learning” under the auspices of the Prison and Probation Service.

2.3.5 Ongoing development work regarding prison education

The above-mentioned report from 2001 on the Prison and Proba-
tion Service (Roitto & Sjöberg 2001) pointed out many shortcom-
ings in Swedish prison education, including the fact that it was
fragmented, with so many providers, the difficulty of being able to
set grades in a straightforward manner, and the need for peda-
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gogical management. The central administration committee of the
Prison and Probation Service adopted a decision in spring 2002 to
set up a project to work with the key problem areas, from number
of angles, and to examine the areas of prison education where
improvements were most acutely needed. These areas became six
subprojects:

• A pilot project in which the Prison and Probation Service
would employ teachers on staff in two regions. Pedagogical
management would be ensured through collaboration with
the Agency for Flexible Learning, which was given the ulti-
mate responsibility for pedagogical leadership and was to see
to it that a grading system could be implemented that would
be fully valid in relation to the state educational system as a
whole. “Learning centres” similar to corresponding centres 
in the community are established in prisons. Teachers carry
out traditional classroom teaching, as well as helping prison-
ers with their “distance” teaching. This enables students are
able to continue their studies even if they are transferred to
other prisons.

• A completely new system of Internet-based education in the
Prison and Probation Service is being tested at a number of
prisons. This is the first time prisoners were allowed to con-
nect to the Internet. It began as a “virtual school” in 2003, 
giving prisoners the opportunity to utilise the enormous
potential for web-based education. However, this does not
mean that prisoners are allowed to surf the Internet freely.
They are only allowed to use the Internet to take interactive
courses procured and funded by the prison school. High secu-
rity solutions are in use, and prisoners are unable to access
other web sites or to carry out other, prohibited, forms of
communication. One of the main purposes of the system is
for prison teachers to be able to utilise the new technology to
individualise study plans, independent study assignments, etc.
When the system has been introduced all over the country,
there will be other advantages, such as that it will be easier 
for a prisoner who is transferred to a different prison to con-
tinue courses already begun. 
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• New vocational training options in collaboration with the
Labour Market Board, supplementary to KrAms, the joint
working group of the Labour Market Board and the Prison
and Probation Service.

• Today, knowledge and experience are being validated in new
ways in the community, with a view, for example, to better
benefiting from the vocational skills immigrants acquired 
in their former home countries. This should be an area of
potential for the Prison and Probation Service as well, in
terms of being able to give prisoners certificates for the voca-
tional skills they learn in prison workshops, and of being 
able to benefit from their previous experience.

• A handbook will be written on the subject of university and
other higher education, so that prisoners and prison staff
will be better able to deal with this area. Although very few
prisoners have studied at this level to date, it has been very
costly because prison staff have had too little familiarity with
higher education and the relevant rules.

• Guidelines will be drawn up for prison education, clarifying
the aim, orientation and quality management. These should
eventually be formalised as regulations and general instruc-
tions, with a higher status than simply “guidelines”.

The project, with its six subprojects, has been under way since
2002. The final report on each subproject will be published in
2004–2005.

2.3.6 Financial aspects

In 2001, educational activities in prisons and remand centres were
procured and carried out for a total sum of eur 7,2 million. The
Prison and Probation Service provided the majority of the fund-
ing.
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2.4 The results of prison education

2.4.1 Quantitative results

During the 1980s and 1990s, various attempts were made to find a
system that would generate quantitative data such as the number
of grades given, courses completed, dropout rates, etc., but no sat-
isfactory system was found. This is probably because the local
stakeholders did not see the use of the system and gave too little
priority to inputting the necessary information regarding docu-
mentation of studies. In a study carried out by the National
Agency for Education in the late 1980s, criticism was levelled at
the Prison and Probation Service. The study found, after investi-
gating the dropout figures for basic adult education, that dropout
figures were particularly high (35–40%) for students studying
under the auspices of the Prison and Probation Service (Thång,
1988. In Swedish. English equivalent title: Who studies in municipal
adult education, and what are the results?). However, what the study
was unable to see was that a relatively large number of these
dropouts were attributable to transfer of prisoners to different
institutions. Thus some prisoners who appear to have dropped out
may not in reality have done so. Probably many of these trans-
ferred prisoners went on to study at their new prisons, in spite of
the fact that they were registered in the dropout statistics.

Many explanations for the small number of grades given
Relatively short durations of prison stays also mean that prison-
ers are unable to complete studies they begin while serving time.
It is essential that the studies undertaken be well documented, so
that prisoners can be given partial credit and eventually full credit
for courses even if they were begun in prison and completed out-
side. Thus there should be certificates issued for all studies, even if
only a small number of grades can be given. To date, there are no
statistics at all, and the current system of contract education has
exacerbated the problem of grading. Only three of the 21 educa-
tion providers is authorised to issue grades independently. All the
others have to use a “testing” system managed by the municipal
adult education authorities, as described above. Another reason so
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few grades are given is that basic education courses are very long
(200 to 300 study hours). The Swedish Agency for Education is in
the process of dividing these basic education courses into mod-
ules along the lines of the current system for upper secondary lev-
el courses.

However, not all the blame can be put on the combination of
short sentence durations and long courses. The Swedish National
Board of Institutional Care has noted that the same problems exist
at youth detention centres, where the duration of stay also tends
to be short (more than half of the young people placed at youth
detention centres are placed for a duration of two months or less),
but these centres have found a far more satisfactory way of being
able to give their students grades. Part of the explanation may,
thus, have to do with the status of educational activities at the insti-
tution. The director of a youth detention centre also has the for-
mal status of headmaster of the school, and the ultimate respon-
sibility for implementing the curriculum. School is also compul-
sory for young people placed at youth detention centres.

In their 2001 report Prisoner education under the Auspices of
the Prison and Probation Service, Roitto and Sjöberg found that
although the number of prisons stating that they were authorised
to issue grades was 42, only one third of these institutions actual-
ly did so. 

One out of every seven prisoners has not completed 
comprehensive education
A report from 1999 on prisoner’s living conditions states that there
is a great need for education for prisoners (The Living Conditions of
Prisoners, 1999). This study was based on interviews with a ran-
dom sample of prisoners, 411 in all. Every seventh prisoner, or
approximately 15 out of every hundred, had not completed com-
prehensive school or basic vocational education. This figure may
be compared with the corresponding figure of less than 1/100 in
the general population. Approximately 7/10 individuals deprived
of his or her liberty were unemployed, as compared with 3/10 in
the general population.

With so many prisoners having incomplete education and no
work life experience, there should be a great interest among pris-
oners in participating in educational activities. 37% of the prison-
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ers interviewed stated that they were currently participating 
in some educational activity. The most common type was com-
prehensive or upper secondary schooling. Of the prisoners with
incomplete comprehensive schooling, 26% were taking some basic
education course(s). Duration of sentence appeared to be the
determining factor as to whether a prisoner participated in studies.
Of those serving sentences of one year or more in duration, 44%
were involved in studies, while the corresponding figure for those
serving sentences of six months or less was only 18%.

2.4.2 Qualitative results

A questionnaire survey on Activities for Prisoners in Institutional
Treatment was carried out in 1996 (In Swedish. English equivalent
title: Report – activities for prisoners, 1996). In this study, all prison-
ers in institutions were asked as to whether they found the pro-
gramme activities meaningful, what benefit they thought these
activities might have for them after release, how they thought pro-
gramme activities should be structured in the future to satisfy their
needs, etc. The questionnaires were distributed to all prisoners
(they were also available in English) one evening when cells were
locked, and collected when cells were unlocked the next morning.
Response was anonymous, in a sealed envelope. Seventy-three per
cent of the 4,157 prisoners who received the questionnaire respond-
ed. This is a satisfactory response rate in terms of representative-
ness, with a reservation for under-representation of foreign pris-
oners. Almost all respondents (98%) stated that they would like 
to study. Approximately 30% of the respondents stated that they
were studying at the moment, primarily at comprehensive or upper
secondary level. Of those who were studying, nearly two thirds
stated that their studies were meaningful. Significantly more pris-
oners in high security prisons experienced their studies as mean-
ingful. The studies experienced as most meaningful were voca-
tional courses, upper secondary and post-upper secondary stud-
ies, and various combinations of courses.

The questionnaire also contained questions as to whether the
prisoners thought they would benefit from their studies after
release. The most frequent response was that the studies would
pave the way for continued schooling, followed by improved self-

nordic prison education118

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 118



esteem as well as a better chance to get a job or to be able to make
a living.

Ninety-eight per cent of all respondents stated that they would
like to study. Fifty-seven per cent of these individuals wanted to
take competence-raising courses, mainly vocational courses or
upper secondary or post-upper secondary level courses.

The questionnaire also contained an opportunity to freely state
what kind of courses, subject areas the respondents would like to
study. The five most frequently-stated options were practical voca-
tional courses (28%), economics/business administration (5%),
drawing/painting (5%), preparatory courses for driving license
(5%) and psychology (5%).

In comparison with prisoners in open prisons, prisoners in
closed, high security prisons were more interested in competence-
raising courses. Prisoners in closed, high security prisons were also
those who experienced their education as the most meaningful.

The last section of the questionnaire gave prisoners the oppor-
tunity to state how they thought a prison term could best be
utilised to improve their chances of leading a crime-free life after
release. More than half the respondents answered this section.
Twenty-five per cent of their answers had to do with wanting to
continue their education, and 13% with wanting to work. Some of
the recommendations put forward by the group wanting to con-
tinue their education were:

• to study in order to get work afterwards,
• to have a chance to get a driving licence,
• courses to raise competence and, consequently, self-esteem,
• education for re-integration into society,
• better planned education, theoretical and practical,
• studies with a chance for day release privileges,
• vocational training
• improving one’s previous educational level (from before

prison),
• education to learn languages,
• help to start higher education at university or the like,
• meaningful academic education to be able to compete 

for stimulating, well-paid jobs,
• education adapted to enabling prisoners to compete on the

labour market.
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The two responses below were given in English:

• to get chance of studying something which can give 
opportunity of self employment,

• really want to get the opportunity of studying and 
be treated as human being on all aspects.

The teacher-student interface
In her research results, Silwa Claesson describes the problem com-
plex relating to the teacher-student interface as resembling the
question: “What is the figure and what is the background?” Her
report, with the English equivalent title Studying in Prison describes
education at three Swedish prisons in terms of classroom focus 
– the teacher’s objectives. The two figures she discerns are subject
knowledge and socialisation, which she sees not as in contradic-
tion but as the interplay of figure and background, each some-
times foregrounded. Both subject knowledge and socialisation are
necessary aspects of virtually all education. Claesson found that
at two of the prisons she studied, subject knowledge was fore-
grounded, while socialisation was foregrounded at the third. She
goes on to discuss why this is the case, and what the consequences
are, finding that the prison that foregrounded socialisation was a
prison where most of the prisoners were serving short sentences
and had abuse problems. This prison focused all its work with the
prisoners on motivation, which may have rubbed off on prison
education. That prison’s policy, according to the study, was to give
most encouragement regarding participation in educational
opportunities to prisoners who only had a few years of schooling,
so they would utilise the opportunity to study while in prison.
According to Claesson, both the figures she found represented in
the Swedish Prison and Probation Service. Foregrounding subject
knowledge allows prisoners who are motivated in their studies to
study in peace, concentrate, and focus on the subject matter, while
foregrounding socialisation allows prisoners with the weakest edu-
cational backgrounds to gain new tools to cope with life in the
community, to improve their self-confidence, and to become
motivated to continue learning. So both figures are necessary and,
according to Claesson, there is no need to judge one or the other
as best (Claesson, Dahlgren 2002. In Swedish. English equivalent
title: Studying in Prison: education in three prisons).
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iceland

By way of introduction to prison education in Iceland, a few words
about the relationship between prisons and Icelandic society as a
whole. There are five prisons in Iceland, four of which are very
small, with 9–16 places, and one larger with 87 places. The dura-
tion of a sentence is determined in consideration of many factors,
including age, sex, domicile, and previous convictions. One of the
prisons is in Reykjavik, one in nearby Kópavogur, and the remain-
ing three are rural. The large one, Litla-Hraun, is located approx-
imately 60 kilometres from Reykjavík. On an average, there are
some 100 men and 7–8 women in prison in Iceland at any given
time. Women prisoners are always incarcerated at the 12 place
Kópavogur prison, with both men and women. Although small
prisons like the Icelandic ones have many advantages over large
prisons with hundreds of places, prison education is one of the
problematic aspects of small establishments, for various reasons.
The small number of prisoners/students may also be very differ-
ent from each other in terms of age, previous education, duration
of sentence, state of health, etc. All this means that the educational
options have to be highly individualised, and that both teachers
and students need to be very flexible. 

Only two of the Icelandic prisons, Litla-Hraun and i Kópavogur,
offer organised education, based on the import model, with teach-
ers coming from nearby upper secondary schools.

2.1 History and legislation

Prison education in Iceland began as a pilot project at the Litla-
Hraun prison in the 1970s. Vocational training and tuition in indi-
vidual subjects and basic comprehensive education were all offered.
While the theoretical teachers came from the local comprehen-
sive school in the nearby village of Eyrarbakki, it was the prison
officers who provided the practical training in, for example, wood-
working and welding. Since 1978 all the prison education at Litla-
Hraun has been organised under the auspices of the vocational
school in nearby Selfoss. In 1979, according to an agreement on
co-financing between the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of
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Education, the latter took responsibility for teachers’ salaries and
the former covered all other expenses related to educational activ-
ities.

In 1981 the school in Selfoss became a combined comprehen-
sive and upper secondary, and since that year this school has also
organised all the prison education at Litla-Hraun, with the prison
teachers commuting daily between the village school and the
prison. In the early years, the facilities for education at the prison
were very sparse, and for this reason some of the prisoners were
allowed day release privileges to attend the school. In 1990, school
facilities on the prison premises were inaugurated, and since then
most education for prisoners has taken place there. In special cas-
es, prisoners are allowed to attend school outside the prison to
study subjects not available at the prison school. 

There has been schooling on a regular basis at the Kópavogur
prison since 1997. Since then, the combined comprehensive and
upper secondary in nearby Kópavogsby has run the prison school
as well. Article 14 of the Icelandic Prison Act (no. 48/1988) stipu-
lates, inter alia, that prisoners have the right to education, and that
a prisoner may be granted day release privileges to attend school
outside the prison, as well as that regular educational activities in
prison can replace the obligation to work. The Ordinance on Work,
Education and Daily Allowances for Prisoners (no. 409/1998),
states that prisoners attending educational activities are eligible for
an allowance of approximately eur 2,95 per teaching hour. Text-
books and all study materials are also paid for by the prison.

The Ordinance on Day Release Privileges to Attend School,
etc., (no. 719/1995) states that a prisoner must have served at least
one year of his or her sentence, and that day release privileges are
only granted during the last six months before release. In excep-
tional cases, there may be extensions granted regarding this time
limit.

Prisoners serving sentences of long duration may be allowed to
serve a maximum of the last 6 months at a halfway house from
which they may, for example, apply to attend school. Unless the
prisoner’s behaviour has prevented it, such applications are nor-
mally granted.
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2.2 Description of prison education

The two upper secondary schools with responsibility for prison
education at Litla-Hraun and Kópavogur, respectively, have appoint-
ed prison school administrators, who come to the prison a few
weeks before the beginning of the school term, at which times
prisoners wishing to participate in educational activities apply to
him or her, stating their interests and needs. The prison school
administrator then draws up a study plan in consultation with the
prisoner. In practice, all prisoners have access to schooling, although
the subjects offered may vary from term to term. 

At both prisons, educational activities take the form of mod-
ules of varying lengths. The students are therefore able to choose
the modules they wish to study and which are in accord with their
own abilities, in consultation with the school administrator. Pris-
oners with reading and writing difficulties are offered remedial
education. The average number of prisoners at the Litla Hraun
prison in 2001 was 70, including individuals in remand. The spring
terms saw 26 of these prisoners begin some educational activity,
with 12 completing one or more examination. The autumn terms
saw 32 prisoners start schooling, with16 completing one or more
examination. Generally, an average of 35–40% of the prisoners
start studying one or more subjects at the prison school, and
approximately 20% complete the examination in one or two sub-
jects. In most cases, dropping out is voluntary on the part of the
prisoners, although there have been cases of suspension owing to
disciplinary problems. In cases where a prisoner is released before
the end of the school term, the school administrator sees to it that
examinations are arranged in the subject(s) the prisoner was tak-
ing. In other cases, examinations outside the prison are arranged
for released prisoners.

The average number of prisoners at the Kópavogur prison in
2001 was 10. Two to six prisoners attended school daily, and six com-
pleted one or more examinations that year. In all other respects, the
prison school operates in the same manner as described above for
the Litla-Hraun prison. At Litla-Hraun, other courses than tradi-
tional school courses are occasionally offered. These courses have
been primarily financed by the Prison and Probation Service, and
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have included navigation for vessels up to 30 tonnes and con-
struction equipment. The aim of these courses is to prepare pris-
oners for life after release.

2.3 Financial aspects

As mentioned above, the costs of prison educational activities are
shared by the educational authorities and the Prison and Proba-
tion Service. The former finance teachers’ salaries, the latter all oth-
er expenses. In 2003, funding for all aspects of prison education
amounted to eur 175,700 of which teachers’ salaries accounted
for eur 157,400 and other costs eur 18,300. The additional courses
mentioned at the end of the paragraph above are not included in
these figures.

2.4 The prison population

The average number of prisoners in incarceration facilities per
100,000 inhabitants in Iceland in 2001 was 37, including individu-
als being held in demand and individuals whose fines were com-
muted to serving time in prison. The corresponding averages for
recent years have fluctuated between 33 and 41. 

The average age is 33. In 2001 35% of the prisoners were 25
years old or less, the youngest being 18.

In 2001, 8% of Icelandic prisoners were women, the remaining
92% men. The percentage of women has fluctuated in recent years
between 4 and 8%. 

The average number of unconditional prison sentences to be
enforced by the Prison and Probation Service in recent years has
been 300 per year, of which 12–13% are sentences of longer than
one year’s duration. Approximately 50–55% of the individuals who
begin a prison sentence each year have served time previously.

