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In 1999, the Nordic Council adopted a recommendation on prison 
education in a Nordic perspective. In September 2001, a Nordic project 
group was appointed to carry out a study, with representatives from the prison 
and probation services and the educational authorities. The project was direct-
ed by the County Governor of Hordaland, Norway. A decision was adopted in 
2007 to revise the report in relation to recent research, new surveys, and 
general developments in the Nordic countries. 

The purpose of the project was to provide a concise, overall and updated 
comparative view of education and training in prisons in Denmark, Finland, 
Norway and Sweden, as well as a brief description of the situation in 
Iceland, Greenland, the Faeroe islands and the Åland islands. 
If convicted prisoners are to be offered education on equal terms with 
others in society, the right to education must be clearly stipulated in 
the legislation. 

According to this report, good cooperation between the prison 
and probation services and other authorities is one of the key 
starting points for satisfying prisoners' educational needs. 
The prison education offered today does not satisfactorily 
correspond to prisoners' educational needs. Increased 
investments in prison education would probably be of 
added value for society as a whole. 
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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 by which the Nordic Council 
recommended to the Nordic Council of Ministers that: “... a study be 
made of the possibilities of cooperating on projects relating to prison 
education in a Nordic perspective, and that the results of the study pre-
sented to the Nordic Council include proposals for measures to be imple-
mented.” (A 1199/nord) 

In light of this recommendation, the Nordic Council of Ministers is-
sued the following statement:  

In 2000, the Nordic Council of Ministers adopted a position in favor of 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 Nor-
dic survey with a lifelong learning perspective from the point of view of crime 
prevention might be one Nordic initiative. Education in the prison and proba-
tion 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 edu-
cation in prisons to describe and analyze the initiatives taken by each respec-
tive country as part of an exchange of experience, and to see developments in 
a holistic perspective in relation to the general education system and to what is 
being done to meet the needs of the weakest groups there. 
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The contributions of the Council of Ministers will take place as coopera-
tion between the relevant areas of both education and legislation, and will re-
sult in a Nordic report. 

 

At a meeting on 26 September 2001, The Steering Group for Nordic 
Adult Education Cooperation (FOVU), the Nordic Executive Committee 
on Education & Research (EK-U) and the Nordic Senior civil servants’ 
committee for legislation (EK-LOV) adopted the decision that a Nordic 
level study would be made regarding education and the correctional ser-
vices. 

In accordance with the project description, each country appointed one 
member of the project group, as well as a reference group to assure the 
quality of the material. The project has been directed by the County Gov-
ernor of Hordaland, Norway. The Nordic report was published in 2003, 
and the first English edition in 2005. 

The members of the first project group were:  
 
 Project director Senior Adviser Torfinn Langelid, the County Gover-

nor of Hordaland, Norway.  
 Education Manager Kaj Raundrup, Danish Prisons and Probation 

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 Criminal 
Sanctions Agency  

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

 

According to information from the Nordic Council of Ministers, the first 
Nordic and English editions are both out of print. The English edition was 
issued to every ministry of education and justice in Europe, as well as to 
the relevant authorities in the United States, Canada, and Australia. Pres-
entations were also made at a large number of Nordic and international 
conferences, and the Nordic project group has had a great deal of positive 
feedback, and requests for a second edition. In the context of prison edu-
cation, the Nordic correctional services have attracted interest for their 
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ability to offer a wide range of educational activities at the same time as 
they safeguard the security of life and property. For these reasons, the 
Nordic Network for Prison Education decided to apply to the relevant 
Nordic correctional and educational authorities for funding to revise the 
first edition of the report. Funding was granted, and the Nordic Council of 
Ministers agreed to publish the new version.  

The Nordic Network for Prison Education 

On the basis of long, excellent informal collaboration amongst the Nordic 
countries that began in the 1970s, the Nordic Network for Prison Education 
was formally established on 1 January, 2006. Its members work in key posi-
tions in the prison and probation services and at the educational authorities 
with specific responsibility for prison education in the Nordic countries. For 
further information, please see the website: www.fengselundervisning.net 

Revision of the report  

The project group responsible for revising the report consisted of:  
 
 Project Director, Senior adviser Torfinn Langelid, County Governor of 

Hordaland (delegated the national responsibility for prison education 
in Norway).  

 Education manager Kaj Raundrup, Danish Prison and Probation 
Service,  

 Marianne Mäki, Senior Specialist Finnish Criminal Sanctions Agency 
 Svenolov Svensson, regional program coordinator, Swedish Prison and 

Probation Service, regional office for Western Sweden. 
 
Iceland was not represented in the project group, but Erlendur S. Baldurs-
son, assistant director general of the Icelandic State Prison Administration 
contributed the chapter on prison education in Iceland. The report also 
contains brief reports on prison education in Greenland, the Færoe Is-
lands, and the Åland Islands.  

http://www.fengselundervisning.net
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The revisions in this second edition the report concern updates in rela-
tion to research, surveys and developments in the Nordic countries since 
2003. 

The more recent Nordic Report: Education in Nordic Prisons: Prison-
ers’ Educational Backgrounds, Preferences, and Motivation (Eikeland, 
Manger, and Asbjørnsen (eds.) 2008) was particularly important in this 
respect. The majority of the statistical material included is from 2006 and 
later. Chapter six in the 2005 edition, Crime Prevention in the short and 
long term, has been eliminated in this edition.  

In my capacity as project director, I would like to thank the represen-
tatives of each country and the prison and probation services and the edu-
cation authorities of the Nordic countries for their practical and financial 
contributions that have enabled us to revise the report. I am also very 
grateful to Senior Adviser Klaus Munch Haagensen from the Nordic 
Council of Ministers for all his help and support throughout the process. 

 
Bergen, Norway, November, 2008 

Torfinn Langelid 

Project Director 



Summary and recommendations 
 
by Torfinn Langelid, Marianne Mäki, Kaj Raundrup, and Svenolov Svensson  

Introduction 

The purpose of the project Education, Training and Prison and Probation 
Service in a Lifelong Learning Perspective, a Nordic Study of Structures 
and Models, has been to provide a concise, overall and updated compara-
tive view of education and training in prisons in Denmark, Finland, Nor-
way and Sweden, as well as a brief description of the situation in Iceland. 
Based on these observations, general analyses of strengths and weak-
nesses were made in order to identify 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 adjacent areas, as well as to other countries, in their efforts to de-
velop their prison education systems.  

The statistics are primarily from 2006 and 2007. Statistics and report-
ing methods differ in the various countries but the project group has tried 
to make the material as comparable as possible. 

The Nordic prisoner and his or her educational background 

The typical Nordic prisoner can be described as over 30, having left 
school quite early, with a very little experience of the labor market and, in 
many cases, a substance abuse problem. Not a surprising picture, and 
readily recognizable. 
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The Nordic survey (Eikeland, Manger, and Asbjørnsen (eds. 2008)) of 
prison education demonstrates that the educational systems of the five 
Nordic countries have common elements, but also some variations.  

According to the findings of that study, depending on country, be-
tween seven and sixteen per cent of prisoners have completed some level 
of education. The study also indicates that it is generally the youngest 
Nordic prisoners who have the weakest educational backgrounds.  

The percentage of prisoners who do not participate in any prison edu-
cational activities is very similar in all the Nordic countries. Iceland has 
the lowest number of non-participants (55%), while Denmark has the 
highest, with three out of every four prisoners not participating in any 
prison educational activities. The main reasons given for not participating 
were either that the prison in question did not offer any educational ac-
tivities or that those on offer did not suit the needs of the prisoners. Many 
prisoners expressed a preference for more vocational training.  

Prisoners who did participate were generally satisfied with the activities 
offered and with the teaching. Inadequate (or inadequate access to) ICT 
equipment was stated by the prisoners in all five countries as being the 
main problem with or obstacle to completing prison educational activities.  

Although many prisoners need formal education and training, the pre-
sent report also identifies a need for training in informal skills (life mas-
tery, teamwork skills, functioning in the community, the family, etc.). 
Official efforts to promote lifelong learning in society must also encom-
pass individuals serving prison sentences under the auspices of the Prison 
and Probation Services. (See also 9.7) 

The overall question is: what type of education and training do con-
temporary prison populations need? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1.1 Prisoners and prison education in relation to society 
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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 are clearly 
stipulated in the legislation. While the 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 less clearly defined. Legislation governing prison and probation ser-
vices must also stipulate, therefore, that the only thing of which a prisoner 
is to be deprived is his or her liberty. In principle, all other rights must be 
upheld. 

Based on the principles of normalization, integration, openness and 
responsibility, the project group advocates prisoners taking part in the 
general education system to a much larger extent than today by increasing 
the use of day release privileges, etc. This would allow prisoners to par-
ticipate in the ordinary school system, and experiences different ap-
proaches than used in prison educational activities. There is also a greater 
range of choice in the community educational system. 

Lifelong learning 

At European Union level and in the individual European countries, efforts 
are being made to ensure that young people and adults obtain the knowl-
edge and skills they need to face new employment situations in a society 
in a state of constant change. It is clear that without these skills and this 
knowledge, individuals will be excluded from the ordinary educational 
system and the labor market. The prison population is a vulnerable group 
in this respect. One precondition for meeting the needs of the different 
groups of prisoners for education and training is that the educational au-
thorities possess the tools to assess their needs and the options available 
to them. 
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Education and training options 

Prison education and training must reflect the ordinary educational sys-
tem. Research shows that many prisoners have had inadequate schooling 
compared with the rest of the population. In terms, for example, of the 
right to education and training, the humanitarian perspective, and reha-
bilitation, education and training in prisons should be broadly defined. 
Good prison education and training is considered an investment in crime 
prevention in the sense that it will increase the number of prisoners who 
continue their education and find jobs after release.  

Our study of prison education and training in the Nordic countries 
shows that definitions vary from country to country. Considering the 
importance attached to lifelong learning and the attention paid to the need 
for continuous skills enhancement and to the increasingly multicultural 
nature of Nordic society, all these elements need to be acknowledged in 
prison education and training.  

Despite their different models, a joint Nordic starting point does exist 
in the sense that education and training are perceived as being both for the 
benefit of the individual 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 organization, courses, methods and prioritiza-
tions should, therefore, be based on the prisoner's situation.  

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

The role of the teacher and methods 

Prison teachers need special skills to satisfy the particular needs of the 
prison population for education and training. They must be able to recog-
nize the different learning needs of the individual prisoners, and be able 
to handle foreign prisoners' needs in terms of language, religion and cul-
ture. They must be certified teachers, and also be given updated informa-
tion regarding the prison and probation services, in order to promote pro-
per pedagogical dialogue and avoid institutionalization. 
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In Denmark most of the teaching in prisons is done by full-time teach-
ers appointed by the local prison management. Over half of the teaching 
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 institu-
tions, but there are also teachers appointed by the Ministry of Justice (in 
three prisons) and contracted teachers (very few). In Norway, all prison 
teachers are either full or part-time teachers appointed by the educational 
authorities. In Sweden, teachers are employed by the prison and probation 
services at “Learning Centers” at each prison.  

Is there a dimension to teaching in a prison setting that distinguishes 
the prison teacher from other teachers? In spite of the fact that a great 
deal of prison education is at basic levels, the teaching must always be 
carried out on the basis of the pedagogy of adult education. The mean age 
of prisoners ranges from 31 to 36.  

According to Skaalvik et al. (2005), if there were a spectrum with the 
students’ points of departure at one end and long-term goals at the other, 
it would also span the spectrum of opinions about the objectives of prison 
education amongst prison school administrators, teachers, and other pri-
son 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 1.2 The objectives of prison education seen over time 

 
For the teacher, the person who works with the students in practice, it is 
essential to be familiar with the individual’s point of departure 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 objectives” are central. In any case, 
each new prisoner must be approached with awareness of all this in mind, 
and from the perspective of lifelong learning, without bias, and in an 
honest attempt to see where on the spectrum he or she is starting out, in 
order to utilize the most appropriate methods in working with that indi-
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vidual. For one prisoner working towards a specific goal may be just 
right, while for another the most important thing may be 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 find-
ing the right keys to unlock each individual student’s learning abilities.  

Thus in the prison setting, too, optimal education will help the student 
develop as a person, have more self-confidence, be better able to solve 
problems, be creative, better able to learn new things, and 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 unde-
sirable actions. This reaction builds on the instruments available to the 
prison and probation service to promote the reintegration of the prisoner 
into society. Many different professional categories contribute to this 
effort. In other words, institutions run by the prison and probation ser-
vices are staffed by representatives of various stakeholders who may also 
have different, contradictory, objectives. The educational authority is one 
of the national agencies meant to ensure that convicted prisoners receive 
the education to which they have a legal right. The prison and probation 
services have responsibility for coordinating the measures implemented 
by the various state authorities so that prisoners have well-organized, 
positive options.  