In conclusion, it is worth mentioning that the prison popula-
tion in Iceland is substantially smaller in relation to the general
population than in the other Nordic countries, and that one of the
reasons is probably that Iceland uses more alternative sanctions.
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3 The prison population

This chapter contains descriptions of the prison populations in the
four Nordic countries, of the main developmental trends expect-
ed in the future, their possible consequences in terms of educa-
tional options and how they could or should be organised. 

3.1 Descriptions of the prison populations 
in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden

The prison populations in the four Nordic countries are very sim-
ilar. Prisoners, in comparison with the general population, are a
unique group both demographically and socio-economically. The
vast majority of the individuals are men, often with negative life
experience, very little experience of working life, substance abuse
problems and weak social networks. In addition, many convicted
prisoners have previous experience of needing contact with the
psychiatric services.

Over the last 20–30 years, the proportion of foreign prisoners
has increased dramatically. In Denmark, Finland and Norway, this
figure ranges between 8 and 18%, in Sweden it is 25%. During the
same period, the number of women prisoners has remained con-
stant, between 5 and 6% in all four countries, although with a
slightly upward trend in the last few years.

table 3.1 Prison place capacity in 2003

Denmark Finland Norway Sweden
Open prison places 1,310 810 974 1,217
Closed prison places 823 2,485 1,997 3,381
Remand centre places 1,641 — — 1,771

Total 3,774 3,295 2,971 6,269
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Proportionally, Denmark and Norway have the most open prison
places (32–38%). From 1997 to 2003 the occupancy of the avail-
able places has increased substantially in all countries except Den-
mark. 

table 3.2 Average figures regarding deprivation of liberty in 2003

Denmark Finland Norway Sweden
Average number of individ- 72 69 65 73
uals deprived of their liberty 
per 100,000 inhabitants

Average figures regarding deprivation of liberty are relatively sim-
ilar in the Nordic countries, and are highest in Denmark and Swe-
den.

table 3.3 Average numbers of sentences begun to be served in 2003

Denmark Finland Norway Sweden
Number of sentences 167 80 190 105
begun to be served per 
100,000 inhabitants

In comparison with table 3:2, the figures for Norway and Denmark
are higher in terms of the number of sentences begun to be served
per 100,000 inhabitants during the course of a given year. The
figure for Finland is lowest in both tables (Source: Nordic Statistics
2003, Statistics from the Swedish Prison and Probation Service,
2004). Our interpretation of these figures is both that relatively
more individuals in Denmark and Norway serve prison sentences,
and that prison sentences are of shorter duration in Finland and
Sweden (where the figures also include individuals sentenced to
electronic monitoring).

Durations of prison sentences
The durations of prison sentences are often measured either in
terms of the number of prisoners incarcerated on any given day
or of the number of prisoners incarcerated over the course of a
year. Both these kinds of figures are of interest in relation to prison
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education, the question being how long a period of time prisoners
have to fill in the gaps in their educational backgrounds. Because
different methods are used to measure prison sentence durations,
the project group has simply determined that for between 70 and
90 per cent of individuals convicted to prison in the Nordic coun-
tries the durations of their sentences are shorter than one year.

Sex, age and nationality
As mentioned above, the vast majority of prisoners are men, with
just over 5% being women. Most of the male prisoners are over 30,
and only 3–5% are under twenty.

table 3.4 Some groups of prisoners on a given day in 2003

Denmark Finland Norway Sweden
Women 105 (4%) 164 (5.4%) 140 (5%) 277 (5.2%)
Foreign citizens 17.1% 8.1% 18% 26%

ages

• Main age groups 25–34 30–39 23–40 30–44
• < 20 3.6% 3.2% 1.8% 5.8%
• 15-17 0.8% 0.1% 0.6% 0.02%
Serving life sentences 14 (1.6%) 97 (3.2%) — 119 (2.3%)

Substance abuse
Studies from all four countries demonstrate that 60-70% of the
total prison populations abuse illegal narcotics and/or alcohol.
The number of substance abusers has risen steadily over the last
15–20 years.

Work experience and educational background
As indicated in the table below, only about one third of the pris-
oners were employed at the time they began serving their sen-
tences. The figures for Finland and Norway stand out, in that more
of the prisoners had completed compulsory school, and from one
third to half had completed a three-year upper secondary school
or a three-year vocational school. A small number of prisoners
were studying at university or other higher education level.
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table 3.5 Work and education 
Denmark Finland Norway Sweden

Employed at time of 27% 30%2 30%3 32%4

sentencing1

Completed compulsory 32% 94% 92.4%5 32%4

school

Completed upper 4% 34% 51%5 18%4

secondary or 23%6

vocational school

1 The figures in this table may be compared with the figure of 85-95% for the total 
able-bodied employable population in the Nordic countries. 

2 The only figures available for Finland apply to prisoners serving sentence terms 
of more than 2 years.

3 Fridhov, 1991
4 Statistics from the Swedish Prison and Probation Service 1999
5 Eikeland & Manger, 2004
6 Completed 10 years of education.

This overview indicates that the number of prisoners in the Nordic
countries is quite similar. Most are between 25 and 35 years of age.
The number of prisoners under 20 is small in relation to the entire
prison population, owing to the alternative sanctions used for
young offenders. In terms of educational background, the Finnish
prison population is distinguished from the others, mainly in that
so much larger a proportion of Finnish prisoners than other Nordic
prisoners have completed compulsory education. The number of
foreign prisoners varies. Although it is substantial in all the Nordic
countries, it is greatest in Sweden, where every fourth prisoner is
foreign. There are major substance abuse problems in all four
countries, with 60–70% of the prisoners having drink or drug
problems, and often both. 

Thus the typical Nordic prisoner can be described as: over 30,
having left school early, with a very little experience of the labour
market and, in many cases, a substance abuse problem. Not a sur-
prising picture, and readily recognizable.

Against this background, we can also describe some of the
characteristic needs which ought to be reflected in the education-
al options offered at prisons if the aim is to offer education that
will give prisoners a better point of departure to return to society,
live a life without crime and drugs, and to develop as individuals
(see also section 5.2.1, section 5.4 and section 5.7).
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3.2 Key developmental trends

In recent years and with the exception of Finland, the size of the
prison population in the Nordic countries has basically remained
stable. This is attributable to the fact that these countries’ correc-
tional systems have been characterised during the time period in
question by short prison sentences as well as alternative sanctions
to replace deprivation of liberty.

However, this is not to be interpreted as meaning that the
prison population has not changed. Far more prisoners are
abusers, are or have been mentally disturbed, have behavioural
problems, have been convicted of serious crimes (violent crimes,
sexual offences, grand theft) today than 20 years ago. Not least
important, they are also older. In Denmark a particular increase
in “motorcycle gang” prisoners (Hells Angels and Bandidos) have
had their own special impact on everyday life in closed prisons.
These characteristics of the prison population are expected to
remain. In addition, after eu enlargement – from a European
Union of 15 to 25 – more of the prison populations can be expect-
ed to come from the former Eastern European countries. This
may come to mean that an even larger proportion of the prison
populations than at present will be comprised of foreigners, and
this will pose many challenges, including challenges in terms of
prison education. There are many factors underpinning the gen-
eral increase in the number of prisoners, but in any case the con-
sequences, including overcrowded cells and difficulty in offering
prisoners a reasonable range of activities, can have negative effects
for the prisoners. Although overcrowding is sometimes solved by
temporarily increasing the number of prison places, this is seldom
reflected in a corresponding increase in the number of educational
and vocational places made available.

Larger prison populations mean increasing costs or deteriorat-
ing conditions – or both – in relation to prison education as well.
One of the frequent consequences of larger prison populations
tends to be a shift away from treatment – in which term prison
education is included – and towards simple lock-up or custodial
functions.
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Summing up
As a consequence of these trends regarding the prison populations
described above, changes can be expected in terms of education-
al options, educational methods, and choice of educational mate-
rials. Expectations also include increased differentiation and indi-
vidualisation with a view to satisfying the particular needs and
interests of prisoners to an even greater extent, as well as increased
flexibility in terms of adaptation of prisoners’ working time to
enable combining vocational experience in workshops, education
and participation in one or more treatment programmes, all as
parts of the re-socialisation process. Moreover, there should be
better, more focused collaboration with the social services system
and with the employment services, with a view to improving both
the transition from prison to freedom and integration onto the
labour market.
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4 Relevant international 
recommendations

This chapter describes a selection of international recommenda-
tions and conventions, ratified by the Nordic countries, and of sig-
nificance in relation to prison education. These include the Euro-
pean Prison Rules (1987), which are based on the Standard Mini-
mum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (adopted by the United
Nations in 1984), the Council of Europe’s recommendations on
Education in Prison and the unesco recommendations for adult
education, The un Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the
European Convention on Human Rights. 

4.1 The European Prison Rules (1987)

Pursuant to the European Prison Rules (articles 77–82) every
prison shall have a complete educational programme so that all
prisoners will have the chance to satisfy at least certain individual
interests and needs. The aims of such programmes should be to
facilitate successful re-socialisation and to improve the prisoner’s
own self-image, self-respect and attitudes.

Educational programmes should be considered activities of the
same status and eligible for the same allowance as work, on the
condition that the education takes place on ordinary working
hours and is an integral part of the individual prisoner’s sentence
plan.

The prison and probation authorities should devote particular
attention to education for young offenders, and for foreign pris-
oners or prisoners with special cultural or ethnic needs. 

Special educational programmes should be organised for pris-
oners with particular difficulties, such as literacy and/or numeracy
problems.
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In as far as is possible, each prisoner’s educational programme
should:

a) be integrated into the national education system in a way 
that enables the individual to continue his or her education
after release,

b) take place at existing educational facilities.

Every prison institution is to have a library for use by all categories
of prisoners. The library is to be stocked with a wide selection of
books for both entertainment and education. Prisoners are to be
encouraged to use the library. Wherever possible, the prison
library shall be run in cooperation with the public library system
of the community.

4.2 Education in Prison (1989)

In 1988, the European Committee on Crime Problems (cdpc) pre-
sented an extensive report, Education in Prison, which covered sub-
jects including the aims of prison education, the place of educa-
tion in the prison system, methodology in adult education, voca-
tional training, creative and cultural activities, and the relationship
between education in the prison system and in society at large. 

Subsequent to the publication of the report, the Council of
Europe published 17 recommendations, appealing to the member
states to take them into account in their work with prison educa-
tion. (Recommendation r (89) 12 adopted by the Committee of
Ministers of the Council of Europe on Prison Education, adopted
on 13 October 1989). This recommendation refers both to Recom-
mendation r (87) 3 on European Prison Rules and Recommenda-
tion r (81) 17 on adult education policy. These recommendations
are aimed at both the school system and the correctional services,
and call upon the relevant parties to ensure that prisoners have
access to a broad range of educational options, which should also
continue after release. The recommendations are as follows:

1 All prisoners shall have access to education, which is 
envisaged as consisting of classroom subjects, vocational 
education, creative and cultural activities, physical education
and sports, social education and library facilities.
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2 Education for prisoners should be like the education provided
for similar age groups in the outside world, and the range 
of learning opportunities for prisoners should be as wide as
possible.

3 Education in prison shall aim to develop the whole person
bearing in mind his or her social, economic and cultural 
context;

4 All those involved in the administration of the prison system
and the management of prisons should facilitate and support
education as much as possible.

5 Education should have no less a status than work within the
prison regime and prisoners should not lose out financially 
or otherwise by taking part in education.

6 Every effort should be made to encourage the prisoner to 
participate actively in all aspects of education.

7 Development programmes should be provided to ensure that
prison educators adopt appropriate adult education methods.

8 Special attention should be given to those prisoners with 
particular difficulties and especially those with reading or
writing problems.

9 Vocational education should aim at the wider development 
of the individual, as well as being sensitive to trends in the
labour-market.

10 Prisoners should have direct access to a well-stocked library 
at least once a week.

11 Physical education and sports for prisoners should be empha-
sised and encouraged.

12 Creative and cultural activities should be given a significant
role because these activities have particular potential to
enable prisoners to develop and express themselves.

13 Social education should include practical elements that
enable the prisoner to manage daily life within the prison,
with a view to facilitating his return to society.

14 Wherever possible, prisoners should be allowed to participate
in education outside prison.

15 Where education has to take place within the prison, the 
outside community should be involved as fully as possible.

16 Measures should be taken to enable prisoners to continue
their education after release.
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17 The funds, equipment and teaching staff needed to enable
prisoners to receive appropriate education should be made
available.

This is an extensive list of recommendations with a view to estab-
lishing equality of opportunity between education in prisons and
education in the outside world.

4.3 unesco Recommendations for adult 
education (unesco 1985) 

One of the cornerstones of the Council of Europe recommen-
dation Education in Prison (Recommendation R(89)12) is the
unesco recommendations for adult education from the fourth
international conference on adult education, held in Paris in 1985.
The significant “right to learn” is set out in the final declaration
from that conference as one of the prerequisites for individual
growth and for the development of citizens. The right to learn is
defined as:

• the right to read and write;
• the right to question and analyse;
• the right to imagine and create;
• the right to read one’s own world and to write history;
• the right to have access to educational resources;
• the right to develop individual and collective skills.

According to the 1985 unesco declaration, this right to learn is
not a luxury to be saved for some future date when all other fun-
damental rights have been satisfied. There can be no human devel-
opment without the right to learn. The right to learn must be rec-
ognized as a fundamental right of every person, without regard
to race, religion an inalienable right of every person regardless of
race, religious opinions, and social status. In short, the unesco
declaration sees this right as one of the best possible contributions
to solving the fundamental problems of humanity. The declara-
tion is, in its turn, based on a previous declaration drawn up at a
unesco conference held in Nairobi in 1976 and adopted by 539
delegates from 122 member states.
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4.4 The United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (1989)

As more and more minors are being convicted of crimes, the
Prison and Probation Service have had to become increasingly
aware of safeguarding children’s’ rights in accordance with the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, and in this
context particularly article 28 on education and article 37 on tor-
ture, capital punishment and imprisonment.

Article 37 on torture, capital punishment and imprisonment
reads:

Article 37
States Parties shall ensure that:

(a) No child shall be subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrad-
ing treatment or punishment. Neither capital punishment nor life impris-
onment without possibility of release shall be imposed for offences com-
mitted by persons below 18 years of age;

(b) No child shall be deprived of his or her liberty unlawfully or arbitrarily.
The arrest, detention or imprisonment of a child shall be in conformity
with the law and shall be used only as a measure of last resort and for the
shortest appropriate period of time;

(c) Every child deprived of liberty shall be treated with humanity and
respect for the inherent dignity of the human person, and in a manner
which takes into account the needs of persons of his or her age. In par-
ticular every child deprived of liberty shall be separated from adults
unless it is considered in the child’s best interest not to do so and shall
have the right to maintain contact with his or her family through corre-
spondence and visits, save in exceptional circumstances;

(d) Every child deprived of his or her liberty shall have the right to prompt
access to legal and other appropriate assistance, as well as the right to
challenge the legality of the deprivation of his or her liberty before a
court or other competent, independent and impartial authority, and to
a prompt decision on any such action. 

Article 37 concerns deprivation of liberty, torture and inhumane
treatment of children, and requires the states parties to guarantee
a number of key rights of the child. It requires a firm commitment
on the part of the States, and is one of the articles in the Conven-
tion that goes farthest in providing concrete protection for chil-
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dren. Article 37 applies to all treatment of children, with special
emphasis on protection during deprivation of liberty in conjunc-
tion with criminal proceedings. 

4.5 The European Convention for the Protection
of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms

The Protocol to the European Convention for the Protection of
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of 4 November 1950
entered into force on 18 May 1954, and was signed by governments
that were members of the Council of Europe. They agreed, inter
alias, to the following:

Article 2 – Right to education
No person shall be denied the right to education. In the exercise of any
functions which it assumes in relation to education and to teaching, the
State shall respect the right of parents to ensure such education and
teaching in conformity with their own religious and philosophical con-
victions.

All the Nordic countries have enshrined this European Conven-
tion in their national legislations.
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5 Assessment, analysis and 
recommendations

In this chapter, the project group provides a more detailed assess-
ment and analysis of the findings based on both our survey and
the description given of the prison populations, followed by a
number of recommendations. These apply to the legislation, the
right to education, the various models for education used by the
Prison and Probation Services, descriptions of education in pris-
ons, course options, teaching methods, and the place of education
and training in the overall correctional system, the needs and
options for lifelong learning, documentation and research, coop-
eration between the correctional system and other stakeholders,
and the costs of prison education. The project group uses the term
“prisoner” to apply both to convicted prisoners and to individuals
being detained in remand.

5.1 Legislation and prisoners’ rights to education 

denmark In Denmark prisoners have a clear, unambiguous legal right to
education, which is the same as that of all citizens in Denmark.
The Act on General Adult Education stipulates that all adults have
the right to education. The Danish institutions regulated by the
Prison and Probation Service consequently have the right to pro-
vide education in accordance with the Act, upon approved appli-
cation. This is followed up in the Sentence Enforcement Act,
which stipulates that inmates must have the right and the obliga-
tion to work, study, and participate in other approved activities. 

norway In Norway, pursuant to the Education Act, there is a general right
and obligation to attend compulsory school, and anyone who has
completed compulsory school has the right to three years of upper
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secondary education. Adults born before 1 January 1978 also have
the right to additional upper secondary education. They also have
the right to supplementary basic education, and to special educa-
tion. The recently-adopted Enforcement of Sentences Act also stip-
ulates that the correctional services, in collaboration with other
state institutions, must ensure that prisoners receive the services to
which they are entitled by law. The instructions accompanying the
Act stipulate the details of this obligation, stating that prisoners
have the same right of access to services, and the same obligations
and responsibilities, as the general population. Thus the Prison
and Probation Service in Norway has a maximum undertaking to
ensure that the relevant authorities offer the services to prisoners
which they are obligated by law to offer, and to ensure that pris-
oners are able to utilise these services. 

finland In Finland basic education (comprehensive education, primary and
lower secondary) is regulated by law, and the legislation stipulates
that it is a universal right. The authorities are also obligated to
ensure the equal opportunity of all to education beyond compul-
sory education, irrespective of the financial status of the individ-
ual and on the basis of his or her needs. Although this is not a leg-
islated right, the aim of educational policy is for everyone, includ-
ing prisoners, to be offered education beyond compulsory level,
on the basis of individual needs. 