Administrative cooperation 

Close cooperation between the correctional service and the various au-
thorities is an important prerequisite for satisfying prisoners’ needs re-
garding education and training. Strategic plans are needed for the exten-
sion of prison education and training. Close cooperation and good internal 
planning will provide a broader view of the needs of the different prison 
groups for education and training, help develop good programs, and en-
sure better utilization of resources. 
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From the perspective of society as a whole, it is important to encour-
age co-ordination of efforts that will make it easier for prisoners to return 
to society.  

Documentation and research  

All the Nordic countries have carried out national surveys concerning the 
educational backgrounds, needs, and preferences of prisoners. The Nordic 
Network for Prison Education took the initiative to a Nordic survey of 
prisoners’ educational backgrounds in 2006, with financial support from 
the Nordic Council of Ministers. This study involved research environ-
ments in all five Nordic countries, and revealed the similarities and dif-
ferences amongst the Nordic countries with regard to these questions. 

The national surveys and the overview survey of the Nordic countries 
led to greater attention being focused on prison education on the part of 
both politicians and decision makers, with resultant changes. There re-
mains, however, an overall need in the Nordic countries for quality assur-
ance in educational activities on the basis of various kinds of reporting, 
evaluations, and research, to ensure agreement between the resources 
allocated and the educational activities offered, and to obtain a clear over-
view of what educational activities are being offered at any given time.  

Financial aspects 

At present, demand far outstrips supply. Those with the greatest need are 
often a group 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 pri-
son place. It would probably be more profitable in purely socioeconomic 
terms to increase investments in education and training in prisons. 

The cost of prison education and training is small compared to the to-
tal cost of a prison place, in spite of the total cost of the education and 
training in the Nordic countries being millions of Euro. The proportion of 
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total costs is approximately 3–9%. In other words, the prison and proba-
tion services in the Nordic countries provide prison education and train-
ing for roughly the price of one pack of cigarettes per prisoner per day. 

International recommendations and conventions on 
imprisonment 

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

Recommendations 

The project group has drawn up a number of recommendations for the 
future of prison education and training in the Nordic countries (for further 
details see chapters 9 and 10). 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, ensuring that the legislation of each country is in line with 
international conventions and recommendations. The legal authority sti-
pulated in their 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. 

Educational opportunities  

The project group recommends the following proposals to meet the need 
for formal and informal skills. The findings in the national and Nordic 
surveys stress the need for more vocational training. Such training must 
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be integrated to a greater extent with external companies, in consideration 
of the potential for helping the students to find a place on the labor mar-
ket after release. The educational activities offered must also satisfy the 
educational needs of prisoners, not least those with special needs, who 
will only be recruited to the educational system if they receive particular 
attention. 

General education 

 Basic education. 
 Special/remedial education, with a particular focus on the prisoners 

with the most inadequate educational backgrounds (the period spent 
serving a prison sentence is a unique opportunity to devote time to and 
motivate such individuals). 

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

 Studying with day release privileges is an important option, giving the 
individual more freedom of choice, and the prisoner the opportunity to 
spend time in a “normal” study environment. 

 Formal and informal educational competence assessments must beco-
me a consistent aspect of general education in prison.  

 Education to satisfy the needs of foreign prisoners.  
 Remote or distance learning (Internet-based courses) with some perso-

nal tutoring can play a role in satisfying individual needs. 

Vocational training  

 Vocational training in collaboration with the employment service to 
offer training to prepare individuals for the labor market.  

 Cooperation should be encouraged between schools (theory) and pri-
son workshops (practice). As a result of such cooperation, prisoners 
could earn educational credits for some activities. When educational 
needs are assessed, prisoners’ previous experience should also be ta-
ken into account. This can mean a great deal to individuals who do not 
have many positive testimonials.  

 Formal and informal educational competence assessments must beco-
me a consistent aspect of vocational training in prison.  
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 Some vocational training could be given in other languages. This 
could be useful to prisoners who are going to be deported after relea-
se, who could thus gain competence that will be of value to them 
when they return to their home countries.  

 Digital competence. It is important that a marginalized group such as 
prisoners have the same opportunities as others to acquire digital 
competence.  

 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. ICT 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, not least through links to educational 
institutions in foreign prisoners’ home countries.  

Creative activities, libraries, etc.  

 Education in the arts with a view to improving self-development, life 
skills and motivation, to raise 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 services 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 educa-
tional opportunities adapted to their individual needs. For women, 
who otherwise run the risk of being considered 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). 
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Education as one piece of the puzzle  

 Education can become more effective if it is combined with work, 
treatment programs, 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 prisoner’s 
schooling and for his or her life as a whole. The national surveys and 
the joint Nordic survey all highlight the need for individual study 
plans, as well as good guidance and counseling concerning educatio-
nal opportunities.  

Facilities and equipment 

 There must be access to purpose-suited facilities and state-of-the-art 
equipment equivalent to that available at community adult education 
facilities or elsewhere in society. 

Administrative cooperation 

The project group proposes that concrete plans and routines be drawn up 
for cooperation between the Prison and Probation Services and the vari-
ous 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 compari-

son, for example, with treatment programs and other activities, 
 evaluating whether the range offered as prison education corresponds 

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, 



Nordic Prison Education 24 

 obtaining a systematic evaluation of prison workshops in relation to 
the applying curricula, 

 determining the place of prison education in the correctional services. 
 



1. Descriptions of prison education in 
the Nordic Countries 

Chapter 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 describes the five Nordic countries: Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, 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 legislation and 
regulatory documents applying to prison education, the educational op-
tions currently available, and the transition arrangements in anticipation 
of release and return to society. The concluding subsection of each sec-
tion details the costs of prison education, 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 
information. They are detailed in the bibliography in their original lan-
guages, see page 213.  
 



 



2. Denmark 
 
by Kaj Raundrup 

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 correction. At 
the time, the minimum age of conviction for 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 farms and gardens.  

The Danish Criminal Code, which came into force in 1866, estab-
lished two types of long-term deprivation of liberty, known as penitentia-
ries and houses of correction. It was generally accepted 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 dormi-
tory-like facilities, penitentiaries were prisons with cells. Prison education 
began at the penitentiaries, 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 

Organized prison education moved into a new phase on 15 April 1930, 
when the Danish Civil Penal Code was adopted (Lov af 15. april 1930: 
Lov om ikrafttræden af borgerlig straffelov m.v. Gads forlag), resulting in 
the establishment of youth penitentiaries in 1933. The underlying princi-
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ple was to have a treatment system for young offenders, between the ages 
of 15 and 21, who were considered as requiring counseling and guidance 
and, not least, vocational and educational 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 various 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 strengthening their 
self-confidence, ability to reflect, and self-image, began as individual 
teaching in the prisoners' cells. Classroom teaching began at Danish pris-
ons in 1932. 

Open prisons 

During the years after World War II, for reasons of capacity, a large num-
ber of new, open prisons were constructed. These facilities had a good 
geographical spread, and housed the majority of convicted prisoners. There 
were advantages to having open prisons in terms of criminal policy: prison-
ers were able to utilize the educational and vocational options available in 
the community to a much greater extent than previously. 

Regulations regarding education 

Not until 1952 were regulations for prison education adopted, stating that: 

…as a rule education is to be offered on a group basis and, whenever possible, 
outside working hours. All prisoners under the age of 30 are required to par-
ticipate in the basic education courses in written and oral proficiency in Dan-
ish, and in mathematics, writing and civics, arranged by the prison where they 
are serving their sentences. The prison Governor may determine, after consul-
tation with the head teacher, to include other subject areas in the obligatory 
courses.  

 
In addition to the establishment of remedial education, the regulations 
also ensured that credit-giving courses would be offered, as well as short 
vocational courses. 
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Criticism of sentences of indeterminate length 

The treatment regime described above was subject to increasing criticism 
in the 1950s and 1960s 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 abo-
lition of some of the sanctions of indeterminate 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 educa-
tion commission whose task was to analyze the scope, content and or-
ganization of educational activities for prisoners, including vocational 
training and the problems associated with how prisoners spend their non-
working hours. The report of the commission 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 following 
objective: 

The prison authorities should strive to provide prisoners with a range of edu-
cational options corresponding to that available to the citizens in society at 
large. Whenever possible, this teaching should take place as participation in 
courses, etc. held outside the prison. However when necessary, for reasons of 
security or other special, prison-related considerations, educational opportuni-
ties 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 school-
ing. 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, a working party was asked to draw up a proposal for establish-
ment and implementation of an educational reform in and outside prisons. 

In August 1974, after referral to and comments from many different 
parties, the proposal was adopted. It was known as the “Skadhauge plan”, 
named after the educational consultant employed by the Prison and Pro-
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bation 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 partici-
pate in the educational opportunities available in the community. The 
secondary proposal was that a corresponding educational system would 
be established in closed prisons. The Skadhauge plan was influential in 
the 1970s and 80s not only in the Nordic countries but in the rest of 
Europe as well.  

The 1986 AUF report  

The “AUF” report (AUF stands for the Danish words Arbejde, Under-
visning og Fritid, meaning “Work, Education and Leisure Time”) was 
published in 1986. 

This report proposed that there should be equivalence of work and 
education in terms of the allowance paid for participation. It was also 
included in the recommendation on prison education from the Council of 
Europe in 1989. 

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 Prison and Probation 
Service. The proposed reorganization of all areas of activities described 
below, with more integration of work, education and treatment, was actu-
ally never adopted. Implementation of the recommendations in the report 
was postponed owing to financial constraints, but was recommenced in 
2005. In recent years, the Prison and Probation Service has extended the 
number of programs, adding cognitive behavioral treatment and substance 
abuse treatment programs to the range: 
 
 Lower and upper secondary education 
 
The report recommends that education of prisoners in the custody of the 
Prison and Probation Service should be carried 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 pris-
oners as possible. 
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Flexible, adapted teaching 

Many adult education centers 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 popula-
tion. Such new approaches in prison education include, for example, stag-
gering of course starts, since prison sentence serving is not scheduled in 
consideration of the school term, and enabling individuals who are about 
to be released can sit their exams. After release, former prisoners will be 
able to continue the courses that were tailored to fit their needs at local 
adult education centers, 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 cur-
ricula today, this is already assumed to be the case. In open prisons, ICT 
can be one aspect of education in prison classrooms, which is not possible 
in high security prisons today. The report recommends that security as-
pects be worked out so as to enable even prisoners in high security pris-
ons to use personal computers with Internet access as part of their educa-
tional work. The multiannual agreement to which the Prison and Proba-
tion Service is a party covering 2008–2011, funds have been earmarked 
for the establishment of computer networks to be set up in purpose-built 
facilities at open prisons, closed prisons and the twenty largest remand 
facilities, on the condition that Internet access is properly installed from a 
security point of view.  

Giving priority to ICT as an independent subject 

Because ICT skills are increasingly needed for anyone wanting to be 
active on the labor 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. 

2.2 Legislation and regulatory documents 

The Enforcement of Sentences Act 

The right to education is stipulated in Article 38 of the Act on Enforce-
ment of Sentences, etc.: 
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A prisoner has the right and obligation to be occupied with participation in 
work, education or other approved activities. 
(Act 1337, 3 December 2007) 

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 Ministry of Educa-
tion. For many years, prisoners have taken the same exams and been gra-
ded on the same grading scale as other adults in society. 

When the Adult Education Act came into force (in 2000), the Prison 
and Probation Service gained a status of its own under the auspices of the 
Ministry of Education (see also Article 3, paragraph 2 of the Act): “Sub-
ject to the approval of the Minister of Education, other educational insti-
tutions, including those within the Prison and Probation Service, may 
offer general adult education”. Most prison schools have been granted the 
status of “local adult education centers”. Staff members employed by the 
Directorate of the Prison and Probation Service serve as directors and 
assistant directors of these centers. All the teaching and all exams are 
structured for adult target groups (ages 18 and over), in order to be pur-
pose-oriented and relevant. 

Preparatory Adult Education 

The Act on Preparatory Adult Education (Act no. 16, 7 January 2005) 
gave the Prison 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 educa-
tion may be offered by educational institutions operating under the aus-
pices of the Prison and Probation Service. These institutions may also run 
examinations”. 

In accordance with Act. 557, 6 June 2007, it is possible to obtain a 
waiver from the age requirement. This means that prisoners under the age 
of 18 can now participate in preparatory adult education.  

As of 1August 2008, English is now an optional subject in preparatory 
adult education. 