The Ministry of Education is responsible for determining what
schools are to offer upper secondary education, and who is respon-
sible for vocational education. The legislation makes it possible for
prisons to offer apprenticeship training in workshops.

sweden In this domain, developments in Sweden have diverged to some
extent from those of the other Nordic countries. Until the early
1990s, education in prisons was an integral part of the general
efforts made to offer adult education to individuals with little school-
ing, or to the educationally underprivileged in society. At that time,
inmates had the same rights to compulsory education as all other
citizens. After an administrative change, the resources for educa-
tion in the correctional system were moved from the Ministry of
Education to the Ministry of Justice. This resulted in elimination of
the general rights of this group. Although the legislation states that:
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… The inhabitants of every Swedish municipality have the right to basic
adult education beginning in the second half of the calendar year in
which the individual turns 20, if (s)he does not possess the skills nor-
mally achieved through compulsory schooling and is domiciled in Swe-
den (…) The stipulations in this section of the law do not apply to pris-
oners.

In Sweden, and with similar developments in the other Nordic
countries, a major national project in the 1990s known as the “adult
education initiative” was intended to provide individuals with both
the knowledge and other necessary skills to be able to participate
in lifelong learning. Although education in prisons may be consid-
ered to be covered by this perspective, this education is regulated in
the Prison Treatment Act. This Act, rather than giving prisoners
the right to education, gives them the opportunity for education.

legislation

The project group recommends that the educational authorities in
the Nordic countries ensure that their legislations clearly state the
legal right and obligation to provide prisoners with the same right
to education as other citizens. The legal authority stipulated in the
Education Acts should also be stipulated in the legislation of the
different countries relating to enforcement of sentences. When
the right to education has been elucidated, this will have conse-
quences in terms of resource allocation.
It is a basic requirement and provides the overarching perspective
for ensuring that inmates receive education on equal terms with
others in society that their right to education must be clearly stip-
ulated in the legislation. Although the authorities in all the Nordic
countries stress the necessity of lifelong learning and skill enhance-
ment for adults, our survey indicates that the right of prisoners to
education is not clearly enshrined in Nordic legislation. Thus it
must be clearly stated in the legislation applying to the correctional
authorities that the only thing of which an incarcerated individ-
ual is to be deprived is his or her liberty. In principle, all other rights
are to be upheld. 
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normalisation

The project group proposes that the principle of normalisation be
applied to as great an extent as possible by utilising the public serv-
ices of society such as schools, libraries, treatment services, etc. 

Comments This can be accomplished both by giving more prisoners day
release privileges, and by the building of a larger number of open
correctional facilities. Day release privileges can even be arranged
for some prisoners who serve their sentences in higher security
prisons mainly by having special units for prisoners with day
release privileges. Future correctional facilities must be built with
units for prisoners who have day release privileges.
Once the right to education has been clearly enshrined in the leg-
islation(s), it will be natural to review the implementation of and
criteria for providing optimal teaching conditions in prisons. Tra-
ditionally, most of the teaching that takes place in Nordic prisons
takes place in closed institutions. Denmark is the exception. There,
most inmates are placed in open institutions, and thus they have far
greater access to day release privileges for education and work
than other Nordic prisoners.

On the basis of the principles of normalisation, integration,
openness and responsibility, the view of the project group is that
prisoners should have much greater access to the state educational
system. One of the ways in which this can be achieved is by greater
use of daytime release privileges, enabling inmates to attend com-
munity schools and thus to be more involved in and closer to
everyday society than when they attend prison schools. They
would also have a far greater range of options if they had access to
the full range of courses offered in the local schools. Research
results from Denmark (Holstein 1986) also indicate that prisoners
granted day release privileges for schooling are less inclined
towards recidivism. In other words, day release privileges serve as
an instrument of crime prevention. Moreover, having prisoners
serve their sentences in open correctional facilities is cost-beneficial
as compared with the building of a large number of closed institu-
tions to which various services have to be “imported”.
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administrative cooperation

The project group proposes that concrete plans and routines be
drawn up for cooperation between the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice and the various stakeholders at national, regional and local
levels. 
Good cooperation between the Prison and Probation Service and
other authorities is an important factor in satisfying prisoners’
educational requirements. There must be strategic planning for
expansion of the range of educational options offered in prisons.
Better cooperation and planning would give an overview of the
needs for education amongst various groups of prisoners, and thus
result in a broad range of educational options with satisfactory
utilisation of resources.

5.2 Models for implementation 
of education in prisons

The Nordic countries differ from one another both in terms of the
legislation and the right to education for prisoners, and therefore
different comprehensive objectives have been set out and different
models developed for implementation of education in prisons.
These models can also be seen as expressions of cultural differ-
ences and differences in emphasis with regard to this area.

Our survey of the prison education systems in the Nordic coun-
tries indicates that practices can be described using five different
models, each with its own special features. Roughly, these are: in
Denmark export and self-sufficiency models, In Finland a combi-
nation model, in Norway an import model, and in Sweden a con-
tract model. The implementation of each model is described
briefly below. 

denmark Most of the teaching done in the prison is carried out by teachers
employed full-time by the Ministry of Justice. More than 50% of
the teaching done in remand centres is also given by prison teach-
ers, and the rest by teachers who are employed locally and paid on
an hourly basis.
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finland In Finland there are three categories of employees: teachers
employed by the local educational institutions (the main category),
teachers employed by the Ministry of Justice (at three facilities)
and contracted teachers.

norway All teaching in prisons is carried out by full and part-time teachers
employed by the educational authorities.

sweden Teaching is carried out by a large number of adult education organ-
isations, with 21 different contracted parties in 2001. One-year con-
tracts are convened, with a renewal option for one or two more
years. In 2003 a pilot project was launched in south-western Swe-
den using teachers employed by the Prison and Probation Service
under the pedagogical direction of the Swedish Agency for Flexi-
ble Learning. In 2005 a decision was made to implement the con-
cept throughout the Prison and Probation Service over the next
two years.

5.2.1 Models for education in prisons

In the following analysis of the models for implementation of edu-
cation in prisons described above, the project group describes the
advantages and disadvantages of each model as well as the general
demands they imply for both the educational authorities and the
correctional services.

1 The export model: Teachers employed by the educational authorities
In this model, the general educational authorities bear the respon-
sibility for the content, organisation and financing of education.
The educational legislation is universally applicable; prisoners are
no exception. They have the same range of educational options as
all citizens. The teachers are the regular teachers from the local
community. The classroom situation is the same as for all citizens.

Requirements that must be fulfilled if the export model is to func-
tion well:
• For this model to work, inmates must be allowed to leave 

the prison in order to participate in education in the commu-
nity. This requires either the existence of national guidelines
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for education in prisons or very clear stipulations in the legis-
lation governing the Prison and Probation Service regarding
the rights of prisoners to leave the premises for education.
This, in turn, means that the options regarding day release
privileges for prisoners have to be adapted to the needs of
each specific inmate. It also ensures a smooth transition to
continued schooling in the community after release.

• One important aspect of cooperation between the Prison 
and Probation Service and the educational authorities is that
schoolwork be well integrated into the overall planning work
done by the Prisons and Probation Service with and for each
inmate, and become a natural element of the formal future
plans drawn up for prisoners. This requires the existence 
of the necessary pedagogical competence in the prisons 
for the assessment of each prisoner’s educational needs, 
for communication with guidance counsellors, etc.

• Another requirement is a detailed security policy, not least in
consideration of the possibility that prisoners might ask those
who have been on day release to bring drugs back with them
into the prison.

• Education should become a natural element of the sentence
plans drawn up by the correctional services.

Advantages
• This model may contribute to minimising stigmatisation 

and thus to increasing normalisation, integration and
accountability. With day release privileges, it also allows
inmates access to the regular course range in the community. 

• The system results in utilisation of the full range of educa-
tional options in the local community, and thus allows for
normalisation, socialisation, sense of accountability, open-
ness, reduces exclusion, and improves contact with day-to-
day community life for prisoners to a greater extent than 
otherwise in the penal system. In addition, the interface with
marginalised, groups, including prison convicts, can lead to
development of new pedagogical methods.

• On the basis of the legislation, the Danish Prison and Proba-
tion Service can make substantial use of the possibility of
prisoner’s having day release privileges and thus leaving the
institution for both work and education. 
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Comments Although the legislation in the three other countries is positive in
relation to day release privileges, practice varies greatly. 

Disadvantages
• Day release privileges can be a great strain on the inmate 

– implying continual fluctuations between freedom and
confinement. 

• Problems may arise in motivating inmates who have consid-
erable learning difficulties and previous negative experience
of the traditional school system to attend school in the 
community. 

2 The self-supply model: Teachers employed by the Ministry of Justice
Education for prisoners is regulated in both the legislation on the
correctional and the educational systems. Ultimate responsibility
is in the hands of the correctional services, as is the financial
responsibility for education for prisoners. In as far as is possible,
inmates are to have access to the same educational options as the
local community. National guidelines are needed for prison edu-
cation. The Prison and Probation Service and the educational
authorities will have to cooperate in order to maintain equality of
educational opportunities.

Requirements that must be fulfilled if the self-supply model is to
function well:
• Education must become a natural element of the services

available to prisoners under the auspices of the correctional
authorities. Teachers are appointed by the Prison and Proba-
tion services. Pedagogical expertise must be available at man-
agement level nationally, regionally and locally. In addition 
to the competence of the teaching staff, the correctional
authorities must have access to specialist competence in 
adult education. Equal opportunities in education must also
apply, as far as possible, in terms of classroom facilities and
equipment. 

• The system must issue grades and certificates equivalent to
those issued elsewhere in the school system, as a quality 
guarantee for the teaching given. In order to ensure a smooth
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transition to schooling in the community, the teaching
offered in prisons must be considered equivalent to the 
teaching given in the community under the regulation 
of the educational authorities.

• Education must be a natural element of sentence plans
drawn up by the correctional services.

Advantages
• Services can be better coordinated and regulated. Education

becomes a natural part of the total package of services
offered to prisoners. The teachers are also an integral part 
of the prisoner’s personnel contact network when serving 
his or her sentence, and can, for example, help the prisoners
find information, etc. relating to their schooling.

• The various levels of the Prison and Probation Service have
better access to a comprehensive picture of the services each
inmate requires. 

• When teachers are employed by the Ministry of Justice, their
working hours and conditions are regulated to the services
agreement of the Prison and Probation Service, and thus
they work in accordance with the rhythm of the correctional
facility. They also have the same regulations regarding vaca-
tion time as other personnel working in prisons. Teachers
also serve on the regular consultation bodies and committees,
and are thus considered members of the prison staff. These
teachers are subject to a special working time agreement for
prison teachers. 

Disadvantages
• This system may result in the perspectives of the Prison and

Probation Service and the prison professionals being given 
so much priority that the pedagogical aspects of prisoner’s
needs may be seen in too narrow a light. There is also a risk
that teachers can become so well-integrated into the Prison
and Probation Service that they lose their more comprehen-
sive pedagogical perspective.

• There may be too little turnover amongst the teaching staff,
and thus the organisation may become static, with too little
debate regarding educational methods and creative thinking.
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Because prison schools are small and have few teachers, dis-
cussions about pedagogical methods and development work
may be restricted or even lacking. There is a risk, over time,
that these teachers will become isolated from the state school
system. 

Comments There are a number of other problems relating to this model that
are difficult to pigeonhole as advantages or disadvantages. What
are the consequences of putting financial and other responsibility
for prison education in the hands of the correctional services?
Might this result, in times of financial constraints, in difficulties
with giving priority to prison education? There is reason to assume
that equality of opportunity will be respected in this area when
prison schools are accorded the same status as other adult educa-
tion facilities, and there is to some extent a guarantee of this in that
prison education would be covered in both the education and cor-
rectional legislation. Still, the question must be asked as to whether
prison education managed in accordance with this model really is
equivalent to education offered in the community. If the special
pedagogical needs arising in the context of prison education are to
be taken fully into account, specialists in education and pedagogy
will have to be employed by the correctional services. The model
probably also requires national guidelines for prison education. 

3 The import model: Teachers employed by the educational authorities
In this model, the educational authorities in every county have the
overall responsibility, including the financial responsibility, for edu-
cation in the prisons. The educational legislation does not distin-
guish between education offered at a correctional facility and in
the community. The education offered at correctional facilities is
considered equivalent to the corresponding education offered
elsewhere in the community. In principle, the same courses are
also offered in prisons and in the community, and the teachers have
the same levels of competence. 
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Requirements that must be fulfilled if the import model is to func-
tion well:
• There must be good cooperation between the correctional

services/prison and the school administrator(s), and a clear
understanding of who decides what (an ideal model would 
be a “branch” of the local school organised from a school
perspective).

• Equivalent demands must be made regarding classroom 
facilities and equipment as in the community.

• Upon release, there must be a smooth transition to educa-
tional options in the community.

• Education must be a natural element of the prisoners’ sen-
tence Plans drawn up by the Prison and Probation Service.

Advantages
• Better normalisation and insight into the system, and greater

independence from the penal system. 
• Responsibility for and financing of education in the prisons

rests with those who normally have responsibility for these
matters in the community. The educational legislation does
not distinguish between education in prisons and other edu-
cation in society.

• Teachers have continuous access to a broad pedagogical
forum with professional expertise, and do not run the risk of
losing contact with the educational environment in the state
school system. Although teachers in prisons have the same
competence as all other teachers, there is still a risk of institu-
tionalisation. It may be easier for teachers employed under
this model to make proposals for changes and ask critical
questions. The same salary levels apply as in the general 
educational system (In Norway, prison teachers also have a
“prison supplement” amounting to approximately eur 2,430
annually). 

• This model better ensures the allocation of resources for 
education. It may also facilitate the acquisition of funding 
for research and development work.

• Easy transitions to the community school system are ensured,
for example by having follow-up classes and good contacts
with the regular school system and the employment services. 
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Disadvantages
• In principle, this system implies access to the same course

options as in the community, but because the institutions are
small, this is never the case in reality, and cannot be so until
inmates from closed institutions have day release privileges
for education and for work. Situations can easily arise in
which no one is prepared to accept responsibility. The Prison
and Probation Service encompasses a wide variety of ser-
vices, and frequently there is no one with responsibility for
coordinating them. 

• Owing to the fact that education for prisoners is such a small
part of education in general, there may be problems at
administrative levels nationally, regionally and locally. In cases
of “branch schools” problems may arise in terms of inade-
quate contact with the “main school”. If “loose ends” remain
untied in the system, there may be integration problems and
to schooling may be regarded as separate from other activi-
ties in the prison. Sometimes prison schools also find them-
selves with teachers considered unfit for the normal school
system. 

• Teachers in this system are subject to the working time
agreement of the state school system with regard to school
vacation periods. This schedule is in poor harmony with life
at an institution that has to function day and night. One
example of the consequences of the prison school having a
working time agreement that is out of line with other work-
ing hours in the prison is that the prison school would be
closed during school vacation periods and, in the worst case,
the prisoners might have to spend their days locked up in
their cells. 

• The salary supplement for prison teachers can result in teach-
ers staying in the system for many years. This means little
turnover and a consequent lacking inflow of new pedago-
gical ideas and methods. 
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4 The contract model: Teachers employed by the educational authori-
ties who convene contracts with the Prison and Probation Service 
This system gives access to the same educational options as in the
community, with education regulated by the laws and ordinances
applying to the correctional system. The Prison and Probation Ser-
vice have overall and financial responsibility. Good cooperation
between the prison/Prison and Probation Service and the educa-
tional authorities is required to maintain equality of opportunities. 

In 2003 a pilot project was launched in south-western Sweden
using teachers employed by the Prison and Probation Service
under the pedagogical direction of the Swedish Agency for Flexi-
ble Learning. In 2005 a decision was made to implement the con-
cept throughout the Prison and Probation Service over the next
two years.

Requirements that must be fulfilled if the contract model is to
function well:
• This model requires national guidelines for education in 

prisons. The Prison and Probation Service must also have
specialist competence in the field of adult education, in 
order to have correct specifications in calls for tender.

• It must be ensured that classroom facilities and equipment
correspond to those in the state school system. 

• With the right technical specifications for the contracts, it 
will be possible to ensure a smooth transition to education 
in the community after release.

• Education should be a natural element of the prisoners’
future plans drawn up by the Prison and Probation Service.

Advantages
• In principle this system affords the same access to educa-

tional options as in the community.
• Education is a natural part of the other services offered to

prisoners by the correctional authorities. Every inmate has
the possibility of receiving the education (s)he requires,
although this is contingent upon the length of the contract
with the education provider in relation to changes in the
prison population and consequent new educational needs.
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The contracting system gives the institutions greater financial
autonomy and freedom.

• Diversity of contracting parties may fill a positive function.

Comments Because they are working on the basis of time-restricted contracts,
teachers will probably be more motivated and committed to pro-
viding good education. 

Disadvantages
• The Prison and Probation Service would have to have peda-

gogical expertise in order to set out the correct specifications
in their calls for tender. The fact that contracting parties will
come and go may make it difficult to coordinate services in
relation to the correctional authorities. And with individuals
coming and going, it may be difficult for the teachers to
obtain an understanding of the place of education in the
Prison and Probation Service and for the inmates. 

• If they will only be staying in the system for a short time,
teachers will be less committed in this kind of employment
situation. This may lead to a long-term decrease in course
options, and a lack of continuity in the teaching staff. 

• Prison teachers do not all know each other, and there is a risk
that they will not build up a professional identity as a group.

• Prisoners may find that the educational options differ greatly
from one institution to another. There is a risk that this sys-
tem would lead to a lack of equality in educational options. 