Cooperation with the state education system 

In the area of the labor market, the Executive Order stresses that prisoners 
nearing the end of their sentences may participate in labor market courses 
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for unskilled laborers 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 Stu-
dents’ Grant and Loan Scheme. Thus cooperation with the state education 
system is a basic element of the ambition of the Prison and Probation 
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 Program and Principles for Prisons and Probation 
Work in Denmark from1993, where the activities of the Prison and Pro-
bation Service are described in line with six principles: normalization, 
openness, exercise of responsibility, security, least possible intervention, 
and optimum use of resources (see below section 2.3) as well as, most 
recently, in the Act on Enforcement of Sentences, etc. mentioned above.  

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

The program and principles for prisons and probation work in Denmark 

The Prison 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 prisoner a sense of the futility of prison life, in 
sharp contrast to the world to which he or she will be returning, and the 
demands society places on its citizens. The Prison 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 ex-
tremely important today is prison education. This is described in detail in 
the program and principles for prisons and probation work in Denmark.  

In relation to the principle of “normalization”, the Prisons and Proba-
tion Directorate defines prison education as follows: 
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Normalization: 
1. The Directorate will strive to ensure that prisoners are given the oppor-

tunity to exercise their civil rights and to the greatest possible extent are given 
equivalent opportunities as other citizens for training and education, with a re-
latively broader range of options to compensate 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 conditions at insti-
tutions of education under other auspices than those of the Prison and Proba-
tion 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 mo-
del. When it is impossible for prisoners to make use of community services, 
the Prison and Probation Service will endeavor to provide prison education in 
collaboration with institutions of education in the community. 

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

6. The Directorate will strive to ensure that the educational activities of-
fered 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 planning 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 cen-
ters (as prison education for individuals 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 education. Prisoners 
make their own choices, of course often under the influence and motiva-
tion 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 – 
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although such plans may materialize as they study. There are also prison-
ers 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 quali-
fied 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. 

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 sim-
ply as a student or course participant is a desirable characteristic.  

Case management work 

Teachers are expected to attend regular wing meetings where issues relat-
ing 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 ex-
tends beyond release: 

The institution shall also, in cooperation with the prisoner himself, 
draw up a plan (“sentence plan”) as soon as possible after the prisoner 
begins to serve his or her sentence, to cover both the sentence enforce-
ment 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 Prison and Probation Service has traditionally employed prison tea-
chers whose duties include both teaching and participation in case man-
agement. In May 2008, there were approximately 83 prison teach-
ers/specialist teachers including administrators, with responsibility for 
day-to-day management, adaptation and phasing out of prison education. 
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In addition to the staff teachers mentioned above, there are also a large 
number of teachers working in prisons on an hourly basis. Part-time tea-
chers in remand centers and prisons amount to the equivalent of 18 addi-
tional full-time positions. In addition, there are ten specialist teachers, 
who teach prisoners either on their free time or at the workshops.  

2.3.2 Education for individuals held in remand 

There are 37 remand centers in Denmark, usually in the main provincial 
towns. The largest is the Copenhagen remand center, with a capacity of 
523 places. Three of the closed prisons also have “remand halls”. 

Day-to-day management of each provincial remand center is in the 
hands of a director, who is responsible to the local chief of police, with the 
exception of the Copenhagen remand center, which is run like a state pri-
son, with a prison Governor and deputy director. The school at the Copen-
hagen remand center is also structured along the same lines as the schools 
at the state prisons, with the status of a local adult education center. 

In addition to individuals in remand, these centers house convicted 
prisoners serving short terms and convicted prisoners pending transfer to 
state prisons. The duration of a stay at a remand center may vary greatly – 
from a few days to many months.  

Many of the older, smaller remand centers have no proper educational 
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 advanta-
geous, but often it means missing out on the dynamic, social side of the 
classroom situation. Newer remand centers have much better facilities for 
education. 

The larger remand centers have staff teachers, while the smaller 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 on the part of prisoners to show that they are on their best 
behavior, 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 center staff. 
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The educational options offered at remand centers are primarily for 
individuals in remand who need basic education in Danish and mathemat-
ics. 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 program 
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 pri-
son where he or she is employed. 

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 center 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 convicted pris-
oners are serving sentences. In both open and closed prisons, day-to-day 
administration is carried out by a director of prison activities in consulta-
tion with a trained director of education, deputy director of educational 
activities (with a degree from a college of education). The course mod-
ules offered generally follow the same pattern of start and end dates as for 
state adult education in the community. 

Open prisons 

Prisoners in open prisons participate, as a rule, in educational programs 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 organized in collaboration with the local adult 
education center. 
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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 possibility of obtaining day 
release privileges for work or school as other prisoners in open prisons, 
unless there is an evident risk of drink or drug abuse. 

Internet-based education 

Most educational programs now consider ICT, particularly use of the 
Internet, as 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 educa-
tional 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 equivalent title: On use of 
the Internet in education, Prisons and Probation Service Directorate, 
2000). This approval, however, had a number of conditions attached relat-
ing to security, with a view to avoiding abuse of the system. 

Of course, the acceptance of the use of the Internet in teaching in open 
prisons must be seen in light of the opportunities for prisoners to exercise 
day release privileges in order to attend educational 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 permission is now also granted if the prisoner wishes to take a cor-
respondence or distance course in the form of guided independent study 
in a subject the prison school is unable to offer On Prisoners’ Right to 
Bring with them Possess and Dispose of their own Property and Money in 
the Institutions of the Prison and Probation Service (Property Order, no. 
735, 25 June 2007).  

The multiannual agreement to which the Prison and Probation Service 
is a party covering 2008–2011, funds have been earmarked for the estab-
lishment of computer networks to be set up in purpose-built facilities at 
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open prisons, closed prisons and remand centers, on the condition that 
Internet access is properly installed from a security point of view. 

Closed prisons 

With one single exception, all the closed prisons in Denmark were con-
structed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

This means that the physical facilities in many prison schools are far be-
low the level required in the twenty-first century in terms of the classrooms 
and their furnishings, group rooms, facilities for other kinds of study (tutor-
ing), ICT and audio visual aids. Prison schools, therefore, may find it diffi-
cult to offer their students the same range of options they would have out-
side the prison. Security considerations in closed prisons also affect the 
everyday running of prison schools, of course, and are frequently an in-
hibiting factor in terms of adapting education to the prisoner’s needs, such 
as, access to the Internet, which is a prerequisite for most educational pro-
grams today, including programs offered by prison schools (adult educa-
tion, upper secondary education, etc.). The prison schools have to find al-
ternative, often very unusual, solutions, which may weaken the position of 
prisoners in anticipation of their continued education. 

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 Dan-
ish, 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 centers. Completed basic adult educa-
tion makes a person eligible for a large number of vocational and educa-
tional programs at upper secondary level. 

The Act on Preparatory Adult Education from 2000 has resulted in 
new possibilities for prison schools and prisoners. Education may be 
offered in two subjects – reading and mathematics – at two and four lev-
els, respectively, in short intensive courses (60–80 teaching hours). The 
courses are concluded with national comprehensive tests. Their aim is to 
raise the functional level of the participants in the two subject areas so 
that they will be able to satisfy the basic requirements of the labor market. 
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Preparatory adult education under the auspices of the Prison and Proba-
tion 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 literacy 
difficulties. This applies not least to male prisoners who, for various rea-
sons, often have inadequate educational backgrounds. 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 educa-
tion began as remedial work and who have gone on to remarkably high 
levels. 

Upper secondary school adult education diploma  

An upper secondary school adult education diploma entitles the holder to 
apply for higher education. This diploma program can be completed by 
prisoners in the form of independent study with tutoring or as study 
groups. Very few prisoners manage to complete the program while serv-
ing their sentences, but many of them continue first on day release privi-
leges from the prisons and then, after release, at adult education centers in 
the community. 

Education for foreigners 

Foreigners comprise an increasingly large proportion of the prison popu-
lation, resulting in a growing number of prisoners with special needs for 
courses in Danish. Some foreigners in Danish prisons have never lived in 
Danish society. Others have taken the occasional 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 edu-
cation with Danish prisoners. Others attend courses in Danish for foreign-
ers, like those offered by language schools. Experience indicates that 
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some foreign prisoners go on to compulsory or even upper secondary 
school. 

In 2005, a working party submitted an opinion paper on ethnic minori-
ties in the Prison and Probation Service. Prisoners with non-Danish ethnic 
backgrounds comprised, respectively, 23% of the population of open and 
closed prisons and remand centers 12% of the individuals in the other 
facilities of Prison and Probation Service. 

The working party submitted recommendations in a number of areas 
with a view to supporting and motivating prisoners of other ethnic origin 
than Danish. The recommendations included initiatives for these prison-
ers and clients concerning:  

 
 Educational activities – including the possible development of special 

cognitive behavioral treatment programs.  
 Work – including the possible development of special projects orien-

ted towards the labor market. 
 Expansion of the existing mentoring program. 
 Treatment – providing more motivation than at present for prisoners 

from ethnic minority backgrounds to participate in treatment 
programs. 

 Free time – development of more and more focused recreational 
activities. 

 For prisoners pending expulsion, it was recommended that their op-
portunities for repatriation be improved. 

 
One of the measures for which the Prison and Probation Service has been 
allocated funding on the basis of these recommendations is a project 
known as “MÅL”, with a special focus on helping young prisoners of 
non-Danish ethnic backgrounds prepare for their return to the community.  

“MÅL” stands for: 
 
 Motivation: the desire to change. 
 Alertness: attention to themselves and others. 
 Leadership: taking our lives into our own hands. 
 
The aim of the project was to provide individual help to young offenders 
from ethnic backgrounds other than Danish to retain their cognitive skills 
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and to further develop their competence for action, so as to achieve a life 
without crime. To be eligible to participate in MÅL, young prisoners 
between the ages of 15 and 25 have to have participated in a cognitive 
behavioral treatment program. 

Independent study 

There will always be prisoners with particular abilities and needs regard-
ing education, which the prison school is unable to satisfy immediately. 
These individuals can be offered an independent study option after con-
crete, educational assessment and in collaboration with study counselors 
from educational institutions outside the prison. Experience indicates that 
a great deal of discipline is required by a prisoner to complete independ-
ent studies, and that not all subjects are suitable. Usually, independent 
study is realistic 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. 

Vocational training 

In the past, prisons have been able to offer individually-adapted voca-
tional programs. However, owing to technological developments, prisons 
are now unable to satisfy the necessary requirements. If a prisoner wishes 
to pursue a vocational program while serving his or her sentence, this has 
to be done in cooperation with an industry outside the prison. Often it is 
possible for the prisoner to complete the first parts of the program at the 
prison workshop and later have day release privileges to work in the in-
dustry in question. 

In 2007, a pilot project began between one open prison – Statsfængslet 
Møgelkær – and a vocational school located nearby, with a view to improv-
ing prisoners’ qualifications so they will have better opportunities on the 
labor market after release. In the “Møgelkær model” – later known as 
VOKS – (Vejledning og Kompetence System, meaning Guidance and Com-
petence System) prisoners receive detailed counseling and competence 
testing before beginning a basic vocational training program either at a 
prison workshop or at the community vocational school near the prison.  

VOKS was evaluated at the end of 2007. The prison workshops were 
mainly used, and the supervisor of the prison workshop was also the di-
rector of the vocational program. When the prison did not have the neces-
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sary facilities (machinery), the training took place at the vocational school 
on the basis of a contract. Prison workshop supervisors needing further 
training in education were offered courses at the vocational school as 
well.  

On the basis of the positive experience from the first year of using the 
VOKS model, the Prison and Probation Service decided to expand im-
plementation of VOKS to other prisons.  

Labor market training schemes  

At one closed prison, short courses in welding are offered by the labor 
market training authorities. These courses follow a credit-giving syllabus 
and are concluded with an examination. The courses are between one and 
three weeks in length. They are held at a purpose-built “workshop 
school”, and run by specialist teachers.  

Prisoners with day release privileges can attend a broad range of labor 
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 six or seven week summer holiday. 
Many prison schools offer alternative activities for prisoners during these 
periods, mainly sports activities run by the prison teachers in collabora-
tion 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 established as being for education, work, treatment or 
family needs or other personal consideration. 
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One of the main justifications for the introduction of day release privi-
leges is the importance of encouraging prisoners to develop a social iden-
tity, for instance by studying alongside other students. However, the sub-
ject matter is restricted, and the subject must be one the individual has 
both the personal and the educational ability to complete. 

A prerequisite for all kinds of day release privileges is that the institu-
tion 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 prisons indi-
cates that cooperative education is the main factor affecting recidivism 
(Andersen, S.E. Holstein, Bjørn E., and Skadhauge, Flemming B. English 
title: The Educational Setting in Open and Closed Prisons, 1979). Coop-
erative education in conjunction with day release privileges for schooling 
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 ele-
ments of cooperative education is “learning something 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 education. 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 individu-
alized teaching. The prison staff – in both closed and open prisons – were 
quick to point out that they did not distinguish in other prison-related re-
spects between prisoners attending school and other prisoners.  