Comments This model, too, gives rise to questions that are difficult to answer
unambiguously. Will it allow prisoners to receive an education
equivalent to that available in the community? Does this model
assure prison teachers equivalent competence with others? Ques-
tions also arise in relation to the teaching environment, whether
premises and equipment are properly utilised, or whether in the
long run they will deteriorate. There are also questions related to
the constantly shifting situation with contracting parties, and
whether these parties are able to maintain stable, regular contact
with the schools and workplaces in the community. Another ques-
tion which arises is whether this model can possibly result in the
development of firm, structured forms for cooperation between
the correctional and the educational authorities. 
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5 The combination model: Teachers employed by both the Ministry 
of Justice and the Educational Authorities
The educational legislation does not distinguish between educa-
tion in prisons and other education. This model requires national
guidelines for education of prisoners, both in the state school sys-
tem and in correctional institutions. The model also requires a clear
distribution of workload and responsibilities. Two parallel organi-
sations have to share both overall and financial responsibility.

Requirements that must be fulfilled if the combination model is to
function well:
• There must be no differences as regard teacher competence.

The Prison and Probation Service must have expertise in
adult education.

• The same courses are offered as in the community. Education
becomes one of the many services offered to prisoners by the
correctional services. It is important that there be good con-
tact between the prison/Prison and Probation Service and
the school system, to maintain equality of opportunity. 

• The educational options must be equivalent to those offered
in the community in general as regards premises, equipment,
etc. 

• Education should be a natural element of sentence plans
drawn up by the Prison service.

Advantages
• In this model, education is one integral aspect of the overall

activities offered at the institution. This can result in a wider
range of course options, and “imported” teachers can also
teach part of the time elsewhere in the local school system.
At these facilities they can serve as a “social interface – contact
officer” for inmates with day release privileges who attend
the local schools. This can contribute to continuity in the
transition from prison to freedom.

• The fact that the teaching staff consists of individuals
employed by two different authorities can contribute to
greater inspiration in terms of teaching methods, and to 
livelier discussions.

5 · assessment, analysis and recommendations 151

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 151



Comments Teachers who work with target groups both within the prison
school and in the state school system may be more motivated and
challenged. Competition could, however, arise between the groups
if inmates tended to choose their teachers more on the basis of per-
sonality than subject area (Or they might find that there were
advantages in the prison environment if they “chose the prison
teacher” instead of a teacher coming from outside, or vice versa).

Disadvantages
• The involvement of two different authorities subject to 

different rules and regulations can give rise to ambiguities
with regard to responsibility.

• The combination model does not make equal opportunities
in education as self-evident as the other models.

• Two groups of teachers with different working hours, etc.
can give rise to trade union and policy conflicts. 

Comments This model, too, contains variables that are difficult to clarify.
Overall and financial responsibility rest with two parallel organi-
sations, which requires clear distribution of workload and respon-
sibility. Good cooperation between the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice and the schools is important, and there must be clarity as to
which of these authorities has the ultimate responsibility for
prison education. 

5.2.2 Equal opportunities in prison education

The project group proposes that irrespective of which model is
used, there must be pedagogical expertise at management level to
provide quality assurance for the educational activities offered.
Teaching staff are to have the same status, authority, and compe-
tence as in the state school system.
The main prerequisite for equivalence of educational opportuni-
ties for prisoners in closed facilities is, as indicated above, that the
legislation is crystal clear. On the basis of the law(s) and interna-
tional recommendations, guidelines or standards for education in
prisons should be drawn up. This should be accomplished in coop-
eration between the educational authorities and the correctional
services. 
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Teaching staff must possess competence in line with the special
educational needs of prisoners. This may apply to their needs for
different teachers and, with regard to prisoners from other coun-
tries, to language skills, religion and culture. Teaching staff must
be afforded both further training as teachers and updates with
regard to working in the prison system, to stimulate debate and
thus counteract institutionalisation. 

In order for the teaching to be up-to-date and to utilise resources
in a satisfactory way, the teaching facilities must maintain the same
standards and be as well equipped as in the state school system.
Today, many correctional institutions are housed in premises old
with no separate educational arrangements.

5.3 Description of education in prison facilities 

The project group proposes that a joint Nordic description of edu-
cation in prison facilities for the future be made. It should include: 
• Compulsory education (corresponding to nine years 

of basic education, through secondary school)
• Further education (corresponding to upper secondary 

education)
• Internet-based education
• Full ict training 
• Special education
• Immigrant education, minority group education (Sami, Roma,

etc.) and education for second generation immigrants
• Higher/university education.

Comments As part of any teaching, all schools/students should have access
to a well-stocked library which, in itself, serves as an information
and knowledge database.
Education in prisons should mirror the national educational sys-
tem. Research indicates that many convicted prisoners have short-
comings in their educational background which correspond to
those found in the general population. On the basis of various per-
spectives, including the principles of the right to education, human-
itarianism and rehabilitation, education in the prison system should
be generously defined. It is assumed that well-developed systems
for prison education are investments in crime prevention in the
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sense that they will encourage more prisoners to continue their
education and training and to be integrated on the labour market
after they have served their time. 

This survey of education in the prisons of the Nordic countries
shows that the definition of the concept of “prison education”
varies from country to country. There is a need for education in all
the prison systems to implement perspectives that emphasise life-
long learning for the general population, a greater focus on adult
education, the needs of the adult population for skill enhancement
and the Nordic societies as increasingly multicultural. 

A brief summary of descriptions of prison education in the
Nordic countries follows:

denmark Education in prisons is broadly defined as any education the con-
tent of which is pursuant to the various laws issued under the Min-
istry for Education: These include special education, preparatory
adult education in the subjects of Danish and mathematics, basic
education in grades 5 to 9 (secondary school), general adult edu-
cation corresponding to grades 9 and 10, upper secondary adult
education, Internet-based courses, university studies, prison work-
shops (enabling a combination of introductory vocational train-
ing and comprehensive – primary and lower secondary – educa-
tion), vocational education and education for prisoners of foreign
origin. 

finland As mentioned above, the legislation is crystal clear as regards the
right to comprehensive schooling, but it is ambiguous regarding
upper secondary education and vocational training. There is also
a lack of clarity with regard to who is responsible for prison edu-
cation. Prison education is described as comprising basic educa-
tion, upper secondary education and vocational training, and edu-
cation in the national languages for immigrants, education for
Roma, and university level education. To some extent it also
includes courses offered by folk high schools and adult education
institutions.

norway The legal basis for prison education is clear and unambiguous in
terms of primary, secondary and upper secondary education, in
both the Educational Act from the Ministry of Education and
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Research, and in the Enforcement of Sentences Act. Accordingly,
prison education is described as comprising comprehensive and fur-
ther education (upper secondary and vocational education). It is
stressed in the instructions accompanying the Act that young pris-
oners with inadequate educational backgrounds are to be particu-
larly encouraged to make use of the opportunity to receive educa-
tion while in prison. This legislation does not cover university or
other higher education for prisoners, nor are the rights of immi-
grant prisoners to education clarified in Norwegian legislation. 

sweden As described above, the legislation is not clear regarding prison
education. Prison education is described as the education needed
by each prisoner. This includes basic adult education (grades 1–9,
primary and lower secondary comprehensive education), Swedish
for immigrants, special education for prisoners with reading and
writing difficulties, upper secondary education, vocational training
including labour market skills training, university education and
higher education, and other forms of education such as study cir-
cles and informal education such as courses on parenting.

5.4 Educational opportunities

The project group sets out the following proposals for education-
al courses to satisfy prisoners’ needs regarding both formal edu-
cation and informal skills enhancement:

Theoretical education
• Basic education (in Finland of restricted scope).
• Special/remedial education, with a particular focus on the

prisoners with the most inadequate educational backgrounds
(it is a unique opportunity to spend time with and motivate
such individuals while they are serving a prison sentence).

• Adult upper secondary education, with course options as
extensive as those offered in the community.

• Being able to study with day release privileges is an important
option, giving the individual more freedom of choice, and the
prison inmate the chance to spend time in a “normal” study
environment.
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• Education which satisfies the needs of foreign prisoners. Cor-
respondence courses with some personal tutoring may play a
role in satisfying individual needs.

Vocational training
• Vocational training in collaboration with the employment

service in order to offer training that will prepare the individ-
uals for the labour market. 

• Cooperation should be encouraged between schools (theory)
and prison workshops (practice). As a result of such coope-
ration, some activities could earn educational credits. When
educational needs assessed, inmates’ previous experience
should also be taken into account. This can mean a great deal
to individuals who do not have many positive testimonials.

• Some vocational training could be given in other languages.
This could also be useful to inmates who are going to be
deported after release, and who could thus gain competence
that will be of value to them when they return to their home
countries. 

New technology
• The introduction of new technology (Internet-based solu-

tions adapted to prison security needs) might be a simple way
of giving more inmates access to a broad range of further
education, university and other higher education. 

• ict courses of the same kinds offered in the regular schools in
the community (both to master the techniques themselves
and to use the new technologies in other subject studies). The
new technology is also a necessary tool to be able to access
various educational options outside the prison – a natural tool
in relation to the expanding range of Internet-based adult
education possibilities in society.

Creative activities, libraries, etc.
• Education in the arts with a view to improving self-develop-

ment, life skills and motivation raises individuals’ social skills.
Participation in both creative activities and well-rounded
physical activities often encourage prisoners to go on to other
kinds of education.
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• There should be access to a well-stocked library and its servic-
es in collaboration with the library services available in the
community. 

Women prisoners
• All the items above apply equally to women prisoners who,

precisely like their male counterparts, must be offered a wide
range of educational opportunities adapted to their individual
needs. For women, who otherwise run the risk of being con-
sidered a small, costly target group, the new technologies
may be particularly important in terms of opening up a large
number of options (unless the possibility of mixing men and
women in prison education groups is considered).

Education as one piece of the puzzle
• Education can become more effective if it is combined with

work, treatment programmes, and other approved activities.
Very few prisoners can cope efficiently with full-time studies.
Great flexibility and “tailor-made” weekly schedules should
be available for each prisoner. Education is one important
piece of a larger puzzle. If that piece falls into place, it may 
be decisive both for the success of the inmate’s schooling and
for his or her life as a whole. 

General 
• There must be access to purpose-suited facilities and state-of-

the-art equipment equivalent to that available in community
adult education facilities or elsewhere in society. 

Irrespective of the educational model used in their prisons, the
Nordic countries have a shared basis in the idea that education is
there for the benefit of the prisoner, for his or her own personal
development, as well being one aspect of the general effort of cre-
ating a better platform to stand on after release from prison 
– hopefully into a life free from criminality and drugs. The orien-
tation, options, methods and priorities of the prison education sys-
tem should therefore all be based on the situation of each individ-
ual prisoner. Who are the users of the prison education system?
What are their needs and who determines them? The aim of this
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section is to scrutinise the chain of user needs – how well do edu-
cational options correspond to today’s needs – what would ideal
educational options be? To begin with, it is very difficult to define
educational needs. They may differ greatly, spanning the spectrum
from subject-specific knowledge to skills required on the labour
market, as well as including an individual’s personal desire to learn,
for example, a language, to know more about his or her country’s
history, or to understand what his or her lifestyle has to do with
global events or with environmental issues. However, when we
discuss needs below, we do so on the basis of the first perspective
just mentioned – needs as assessed from the outside, when staff
and teacher make an objective evaluation of a prisoner’s needs.
Still, the other perspective must be borne in mind and respected,
and should also be part of the overall assessment when possible.
The prisoner’s needs as others see them must always be based on
each individual prisoner’s situation. 

The discussion of needs below begins with the schematic
description of the users of prison educational services in the
Nordic countries given in chapter 3, where it is clear that the prison
populations in the Nordic countries are fairly similar. The age of
most of the prison populations is 25 to 35, with a very small num-
ber of prisoners under the age of 20 in relation to the overall
prison population, owing to the fact that young offenders receive
other treatment rather imprisonment. In terms of educational
backgrounds, Finnish prisoners deviate from the other groups,
with a much larger proportion of Finnish prisoners having com-
pleted comprehensive school. The number of prisoners of foreign
origin varies, but is a substantial group, particularly in Sweden,
where every fourth prisoner comes from another country than
Sweden. There are substantial drug problems, with 60–70% of the
prisoners in all the countries estimated as having substance or alco-
hol abuse problems.

5.4.1 The abusers – “once and never again” prisoners – 
the professional criminals

In a Swedish report from 1998 (In Swedish: English equivalent title:
The Prison and Probation Service and Prisoners – a future and societal
trends analysis regarding prisoner development and prison populations,
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1998), describes the number of new prisoners as having decreased
in recent years (although it has risen again since 1998) and the
prison population as ageing. The report also predicts that the num-
ber of prisoners serving long sentences and convicted of narcotics
crimes and violent crimes will increase, and probably come to
account for the majority of prisoners. It paints a picture of the
quite resilient welfare state as having distinct problem categories
such as young people, immigrants, and single parents. It express-
es some concern that when young people find it difficult to gain
entry to the labour market, this will result in new kinds of social
problems and new environments for drugs, with more and more
people trying out drugs and other harmful substances. Immi-
grants, too, are a risk group for crime, particularly in conjunction
with the fact that undesirable developments in terms of welfare
are resulting in increasing poverty in many urban residential areas.
According to the report, international research indicates that this
kind of “poverty” is clearly linked to criminality. The report goes
on to claim that developments in terms of legislation, socio-eco-
nomic variables, social welfare services, psychiatry and the mass
media are all relevant to how the groups of prisoners needing
access to prison education develop. Thus both societal and indi-
vidual stakeholders are decisive in determining who the users of
the Prison and Probation Service will be.

In an attempt to be forward-looking, the project group pres-
ents below a model of future users of the Prison and Probation
system: Prisoner abusers, “once and never again” prisoners and
Prisoners considered professional criminals. 

A The abusers, characterized, for example by having:
• long-term substance abuse problems,
• insecure upbringings,
• social problems (inadequate educational backgrounds, 

unemployment, etc.),
• been convicted of crimes of violence, assault and battery 

or intoxication,
• psychological problems,
• older ages (30 or older), and often being recidivists, 
• a sizeable need for support from the social services. 
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B “Once and never again” prisoners, characterized, for example
by not:
• being long-term addicts as in group A above,
• having grown up in as obviously insecure situations as group

A above,
• having as obvious social problems as group A above, for

example often having better educational backgrounds,
• needing as much support from the social services.

C The professional criminals, who:
• are not currently abusers,
• often belong to criminal gangs such as Hells Angels, 

Bandidos, the Brotherhood, or og (Original Gangsters),
• participate in more thoroughly-planned criminality, 
• have experience of international criminality,
• do not require support from the social services.

A fourth group, not discussed separately in the report is: 

D Increasing numbers of foreign prisoners
According to the Swedish report, all groups A, B and C all contain
prisoners of foreign origin, who themselves comprise a heteroge-
neous group. However, if this group increases, it will pose new
challenges for prison education. In Sweden, where this group is
already sizeable, not necessarily being able to read and write
Swedish already makes these prisoners considerably disadvantaged
in terms of educational options. 

The report states that category A are and are expected to
remain the dominant category of prisoners, and that category B
are usually prisoners who have been convicted for the first time
and who come from relatively orderly circumstances. Still, the
crimes for which they have been convicted may be quite serious
ones. The category C is quite a broad one, containing both mem-
bers of known criminal gangs and individuals who participate in
thoroughly-planned criminal activities. The report stresses the
importance of deciding what kind of activities this group should
be offered being that their primary need is not for the support of
the social services. To a large extent their need for education would
be for formalised education, although the report also points out a
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need for informal skill enhancement (activities of daily living,
functioning as part of a group in society, as a family member, etc.).
The general effort in society to give the citizens the lifelong learn-
ing perspective must also apply to prisoners within the Prison and
Probation Service (See also section 5.7 below).

5.5 Methods

The project group proposes the following approaches in order to
fulfil the needs of prisoners for both formal and informal adult
education:
• The same pedagogical points of departure for lifelong learn-

ing in adult education shall apply to adults in prison as in soci-
ety at large – with the same adaptation to the target group as
must always be used for any specific educational group, in
prison or elsewhere. The methods implemented should be
based on the idea of assessing the needs of each individual
and, on that basis, giving him or her space in which to devel-
op, in terms of knowledge and experience and also as an 
individual with civil rights and duties.

• The particular features of prison education – often a short
time frame, a great need for individualisation, and students
who may be at very different points along the route to acquir-
ing life competence, places high demands both in terms of
methodological flexibility and in terms of teachers being
adaptable in their educational strategies.

It is probable that outreach teaching methods, theme studies linked to
the local community and everyday life would motivate and stimulate the
inmates in terms of their education more than traditional teaching or
individual tutoring that follows textbooks strictly.

This quotation is from a report published by the Swedish Nation-
al Agency for Education in 1989 (In Swedish. Reports from the
National Agency for Education, R89:35). According to Silwa Claes-
son, this report also states that prisoners require both individuali-
sation and cooperation, for instance group work, as well as train-
ing in social skills. It is clearly a challenging task to be a prison
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teacher. Qualities required, according to the report include dedi-
cation to the task, patience, kindness, social commitment, firmness,
flexibility, self-confidence, and toughness, as well as the abilities to
individualise, to be forceful in difficult situations, and to exercise
diplomacy. Thus when teachers are recruited for the correctional
system, account should be taken of many things beyond the for-
mal qualifications of the applicants. Being a teacher in the correc-
tional system can be extremely demanding. The pressure on those
who administrate the system is also great in that, for instance in
terms of keeping their teachers competent and committed. Teach-
ers in the correctional system often have relatively few colleagues.
Moreover, the further training offered to teachers in the state
school system is not always in line with their needs. According to
this report, teachers in the correctional service who were polled
about their needs most often mentioned the need for working
methods that encourage motivation, detailed courses on the
prison system, in-depth subject studies, and methods courses.

Many reports often point out that prisoners serving sentences
often have negative experience from their own school days. Another
subject often raised is dyslexia, and in this context many reports
indicate that a large number of prisoners have reading and writing
difficulties. However, recent studies indicate that dyslexia is not
over-represented in the prison population as compared with the
same age groups in the general population (Herkner, 2001. In
Swedish. English equivalent title: How common is dyslexia among
Swedish prisoners?). Nevertheless, many prisoners do have serious
problems in reading, writing, and mathematics. One study con-
tains testimony from prisoners that they found it difficult to help
their children with their homework, that they found it embar-
rassing not to be able to read and write, and that they would con-
ceal their weaknesses (Ohlsson, 2000. English equivalent title: Lit-
eracy/dyslexia education at the Malmö prison).

All these issues lead to the question of what teaching methods
and what teacher competence is needed in prison education.
Claesson refers to the qualities mentioned above, such as dedica-
tion to the task, patience, kindness, social commitment, etc. as
“didactic tact”, a term coined by van Manen in The Tact of Teach-
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ing (van Manen, 1991). Many reports recommend special needs
teachers as fulfilling the requirements of the correctional system.
In one, the author is of the view that special needs teachers are
trained to see the strengths and weaknesses of each individual stu-
dent, which makes them particularly suited to prison education.
Jonasson found, through teacher interviews, that most prison
teachers considered themselves more than just teachers. They
were also discussion partners, therapists and prison staff. ( Jonas-
son, 2001. In Swedish. English equivalent title: Teaching in prison:
four teachers’ experience)

According to Claesson, in short, there seems to be an under-
standing that there are students in prison who have special needs,
although opinions are divided as to how the problems should be
tackled – but in any case some “didactic tact” is required, and pos-
sibly also training in special needs education. Claesson highlights
one feature that may distinguish a prison teacher from his or her
“normal” teaching colleagues, relating to the social aspects of the
teaching profession. This does not mean that there are no social
aspects to teaching in the non-prison setting, but that these skills
are particularly important for teachers in prisons. However, the
fact that many of the prisoner respondents in this study com-
plained that their prison teachers had too little specific subject
knowledge, in practice it is necessary to find teachers with a good
combination of the qualities needed and well-balanced teaching
competence. 

Is there a dimension to teaching in a prison setting that distin-
guishes the prison teacher from other teachers? According to
Claesson it may be related to social aspects. She goes on to report
on an interview with a prison student who said:

There are three things that make a good prison teacher: firstly being
devoted to the teaching profession, really keen to teach, as well as being
aware of the social dimension. Secondly, being extremely hands-on 
and practical, and prepared to be flexible about learning and teaching
methods. Thirdly, making you feel it’s OK to be bad at schoolwork.
Many people in this setting, myself included, have mixed experience of
school. And maybe we think that a person who is bad at schoolwork is
a bad person. In which case we end up skipping school or dropping out

5 · assessment, analysis and recommendations 163

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 163



or not giving a damn. But it’s ok not to be good at everything. It’s ok to
say I didn’t do my assignment if you hear “All right, well, just sit down
and give it a try now.” I think the feeling that you are welcome anyway,
that the teacher isn’t going to give up on you, is important. 

Skaalvik et al. indicate, in a report from 2002, that there are great
discrepancies regarding what school administrators, teachers and
prison staff see as the objective of prison education. Administra-
tors tend to put more emphasis on formal aspects such as follow-
ing the curriculum and getting a diploma, teachers stress the
importance of motivation, gaining self-confidence and developing
social skills, while prison staff members emphasise the opportu-
nities for prisoners to improve their basic skills such as reading,
writing and mathematics. The objective a person feels to be most
important will, of course, affect his or her view of what method-
ology is suitable and what teaching strategies should be used in
prison education. This report also points out that teachers experi-
ence the classroom situation in prisons as different from the class-
room situations in public schools in many ways. For instance, there
tends to be rapid student turnover in prison schools, interruptions
of schooling for shorter or longer periods are common, and stu-
dents often have a negative attitude on the basis of their previous
educational experience, inadequate basic skills, and poor self-
confidence (Skaalvik et al., 2002. In Norwegian, English equiva-
lent title: Observations and Ambitions Regarding Prison Teaching).

According to this report, if there were a spectrum with the stu-
dents’ points of departure at one end and long-term goals at the
other, one would also span the spectrum of opinions about the
objectives of prison education amongst prison school administra-
tors and teachers and other prison staff.

Individual points Educational Formal Long-term
of departure objectives objectives objectives

• Feeling comfortable • Knowledge • Diplomas • Mastering
in the classroom • Skills • Course life skills

• Motivation • Social certificates
• Self-confidence development

• Attitudes

figure 5.1 The objectives of prison education seen over time
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For the teacher, the person who works with the students in prac-
tice, the “individual’s point of departure” is essential to know in
order to find the appropriate means of achieving the long-term
objectives. For the prison school administrator, on the other hand,
coming from experience of the state school system, “formal objec-
tives” are central. In any case, each new inmate must be approached
with awareness of all this in mind, and from the perspective of life-
long learning, without bias and in an honest attempt to see where
on the spectrum (s)he is starting out, in order to use the most
appropriate methods in working with that individual. For one pris-
oner, working towards a specific goal may be just right, while for
another the most important thing is to start with basic skill
improvement. It is very likely that prison teachers face greater
challenges than “regular” adult education teachers when it comes
to finding the right keys to unlock each individual student’s learn-
ing abilities.

A government commission report (1996:27 in Swedish. English
equivalent title: A Strategy for the Adult Education Initiative and Life-
long Learning) highlights the fact that lifelong learning is meant to
provide individuals with the competence they require to be able to
solve the problems they encounter as citizens in society, in their
professional roles and in everyday life. Lifelong learning has a two-
sided perspective, including both the factual knowledge needed to
go on to further education, and the skills needed to continue the
lifelong learning process in society. Thus, in the prison setting as
well, education must be characterised both by providing oppor-
tunities to develop personal skills such as self-confidence, prob-
lem-solving abilities, creativity, and by improving the ability to
learn, and to take in and assess information.

In cooperation with the other personnel groups in a prison, the
teachers are involved in a process of encouraging change, which
is often difficult to pursue in a setting that also stimulates other
processes. Skaalvik et al describe, for example, how the socialisa-
tion process in prisons strives to achieve through education and
other activities, is counteracted by what they call “prisonification”.
Similar processes are described in the report Survival and Change
(In Swedish, 2002. Prison and Probation Service research com-
mittee), an investigation into the possibilities of achieving change
in work with sex offenders. 
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Links to the outside world are equally important to teachers as
to incarcerated students, and irrespective of whether or not the
prison school is run as a branch of a public school. According to
Skaalvik et al., a prison school exists in a field of tension between
the world of education and the world of institutions, and where
the latter is often determinative. This makes further education and
other opportunities for renewal and new perspectives all the more
important for the teachers whose task it is to keep the learning
process alive in the prison environment and to equip prisoners
with the tools they need for individual personal development.

5.6 The place of education in the Prison 
and Probation Services

A prison sentence is one of the ways society is able to react to
undesirable actions. This reaction builds on the instruments avail-
able to the Prison and Probation Service to promote the re-inte-
gration of the prisoner into society. Many different professional
categories contribute to this effort. In other words, institutions run
by the Prison and Probation Service is staffed by representatives
of various stakeholders who may also have different, contradictory,
objectives. The educational authority is the national agency meant
to ensure that convicted prisoners receive the education to which
they have a legal right. The Prison and Probation Service have
responsibility for coordinating the measures implemented by the
various state authorities so that prisoners have well-organised, pos-
itive options. 

One of the objectives of education in the Prison and Probation
Service is to ensure that prisoners have the same range of course
options as is available in society at large.

The project group proposes that:
• The educational authorities and Prison and Probation Services

at the national, regional and local levels together discuss the
scope of and need for educational opportunities (seen from
the point of view of the needs of both the prison population
and the institutions) and what courses are to be offered.
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There should be equal opportunities for work, education 
and other approved activities in the prisons, available during
normal working hours. From the point of view of equality,
the same remuneration should be paid to prisoners for the 
different activities, not least so as to avoid competition
between the activities offered.

• The recognised need of prisoners for activation (as part of
the process of resocialisation) is to be the main starting point
when the different prison activities are prioritised. There
should be flexible teaching arrangements. A prisoner should
be able to organise his or her activities as a combination of
work, schooling, programmes, and other approved activities.

• Teaching shall be provided by trained educational staff with
certified subject area competence. Education should be part
of each prisoner’s future plan, extending up to and beyond
release. A person with pedagogical expertise should assess the
needs of the prisoner for education. Release or conditional
release, to a situation with work, schooling or other activities
– must be prepared in good time and in consultation between
the prisoner and other parties involved. 

All prisoners are required to participate in activities: work, educa-
tion or some other approved activity. The national Prisons and
Probation Service in collaboration with local prison management
draw up the “activity regulations” determining how many full-
time students each prison is to have. The “activity planning” for
each institution determines the balance between education, pro-
grammes and other activities, on the basis of the needs of the
prison population. The physical dimensions of the institution set
the limits for all the various occupations, including work, school-
ing and other activities. This is reflected in the number of inmates
able to be offered educational activities which, in turn, determines
the level of activity and, in turn, the number of teachers employed.
The “occupation plans” are discussed and revised at the annual
“contract meetings” held between the management of the nation-
al correctional authorities and local prisons. Experienced prison
administrators are quick to see when their prison populations
change, and immediately notify the authorities of necessary
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changes in the activities offered. Every prisoner serving a sentence
longer than 60 days must have a future plan containing, amongst
other things, the activities (including schooling) in which (s)he will
participate while in prison and upon release. (There is a proposal
pending that this minimum sentence time should be increased to
4 months). As a rule, a member of the prison staff is responsible
for seeing to it that a plan is drawn up. That staff member contin-
ues to take responsibility for its being implemented, and for col-
lecting the necessary information.

finland Every prisoner serving a sentence is obliged to participate in activ-
ities, i.e. to participate in work, education or programmes. A work
and functional capacity assessment is carried out for all prisoners
serving sentences of at least 6 months. Prisons are to have facilities
for appropriate vocational training and necessary education. 
The activities and their scopes are decided in annual discussion
between the regional and local authorities. The regional authori-
ties and the local prison authorities strive to coordinate the school-
ing offered to inmates in each region. Prisoners are to be placed 
at work or other activities corresponding to their individual apti-
tudes, and with a view to maintaining and developing their voca-
tional skills and/or improving their abilities to function in society.
It is up to the director or assistant director of each prison to decide
who will be offered schooling, but the matter is also discussed in
the advisory committee, which includes representatives of the var-
ious prison staff groups and, in some places, also of the teachers.
For prisoners serving sentences of longer than two years, the
analysis of individual risks and needs, including educational needs,
and the drawing up of the ongoing sentence plan takes place in
special “assessment and allocation units” Each long term prisoner
has a personal contact officer responsible for drawing up and
implementing his or her sentence plan. According to the govern-
ment bill for a new Imprisonment Act, a sentence plan is to be
made for every prisoner.

norway It is the task of the Prison and Probation Service to ensure that
prisoners are offered daytime activities. Prisoners may satisfy the
requirement of doing activities through work, schooling, pro-
grammes or other measures. The Norwegian Parliament allocates
earmarked funds annually for education under the auspices of the
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correctional services. On behalf of the Ministry of Education and
Research, The County Governor of Hordaland distributes these
budgeted funds to the county administrations. The budget distri-
bution and educational options are discussed every year by the
educational authorities and the Prison and Probation Service at
national, regional and local levels. Every prisoner serving a sen-
tence longer than 6 months must have a “sentence plan”, stating
what activities the individual will participate in while in prison and
after release. A personal contact officer at the prison is responsible
for collecting and coordinating information from the various
stakeholders in the prison system.

sweden The Ministry of Justice has signalled clearly that it is incumbent
upon the Prison and Probation Service to ensure that prisoners
have access to basic education, upper secondary education and
vocational training. Education is one aspect of what the Swedish
Prison and Probation Service define as “programme activities”. All
prisoners are required to participate in activities, defined as work,
schooling, “criminality and abuse related treatment programmes”
and other structured activities. The regional and local authorities
meet three times a year to discuss the organisation and scope of
required activities/activities offered by each prison. The decision
of who participates in education is made collegially by the local
director, the prison contact officers, and possibly the head teachers
or programme inspector. Owing to decentralisation, local prison
managements have a great deal of power.

5.7 Options and needs for lifelong learning

The project group proposes that:
• Prisoners always have their non-formal learning assessed.
• Once a convicted prisoner/prisoner in remand has had his or

her non-formal learning assessed, educational options must
be provided that correspond to the needs of each individual,
and individuals must be sent to the prisons that can offer the
options they require or give them the opportunity to have 
day release privileges for work or schooling. 
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• Education must be defined broadly enough to include, in
addition to subject competence, social skills and activities 
of daily life.

Comments It is important to organise the education for each prisoner on the
basis of what (s)he knows and has mastered. This is the starting
point from which it is possible to give each prisoner a long-term
chance of having his or her educational needs satisfied. It is incum-
bent upon each prison school and/or the Prison and Probation
Service to ensure that each school has sufficient expertise to assess
the prisoners’ real competence, or has contract with an organisa-
tion in the community that can perform such an evaluation. 
In the European Union as a whole and in individual European
countries, authorities focus on providing young people and adults
with the qualifications and skills enhancement they require to be
able to perform the new tasks in a society in constant change. Indi-
viduals unable to utilise these opportunities for skills enhancement
will find themselves marginalised from the general educational
and labour market. In this context, prison populations are vulner-
able groups. It is a prerequisite for satisfying the needs of different
groups regarding education and skills enhancement that the edu-
cational authorities have the ability and instruments to be able to
quickly asses the educational options required by the different
groups. The state school system has various means of assessing
an individual’s skill enhancement needs. 

A Norwegian report from 2002 draws the conclusion that
approximately 1% of the adult population needs remedial com-
prehensive school level education (primary and lower secondary).
International and national studies of the reading and writing skills
of young people and adults have pointed out that there is a large
proportion of the population with inadequate basic skills. The
Norwegian report states that there is every reason to believe that
there will be more adults who will need remedial education in the
future, and that this need will persist for many years. (Final report
from a national project, equivalent English title Survey and Organ-
isation of Options in Basic Adult Education, 2002). A Swedish report
from 1999 indicates that the corresponding proportion of the
prison population is 15% (In Swedish. Equivalent English title: The
Living Conditions of Prisoners, 1999).
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Another Norwegian project, The non-formal learning project
1999–2002, was initiated by the Norwegian government in order
to implement the decision adopted by the Norwegian parliament:
“to establish a system giving adults the right to document their
non-formal learning without having to pass examinations”. As
described above, non-formal learning includes all formal and infor-
mal competence an individual has acquired through the school
system, paid and unpaid work, being active in clubs and associa-
tions, and through family and community life. A report, Docu-
mentation and assessment of non-formal learning, concludes with the
statement that when all adults have the right to documentation of
their non-formal learning, the national system will have to adapt
to new needs and interests. Documentation is more firmly rooted
in some groups than others, and so some groups’ needs will only
require small adjustments, while for others entirely new ways of
doing things will have to be introduced. The report also focuses
particular attention on individuals with the weakest educational
backgrounds and who have been excluded from the labour mar-
ket. When non-formal learning assessments have been imple-
mented in relation to prison education, this may mean that, to a
much larger extent than in the past, prisoners will be able to plan
and structure their educational options on the basis of what they
already know and of their needs (The Informal Learning project
1999–2002 – At the finish line or on the starting blocks? Final report,
vox, Norwegian National Institute for Adult Education, Oslo
2002).

Similar work with assessment of non-formal learning or vali-
dation of knowledge and experience is also under way in the oth-
er Nordic countries. 

As mentioned by way of introduction, skill enhancement has
been extensively implemented in the ordinary adult education sys-
tem. The prison population is a marginalised group in society. Pris-
oners have a great deal of competence in many areas, but often
use the knowledge they have in inappropriate ways, which results
in negative consequences for themselves and others as well as for
society as a whole. They frequently lack the necessary motivation
and self-confidence to enter into a regular school or work situa-
tion. Also, many recidivists have been in and out of prison work
and school facilities year after year, without having made any par-
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ticular progress. A basic prerequisite for their having a chance to
succeed is that their needs and points of departure in terms of edu-
cation be assessed, so that each prisoner can carry on from the lev-
el that suits him or her best. 

5.8 Documentation and research 

The project group proposes that systematic reporting, evaluation
and research on education in prisons be carried out with a view to:
• documenting the work being done on education in prisons in

comparison, for example, with treatment programmes and
other activities,

• evaluating whether the range offered as prison education cor-
responds to the educational needs of the prison population,

• obtaining a clear picture of which prisoners do and do not
participate in, how students are recruited to prison education, 

• assessing teaching methods and quality,
• obtaining a systematic evaluation of prison workshops in

relation to the applying curricula,
• determining the place of prison education in the correctional

services,
• expressing an opinion regarding whether new programmes,

etc., such as classes and treatment programmes, should be eval-
uated, or whether research into them should be carried out.

Comments Research into prison education may provide new knowledge that
can be applied in the state school system. Such knowledge may, in
the long term, contribute to crime prevention in society.
Crime is a major expense to society, but in spite of its being a sig-
nificant societal problem, very little research has been carried out
regarding the correctional services.

Country Annual reporting Evaluation/research
Denmark Statistics submitted annually. In the 1970s and 1980s there

No systematic reporting on was some research into
prison education. In some areas  prison education, but not
systematic information is sub- in recent years.
mitted, for instance as regards 
daytime release privileges.
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Finland Systematic annual reporting Relatively little research on 
of prison education. For education. No research planned
prisoners with sentences longer by Ministry of Justice. Research
than 2 years (in the future for on special educational needs 
all prisoners) risk and needs of prisoners is planned and 
analyses, including educational some cooperation projects on
needs, are carried out. The work developing the skills of prison
and mental capacity of short- staff to cooperate in education
term prisoners is assessed. is ongoing.

Norway Since 1996, annual systematic A major research project was
reporting on prison education. concluded in 2003. This project
Very little systematic evaluation was decided on in unanimity 
of prisoners’ points of depar- by the Norwegian parliament.
ture and educational needs. A White Paper on Education in 

Prison will be presented by the 
Government in spring 2005

Sweden Systematic reporting through There are and have been some
a comprehensive documentation research projects initiated by 
system which includes prison the research committee of the
education. asi/maps is a tool Swedish Correctional Services.
for documentation of inmates, 
activities and treatment.