Prisoners in open prisons had a very different situation. They attended 
educational institutions where they were treated exclusively 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 but prisoners and, as mentioned above, they 
were treated by the prison staff in precisely the same way as all other 
prisoners. 
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Stationing  

Prisoners who satisfy the requirements for day release privileges can also 
be transferred to halfway houses: (Executive Order on Leave for Prisoners 
Serving a Sentence of Imprisonment or Safe Custody in the Institutions of 
the Prison and Probation Service (Leave Order, 13 September 2007)). 

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 cir-
cumstances call for it, for up to 3 months. If the offender 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 applicable to that establishment. 

Electronic supervision (electronic shackles) 

In 2005, some prisoners were given the option of finishing serving their 
sentences at home, with intensive surveillance and supervision. Initially, 
only individuals convicted of violation of the Road Traffic Act had this 
opportunity. In July 2008 the arrangements were extended to apply to all 
prisoners serving sentences of three months or less. Prisoners may only be 
included if their housing and work situations are in order. Consequently, for 
example, prisoners participating in educational activities may continue to 
do so even while serving their sentence with electronic shackles. 

2.3.5 Financial aspects 

The Ministry of Justice is responsible for financing all prison education. 
Allocations are disbursed to the individual correctional institutions via the 
Directorate of the Prison and Probation Service. 

2.4 The results of prison education  

2.4.1 Quantitative results 

Number of students  

There are 460 full-time educational places in Danish prisons, although 
more prisoners attend educational activities, since 45 of the equivalent of 
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full-time places are occupied by prisoners studying part-time. This figure 
does not include individuals in remand, who usually only have a few 
hours of education per week. Approximately 100 prisoners per day have 
day release privileges for education. (See section 2.3.4.) 

According to the report by Peter Koudahl (2007), the number of pla-
ces for vocational training in Danish prisons is 75. 

The figure today is substantially higher and expected to rise as the 
VOKS – model is implemented (see Vocational Training in section 2.3.3).  

Dropout rates 

There are no statistics regarding dropout rates from prison schools. Stu-
dents 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 drop-
out rates from prison schools are not higher than from other adult educa-
tion institutions. 

Number of tests/examinations 

Current experience regarding prisoners who take tests and examinations 
indicates that many prisoners choose not to complete their courses if it 
means taking an exam. The report from the Ministry of Education re-
ferred to above states that there is a 32% general dropout rate in Denmark 
for students who take a whole course of study but not the final exam, a 
figure the Ministry finds excessive. The dropout rate does not seem to be 
higher in prisons, if anything 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 Education 
Act, which came into force in 2001, the rate of prisoners completing the 
final test or examination has increased dramatically. It is still too early to 
say whether this is attributable to the fact that the only grades given for 
education pursuant to this Act are pass and fail. 

The Prison and Probation Service has no statistics regarding tests or 
examinations taken by prisoners who attend school outside the prison on 
day release, and who continue their education after release from prison. 
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2.4.2 Qualitative results 

It is difficult to pinpoint the qualitative results of prison education. Al-
though prisoners completing their final exams do get grades reflecting 
their knowledge of the subjects, these grades cannot tell us whether the 
student is able to apply that subject knowledge in other contexts. The 
general impression is that attending school improves prisoners’ social 
skills and that they learn about society, with a long-term effect of dis-
couraging recidivism. There are research results showing that schooling 
on the basis of day release privileges has a recidivism-reducing effect. 
(Andersen, Holstein, and Skadhauge 1979. In Danish. English equivalent 
title: Research report 10 – On the educational settings in open and closed 
prisons). This study concludes that there is a clear correlation between 
day release privileges and recidivism – the longer the period of day re-
lease privileges, the less recidivism. 

In a report on prisoners in Denmark, (Koudahl, P. In Danish. English 
equivalent title: Education and educational preferences). published in 
April 2007, 69.5% of all the prisoners in Danish prisons at the time (a 
total of 3,461) answered a questionnaire containing factual information 
regarding their age, sex, and the crime for which they had been convicted, 
as well as information regarding their educational background and what 
types of educational activities they would like to participate in while serv-
ing their sentence. The response rates should be considered in light of the 
fact that these institutions have many prisoners who are not Danish speak-
ing, many prisoners serving short sentences, and many prisoners whose 
sentences include an expulsion order. Thus one can assume that the levels 
of motivation of these prisoners are low.  

One of the findings from the questionnaire survey was that more than 
20% of the prisoners participate in some educational activity while serv-
ing their sentence. The report concludes with a number of recommenda-
tions on the basis of the findings, the main ones of which are given be-
low. The recommendations were: that improvements are needed concern-
ing information to prisoners about the educational opportunities available 
to them while in prison, that initiatives must be taken to better enable 
prisoners to begin or even complete a vocational training program while 
in prison, that extra resources should be devoted to ensuring that all pris-
oners – with particular emphasis on young offenders – be given the op-
portunity to study to a level equivalent to graduation from compulsory 
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school, that educational activities be developed to improve the self-
confidence of prisoners, motivating them to go on to further education 
and, finally, that prison teachers be given full opportunity to regularly 
raise their own levels of competence and qualification.  

In light of the findings in this report, the Prison and Probation Service 
has requested prisons to increase their focus on various areas, including 
how information is given to prisoners concerning educational opportuni-
ties, more attention to prisoners in the age group 18–25 who have not 
completed compulsory level education, offering more vocational training, 
and stimulating and motivating prisoners who participate in educational 
activities to also take the relevant examinations.  

Peter Koudahl, The Danish School of Education, Aarhus University, is 
also currently conducting a pedagogical follow up to another report also 
published in April 2007, entitled “Indsatte i danske fængsler, uddannelse 
og uddannelsesønsker” (in Danish. English equivalent title: Danish pris-
oners: education and educational preferences). The objectives of this 
qualitative study are to focus on how prisoners (at prisons and remand 
centers) experience their prison educational activities and why only 20% 
of the prisoners participate at all while serving their sentences. The aim of 
the (interview) study is to contribute to developing future measures ena-
bling prison education to satisfy prisoners' needs to an even greater extent 
than today.  

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 Prison-
ers’ Act, where the framework for the correction of individuals who vio-
late the law is set out. In the Færoe Islands, the regulations in the older 
Danish Criminal Code are followed, as the Act on Enforcement of Sen-
tences, etc. has not yet come into force there.  

The total number of places in the three open prisons in Greenland is 93. In 
the Færoe Islands there is a remand center with 14 places. Prisoners sen-
tenced to sanctions of long duration are transferred to prisons 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 



A Lifelong Learning Perspective  49 

prison education per week. The remand center in the Færoe Islands offers 
4–6 hours of prison education per week. 

The Danish parliament is in the process of working out a draft bill co-
vering, for example, the construction of one closed prison in Greenland, 
which only has open prisons to date. The main reason for doing so is to 
respond to the request of prisoners from Greenland, now serving their 
sentences in the Herstedvester prison in Denmark, to be able to serve their 
sentences in Greenland. The draft bill has been drawn up on the basis of a 
government commission report from the Greenland Judiciary Commis-
sion (Den grønlandske Retsvæsenskommission).  

The Prison and Probation Service has initiated a study intended to 
prepare the decision concerning how much is to be allocated for this pro-
ject. A project group has also been appointed to analyze the detailed re-
quirements for such an institution, which would have both closed, open, 
and semi-closed places. It is estimated that the construction work on the 
closed prison will be completed by 1 January 2013. 

 



 



3. Finland 
 
by Vuokko Karsikas, Kirsti Kuivajärvi, and Marianne Mäki 

3.1 History 

Education has been provided for all children in Finland since 1898. Accord-
ing to the constitution, enacted in 1919, the public administration is obli-
gated to organize or fund general education, vocational training 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 secondary school 
were merged, and nine years of compulsory education 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 re-
form 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 upbring-
ing was considered a breeding ground for criminality. The use of impris-
onment as the only sanction required the building of new prisons and a 
more efficacious system for enforcement of sentences. A progressive sys-
tem was introduced, by which prisoners who demonstrated good behavior 
while serving their sentences gained more and more privileges, in accor-
dance with a strict structure. Early in the sentence serving period, it was 
considered important to keep prisoners isolated in solitary confinement, in 

http://www.minedu.fi


Nordic Prison Education 52 

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 opin-
ion was that they needed, above all, to gain the skills they required to func-
tion as citizens, as well as vocational training (Kallinen, 1982. In Finnish. 
English equivalent title: Educating and centralizing).  

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 crow-
ded and sentences short (Kallinen, 1982). Beginning in 1889, prisoners 
were obliged to work while serving their sentences, and education was 
not set on equal terms with work. Prisoners sentenced to a house of cor-
rection or a prison for more than three months were to receive religious 
education or education 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 he or she might be 
expected to hold after release. Prisoners who were illiterate or over the 
age of 40 were not subject to compulsory education. This regulation re-
mained 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. 
Young prisoners were also subject to the obligation to work, although 
those who had not completed comprehensive school were sent to school. 
All prisoners were also given general education in civics (Mohell 2002). 

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

Normalization in the 1970s 

In the 1970s, the general trend in society was to expand adult education. 
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 estab-
lished, which provided citizens with access to suitable education through-
out their lifetimes. 

The orientation of criminal policy also reflected the economic, politi-
cal, 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 (Numminen 1995). (In Finnish. English equiva-
lent title: The development of education in Huittinen Open Prison in 
1935–1995). 

In 1975 there was a comprehensive reform of the enforcement of pri-
son sentences in Finland. This was the end of the penitentiary and pro-
gressive system, as well as the authoritarian principles that underpinned 
them. The new ambition was to modernize and develop the system of 
work, educational options, vocational training, and rehabilitation. In ac-
cordance with the principle of normalization, 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 vocational train-
ing. Prisons were to offer suitable vocational training and any other teach-
ing they found necessary. A government bill (1972) stressed that instead 
of the previous emphasis on elementary education in prison schooling, the 
emphasis was to be shifted to vocational training.  

It was argued that various other countries had found that providing 
prisoners with vocational training was one of the most effective means of 
reducing recidivism. Consequently, it was proposed that vocational train-
ing should be offered on regular working hours. The bill also stipulated 
that it would be made possible for prisoners to work and study outside the 
prison. 
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A government commission on prison regulations proposed in 1975 
that the regulations applying to education throughout society, including 
the quality of education, course options and textbooks and other peda-
gogical aids, should also apply to prison education (In Finnish. English 
equivalent title: Prison regulation commission report). Since 1985, it has 
been possible to arrange general educational courses for prisoners in col-
laboration with adult upper secondary schools. 

3.2 Legislation and regulatory documents 

The Prison Service and the Probation Service are part of the criminal 
sanctions system of Finland. Their common goals are to contribute to 
security in society by maintaining a lawful and safe system of enforce-
ment of sentences, and to assist in reducing recidivism and preventing the 
development of social exclusion, which promotes criminality. According 
to the Act on Imprisonment (767/2005), the goal of the enforcement of 
prison sentences is to increase the prisoners’ abilities to adopt a life with-
out crime by promoting their life control skills and reintegration into 
society as well as to prevent recidivism during the term of the sentence. 
Sentences are enforced so that the enforcement is safe for society, the 
staff and the prisoner. The prison conditions correspond to the prevailing 
living conditions in the society as far as possible, and the prisoners are 
able to maintain their health and functioning capacity. The enforcement 
of a sentence may not restrict the rights or circumstances of prisoners in 
any other manner than that provided in the law or necessary owing to the 
punishment itself.  

The basic principles of the work of the Prison Service and the Proba-
tion Service are justness and respect for human dignity. The work is also 
guided by the notion of the potential of an individual to change and grow. 

The commitment to these values means: 
 

 safeguarding the basic rights and human rights; 
 treating convicts humanely, appropriately and equally;  
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 observing the legality of all activities and complying with justice and 
fairness; and 

 carrying out enforcement in a manner that supports the convicts’ 
personal growth and development as well as their intentions to live 
without crime. 

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 citizen 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 subjec-
tive right. However, this stipulation obligates society to ensure that citi-
zens of lesser means are actually able to receive basic education. 

Basic education 

Education is compulsory for children from the year they turn 7 until ap-
proximately the age of 17 if they have not previously completed the cur-
riculum for comprehensive school (primary and lower secondary). Mu-
nicipalities must offer basic education to children 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 spe-
cial circumstances, offenders under the age of 18 are not sentenced to 
serve an unconditional prison sentence. Some 6.3% of Finnish prisoners 
have not completed comprehensive school. Prison education is organized 
as adult education, because adult education methods are generally best 
suited to the education of prisoners. Both basic and upper secondary edu-
cation are usually offered under the auspices of adult education upper 
secondary schools, or state upper secondary schools with special pro-
grams for adults. 