Summary
As the table presented here shows, with the exception of Denmark
the Nordic countries already have systematic reporting regarding
prison education. Only in Norway and Sweden is there any sub-
stantial amount of assessment and research into prison education.
And yet there is a comprehensive requirement in the Nordic coun-
tries that there be quality assurance in educational activities on the
basis of various kinds of reporting, evaluation and research in
order to ensure agreement between the resources allocated and
the education offered, and to give a clear picture of what educa-
tional activities are offered. 
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5.9 Cooperation between the Prison and 
Probation Service and other stakeholders 

The project group proposes increased contact between prisons
and society at large and that:
• The state social service authorities must provide the services

as required by law, which would result in structured, system-
atic, inter-agency cooperation. There must be better contact
and cooperation between agencies such as the educational
authorities, the correctional services, the labour market
authorities, the main trade unions and the employment 
services.

• There should be more frequent placement of inmates in 
open institutions allowing more day release privileges for 
education and work, which would result in automatically
making better use of traditional social services. 

• There should be better utilisation of the expertise and options
of the labour market authorities for prison convicts, in order
to ensure smoother transitions back into society.

• Internet-based education with satisfactory security solutions
will provide a supplementary tool for utilisation of the state
educational services. Internet-based education will: a) be a
contribution to normalisation b) offer more options – enable
prisoners to participate in a wider range of courses c) reach
more inmates – facilitating individualisation and d) enable
greater educational continuity and thus increase the possibility
of completing certificates and being awarded diplomas. Infor-
mation and communication technology (ict) must be used as
a tool in prisons in the same way as in society at large.

• Cooperation between prison school administrators, work-
shop managers and representatives of the employment serv-
ices must be improved. Prisoners must be given vocational
experience in the workshop and education in the classroom.
This would give them more options and probably increase
their motivation, because they would know that the activities
in which they were involved would be beneficial after release.
This would also make vocational training in prison an inte-
gral part of the skills enhancement work that continues after
release. See also sections 5.1 and 5.6.
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A prison term served in a closed institution automatically reduces
contact with society at large to some extent. Every year, substan-
tial resources are spent on prison institutions where individuals are
incarcerated for periods of time of varying duration.

Historically, these resources have been utilised in a far too seg-
mented way, with too little being invested in programmes to pro-
mote normalisation and integration. In a comprehensive societal
perspective, it is important that future measures and programmes
be coordinated so as to promote re-integration of prisoners into
society.

denmark Normally, a prison sentence will be served in an open institution.
Prisoner’s needs of various social services such as dentistry, drug
treatment and education are to be met in the local community.
The principle of normalisation is implemented by extensive use
of day release privileges from these open institutions. (Danish pris-
ons have an average of 1,200 inmates, 100 of whom exercise day
release privileges – approximately 8%). The principles of normal-
isation and openness are regulated in the “Principles Programme”.
It is general practice that prisoners in open institutions have full
access to Internet-based education (with use of the Internet and
email).

finland Finland uses day release privileges very little, and less and less in
recent years. In 2003, a total of 142 inmates had day release privi-
leges (for education). Long-term prisoners approaching release are
to have a release plan, drawn up in consultation with the social
services and other relevant stakeholders. If the prisoner is to be
released on parole, the probation services are also involved in the
planning. If the prisoner has been involved in prison education,
the teacher and study counsellor should encourage the prisoner
to continue his or her studies upon release. Vocational training is
organised in modules, making it easy to continue at a later time.

norway Very few prisoners in Norway have day release privileges for
school and work. In 2001, 184 prisoners, mainly in open institu-
tions, made the transition to day release privileges. Norway has a
unique arrangement referred to as “follow-up classes” in the com-
munity. These classes were established to enable prisoners receiv-
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ing prison education to continue attending the same classes upon
release. One follow-up class has developed a model for inter-
agency cooperation with the student in focus, where the social
services have more responsibility than elsewhere. The labour mar-
ket authorities have become far more involved in re-integration of
prisoners into society since agreements between the labour mar-
ket and correctional authorities were drawn up at national, region
and local levels. 

sweden Very few Swedish prisoners have day release privileges: the figure
for 2001 was 252. There is an interesting national project known as
KrAmi, with systematic cooperation between the correctional serv-
ices, the labour market authorities and the municipal social serv-
ices. In Sweden, too, there is a national agreement between the
Prison and Probation Service and the labour market authorities,
followed up with local action plans drawn up by every correction-
al agency and the relevant employment service. A project regard-
ing Internet-based education has been initiated at a number of
institutions in order to assess security problems, and technical and
pedagogical issues. 

5.10 The cost of prison education

The project group suggests continued, extended funding for prison
education.

Comments Today the demand for prison education far outstrips supply.
The group with the greatest educational needs is a group which

is also often difficult to recruit to schooling in the state school sys-
tem, and thus the opportunity should be taken to begin to fulfil the
ambitions expressed by society in terms of the “adult education
initiative” and lifelong learning when the individuals belonging to
this group are institutionalised. Today, education accounts for only
a small fraction of the costs of a prison sentence. From a socio-
economic point of view it would undoubtedly be beneficial to
invest more in prison education.
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It is difficult to compare statistics on the cost of prison education.
Education is organised differently from country to country, and it
is sometimes also financed by different authorities. Moreover, it
may be difficult to distinguish the costs of prison education from
the costs of other education. Nonetheless, the project group has
attempted to collect either actual or estimated figures for each
country. Owing to the inherent uncertainty, we have restricted our
statistics to the few specific measurements we considered most
interesting to consider. The statistics submitted by each country
and not considered in this report are material for further study.

One interesting figure to compare is the cost of prison educa-
tion in each country relative to the total cost of a prison term per
inmate and day. These figures may provide an indication of the
level of ambition regarding prison education in each country. 

table 5.1 The costs of prison education (in Euro)

Cost Denmark Finland Norway Sweden

Total cost of prison 6,447,580 4,203,857 11,130,913 8,037,500
education

Annual cost of full- 19,839 13,723 17,2722 16,263
time education per 
study place?1 

Cost, per day prison 5.0 3.6 10.8 3.63/5.04

education per 
prison/remand place

Prison education 3.3% 3% 5.6% 2%
as percentage of
total cost per day5

1) Estimated on the basis of the total number of classroom hours in relation to the 
number of hours per year considered full-time activity for a prisoner (1,850 hours in
Denmark, 2,000 hours in Finland, 1,425 hours in Norway and 2,000 hours in Sweden). 

2) in Norway, full-time studies are 38 weeks per year (1,425 hours), which raises the 
relative cost per student per year.

3) including remand prison places.
4) excluding remand prison places.
5) total cost of one prisoner per day (average).
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Comments “A pack of cigarettes a day”
As indicated in the table, the cost of prison education relative to
the total cost per prisoner and day is small, in spite of the fact that
millions per year are allocated by each country to education. Pro-
portionally, prison education accounts for between 2% and just
over 5% of the total cost for a prison place. Seen from a different
perspective, education can be described as costing the Prison and
Probation Service in the Nordic countries the equivalent of one
package of cigarettes per prisoner and day.

Another variable that would be an interesting challenge to
measure would be the total cost of the educational needs in the
prison systems. This could be measured either on the basis of the
actual needs or on the basis of the expressed ambitions of each
country regarding the educational needs of the prisoners. It would
at least have to include the needs for supplementary basic and fur-
ther education, since this corresponds to the basic competence
required at most workplaces in society. Below, we sketch a theo-
retical model to service as a point of departure for further discus-
sions.

Invest more now to reduce future costs
Using the example of the Swedish correctional services, we can
say that there are approximately 4,327 places in prisons today, and
most of the year the occupancy figures for these places are 90–95
per cent. Extrapolating from our arguments above (see Chapter 2
regarding each country as well as Chapter 3 on the prison popula-
tion), a rough and conservative estimate is that at least half of the
prisoners need remedial basic and further education. This level of
ambition is also in good accord with the ambitions expressed in
the official instructions regarding appropriations, etc. decreed by
the governments to the Prison and Probation Services, as well as
with the general demands of society regarding the Adult Educa-
tion Initiative and lifelong learning. This means that educational
activities should be offered corresponding to a total of approxi-
mately 2,150 full-time classroom opportunities. Over the course of
the years, these places will be accessed by a substantially larger
number of prisoners, owing to variations in sentence serving time.

In the table above (see also the section of Chapter 2 on Swe-
den), the figure given for the total number of study hours for 2001
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is 990,000, which corresponds to a total of approximately 495 full-
time classroom opportunities (one full-time classroom oppor-
tunity being about 2,000 study hours). Following from this argu-
ment, it is clear that in Swedish prisons in 2001 the educational
activities corresponded to less than 35 per cent of the real need –
which, in this model, is estimated conservatively. 

Is it reasonable, in a time of financial constraints, to discuss
increasing the educational activities in prisons? Raising the argu-
ments put forward here to a socio-economic level, we can say that
every single prisoner who breaks a vicious circle of drug depend-
ence and criminality means a benefit of several million Euro. A
report from the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare
describes the estimated socio-economic benefit of a number of
cooperative projects run by the correctional services, the employ-
ment services and the municipal social services as follows: the
return on investment to society for every Euro invested in these
projects was between 10 and 18. These are fantastic results seen in
relation to the perspective of the budget of each of the agencies
concerned. Thus we conclude that if the broader perspective were
considered in relation to allocations for prison education, decision
makers in society would have a sounder basis for planning both
investments and cutbacks (Nyström et al. In Swedish. English
equivalent title: Investing in Work, 2002).
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6 Crime prevention in the 
short and long term
By Inger Marie Fridhov, Deputy Director, 
Norwegian Crime Prevention Council

Crime prevention is a complex concept. It is beyond the scope of
this chapter to define it in detail. Prevention can take place both at
societal and individual levels – in relation to individuals and groups
of individuals. The vast majority of the crime prevention projects
in the Nordic countries have been individual-oriented, with a focus
on helping people move towards a law-abiding way of life. Only a
very few projects have had the overarching ambition of changing
the conditions under which individuals live and develop.

Traditionally, crime prevention – like prophylactic medicine –
has had three subcategories: primary, secondary and tertiary. When
we discuss the crime prevention activities carried out by the prison
and probation services, these are not means of primary crime pre-
vention, which is aimed society as a whole. These activities are both
secondary crime prevention, focused on individuals at risk of being
in the vicious circle a criminal lifestyle implies, and tertiary crime
prevention, for individuals who are already incarcerated. The term
crime prevention, as used in the Prison and Probation Service, is
synonymous with the more frequently used term rehabilitation.

6.1 Crime prevention in prisons

The Nordic Prison and Probation Service is based on a shared set
of ideas and values relating to both key terms universal preven-
tion and individual prevention. When a prisoner serves a prison
sentence, it is assumed (s)he will receive elements of both. One
change that has taken place over the last 150 years is the growing
realization that incarceration and deprivation of liberty do not
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have individual preventive effects in themselves, and in fact often
have the opposite result. If a sentence served under the auspices of
the Prison and Probation Service is to have preventive effects, pro-
grammes must be offered in relation to which it may be assumed
that prisoners will have lasting benefit when they have been released
to live and function in society at large.

As we have seen, the prison population in the Nordic countries
is reasonably homogeneous and Nordic prisoners have roughly the
same problems. To varying extents, these individuals suffer from
inadequate opportunities to become integrated on the labour mar-
ket, educational shortcomings, ill health and housing problems, as
well as poverty, debt, substance abuse, and the absence of a social
network. At the other end of the spectrum there is a small group
of convicted prisoners who can be considered as possessing strong
resources. The proportion of foreign prisoners differs amongst the
Nordic countries, as do their countries of origin.

Crime prevention through educational and work experience
To date, the two main types of rehabilitation and crime preven-
tion measures in the Nordic prisons have been work and educa-
tional programmes. We know very little, however, about the
extent to which participation in such activities has contributed to
reducing recidivism, owing to the fact that there have been no lon-
gitudinal studies to follow up prisoners long after release with a
view to investigating the effects of participation in one programme
as compared with another. 

Nor is it helpful to use recidivism as an indicator of the pre-
ventive effects of work and educational programmes in prison, as
there has been no registration of the correlation between recidi-
vism and the programmes in which prisoners have participated.
There are no comparative studies of what has become of one pris-
oner or one group of prisoners after their return to the commu-
nity. Such studies pose special methodological problems and
difficulties in terms of research ethics. Another problematic issue
is how the concept of “recidivism” is defined. The Swedish Crime
Prevention Council is currently running a project with the ambi-
tion of reducing recidivism. When the results of this study have
been published, we should have a better basis for studying the
effects of programmes than we have today. 
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Although it has not always been the case, prison education is no
longer, in principle, meant to be used for the purpose of reducing
recidivism. Education is a right of Nordic prisoners as of all other
citizens. Thus educational programmes have an inherent value –
irrespective of their long-term effects. Only in Sweden, as opposed
to the other Nordic countries, is this right at all restricted in com-
parison with state adult education. Of course we continue to hope
that education in itself can have preventive effects, i.e. can help a
prisoner to manage better after release. In today’s competence-ori-
ented society, it is undoubtedly advantageous to have a diploma
when applying for work, in competition with individuals with no
formal competence, particularly if the person with a certificate in
hand also has the social skills needed to assert him or herself in
the competitive situation. 

In the twentieth century, work opportunities in prison were
dominated by sanitation and maintenance work, assembly, wood
products manufacturing, and manual labour. Nor was participa-
tion in programmes evaluated to determine whether a prisoner
with work experience managed better after release than a prison-
er without such experience.

There is, however, well-documented evidence that, in compar-
ison with isolation, participation in work and educational pro-
grammes is positive for the mental health of prisoners in both the
short and long term.

The death of the concept of treatment – a renaissance for 
the concept of prevention
A number of studies published in the Nordic countries in the 1960s
and 1970s dealt the death blow to the concept of “treatment”. The
conclusion of these studies was that as long as the primary prison
form remained incarceration, it made very little difference if the
prisoner participated in programmes and activities while serving
his or her time. 

The expression “nothing works” in rehabilitation was coined
by R. Martinson (1974) and quickly took hold. According to Mar-
tinson, with very few exceptions, the rehabilitation programmes
studied had resulted in very few positive effects on recidivism.
Many researchers claimed, and continue to claim, that no matter
what measures are taken, recidivism figures change very little. 
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The pessimism about prisons that consequently spread through-
out the Nordic region brought two good things in its wake. First-
ly, enthusiasm increased with regard to crime prevention meas-
ures, and more resources were allocated to them, which also led to
the establishment of crime prevention councils in all the Nordic
countries. The second positive result was a growing recognition
of the decisive significance of the transition from prison to liber-
ty. It was found that even when prisoners had acquired new com-
petence while serving their time, this helped very little when they
were released to a life on the streets. Released prisoners lacked the
social and financial structures to be able to make use of their
acquired competence. Therefore, in recent years, more emphasis
has been placed on the importance of “administrative coopera-
tion”, through which the various services enter into formal, long
term cooperation regarding prisoners, and to draw up future plans
and programmes for each individual in participation and consen-
sus, rather than merely having transient cooperation at the time of
release.

Programme activities
Since the days of deep pessimism in the 1960s and 1970s described
above, the number of prisoners in the Norwegian and Swedish pris-
ons has steadily increased. In Denmark the figures have remained
stable, at 3,500–3,600 from 1970 to the present. Finland succeeded
in reducing the number of individuals serving time in prisons dra-
matically for some time, but today the figure is on the rise again.
With the exception of Denmark, we can say that the increasing
numbers of prisoners has resulted both in a need to build new
prison premises and in greater optimism regarding treatment,
including crime prevention. 

The optimism is of a new kind, with a focus on programme
activities. This same ideological wind has blown across the entire
Nordic region, with similar programmes initiated in all four coun-
tries. While earlier treatment ideologies came from the us and
England, Canada is now an important source. The aim of pro-
gramme activities today is to achieve behavioural changes by util-
ising cognitive psychology. These programmes are mainly facili-
tated by prison staff with further training, also endowing the role
of prison officer with some new, positive content. Programmes
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may be organised as short courses, with a small number of ses-
sions lasting a couple of hours each, to longer courses lasting a
number of weeks. Participation in such programmes is now seen
on equal terms with participation in educational and vocational
training programmes in terms of the “daily programme allowance”
paid to the prisoner.

Relatively few prisoners – fewer than 5% in Norway and slight-
ly more in the other Nordic countries – are offered the opportunity
to participate in these programmes today, but the aim is for the
programmes to expand, and to succeed. Their effects have already
been proven to be positive for the participants – as long as they
remain incarcerated. Although there is very little documentation
as yet on a Nordic basis as to whether participation can have any
long-term rehabilitating effects, reports from the us and Canada
indicate that such programmes can have recidivism-reducing
effects. Still, since the basic prerequisites in the Nordic countries
both in prison and in society as a whole are so different from the
prison reality and the prison population in Canada and the us, it is
not possible to extrapolate Nordic country conclusions from these
results. 

Meta studies
A number of studies and meta-analyses have been carried out in
the relevant countries since 1980, with positive findings. These
studies present a relatively strong consensus regarding the prereq-
uisites for a programme to succeed. It should:

• be based on a cognitive behavioural approach,
• be based on the principles of “risk, need”-programmes with 

a focus on criminogenic factors,
• be oriented towards mastery and skills,
• take account of the principle of “responsiviness” – meaning

that they should be sensitive to the learning style of each
inmate, be multimodal,

• focus primarily on the inmates with the greatest risk of
recidivism.

Since the mid-1990s and until the present day, the Nordic coun-
tries have initiated a number of programmes based entirely or par-
tially on these principles. The earliest such program was developed
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in Canada and known as the Reasoning and Rehabilitation Pro-
gramme (Cognitive skills). During the course of the 1990s the mod-
el began to be imported to and utilised in all the Nordic countries. 

New Start/Cognitive skills
All the Nordic countries have implemented the model, although
the degree of use has varied. In an extremely detailed handbook
the aim of the programme is described as follows: 

The social profiles of many individuals who have violated the law indi-
cate that they have personal shortcomings in terms of values, attitudes,
logical reasoning and social skills to an extent that prevents them from
functioning successfully in a social setting. These are functions that can
be learned.

Thus the programme offers teaching in the following areas: 

• Problem solving • Creative thinking
• Social skills • Value reinforcement
• Negotiation skills • Critical thinking
• Emotional control

Role playing, practical exercises, discussions, etc. are used. The
most important factor, however, is the ability of the course facili-
tator to create a positive dialogue amongst the participants. Devel-
opment of reflection skills and consciousness-raising are empha-
sised. 