The Ministry of Education may authorize 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 en-
tirely as independent study, classroom education, or distance study. 
Course or subcourse examinations may be arranged under the auspices of 
an approved educational institution. 
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Vocational training 

The Ministry of Education grants authorization to the vocational training 
providers to arrange vocational training under the educational administra-
tion. The authorization includes, among other things, the possible fields 
of study, the maximum student number, and the special educational du-
ties. Education providers plan the supply of study subjects within the 
scope of their authorization and answer for the contents of their curricula, 
which are based on national core curricula. The vocational training ar-
ranged for prisoners has educational goals and, irrespective of venue, 
education has to be arranged so that it is consistent with the goals con-
cerning both its quality and content. Vocational qualifications have been 
reformed so that their goals and content better correspond to the skill 
requirements of working life.  

An individual who has completed the basic education syllabus or cor-
responding former syllabus or who has adequate aptitude to complete the 
education, can be accepted to education leading to a vocational qualifica-
tion. A qualification can be obtained in form of education in an educa-
tional institution, a competence-based qualification, or apprenticeship 
training. A qualification takes approximately two to four years to com-
plete. The time required for completing a qualification depends on the 
independent study path, prior studies, and possible work experience. All 
vocational upper secondary qualifications include on-the-job learning, 
which means learning in a genuine working environment at a workplace. 
Prison workshops provide a good environment for on-the-job learning.  

Apprenticeship training is defined as contract-based vocational 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 training for young people or for adults. Local 
management and supervision of the training is the responsibility of the 
municipalities. Apprenticeship training arranged for prisoners is not based 
on an employment contract and thus the training can differ from the pro-
visions concerning, for example, the employment contract, the working 
hours, and the annual holiday. 

Adult students can complete basic education, general upper secondary 
school and vocational upper secondary education at an upper secondary 
school or a vocational institution for adults or a folk high school. Voca-
tional adult education is divided into vocational upper secondary educa-
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tion and training and continuing training. Vocational adult education is 
carried out as training for competence-based qualifications. A qualifica-
tion can be completed one part at a time. Vocational skills are demon-
strated through practical assignments, which may be complemented with 
oral, written, or other assignments if necessary. The content and duration 
of the training are determined based on prior education, competence, and 
work experience. 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 
at their workplace, as well as to promote access to skilled manpower on 
the labor market. Today, employment training is only a small part of pri-
son education, although it was a very important aspect of prison educa-
tion in the 1970s and 80s. 

Special provisions regarding education for prisoners 

According to the Act on Imprisonment, prisoners are obliged to partici-
pate in activities arranged or approved by the prison on the confirmed 
working and activity hours (duty to participate). The purpose of activities 
arranged or approved by the prison is to promote the prisoners’ placement 
in society. The activities include work, education, or other activities pro-
moting the abilities of the prisoners. During the fixed working or activity 
hours, prisoners have to be provided with the possibility to fulfill their 
duty to participate in an activity promoting the implementation of the 
sentence. This general obligation to participate in activities applies to 
both open and closed prisons alike. Prisoners can be fully or partly ex-
empted from the obligation to participate if it is required for reasons of 
health, functioning capacity or age.  

Prisoners may participate in training arranged in the prison or outside 
it. Prisoners who have not completed compulsory comprehensive (pri-
mary and lower secondary) education have to be provided with the oppor-
tunity to do so. The studies of prisoners have to be guided and supported 
and the progress of their studies has to be monitored. The certificate is-
sued for the studies must not indicate that the studies have taken place in 
prison.  
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Remand prisoners 

In Finland, remand prisoners are held in ordinary prisons, or in other 
facilities approved by the Ministry of Justice. Remand facilities are not 
part of the prison system in Finland, but of the Police Administration. 
This report only takes into account education given to individuals held in 
remand in ordinary prisons. Remand prisoners are not obligated to work 
or to participate in any activities. However, should they wish to take part 
in an activity, they are to be given the opportunity to do so if possible.  

Developmental goals in educational policy 

Promoting equality and preventing social exclusion have long been the 
central goals of the education policy of Finland. In a Government report 
on educational policy submitted to the Parliament in April 2006, the goal 
was to add equality and developments of positive attitudes towards edu-
cation, and to increase the opportunities for underrepresented groups in 
adult education. (In Finnish: English equivalent title: Ministerial report to 
the Parliament regarding educational policy 2006:24) 

This plan is based on the goals of education and science policy as sta-
ted in the government policy. One of the focus points of the development 
is to ensure the availability of skilled manpower, for which reason more 
emphasis is put on actions to speed up completion, improve the corre-
spondence between education and the labor market, and reduce the num-
ber of people without a vocational training. The possibilities of complet-
ing vocational upper secondary qualifications are diversified so that, in 
the future, a qualification leading to professional competence required by 
the labor market will be able to be completed one part at a time and the 
opportunities to improve one’s vocational skills while studying will be 
extended. 

The development plan for education and research for the period 2007–
2012 also includes a policy concerning the vocational training of prison-
ers. The aim is to develop the vocational training of prisoners by enhanc-
ing the quantity and variety of vocational training offered to prisoners and 
to establish cooperation with the providers of vocational training involved 
in prison education when arranging prison educational activities. 
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Reformed imprisonment legislation and organizational structure 

The new legislation concerning the enforcement of sentences entered into 
force on 1 October 2006. At the same time, the structure of the Prison 
Service was reformed and, hence, five district prisons and a national 
health care unit, “the Prison Health Care Services” were established. The 
new legislation required new structures and methods. Some of the juris-
diction was transferred from the Criminal Sanctions Agency to the prison 
districts. The district prisons consist of both closed and open prisons, as 
well as an assessment and allocation unit, which is in charge of the sen-
tence plans prepared for prisoners, and the allocation of prisoners within 
the district. 

Imprisonment is seen as a planned process, which is based on a sen-
tence plan prepared by the assessment and allocation unit. The sentence 
plan consists of an individual risk and needs assessment and an evaluation 
of the prisoner’s working and functioning capacities. The purpose of 
activities arranged or approved by the prison is to promote the prisoners’ 
return to society by: 

 
 promoting their abilities to live without crime, 
 maintaining and improving their professional skills and competence as 

well as their working and functioning capacities, and 
 supporting a substance-free lifestyle. 
 
In the first phase of planning a sentence term, prisoners’ risks of recidi-
vism are evaluated and their criminogenic needs determined with the help 
of a risk and needs assessment. Influencing the individual risk factors 
forms the basis for arranging activities in accordance with the sentence 
plan for each prisoner. The aim is to affect criminal behavior with the 
help of rehabilitation programs, which teach prisoners new skills that 
improve their coping abilities. Treatment programs for substance abuse 
and criminal behavior need to be supported by the normal activities in 
society, such as work and education. Education promotes prisoners’ rein-
tegration into society and improves their abilities to cope. Obtaining edu-
cation has an indirect connection to recidivism. Research indicates that 
lack of education or professional skill is a criminogenic factor (see Eike-
land, Manger, and Asbjørnsen, eds., 2008). 
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The realization of the goals of the sentence plan is evaluated regularly. 
The main principle is that the goals can only be achieved with the help of 
activities arranged in prison. In the release phase, the realization of the 
goals of the sentence plan is reviewed, the prisoner’s aptitude to cope in 
society is assessed, and a release plan is drawn up. The release plan is 
based on the assessment of the need for services. Prisoners released on 
parole will also receive a supervision plan prepared by the Probation 
Service. Prisoners’ reintegration into society is promoted by preparing 
further actions in cooperation with different interest groups, such as mu-
nicipal social welfare authorities, mental health services, health care ser-
vices, employment services, and education providers. The prisoner’s 
situation and need of support services, for example if there is need for 
education or if the prisoner has already been accepted for education, are 
assessed when preparing the release plan. 

The Ministry of Justice initiated a development project concerning the 
prison services and, in June 2007, commissioned development of the 
organization of the criminal sanctions field. The development project was 
launched in November 2007. The project is divided into two sections: the 
first section consists of guidance and leadership and the second of pro-
ductivity and service. The aim is to form a stable foundation for an effec-
tive sentence enforcement organization, to provide services, and to create 
an overall organization for the criminal sanctions field. The administra-
tions of the Prison Service and the Probation Service will be merged from 
1 January 2010. 

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

3.3.1 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 depriva-
tion is the deprivation of liberty. Prison education can promote prisoners’ 
individual growth and development, improve their skills concerning cop-
ing in society, and assist them in living a life free from crime. Prison 
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education is an activity in line with the principle of normalization, and 
with the same objectives as all adult education. 

Organization  

In Finland, most prison education is organized by educational institutions 
under the administrative management of the educational authorities. Tea-
chers are employed by the educational institution. In 2007, a total of 39 
educational institutions arranged teaching in prison facilities. The institu-
tions include eight upper secondary schools for adults, 19 vocational adult 
education centers, eight institutions for vocational training, and four voca-
tional special education institutions. Three prisons have qualified staff 
teachers who are employed by the prison. In these prisons, education is 
also organized in cooperation with and under the supervision of educa-
tional institutions. In addition, a number of prisoners from open prisons 
have day release privileges to study outside the prison at various educa-
tional institutions.  

Prison education and its relationship to society at large  

Prison education is basically organized as part of the regular education 
system, which means that it stands in a close relationship to society at 
large. However, some courses are organized by members of the prison 
staff in cooperation with the education institutions. 

As a rule, prison education follows regular school curricula. Certifi-
cates and grades issued correspond to those issued outside prisons. Stud-
ies pursued by prisoners will be 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 student 
grants according to the national student grant system. In some cases, pris-
oners who are studying are also eligible for student benefits under the 
Social Insurance Institution of Finland. When prisoners receive student 
benefits, these are taken into account when the prison pays their activity 
or expense allowances.  

Number of teachers and teachers’ roles  

In 2007, approximately 300 external full or part-time teachers were in-
volved in prison education. Teachers are recruited by the cooperating 
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educational institutions. The same eligibility requirements apply to prison 
teachers as to all other teachers. The cooperating educational institutions 
are responsible for pedagogical guidance and management of the teach-
ers. Some teachers work both in prison schools and at other schools, some 
only at prison schools. In prisons, teachers are not normally involved in 
the case management of prisoners except in relation to their education, 
and so they do not generally attend staff meetings. However, teachers and 
the prison staff have regular cooperation meetings. 

Three prisons have some trained vocational teachers on staff. Ap-
proximately 80 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 counselor who helps prisoners draw up 
study plans, provides tutoring, and serves as a liaison officer between the 
prison and the cooperating institutes of education. Some prison workshop 
supervisors are also involved in on-the-job training, as workplace trainers. 
The assistant prison director 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 al-
ternative to work. Other types of rehabilitation activities have been ac-
cepted as an alternative to work since 1995, when prisoners’ obligation to 
work was replaced by prisoners’ obligation to participate in activities. 
According to the Act on Imprisonment, which entered into force on 1 
October 2006, prisoners are obliged to participate in activities. These 
activities include work, educational activities, or other ability-promoting 
activities.  

Traditionally, prisoners have only participated in one activity at a 
time. With the new Act on Imprisonment, the emphasis has changed. 
Rehabilitation work requires close cooperation between various personnel 
groups, as well as integration of activities. The needs of prisoners are 
satisfied in different ways including, in addition to work or education, 
substance abuse rehabilitation, social rehabilitation, or family work 
(which includes supporting prisoners’ regular contacts with family meet-
ings or special programs for prisoners and their families). When prisoners 
are assigned to activities, attention is paid to their individual sentence 
plans, the order and security of the prison, and security in society. Several 
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methods may be used simultaneously to implement the sentence plan, and 
the methods can be prioritized. For example, substance abuse rehabilita-
tion may be the primary method and education only the secondary 
method of supporting a given prisoner's reintegration into society.  

Study counselors represent the prison at planning discussions with the 
educational institution. They also cooperate with the staff members respon-
sible for the enforcement of sentences in order to have the necessary infor-
mation regarding sentence duration and the possibility of studying outside 
the prison. Cooperation with the supervisory staff is also necessary in order 
to determine security needs in relation to educational options.  

Vocational training 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 arrangements, practical vocational 
training is given by the supervisor of the prison workshop, while the edu-
cational institution is responsible for the general education.  

The Finnish National Board of Education evaluated prison education 
in two prisons in early 2003. Their report indicates that prison staff mem-
bers have generally become more positive about education in recent 
years. Prison managements are supportive of arranging education and 
striving to develop educational options. (Assessment report on prison 
Education, Unpublished report Finnish National Board of Education, 
2003).  

The Prison Service  

The Prison Service is responsible for the enforcement of prison sentences 
and conversion sentences for unpaid fines imposed by the courts, as well 
as the enforcement of remand imprisonment. The Criminal Sanctions 
Agency, established in 2001, is the central administrative agency of the 
criminal sanctions field in charge of the direction and administration of 
the enforcement of community sanctions and prison sentences.  

The Prison Service comprises five district prisons (Southern, Western, 
Eastern, Southeastern, and Northern Finland) plus a national health care 
unit, the Prison Health Care Services. District prisons consist of an assess-
ment and allocation unit and prisons. The assessment and allocation unit is 
responsible for the imprisonment process. The unit specializes in assessing 
the activity and security needs of prisoners and planning the sentence term 
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so that it increases the abilities of prisoners to adopt a life without crime. 
The assessment and allocation unit also determines the allocation of prison-
ers. The prisons are responsible for arranging activities for the prisoners in 
accordance with the sentence plans and ensuring that prisoners can serve 
their sentences safely. There are a total of 26 prisons under the management 
of the Prison Service. Ten of the prisons are open prisons (1,032 open 
places) and 16 are closed prisons (2,575 closed places). There are also open 
prison units operating under some of the closed prisons. The total average 
number of prisoners in 2007 was 3,551. 

Remand prisoners are allocated to a different prison or to a different 
ward than sentenced prisoners. Separate placement may, however, be 
derogated from if the remand prisoner requests it for the purpose of par-
ticipating in activities or if it is necessary for security reasons. In practice, 
remand prisoners and sentenced prisoners participate in activities to-
gether. There are no separate figures for these two categories. 

3.3.2 Education for remand prisoners 

The average daily number of remand prisoners in Finnish prisons in 2007 
was 506. This figure is substantially higher than just a few years ago. 
Remand prisoners are sent to prisons located in the district where their 
cases are being heard and, as a rule, as close to their municipality of do-
micile as possible. The average duration of a remand period in Finland is 
close to three months.  

If remand prisoners wish to participate in prison activities, they are al-
lowed to do so whenever possible, unless there is a need to hold them in 
isolation from other prisoners.  

Comprehensive and upper secondary education are arranged by upper 
secondary schools for adults or education centers 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.  

University education and other higher education can be pursued as In-
ternet-based distance courses in some prisons. Virtually all prisons where 
individuals are also held in remand offer some form of vocational train-
ing, such as short ICT courses. Other courses include preparatory voca-
tional courses or courses, for example, on communication, marketing, 
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business administration, electronics, and decontamination of industrial 
sites. 

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

3.3.3 Description of prison education  

The term “prisoners” as used here covers remand prisoners, prisoners 
whose fines have been converted to prison sentences, and convicted pris-
oners sentenced to imprisonment. The latter category includes young 
offenders, lifetime prisoners and prisoners in solitary confinement. The 
majority of individuals participating in prison education activities (75–
80%) are convicted prisoners. However, the statistics given below also 
include remand prisoners, since there are no separate statistics for the two 
categories. 

In 2007, an average of 58% 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.  

In 2007, an average of 58% of the prisoners’ total use of time was 
used for participation in activities. Participation rates were highest in 
open prison units and lowest among remand prisoners. In 2007, the share 
of education of the prisoners’ total use of time was about 10% and, on 
average, 311 prisoners participated in an educational activity every day. 

A total of 1,737 prisoners participated in educational activities in 
2007. The main focus was on obtaining or improving vocational compe-
tence, for which there is a broad range of course options. Hence, 55% of 
the students studied vocational subjects. According to an evaluation re-
port (Koski & Mäki, 2006) published by the Finnish National Board of 
Education in 2006, there is, however, poor correlation between the educa-
tional options offered and the real interests of individual prisoners. What 
tends to govern the vocational options offered is more the work situation 
in the prison, its traditions, and the professional backgrounds of the staff 
members. According to one Nordic study on prison education (Koski & 
Miettinen, 2007. In Swedish. English equivalent title: Prisoners in educa-
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tional activities: a study of prisoners’ participation and learning skills 
and strategies, as well as the quality of the educational activities), prison-
ers want more vocational training, especially apprenticeship training in 
various fields. 

Vocational training 

Vocational training and preparatory courses for vocational training are 
arranged at virtually all prisons as short course modules that can be com-
bined into credit-giving segments for inclusion in a qualification. 

In 2007, vocational and preparatory courses were offered in 17 differ-
ent fields of education, such as architecture and construction; mechanical, 
metal, and energy engineering; process and materials engineering; crafts 
and design; business and commerce; computing and software; automotive 
and transport engineering; agriculture; horticulture; forestry; beauty care; 
hotel and catering; rehabilitation and sports; as well as nature and the 
environment. 

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 supervisor is responsi-
ble for the work training, while a teacher from an external educational insti-
tution usually teaches the general educational courses. Because the practical 
teaching tends to take place as part of the work activity in the prison, pris-
oners basically learn a future occupation by doing it in practice.  

General education 

It is possible to receive comprehensive and upper secondary education at 
almost all prisons. At eleven prisons, education is arranged by upper sec-
ondary schools for adults or adult education centers. At other prisons, 
education is arranged as independent study with tutoring. Some prisoners, 
mainly prisoners serving their sentences in open prisons, have day release 
privileges to study at an institution of higher education, i.e. a polytechnic 
or a university. 

Education for women prisoners 

Female prisoners are in general allocated to a district prison determined 
on the basis of the prisoner’s home municipality. Eight closed prisons and 
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three open prisons have places for female prisoners. There is less educa-
tion available for female prisoners than for male prisoners, mainly basic 
education and general upper secondary education, which are arranged at 
Hämeenlinna, Oulu, Pelso, and Turku prisons. Oulu prison has a virtual 
school, where both female and male prisoners can complete basic and 
general upper secondary studies. Independent study is also possible at 
most prisons. Education is usually arranged in mixed groups for both men 
and women. vocational training for female prisoners is arranged only at 
Hämeenlinna and Turku prisons. 

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. Juvenile 
punishment, as stipulated in the Penal Code, is a specific sentence for 
offenders under the age of 18. The court can sentence an offender to ju-
venile punishment for 4 to 12 months. Juvenile punishment can be the 
sanction if the accused has committed the offense between the ages of 15 
and 17. In the scale of sentences, juvenile punishment is comparable to a 
conditional sentence. It consists of supervision, activities and programs 
promoting social functioning capacity, and an orientation to employment 
and work. The supervisors of young offenders are officials of the Proba-
tion Service.  

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 approximately 40 
different countries. Foreign prisoners may participate in all prison educa-
tional activities 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 some prisons. Education 
for Roma prisoners is financed mainly by the Finnish National Board of 
Education.  
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3.3.4 The transition from prison education to education in the community 

Day release privileges 

The Act on Imprisonment prescribes that a study permit, i.e. day release 
privileges permitting the prisoner to study outside the prison, may be 
issued on condition that the permit promotes the implementation of the 
sentence plan, compliance with the terms of the permit may be deemed 
likely, compliance with the terms of the permit can be supervised in a 
suitable manner, and, with the consent of the prisoner, the Prison Service 
authorities can, when necessary, contact authorities as well as private 
organizations and individuals to clarify the prisoner's compliance with the 
terms of the permit. The preconditions for a permit also include that the 
prisoner commits to abstinence from drugs and alcohol and complies with 
the other necessary terms, issued in writing, relating to moving and par-
ticipating in an activity outside the prison. 

In practice, individuals eligible for day release privileges for studies at 
schools outside the prison are prisoners in open prisons and prisoners 
approaching the end of their sentence terms. In 2007, a total of 150 pris-
oners had such study permits. On average, 54 prisoners studied outside 
the prison daily. Prisoners most commonly attended courses at vocational 
schools and vocational adult education centers. Study permits were also 
issued for studies at polytechnics and universities.  

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. According to the Act on Imprisonment, prisoners who 
have substance abuse problems or who are assessed as having special 
problems in coping with freedom may be placed, for a fixed period of 
time, at an outside institution or a corresponding unit, where they partici-
pates in substance abuse rehabilitation or in other goal-oriented activities 
to improve their potential to cope (placement in an outside institution). 
Prisoners may also be permitted, under sufficient supervision, to partici-
pate in activities outside the prison, arranged or approved by the prison, 
which support the prisoners’ rehabilitation, contacts, and placement in 
society (permission to pursue supervised outside activities). 
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Continued studies and employment after release 

If prisoners are participating in a course of study at the time of release, they 
are encouraged to continue it in the community. Prisoners studying in a 
program that could lead to a diploma draw up a study plan together with the 
prison staff to ensure completion of the program. According to the survey 
of the Finnish National Board of Education (Koski & Miettinen, 2007. (In 
Finnish. English equivalent title: Prisoners in education. Study on prison-
ers’ participation in education and on their learning abilities and strategies 
as well as on the quality of education), most prisoners studying in prison 
(over 70%) consider their studies interesting and useful, and the same pro-
portion believe they will complete them. However, very few have been 
accepted for studies in the community during the release phase. In 2007, a 
release plan was made for every third prisoner. Only 5% of the prisoners 
had been accepted for studies when they were released, whereas more than 
one fifth needed education. In practice, according to the 2006 evaluation 
report from the Finnish National Board of Education, more active support 
is needed after release to encourage former prisoners to go on with their 
studies. (Koski & Mäki, 2006. In Finnish. English equivalent title: Report 
on the vocational training of prisoners).  

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

Under certain conditions, prisoners may be granted day release privi-
leges for work in civil society. In 2003 a total of 92 prisoners had such 
privileges. The daily average number of prisoners working outside the 
prison was 39.  

Release 

In good time (at least three to four months) prior to release, an assessment 
of each prisoner’s need for services is made and a release plan, which is 
part of the sentence plan, is drawn up in cooperation with various interest 
groups. In open institutions, which function as release units, the release 
plan is prepared for almost every prisoner. In particular, plans are drawn 
up for young offenders, prisoners who have been in substance abuse re-
habilitation, and prisoners who are going to be placed on probation, in 
cooperation with a service network. The Probation Service prepares a 
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supervision plan continuing the target-oriented work in accordance with 
the sentence plan for released prisoners who are under supervision. 

Based on the new Act on Imprisonment, on certain conditions, prison-
ers can be assigned to in supervised probationary release a maximum of 
six months before their release on parole. Probationary release requires a 
release plan, which includes information on, e.g., the housing and liveli-
hood of the released person, the obligation to participate in an activity, 
the daily schedule, as well as supervision of the probationary freedom, for 
which the prison is responsible. Prisoners are obliged to participate in an 
activity, such as education or work. In 2007, a total of 103 prisoners were 
assigned to supervised probationary freedom, and the daily average was 
22 prisoners. The aim is to increase the number of prisoners assigned to 
supervised probationary release in future.  

Internet-based education 

The Act on Imprisonment prescribes that prisoners may, for special rea-
sons, be granted permission to maintain contact with the outside world 
using electronic communication, telecommunications, or similar connec-
tions, provided that this contact does not endanger the security of the 
prison, and that the use of these connections can be supervised.  

Finnish prisoners do not have Internet access at the time of writing. 
Only prisoners with day release privileges are allowed access to the Inter-
net, and only at their schools. Prisoners have access to on-line textbooks 
for “distance courses” of study at upper secondary school level but only if 
the prison’s study guidance counselor prints the material for them. The 
study guidance counselor can also download other study materials from 
the Internet for prisoners. In the prison education strategy for the years 
2008–2012, it is stated that during the period to which the strategy applies 
the use of the Internet will be made possible in the context of prison edu-
cation at open prisons, and Internet-based education will be appropriately 
piloted at closed prisons.  

3.3.5 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. Courses 
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may be funded partially or totally by the educational authorities. In 2007, 
the educational authorities defrayed 75% of the total costs of prison edu-
cation and The Prison Service approximately 25%.  

3.4 The results of prison education 

3.4.1 Quantitative results  

Education formed approximately 10% of the total use of time of prisoners 
in 2007. In addition to education, many prisoners participate in various 
rehabilitation programs or recreational activities that promote social 
skills. Preparatory employment courses give basic skills for the labor 
market. Thus, far more prisoners are involved in learning than the num-
bers involved in prison education in the narrow sense of the term.  

In 2007, a total of 576 prisoners participated in general education, 459 
participated in orientation courses and rehabilitation training, 701 partici-
pated in vocational upper secondary and further education and training, and 
374 prisoners participated in other education. Some students participated in 
more than one of the above. All in all, 2,100 general or vocational courses 
were taken in 2007, of which 93% were completed successfully. Only 3% 
of the participants failed a course and 4% dropped out.  