Evaluation
There has been a major evaluation of the effects of the pro-
gramme in Canada (Robinson 1995). The evaluation concluded
that the programme had led to a reduction of recidivism in most
groups. The programme was also evaluated in the Nordic coun-
tries, but not with controlled studies, and not in terms of effects
after release. In 2002, the Swedish Crime Prevention Council pub-
lished an evaluation of Cognitive Skills in the correctional servic-
es. The study comprised 523 prisoners, and the results indicate that
recidivism amongst individuals who completed this kind of pro-
gramme was 5–10% lower than amongst non-participants. How-
ever, it is pointed out that the results are associated with a number
of uncertainty factors. 
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The Norwegian evaluation concludes that the programme had
positive effects for many of the participants. However, it is a pre-
requisite for long-term effects that the programme also results in
changes in the institutions as a whole, and in this respect a great
deal remains to be done. It is also pointed out that better-organised
cooperation is needed so that personal contact officers, block
officers, workshop managers, teachers, social welfare officers, etc.
are able to follow up each programme participant. The programme
should be better integrated into the sentence-serving and future
planning work, as well as into the ordinance on personal contact
officers, and it should be combined with other support tools and
activities offered by the prison services. The importance of devel-
oping follow-up programmes in prisons as well as in the probation
service is also emphasised (Meek-Hansen and Danielsen, 1997. In
Norwegian. English equivalent title: New Start for the Norwegian
Prison Service?).

In the Nordic context, the programme has also been carried
out under the auspices of the probation service, the school system
and the labour market authorities. 

6.2 Programme activities in Danish prisons 

The principles underpinning the work of the Danish Prison and
Probation Service is normalisation, openness, accountability, secu-
rity, minimal intervention, and optimal resource utilisation (1993,
A Programme and Principles for Prison and Probation Work in Denmark).
This means that prisoners are given greater opportunities than pre-
viously to bring an influence to bear on their everyday activities
while they are serving their sentences. This implies, in turn, that
prison officers not only provide security services, but also partici-
pate in the recreational and vocational training activities of the
inmates. Unit officers also serve as personal contact officers, and
provide some social welfare and counselling services. 

The aim of this reform was to provide each inmate with the
support (s)he needs during the incarceration period with a view
to facilitating a life without crime after release.
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After the Prison and Probation Service introduced Cognitive
Skills, an internal evaluation indicated that the behaviour of the
programme participants changed, and that in comparison with
non-participant prisoners they displayed more tolerant attitudes.
They became better at handling conflicts and at finding other,
more appropriate ways of making contact with their fellow pris-
oners and the staff than by provoking conflict. Overall, the evalu-
ation indicated that prisoners who participated in the programme
found the remainder of their sentence more meaningful upon
completion. 

In recent years, the Prison and Probation Service has also
implemented other treatment methods for substance abusers. This
area has been given priority in Denmark, on the basis of the the-
ory that treatment will contribute to increasing the possibility that
prisoners will break their vicious circle of criminality.

One of the options for substance abusers is the establishment
of a “contract” by which the inmate commits to being clean and
sober while serving his or her sentence. Another option relating to
crime prevention is for individuals convicted of a crime to be able
to serve their sentences outside prison premises. Alternative sanc-
tions as crime prevention instruments are in increasing use in
Denmark.

6.3 Programme activities in Finnish prisons 

The Prison Service have developed a risk and needs analysis based
on tried and true methods from Canada and elsewhere. Such an
analysis is made for all prisoners serving sentences of longer than
two years. The analyses are carried out by specific “assessment and
allocation units”, where prisoners spend approximately one month
at the beginning of their sentence term. The results of the analy-
sis are then used to draw up a sentence plan with a view to dis-
couraging further criminal behaviour and improving the prison-
er’s possibilities of living a life free from crime upon release. The
sentence plan is revised at the relevant prison, where prisoners also
have a personal contact officer, who is responsible for the revision
and implementation of the plan. 
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Four different cognitive crime prevention programmes are
offered in Finland: 

• Cognitive Skills.
• Stop – a programme for sex offenders.
• Cognitive Self Change – a programme for inmates with 

violent behaviour.
• Anger management – a programme for inmates who have

trouble controlling their feelings.

The effects of these programmes have not yet been evaluated in
Finland, but they are scientifically-based and have been evaluated
in other countries.

Because the majority of prisoners in Finland are substance
abusers, and breaking with addiction is one of the most important
factors in discouraging criminal behaviour, a great deal of effort
has been focused on working with this problem complex. A sub-
stance abuse strategy was adopted in 1999. Pursuant to this strat-
egy, the Prison Service now aim to:

• Restrict access to narcotics
• Reduce demand for narcotics
• Prevent the injurious effects of addiction
• Ensure, in cooperation with each prisoner’s municipality 

of residence, that rehabilitation can continue after release 
if needed.

Almost every prison offers rehabilitation programmes for abusers.
Rehabilitation includes analysis, information, withdrawal, substi-
tution therapy, motivation, various programmes, community
treatment and preparation for life after release. There are a num-
ber of different substance abuse programmes, based on different
theoretical principles and models, many based on cognitive psy-
chology. All open prisons are to be drug free, so only inmates who
commit to abstinence from substance use and who agree to regu-
lar drug testing are allowed to be placed in open facilities. 

Since 1999 prisoners in Finland have had the placement option
of serving the last part of their sentence in outside rehabilitation
institutions.

Many projects have been initiated in Finland with a view to
improving prisoners’ life mastery skills. According to an evalua-
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tion report, the greatest degree of success is achieved when the
representatives of the various service providers cooperate in net-
works. The point of departure can then be a specific solution tai-
lored to meet the needs of individual prisoners ( Järvelä et al., 2002.
In Finnish. English equivalent title: Projects on lawbreakers 1996–
2002. Project report – together towards a crime-free life plan).

6.4 Programme activities in Norwegian prisons 

There are no major differences between the situation in Norway
and in the other Nordic countries. Beyond educational and voca-
tional options, the main instruments used in crime/recidivism pre-
vention are the Personal Contact Officer Ordinance, sentence plans
and programme activities. 

The function of the personal contact officer is to provide the
inmate, during the time in which the sentence is being served, with
support and motivation in working with the issues involved in suc-
cessfully conquering the challenge of life after release. Another
function is to analyse the resources and needs of the prisoner, assist
him or her with future planning, and serve as a link both within the
prison and in relation to relevant external service providers. A pris-
oner’s future plane is intended to contribute to making the sen-
tence enforcement time goal-oriented and solution-focused, and it
is to include work, education and participation in programmes.

Programmes deal, for example with: violence, substance abuse,
emotions, ethics and recidivism in general.

Pursuant to a major reform of the prison system, the obligation
of a prisoner to work while in prison has now been replaced with
a more general obligation to participate in activities. As in the other
Nordic countries, the obligation to participate in activities includes
various types of crime prevention measures, such as workshops,
education and programme activities.

Today, the Prison and Probation Service is putting a great deal
of effort into development of administrative cooperation. There is
a new realization that crime prevention is not only the task of the
judicial system. This makes increased cooperation with other pub-
lic and private agencies and service providers very important. For
example, in 2002 a national level cooperation agreement was
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signed between the Prison and Probation Service and the labour
market authorities in accordance with which prisoners who had
participated in the Cognitive Skills programme were followed up
after release by representatives of the employment services who
were specially trained as New Start instructors. The project has
been evaluated by the Labour Market Institute and the results
were published in summer 2003. 

A study carried out by Jan Tore Pedersen stresses the impor-
tance of offering convicted prisoners work experience. In his study
of 1000 prisoners, the approximately 500 who had been offered
work experience had less recidivism, measured in number of days
in prison (60 per cent fewer days), than those who had not. The
study covered a 4-year period (Pedersen, 2002. In Norwegian. Eng-
lish equivalent title: Rehabilitation of the Welfare Administration). 

6.5 Programme activities in Swedish prisons 

Sweden is the only one of the Nordic countries to use electronic
monitoring as an alternative sanction. With electronic monitoring
it is possible for an individual convicted to a maximum of three
months in prison can serve his or her sentence at home. The indi-
vidual is prohibited from leaving his or her home except at stipulat-
ed times and for given purposes, which may include work, school,
or programme participation. On the basis of what is known of the
deleterious effects of serving a sentence in a prison and about the
importance of maintaining existing networks and jobs, electronic
monitoring may be seen as an instrument of crime prevention.

Crime prevention/recidivism and substance abuse/addiction
programmes in Sweden operate on the principles of “what works”
– in other words by choosing programmes and vocational oppor-
tunities on the basis of well-documented positive experience and
with a view to reducing recidivism. The strategy has the following
components:

• A risk and needs analysis is to be carried out at the beginning
of the sentence service, using the ASI/MAPS (Addiction Severity
Index/Monitoring Area Phase System) tool. This is an interview
questionnaire in which the client’s needs are assessed as well
as his or her criminal background and attitude towards change.
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There is also a clarification of realistic objectives, and a
description of what the Prison and Probation Service can
offer. A sentence plan is then drawn up. At the time of release
the prisoner is interviewed again, to obtain a picture of
what (s)he has accomplished. 

• Motivational Interviewing (mi) is a counselling method focused
on change, which contributes to affecting a prisoner’s attitude
towards change and to utilising new personal skills. 

• The Swedish Prison and Probation Service use quite a broad
definition of programme activities, which are divided as follows:
Work, prisoner education, recidivism and substance abuse
programmes, and other structured activities. In contrast to
the other Nordic countries, education and work are included
as programme activities, rather than being seen separately.

• The recidivism and substance abuse programmes are subdivided
as follows: alcohol-related programmes, narcotics-related 
programmes, violence programmes, ethics and morality 
programmes, other programmes. Most of the programmes
offered in Sweden have been used and evaluated in Canada,
England and the us, while a few are based on long experience
from the Swedish correctional services. The Swedish govern-
ment has allocated eur 11 million over a three-year period 
as specially earmarked funds for anti-drug activities. In this
context, prisons and wards have been classified into three
groups in relation to the level of motivation of the prisoners.

The year 2001 saw the initiation of a pilot project with a view to
improving prisoner’s prerequisites upon release. The Swedish Coun-
cil for Crime Prevention found in its evaluation that:

• The introduction of an inter-agency future plan has improved
the possibilities of planning for the prisoner’s release. 

• While contact with the social welfare and employment 
services have improved, problems related to housing and
employment remain.

• There is a great need for transition solutions in anticipation 
of release. 

• Methods should be developed to increase prisoner motivation
for participation in programmes.
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6.6 Crime prevention outside the prison 
and probation services

Means of crime prevention

technical measures relating to security There are many
ways of categorising crime prevention methods. In the early 1970s,
when prevention theories took root in the Nordic countries, secu-
rity-reinforcing techniques were amongst the most popular meas-
ures. The idea was to determine the best ways of making build-
ings, equipment and objects in society secure and safe from van-
dalism and destruction. Today, this need has come to apply to it
systems and computers as well, and the security industry has
become very profitable. Clearly, technical measures relating to
security also make people feel more secure. However, the down
side is that such measures have an anxiety-producing effect when
people feel that they are locking themselves in as much as that they
are locking potential robbers out.

situational prevention comprises measures implemented
in relation to situations where crime tends to flourish. Substance
abuse and violence are important aspects of such prevention. These
measures are often used in urban areas, and are implemented
through cooperation among the police, the local associations, and
the business community. No extensive systematic studies of situa-
tional prevention have been made in Scandinavia, but experience
indicates that these interventions have good short-term effects.

housing and neighbourhood planning are kinds of situ-
ational prevention with the aim of achieving more long-term effects.
This kind of planning is intended to create residential, school and
leisure time settings that provide opportunities to see and be seen in
secure, pleasant surroundings, so as to have a positive impact on the
inhabitants of a given area. Denmark and the Danish Crime Pre-
vention Council have spearheaded situational prevention in the
Nordic region. A number of studies indicate a documented positive
effect of such measures. Ultimately, this is a kind of physical plan-
ning in the broadest sense of the term. It is a matter of the interplay
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between human beings and their environment, between aesthet-
ics and ethics. And, in the final analysis, accomplishing it is a mat-
ter of funding.

Nevertheless, individual prevention is the commonest type
of prevention, and the arena of primary prevention. This area
includes all kinds of measures intended to affect people’s attitudes,
and all kinds of methods focused on achieving behavioural change.
Individual prevention comprises family, school and the local envi-
ronment in interplay. Children and young people are often the
focus of individual preventive interventions, and schools are often
the facilitators of these instruments. In all the Nordic countries,
handbooks and other materials for working with attitude change
have been drawn up. The concluded programmes have been eval-
uated in terms of processes but not of results, since it is extreme-
ly complicated from a methodological point of view to determine,
several years after the measures were used, the concrete results of
attitude-changing measures implemented at individual level.

Individual prevention also takes place at secondary and tertiary
levels in relation to young people with behaviour problems or who
have already been convicted for violating the law. These young peo-
ple are placed in institutions where they can be given intensive
treatment. Some evaluations have been made by the relevant
authorities, i.e. the health authorities. However, it is difficult to doc-
ument results in the form of behavioural change and possible ces-
sation of undesired activities in comparison with corresponding
results from other types of treatment or no treatment. 

the stakeholders Crime prevention can be carried out both
directly and indirectly. Interventions in the health care, culture and
social welfare spheres can all have crime preventive effects even
when that is not their main ambition or if they are not classified as
such. Day care and recreation centres are examples of activities
with another primarily ambition but in relation to which it is clear
that when municipalities make cutbacks, that they also have crime
prevention effects. This is especially evident with regard to activi-
ties for young people.
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In the Nordic countries, there are three main stakeholders in
the arena of direct crime prevention: the police, the municipal
authorities, and community organisations and associations. The
national authorities commission them to administrate and run a
large number of activities or “programmes”. The Nordic national
councils for crime prevention have no external “agencies”. Instead,
they commission programmes to be run by national authorities
and ministries or by municipalities and municipal authorities. They
sometimes also run “attitude-changing campaigns” in collabora-
tion, for example, with the police, community organisations and
associations, and insurance companies. The governments – partic-
ularly under the auspices of the Ministries of Justice – also take the
initiative to establishing occasional programmes in, for example,
conflict negotiation, arbitration in school settings and “clean and
sober contracts” for young offenders. Many such activities are sub-
sidised by the governments. Others, particularly in Denmark, are
subsidised by the business community.

organisations and associations have programmes of their
own – which often come into being as a result of some specific
event, such as a violent crime or a murder. Such programmes often
begin at local level but then expand to be national or even Nordic.
ngos working in this field also maintain that their work has gen-
eral crime prevention effects in that they often have a positive pro-
phylactic impact on children and young people.

Many people, both policemen and others, consider the work 
of the police to be a form of crime prevention. The Nordic
police work actively with crime prevention, traditionally by mak-
ing school visits. In recent years, the police have begun to structure
their crime prevention activities as “problem-oriented police work”,
shifting focus from primary prevention in the form of behaviour-
affecting strategies oriented towards society as a whole to second-
ary prevention – interventions in relation to events that have
occurred or focused on a specific group of individuals at risk of
falling into a vicious circle of criminality. 

In addition to activities stipulated by law at municipal level, the
municipalities also offer a large number of activities and pro-
grammes, some not-for-profit, others profit-making, some devel-
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oped in Scandinavia, most in the us or Canada, or elsewhere in
Europe. 

“The Crime Prevention Kitchen”
In an article by Yngve Carlsson published in Swedish in the Scan-
dinavian Journal of Crime and Criminology the author discusses
the problems associated with crime prevention in a Nordic per-
spective (Carlsson, Nordisk Tidsskrift for Kriminalvidenskab 2002. In
Swedish. English equivalent title: The Crime Prevention Kitchen).

One of Carlsson’s main points is that the range of “recipes”
offered by Nordic municipalities has expanded rapidly, and that
many of the programmes must be seen as specific “recipes” for
preventing and solving problems. He writes:

In recent years a number of programmes have been developed else-
where in the world which can be of use to Nordic municipalities, includ-
ing pmt (parental management training), mst (multi-systemic therapy),
safe communities, home-start, zero-tolerance, courage, and Second Step.
(…) Most of these programmes have been developed by experts on
specific problems about which individual municipalities can rarely have
expertise of their own . (…) Introducing such a programme in a munic-
ipality, with solid scientific backing, also has positive external symbolic
effects, demonstrating that the municipality in question has state of the
art information and is prepared to utilise cutting edge methods in relation
to their local problem areas (Carlsson p. 285). ( Home Start is a programme
with a focus on parents, Zero-tolerance is a general reaction programme,
Courage focuses on tolerance, and Second Step focuses on bullying.) 

In addition to the programmes described by Carlsson, there are
many others, some imported, some developed locally. One exam-
ple is cra – the community reinforcement approach.

According to Carlsson, programmes with a focus on the indi-
vidual may have an unfortunate side effect: major political and/or
ethical issues may be sidelined, as well as the importance of under-
lying factors and the structural causes of crime. There is also the
question whether it is meaningful to invest in crime prevention
measures without also dealing with the basic crime development
factors in society.

The Nordic welfare states and municipalities have developed in
the direction of increasing specialisation of services, activities and
programmes, with the consequent coordination problems that nat-
urally arise. 
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On evaluation of crime prevention instruments
A need for scientific research is a general problem associated with
all areas of crime prevention. It is difficult to hold factors constant
when studying aspects of human behaviour. There are also prob-
lems of research ethics in relation to long studies with an experi-
mental design. And, finally, it is problematic to seek the effects of
an intervention in an individual who is simultaneously exposed to
so many other potentially impacting factors. When behaviour is
modified, for example in the form of reduced risk of recidivism or
substance abuse, it is difficult if not impossible to attribute this
behaviour modification to any single intervention. For all these
reasons, most of the evaluations that have been carried out are
process evaluations

Organisation and coordination
There are clearly a large number of proposals and ideas regarding
crime prevention activities. Sometimes overlapping activities are
initiated, and competition arises between one good intervention
and another in terms of both resources and approval. This prob-
lem is managed by the crime prevention authorities, who provide
advisory services for coordination of measures with a view to opti-
mal effects.

As early as the 1980s, the Danish Council for Crime Prevention
developed a model known as ssp (school, social services and police)
for coordination of all the various activities offered at local level.
The other Nordic countries have all had similar models. ssp is not
an activity programme, it is an instrument for coordination of
efforts so as to give each activity its own place in a larger context,
and thus the potential for greater effects. In this model, responsi-
bility for crime prevention work is clearly established at the top
level of the police authority and the municipal authorities, which
gives such work high status and greater potential for having long-
term effects. 

A supplementary aim is to clarify the range of crime preven-
tion instruments available locally. They can then be implemented
in an inter-agency, inter-sectoral fashion in each municipality. Sec-
tors concerned may include the school system, the social services,
the police, the institutions, the housing authorities, the recreation-
al authorities and the cultural authorities.
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ssp – cooperation focused on three levels of prevention:
• General measures 
• Specific measures 
• Individual-oriented measures

Evaluation
In 1999 there was a Danish evaluation regarding perceptions of
this kind of cooperation by the relevant stakeholders. The findings
were positive, and suggestions were also made for improvements.
In the municipalities where the model is functioning, coordination
and inter-agency interaction were perceived as having improved.
The evaluation also indicated that this results in a shared under-
standing of the problems and a reduction of difficulties associated
with the obligation to observe confidentiality. The other Nordic
countries have documented similar experience. 

6.7 Society and criminality

As we have seen, most crime prevention measures focus on indi-
viduals or on groups of individuals. This is, in turn, related to what
are assumed to be the causes of crime. Fundamentally, these causes
have been sought and found in individuals or groups. Although
there is a wide range of variation, physical, psychological, ethical,
familial and environmental theories have dominated, and preven-
tion strategies selected on the basis of these theories. 

Occasionally other explanatory models and corollary measures
have been presented. With the rise of sociology, societal explana-
tions indicating factors in society that encouraged criminality were
highlighted. However, although this highlighted the links between
crime and the way societies are structured, there was no automatic
continuation to the setting up of prevention strategies. There may
be agreement that the causes thus pointed out are correct, but
there is no strong will do anything concrete.

Nils Christie, Norwegian professor of criminology, puts it as
follows:

No one is fated to commit crimes, it is a matter choice. This is true at
individual level and it is true at societal level (Christie 1993, p. 32).
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Not everyone shares Christie’s liberalist view of the individual level.
No one would choose a life of crime given a full range of choice.
There is far more support for Christie’s view of the societal level.

That view is in perfect accord with research findings about the
link between criminality and behaviour. Today there is general
consensus that choices about the general organisation of society
have an impact in terms of encouraging or discouraging crimi-
nality. In this perspective, crime prevention becomes a far more
comprehensive project that simply setting up programmes for chil-
dren and young people. It is an integral part of the policy work
that provides a basic framework for the society in which children
and young people grow up. The formulation of crime prevention
policies will have consequences in relation to the formulation of
family, educational, social, environmental, labour market and, not
least, economic policies. 

In 1997, Norwegian crime prevention council commissioned
Per Hage to compile a literature survey of existing studies in the
Nordic region on crime prevention (Hage 1997). He described the
existing studies as following four main trajectories: urbanisation,
alcohol and violence, unemployment, marginalisation and stig-
matisation.

6.7.1 Urbanisation

There is far more registered crime, both economic crime and vio-
lent crime, in urban than in rural areas. Per Hage indicates two
primary explanations:

• Less social control: “In urban environments, the very 
structure of society encourages social distancing and weak-
ened social control”. 

• More temptations and conflicts: Urban environments also
provide an “aggregation of both temptation and conflicts”.

One consequence of the close correlation between the degree of
urbanisation and the increase in crime rates, from a crime preven-
tion point of view, would be to establish policies that discourage
urbanisation. However, the fact that urbanisation is one of the fun-
damental characteristics of contemporary society as well as being
a logical consequence of current economic policy makes this unre-
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alistic. A more realistic crime prevention strategy would be to
increase social control in urban areas. This can be accomplished
in many ways, not least by implementing state-of-the-art princi-
ples of city planning, with neighbourhood support, local police
stations, etc. 

6.7.2 Alcohol and violence

In all the Nordic countries, a clearly documented correlation has
been found between violence and alcohol consumption. This
applies to violent domestic crime and, even more so, to crime asso-
ciated with drinking in public settings, about which there is more
documentation. 

Logically, one of the most effective methods of preventing
crime would be to implement measures to restrict consumption of
alcohol in public settings (Hage, p. 28). In reality, the trend is pre-
cisely the opposite: more and more eating places are being grant-
ed liquor licenses, and opening hours are also being extended.
There is clearly a profit motive involved here. Alcohol policy is a
difficult area to study, but an essential one if we are to succeed in
reducing violent crime.

6.7.3 Unemployment 

Although there is a clear correlation between unemployment and
crime rates, and although Nordic criminological research express-
es no doubt as to the link, there is no research in this area.

A recent Norwegian study covering a four-year period and car-
ried out by Jan Tore Pedersen stresses the importance of offering
convicted prisoners vocational training programmes. (Pedersen
2002). His study followed 1,000 prisoners, and he found that recidi-
vism was lower amongst the 50% who were offered vocational
training (with 60 per cent less time in prison) than in the control
group

It is also an established fact, not only in the Nordic region but
throughout the Western world, that unemployment is higher
amongst people who have served prison sentences than in the gen-
eral population. Individuals in trouble with the law thus have a
weaker bond to social norms than individuals in work. According
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to Hage, this tends to be explained by saying that individuals in
this group stand to lose less than others if they fall into crime, and
that they are also without the natural type of social control that
exists the employed. It is easy to see the relationship between these
factors and the consequences of urbanisation. If decision makers
were to take these findings seriously they would have to reconsid-
er aspects of labour market, educational and social policy. 

6.7.4 Marginalisation and stigmatisation 

For criminals, violating the law often becomes a vicious circle. One
significant reinforcing factor in relation to this circle is the negative
reactions in society at large to violations of the law and to the indi-
viduals who commit them. Often, this means that an individual
who breaks the law becomes frozen in a negative self-image, and
accepts his or her own criminal identity. The situation is exacer-
bated when (s)he commits new crimes. Over time, the risk devel-
ops that the individual will be rejected by “good company” and
continue to behave in line with the preconceptions of others. In
this perspective, a prison sentence is perceived as directly harmful.
In this area, crime prevention thus becomes an aspect of criminal
policy in the broadest sense of the term, and part of the discus-
sion regarding how we punish those who commit crimes and the
consequences of penal sanctions. If these issues were reconsid-
ered, prison sentences might be used less, and replaced by other,
less stigmatising sanctions. 

6.7.5 Other explanations

There are many other explanatory models regarding crime, based
on the interaction between individuals and society. These theories
have traditionally been very little used as points of departure for
developing crime prevention strategies. The media play an impor-
tant role in these contexts as an interface between individual and
society, and affect how the general public perceives crime and crim-
inals. One area where this has proven to be of importance is pub-
lic perceptions of segregation and of foreigners, or “non-ethnic
Scandinavians”. All the above-mentioned mechanisms: urbanisa-
tion, unemployment and stigmatisation are relevant in this respect. 
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Another striking aspect has to do with the paradoxical contrast
between society’s efforts to prevent crime, using behaviour
modification, situational prevention and studies of culture and vio-
lence, and the fact that the children and young people in our soci-
eties, at the same time, have ready access to violent films and
games that exalt criminal behaviour. This exposes our children and
young people to seriously contradictory messages: we reject vio-
lence at the same time as we glorify it. Bringing about a change in
this respect is a matter of will power, money and policies.

6.7.6 Concluding comments 

There are many crime prevention programmes focusing either on
individuals or on groups – both within and outside the Prison and
Probation Service. There is far less awareness of and will to change
fundamental aspects of society which may be a breeding ground
for crime. If crime prevention is to have any clout, all these pro-
grammes must be seen in their societal contexts. 

There is a striking absence of effect evaluations of such pro-
grammes both within and outside the correctional services. The
fact that such evaluations cannot always be carried out under
strictly scientific conditions should not prevent the initiation of
joint Nordic projects with a holistic aim: behaviour modification
work, situational prevention and social planning. 
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7 Joint Nordic 
recommendations

This chapter presents an overview of the recommendations set
out in the previous chapters. Together with the international recom-
mendations and conventions, these recommendations provide a
platform for development and further development of prison edu-
cation in the Nordic countries and adjacent areas and to other
countries in their efforts to develop their prison education systems. 

Legislation

The project group recommends that the educational authorities in
the Nordic countries ensure that their legislations clearly state the
legal right and obligation to provide prisoners with the same right
to education as other citizens. The legal authority stipulated in the
Education Acts should also be stipulated in the legislation of the
different countries relating to enforcement of sentences. When the
right to education has been elucidated, this will have consequences
in terms of resource allocation.

Normalisation

The project group proposes that the principle of normalisation be
applied to as great an extent as possible by utilising the public serv-
ices of society such as schools, libraries, treatment services, etc.
This can be accomplished both by giving more prisoners day
release privileges, and by the building of a larger number of open
correctional facilities. Day release privileges can even be arranged
for some prisoners who serve their sentences in higher security
prisons mainly by having special units for prisoners with day
release privileges. Future correctional facilities must be built with
units for prisoners who have day release privileges.

v23_Fængsel(3korr)  08/04/05  14:25  Side 202



Administrative cooperation

The project group proposes that concrete plans and routines be
drawn up for cooperation between the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice and the various stakeholders at national, regional and local
levels. 

Equal opportunities in prison education

The project group proposes that irrespective of which model is
used, there must be pedagogical expertise at management level to
provide quality assurance for the educational activities offered.
Teaching staff are to have the same status, authority, and compe-
tence as in the state school system.

Description of prison education

The project group proposes that a joint Nordic description of edu-
cation in prison facilities for the future be made. It should include: 

• Compulsory education (corresponding to nine years 
of basic education, through secondary school)

• Further education (corresponding to upper secondary 
education)

• Internet-based education
• Full ict training 
• Special education
• Immigrant education, minority group education (Sami,

Roma, etc.) and education for second generation immigrants
• Higher/university education.

Comments As part of any teaching, all schools/students should have access
to a well-stocked library which, in itself, serves as an information
and knowledge database.

Educational opportunities

The project group recommends the following proposals to meet
the need for formal and informal skills.
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Theoretical education
• Compulsory education (corresponding to nine years of basic

education, through secondary school, in Finland only needed
to a limited extent).

• Remedial education in literacy and numeracy skills, with 
special priority given to prisoners with the most inadequate
educational background (as it is a unique opportunity to 
meet and motivate these individuals while they are in prison).

• Further education (corresponding to upper secondary 
education) with a broad range of educational options, 
corresponding to those offered in the community.

• Day release privileges for educational activities is important,
both in terms of offering prisoners more educational options
and in giving them the opportunity to study in a “normal”
study environment.

• Education and training that meets the needs of foreign 
prisoners.

• There must be opportunities for independent study with
tutoring, to meet individual needs. 

Vocational training 
• Vocational training in collaboration with the employment

service in order to offer training that will prepare the individ-
uals for the labour market. 

• Cooperation should be encouraged between schools (theory)
and prison workshops (practice). As a result of such coop-
eration, some activities could earn educational credits. When
educational needs assessed, inmates’ previous experience
should also be taken into account. This can mean a great 
deal to individuals who have positive testimonials.

• Some vocational training could be given in other languages.
This could also be useful to inmates who are going to be
deported after release, and who could thus gain competence
that will be of value to them when they return to their home
countries. 

New technology
• The introduction of new technology (Internet-based solu-

tions adapted to prison security needs) might be a simple 
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way of giving more inmates access to a broad range of
further education, university and other higher education. 

• ict courses of the same kinds offered in the regular schools in
the community (both to master the techniques themselves
and to use the new technologies in other subject studies). The
new technology is also a necessary tool to be able to access
various educational options outside the prison – a natural tool
in relation to the expanding range of Internet-based adult
education possibilities in society.

Creative activities, libraries, etc.
• Education in the arts with a view to improving self-develop-

ment, life skills and motivation raises individuals’ social skills.
Participation in both creative activities and well-rounded
physical activities often encourage prisoners to go on to 
other kinds of education.

• There should be access to a well-stocked library and its serv-
ices in collaboration with the library services available in 
the community. 

Women prisoners
• All the items above apply equally to women prisoners who,

precisely like their male counterparts, must be offered a wide
range of educational opportunities adapted to their individual
needs. For women, who otherwise run the risk of being con-
sidered a small, costly target group, the new technologies
may be particularly important in terms of opening up a large
number of options (unless the possibility of mixed groups
men and women at prison schools is considered).

Education as one piece of the puzzle
• Education can be more effective if it is combined with work,

treatment programmes, and other approved activities. Very
few prisoners can cope efficiently with full-time studies. 
Great flexibility and “tailor-made” weekly schedules should
be available for each prisoner. Education is one important
piece of a larger puzzle. If that piece falls into place, it may 
be decisive both for the success of the inmate’s schooling 
and for his or her life as a whole. 
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General 
• There must be access to suitable premises and modern 

equipment which bears comparison with adult education
elsewhere in society.

Methods

The project group proposes the following approaches in order to
fulfil the needs of prisoners for both formal and informal adult
education:
• The same pedagogical points of departure for lifelong learn-

ing in adult education shall apply to adults in prison as in soci-
ety at large – with the same adaptation to the target group 
as must always be used for any specific educational group, 
in prison or elsewhere. The methods implemented should 
be based on the idea of assessing the needs of each individual
and, on that basis, giving him or her space in which to devel-
op, in terms of knowledge and experience and also as an 
individual with civil rights and duties.

• The particular features of prison education – often a short
time frame, a great need for individualisation, and students
who may be at very different points along the route to acquir-
ing life competence, places high demands both in terms of
methodological flexibility and in terms of teachers being
adaptable in their educational strategies.

The place of education in the Prison and 
Probation Services

The project group proposes that:
• The educational authorities and Prison and Probation Service

at the national, regional and local levels together discuss the
scope of and need for educational opportunities (seen from
the point of view of the needs of both the prison population
and the institutions) and what courses are to be offered.
There should be equal opportunities for work, education 
and other approved activities in the prisons, available during
normal working hours. From the point of view of equality,
the same remuneration should be paid to prisoners for the 
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different activities, not least so as to avoid competition
between the activities offered.

• The recognised need of prisoners for activation (as part of
the process of resocialisation) is to be the main starting point
when the different prison activities are prioritised. There
should be flexible teaching arrangements. A prisoner should
be able to organise his or her activities as a combination of
work, schooling, programmes, and other approved activities.

• Teaching shall be provided by trained educational staff with
certified subject area competence. Education should be part
of each prisoner’s future plan, extending up to and beyond
release. A person with pedagogical expertise should assess the
needs of the prisoner for education. Release or conditional
release, to a situation with work, schooling or other activities
– must be prepared in good time and in consultation between
the prisoner and other parties involved. 

Options and needs for lifelong learning

The project group proposes that:
• Prisoners always have their non-formal learning assessed.
• Once a convicted prisoner/prisoner in remand has had his or

her non-formal learning assessed, educational options must
be provided that correspond to the needs of each individual,
and individuals must be sent to the prisons that can offer the
options they require or give them the opportunity to have 
day release privileges for work or schooling. 

• Education must be defined broadly enough to include, in
addition to subject competence, social skills and activities 
of daily life.

Documentation and research

The project group proposes that systematic reporting, evaluation
and research on education in prisons be carried out with a view to:
• documenting the work being done on education in prisons in

comparison, for example, with treatment programmes and
other activities,
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• evaluating whether the range offered as prison education cor-
responds to the educational needs of the prison population,

• obtaining a clear picture of which prisoners do and do not
participate in, how students are recruited to prison education, 

• assessing teaching methods and quality,
• obtaining a systematic evaluation of prison workshops in

relation to the applying curricula,
• determining the place of prison education in the correctional

services. 
• expressing an opinion regarding whether new programmes,

etc., such as classes and treatment programmes, should be
evaluated, or whether research into them should be carried
out.

Cooperation between the Prison and 
Probation Service and other stakeholders

The project group proposes increased contact between prisons
and society at large and that:
• The state social service authorities must provide the services

as required by law, which would result in structured, system-
atic, inter-agency cooperation. There must be better contact
and cooperation between agencies such as the educational
authorities, the correctional services, the labour market
authorities, the main trade unions and the employment 
services,

• There should be more frequent placement of inmates in 
open institutions allowing more day release privileges for 
education and work, which would result in automatically
making better use of traditional social services, 

• There should be better utilisation of the expertise and options
of the labour market authorities for prison convicts, in order
to ensure smoother transitions back into society,

• Internet-based education with satisfactory security solutions
will provide a supplementary tool for utilisation of the state
educational services. Internet-based education will: a) be a
contribution to normalisation b) offer more options – enable
prisoners to participate in a wider range of courses c) reach
more inmates – facilitating individualisation and d) enable
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greater educational continuity and thus increase the possibi-
lity of completing certificates and being awarded diplomas.
Information and communication technology (ict) must be
used as a tool in prisons in the same way as in society at large.

• Cooperation between prison school administrators, work-
shop managers and representatives of the employment serv-
ices must be improved. Prisoners must be given vocational
experience in the workshop and education in the classroom.
This would give them more options and probably increase
their motivation, because they would know that the activities
in which they were involved would be beneficial after release.
This would also make vocational training in prison an inte-
gral part of the skills enhancement work that continues 
after release. See also sections 5.1 and 5.6.

The costs of prison education

The project group suggests continued, extended funding for prison
education.

Concluding comment

Today the demand for prison education far outstrips supply.
The group with the greatest educational needs is a group which

is also often difficult to recruit to schooling in the state school sys-
tem, and thus the opportunity should be taken to begin to fulfil the
ambitions expressed by society in terms of the “adult education
initiative” and lifelong learning when the individuals belonging to
this group are institutionalised. Today, education accounts for only
a small fraction of the costs of a prison sentence. From a socio-
economic point of view it would undoubtedly be beneficial to
invest more in prison education.
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