Quite often, prisoners are unable to complete a course during their pri-
son term, not least because the sentence is too short to allow for comple-
tion. Transfer to a different prison or changing from one course of studies 
to another are counted as dropping out. The evaluation performed by the 
Finnish National Board of Education in two prisons in 2003 indicates that 
student performance otherwise corresponds fairly well to that in society 
in general. 

3.4.2 Qualitative results 

Prisoners’ backgrounds and needs  

Examining the sentence plans drawn up in 2007 (In Finnish. English 
equivalent title: The clientele, work processes and rehabilitation of the 
criminal sanctions field, Criminal Sanctions Agency, Working group 
Report 5/2008) made it possible to draw up a longitudinal profile for 
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every new prisoner. Over half of mainly long-term prisoners had both 
inadequate work experience and needs related vocational training or vo-
cational skills. These problems caused them significant trouble related to 
earning a livelihood:  
 
 Approximately 70% of the prisoners had been living on social welfare 

benefits and could not manage their expenses with their own income, 
at the time they arrived in prison.  

 Only 23% of the prisoners were working, and 3% were studying. 
 Lack of self-control and impulsive violence caused problems for over 

50% of the prisoners.  
 Two thirds had insufficient problem-solving skills.  
 Substance abuse increased prisoners’ risk of recidivism substantially.  
 Female prisoners were more motivated than male prisoners to get 

treatment for their alcohol problems. 
 Two thirds of male prisoners wanted substance abuse treatment.  
 Having a circle of friends that promoted a criminal lifestyle was asses-

sed as having a strong impact on recidivism: about 60% of female pri-
soners and 70% of male prisoners had problems associated with their 
circles of friends.  

 About half of the male prisoners but only slightly over one fifth of the 
female prisoners had pro-criminal attitudes. 

 
According to the preliminary results of the health research on prisoners, 
90% of male prisoners have some form of substance dependence, 70% 
have some form of personality disorder, and 50% have an antisocial per-
sonality disorder. In addition, 15% have been diagnosed as psychopathic 
and every second prisoner has hepatitis C (Annual Report of the Criminal 
Sanctions Field 2007). Prisoners’ needs for services are related to sub-
stance abuse treatment services, education and employment services, as 
well as to services dealing with improving the thinking and behavior of 
prisoners. Owing to reduced working capacity, many prisoners need also 
work rehabilitation. 

Prisoner’s opinions of prison education 

According to the survey carried out by the Finnish National Board of 
Education (Koski & Miettinen, 2007) most prisoners participating in 
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educational activities are satisfied with the quality of their prison educa-
tional activities. The motivation for starting studies include the usefulness 
of studying, the will to study, and the desire to be in better control of 
one’s life after release. Additionally, the majority of the respondents con-
sider improving their prospects on the labor market after release a good 
reason to start to study. Education also gave their time in prison a greater 
meaning. They stated that the studies corresponded to their expectations 
and that they considered the teachers competent. Many teachers were able 
to individualize in a way that was supportive for the students. 

A study counselor at one prison has described the objective of her 
work as “to encourage prisoners to leave their cells and become interested 
in what the classroom has to offer”. Initial positive classroom experience 
and communication with a prison teacher can also promote an interest in 
independent study. Studying contributes to making everyday life fuller 
for prisoners, and gives them new things to think about. The ambitions 
underpinning studies are for students to explore their potential and to 
perceive the links between life in civil society, their individual futures, 
and their goals regarding the time spent in prison. Later it should be pos-
sible to work on self-esteem, personal resources, growth, self-confidence, 
and interaction skills (Toivonen, 2002. In Finnish. English equivalent 
title: Studying in prison – maximizing misery or providing a key to better 
future?).  

Results from a study 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 labor market. Prisoners who study 
also have better potential for coping well after release because, in terms 
of background, they tend to have better employment history, better fi-
nances, 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 serving 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 
development of positive attitudes. (Hypen, Kimmo 1/2004. In Finnish, 
Official English title: The released from prison in Finland 1993–2001 
and the re-entered). 
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Learning difficulties 

Prisoners have considerably weaker educational backgrounds than the 
population in general. One explanation is the high extent of learning dif-
ficulties, which can be either innate or caused by lack of practice, among 
prisoners. Based on a study by Helena Salo (2006. In Finnish. English 
equivalent title: Dyslexia is a social risk: Literacy difficulties among Fin-
nish male prisoners), nearly half the Finnish male prisoners (43%) in-
volved in the study have considerable difficulties with reading, whereas 
only about eight per cent of pupils in the last grade of compulsory school 
(age 16) with the same amount of education have similar problems. Ap-
proximately one third of the prisoners (33%) in the study have word de-
coding difficulties relating to dyslexia, and every tenth prisoner has diffi-
culties relating to weak reading skills, resulting from negative life factors 
and lack of practice.  

According to Kivi and Malmberg, at least one third of the prisoners 
have serious literacy difficulties , and with the exception of a very few 
well-educated prisoners, virtually every individual who ended up in pri-
son had some kind of learning skills disorder, dyslexia being most wide-
spread (Kivi & Malmberg, 2002. In Finnish. English equivalent title: Out 
and participate. Rehabilitation experimentation in Riihimäki Prison). 

According to the preliminary findings in a PhD dissertation by Tiina 
Tuominen (2007. In Finnish. English equivalent title: ADHD features, 
dyslexia and cognitive capacity among Finnish male prisoners), nearly 
half the prisoners involved in the study (49%) had literacy difficulties and 
16% had extensive problems. This study was carried out among 77 long-
tern prisoners in a closed prison. According to the study, ADHD features 
are ten times more common among prisoners than the general public. 
Approximately half of the prisoners involved in the study had clear 
ADHD features. 

Based on the survey by the Finnish National Board of Education (Koski 
& Miettinen, 2007), only about one fifth of prisoners consider themselves 
to have literacy difficulties, while one third assess themselves as having 
some numeracy difficulties. Prisoners evaluate their own skills more opti-
mistically than what has been found in previous studies of prisoners. 

In recent years the Prison Service has begun to pay increasing atten-
tion to the learning difficulties of prisoners. Prisoners detected as having 
learning difficulties or whose learning difficulties need further clarifica-
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tion are identified in connection with the sentence planning and prisoners’ 
risk and needs assessments. When arranging activities in accordance with 
the sentence plan, the aim is to take learning difficulties into account by 
introducing, among other things, different teaching methods, individual 
and group rehabilitation support measures, and technical aids. Vocational 
special education institutions with expertise on supporting individuals 
with learning difficulties arrange prison education at six prisons. 

The study environment 

The report of the Finnish National Board of Education (Koski & Mäki, 
2006) includes an evaluation of the prison learning environments as well 
as the equipment used in prison education. The staff at prisons and educa-
tional institutions are generally fairly satisfied with their classrooms and 
other facilities. The differences between prisons are considerable. In old 
prisons that have not been renovated the learning environment may be a 
space not originally designed for teaching purposes. The lack of the genu-
ine on-the-job training environments needed in vocational training is also 
problematic. Prison workshops, where professional or work activities or 
orientation courses take place, are used as on-the-job training environ-
ments. Additionally, the age of the machinery and equipment causes pro-
blems, especially ICT equipment. Many educational institutions bring 
ICT equipment with them to the prison teaching premises for use in the 
classroom situation. 

Based on a questionnaire distributed to prisoners (Koski & Miettinen, 
2007), two thirds of prisoners participating in educational activities find 
access to ICT equipment inadequate. More than one third of prisoners 
consider their ICT skills to be poor or very poor, partly for this reason, 
and as the same number again consider their ICT skills average. A short-
age of literature is also considered to make studying more difficult.  

Need for education  

Prisoners who have not completed the compulsory education syllabus 
(6.3%) have to be offered basic education. As regards upper secondary 
education, the educational background of prisoners is also substantially 
lower than that of the general population. The need for orientation cour-
ses, rehabilitation programs and instruction preparatory to vocational 
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training or work and independent life is clear from the scope of learning 
disabilities. 

The sentence plans prepared for prisoners in 2007 made it clear that 
there is a need for prison guidance and counseling activities. The goals 
stated in the sentence plans for 75% of prisoners were education and em-
ployment (Statistics of the Criminal Sanctions Agency 2007). 

According to the questionnaire given to prisoners (Koski & Miettinen, 
2007), 40% of the respondents stated that they did not want to study in 
prison. Their reasons included the absence of suitable subjects and of 
study opportunities, and too little if any information about the study op-
tions. The prisoners’ primary educational preferences concerned voca-
tional training. A study form based on practical work, such as apprentice-
ship training, would be especially suitable for prisoners, but very few 
prisoners have the opportunity to participate in such training today. 
Nearly half of the prisoners stated that they would like to participate in 
apprenticeship training in different vocational fields.  

Coordinated planning of the study subjects offered and information 
about the range of educational activities needs to be further developed at 
national prisons and district prisons.  

3.4.3 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 
serve their sentences at prisons in mainland Finland. 



4. Iceland 
 
by Erlendur S. Baldursson 

4.1 Introduction 

By way of introduction to prison education in Iceland, a few words about 
the relationship between prisons and Icelandic society as a whole are in 
order. There are five prisons in Iceland, four of which are very small, 
with 10–22 places, and one larger one with 87 places. The duration of a 
sentence is determined in consideration of many factors, including age, 
sex, and previous convictions. One of the prisons is in Reykjavik, one in 
nearby Kópavogur, while the remaining three are rural. The largest one, 
Litla-Hraun, is located approximately 60 kilometers from Reykjavík. On 
an average, there are some 135 men and 6–7 women in prison in Iceland 
at any given time. Women prisoners are always incarcerated at the twel-
ve-place Kópavogur prison, housing 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 problem-
atic aspects of small establishments, for various reasons. The small num-
ber of prisoners/students may be extremely varied in terms of age, previ-
ous education, duration of sentence, state of health, etc. All this means 
that the educational options have to be highly individualized, and that 
both teachers and students need to be very flexible.  

Only two of the Icelandic prisons, Litla-Hraun and Kópavogur, offer 
organized education, with teachers coming from nearby upper secondary 
schools. 
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4.2 History and legislation 

Prison education in Iceland began as a pilot project at the Litla-Hraun 
prison in the 1970s. Vocational training, tuition in individual subjects and 
basic comprehensive education were all offered. While the general teach-
ers came from the local comprehensive school in the nearby village of 
Eyrarbakki, prison officers provided the practical training in, for example, 
woodworking and welding. Since 1978 all the prison education at Litla-
Hraun has been organized under the auspices of the vocational school in 
nearby Selfoss. In 1979, in accordance with an agreement on co-financing 
between the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Education, the latter 
took responsibility for teachers' salaries and the former covered all other 
expenses related to educational activities. 

In 1981 the school in Selfoss became a combined comprehensive and 
upper secondary, and since that year this school has also organized 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 local 
school. In 1990, school facilities on the prison premises were inaugurated, 
and since then most education for prisoners has taken place there. In spe-
cial cases, 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 secon-
dary in nearby Kópavogsby has run the prison school as well.  

Article 19 of the Icelandic Prison Act (no. 49/2005) stipulates, inter 
alia, that prisoners have the right to education, as well as that regular 
educational activities in prison can replace the obligation to work. It also 
states that prisoners attending educational activities are eligible for an 
allowance. Textbooks and all study materials are also paid for by the 
prison. 

Article 47 of the Icelandic Prison Act states that a prisoner must have 
served one third of the sentence, but at least one year before he or she is 
permitted to attend school outside prison. If the prisoner has been in pri-
son for four years, it is also possible to apply to attend school outside 
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prison. In exceptional cases, exceptions may be granted regarding this 
time limit. 

Prisoners serving sentences of long duration may be allowed to serve 
a maximum of the last 12 months at a halfway house from which they 
may, for example, apply to attend school. Unless the prisoner's behavior 
prevents it, such applications are normally granted. 

Greater attention to prison education 

Prison education and educational options have received increasing atten-
tion from the Icelandic prison administration in recent years. At the rec-
ommendation of the Director General of the Icelandic State Prison Ad-
ministration, the Minister of Education appointed a committee in May 
2006, comprising individuals from the Prison Administration, the Minis-
try of Education, the Ministry of Justice, and the Icelandic National 
Agency for Education. The brief of the Committee was to propose meas-
ures in the following areas, among others: 
 
 More vocational training in prisons. 
 ICT courses in prisons. 
 Focus on prisoners with little or no completed education. 
 Focus on foreign citizens in Icelandic prisons.  
 Courses to train learning about life and life mastery skills. 
 Formal and non-formal educational competence assessments. 
 
In December 2007 the committee submitted a report to the Ministries of 
Education and Justice. The members of the committee were unanimous in 
their finding that prison education plays a key role in the rehabilitation of 
prisoners. The committee put forward the following proposals: 
 
 It is essential that the full scope of the European Prison Rules be taken 

into account when organizing prison education.  
 It must be possible to participate in educational activities at all pri-

sons, and they must have educational counselors, ICT equipment, li-
braries, and monitored Internet access.  

 A study counselor is to be employed at the prisons, to ensure, among 
other things, that there is effective collaboration between the Icelandic 
National Agency for Education and the Prisoners. 
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 Prisoners are to be encouraged to participate in educational activities 
while serving their sentences. They should be supported through the 
drawing up of study plans, real competence assessments, and planning 
for continued education after serving their sentences.  

 Prisoners are to be offered a range of prison educational activities with 
a view to increasing their life mastery skills and competence. 

 The rules regarding hourly wages for education are to be revised so 
that the pay for participation in educational activities is made the same 
as for normal prison work. Prisoners participating in remote learning 
are also to receive pay for this participation. 

 An investigation should be made of the possibility of providing Inter-
net access in the prisoner's cells for specific purposes. Internet abuse is 
to be treated in the same way as other forms of abuse in prison. 

 Because it is essential to improve prison vocational training, efforts 
are to be made to enable prison workshops to be used for practical 
work experience in vocational training. 

 Foreign prisoners are to have the same rights to education as Icelandic 
prisoners, and should be offered Icelandic language courses. 

 
The proposals of the committee were well received, and many of them 
have already been implemented in practice. Thus a study counselor for 
the prisons is now employed, and prisoners receive higher pay for partici-
pating in prison educational activities. Supervised use of the Internet has 
been introduced in one open prison, and the opportunities for participat-
ing in remote learning have been substantially improved. 

4.3 Description of prison education 

Iceland was the second Nordic country to carry out the joint Nordic sur-
vey of prison education. Two researchers from the University of Iceland 
were engaged, and submitted their final report describing the situation in 
Iceland in May 2007. The conclusions of their report include, inter alia, 
that: 
 
 Approximately one third of the prisoners in Icelandic prisons partici-

pated in some form of prison educational activity. 
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 Approximately one third of the prisoners stated that they had not com-
pleted compulsory level school. 

 Fifty-three per cent stated that they had numeracy difficulties.  
 Approximately 30% stated that they had literacy difficulties. 
 The prisoners requested more types of vocational training.  
 The prisoners requested better access to ICT equipment and the 

Internet. 
 Approximately 85% considered participation in prison educational ac-

tivities a very sensible way of using their time. 
 Half the prisoners considered it an important way of preparing for 

further education after release.  
 Nearly 60% were satisfied with their prison educational activities. 
 
The upper secondary schools with responsibility for prison education at 
Litla-Hraun and Kópavogur, respectively, have appointed prison school 
administrators, who come to the prison a few weeks before the beginning 
of the school term. In 2008 the Ministry of Education employed a study 
counselor whose tasks include helping prisoners at all Icelandic prisons to 
organize their studies. Prisoners interested in benefiting from the prison 
educational activities apply to the director of education or the study coun-
selor, stating their needs and preferences. They then draw up a study plan 
in consultation with the prisoner. In practice, all prisoners have access to 
educational activities, although the subjects offered may vary from term 
to term.  

At both prisons, educational activities take the form of modules of va-
rying lengths, as well as remote learning. The students are therefore able 
to choose the modules they wish to study and that are in accord with their 
own abilities, in consultation with the school administrator and the study 
counselor. Prisoners with literacy difficulties are offered remedial educa-
tion. The three small prisons offer Internet-supported remote learning. 
The average number of prisoners at the Litla Hraun prison in 2007 was 
78, including individuals in remand. The spring terms saw 26 of these 
prisoners begin some educational activity, 13 completed one or more 
examination. The autumn terms saw 25 prisoners start schooling, and 16 
completed one or more examinations. Four of the 25 prisoners studied 
using remote learning. 



Nordic Prison Education 82 

Generally, an average of 35% to 40% of the prisoners begin studying 
one or more subjects at the prison school, and approximately 20% com-
plete the examination in one or two subjects. 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 
taking. In other cases, examinations outside the prison are arranged for 
released prisoners. 

The average number of prisoners at the Kópavogur prison in 2007 was 
ten. Two to six prisoners attended school daily, and six completed one or 
more examinations that year. In all other respects, the prison school oper-
ates in the same manner as described above for the Litla-Hraun prison. At 
Litla-Hraun, other courses than traditional school courses are occasionally 
offered. These courses have been primarily financed by the Prison and 
Probation Service, and have included courses in navigation for vessels up 
to 30 tonnes and construction equipment. The aim of these courses is to 
prepare prisoners for life after release. 

4.4 Financial aspects 

As mentioned above, the costs of prison educational activities are shared 
by the educational authorities and the Prison and Probation Administra-
tion. The former finance teachers' salaries, the latter covers all other ex-
penses. In 2007, funding for all aspects of prison education amounted to 
EUR 200,000. A raise of 20 percent is expected in 2008. 

4.5 The prison population 

The average number of prisoners in incarceration facilities per 100,000 
inhabitants in Iceland in 2007 was 40, including individuals being held in 
remand and individuals whose fines were commuted to serving time in 
prison. The averages for recent years have fluctuated between 35 and 41.  

The average age is 33, and in 2007, 26% of the prisoners were 25 or 
younger, the youngest being 17. 
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In 2007, 7% of Icelandic prisoners were women. The percentage of 
women has fluctuated in recent years between 5% and 9%.  

The average number of unconditional prison sentences to be enforced 
by the Prison and Probation Administration in recent years has been 400 
per year, of which 12–19% are sentences of longer than one year’s dura-
tion. Approximately 50% of the individuals who begin a prison sentence 
each year have served time previously. 

In conclusion, it is noteworthy that the prison population 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. 



 



5. Norway 
 
by Torfinn Langelid 

5.1 History 

The first Norwegian house of correction was established in Trondheim 
around 1630 (Lie, Magnus, 1934. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: 
Three Centuries of the Waisenhus Foundation in Trondheim,1635–1935). 
From the very outset, education has been an important aspect of the prison 
system. Educational methods have always been one of the instruments used 
to socialize prisoners, as well as to give them new knowledge. The prison 
authorities have always had responsibility for prison education. 

In the eighteenth century houses of correction, the socialization ap-
proach was the main strategy. In accordance with the prevailing interna-
tional theories of penal sanctions, at the four houses of correction built in 
Norway between 1735 and 1789 the penal and correctional functions 
completely overlapped. Many underprivileged children were sent to 
houses of correction in preparation for church confirmation. 

Penitentiaries – places 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 prisons was published, and 
was extremely critical of the prison system, finding the enforcement of 
sanctions not sufficiently intimidating. Prisoners lived under such free 
conditions that there was no way they could come out of the system hav-
ing undergone any improvement, and improvement was one of the objec-
tives of a prison terms. The principles underpinning the new Criminal Act 
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from 1842 were those of the American “Philadelphia model”, the corner-
stone of which is solitary confinement. Other bearing elements of the 
system were acclimatization to work and an orderly lifestyle, as well as 
religious and ethical education and upbringing. The operative word was 
“discipline”. 

The prison established 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 an instrument of prisoner correction. 
According to the regulations, prisoners were to have daily instruction in 
reading, religion, bible history and “when circumstances allow and when 
it is found potentially useful, Writing and Arithmetic”. The curriculum 
developed more or less in accordance with the national education 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 pris-
oner who had not completed comprehensive (primary and lower secon-
dary) school should do so. Prisoners were systematically assessed to de-
termine their educational backgrounds. Prisoners were tested at the be-
ginning and end of their prison terms 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 
concerning their knowledge of religious studies. The 1903 Prison Act 
established that individuals under the age of 18 should always have edu-
cation while in prison. 

From accountable to disturbed 

The late nineteenth century saw a shift in the view on sanctions, criminal-
ity and prisoners. In contrast to the position that a person who violated the 
law was accountable for his or her actions, and therefore 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. Dep-
rivation of liberty was considered a way of treating the sick individual for 
the disease of criminality. The “treatment philosophy” underpinned vari-
ous penal strategies developed well into the early twentieth century, in-
cluding the 1928 Act on Correctional Treatment of Young Offenders. 
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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 behavior) and vocational training. For various reasons, 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 experi-
enced the schools as prisons and as punishment. The legislation was re-
vised in 1963, and the schools renamed “youth custody centers”. These 
centers were disbanded in 1975, in conjunction with a legislative reform. 

New Prison Act – more education 

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

Educational activities on the whole, however, received surprisingly lit-
tle 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, which were to be pursued as 
daytime activities, whereas educational activities were to take place out-
side working hours. 

In contrast, however, both the Norwegian Parliament and the Ministry 
of Justice adopted decisions as a consequence of which cooperation be-
tween the prison and educational authorities was to be strengthened, and 
efforts to this end were undertaken beginning in the 1950s and 60s. The 
Ministry of Educational, Cultural and Church Affairs granted approval 
for certain educational options for prisons to be credit-giving as voca-
tional training. 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 educa-
tion. The objective was to provide education for young offenders of school 
age and for young offenders with inadequate educational backgrounds. 

This objective was adopted after a long struggle regarding both the 
content and administration of education. While the Ministry of Justice 
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argued forcefully that the responsibility for prison education should be 
put in the hands of the educational authorities, the Ministry of Educa-
tional, Cultural and Church Affairs was not overly eager to have yet an-
other institutional sphere added to its brief. The Ministry was already 
quite overwhelmed by all its responsibilities 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 
system. They succeeded in making their voices heard and their expertise 
clear, and their arguments eventually took root at the Ministry (Langelid 
1982, in Norwegian. Equivalent English title: Punishment and Pedagogy 
– two socialization systems in conflict? The development of educational 
options at two Norwegian prisons, and White Paper no. 23, 1991–92). 

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 develop-
ments in society. The 1960s was the decade that saw the initiation of educa-
tional activities at many social and medical service institutions. The Minis-
try found itself taking on more and more educational responsibilities. One 
new target group at psychiatric 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 operative word: individuals with all kinds of learn-
ing difficulties were to be mainstreamed back into the regular school sys-
tem. The argument 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). 

The import model 

Criminologist Nils Christie launched the import model in a presentation 
held in autumn 1969 entitled “Models for prison organization” (Christie 
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1970). Christie considered the import model as a way of opening up the 
system, but placing responsibility for all functions 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 profes-
sionals will lose contact with the general expertise in their disciplines, as 
well as losing their own identities by becoming too adapted to the secu-
rity 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 Norwegian 
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% reimbursement 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. According to this agreement, the state covers 
the cost of all approved operational expenses for comprehensive, voca-
tional and upper secondary education for prisoners, including the “follow-
up classes” for prisoners wanting, after release, to complete a course of 
study they began in prison, and which were established in various parts of 
the country. The Ministry of Justice also has responsibility for school 
premises, which it delegates to the Prison and Probation Service. 

The county authorities take over subject content and administrative 
responsibility 

State subsidies were paid out retrospectively, after submission of ac-
counts, on the basis of a budget adopted by the Ministry in advance. To-
day the system has been revised so that the county authorities are given a 
budget framework for educational activities, and these budgetary restric-
tions must be observed. Since this revision, county authorities have also 
taken over the subject content and administrative responsibility for com-
prehensive education.  
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Parliamentary report on prison educational activities 

In April 2005 the government submitted a report to the Norwegian Par-
liament on education and training in the correctional services. This was 
the first parliamentary report ever on the subject. (Short Version of Re-
port no. 27, 2004–2005, Education and Training in the Correctional Ser-
vices “Another Spring” from the Ministry of Education and Research, 
henceforth referred to as Another Spring).  

The report put forward a new road map for education and training in 
the correctional services, which is likely to have consequences in various 
areas. If the right to education is to be genuinely fulfilled, education and 
training must be offered at every prison. 

5.2 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 correctional services. The import 
model, or administrative cooperation as it is more commonly known to-
day, is to result in normalization to the greatest possible extent, and in 
openness in an otherwise closed system. This is also a way of ensuring 
that other authorities are held accountable for, and take their responsibil-
ity in, the reintegration of prisoners into society.  

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

Principles 

In autumn 2008, the government submitted another report on the correc-
tional services to the parliament (Stortingsmelding no. 37, 2007–2008, 
published English summary entitled Punishment that Works – less crime 
– a safer society, henceforth referred to as Punishment that Works). The 
objective of this report was to improve and develop the correctional ser-
vices, and it states that the activity of the Norwegian Correctional Ser-
vices rests on five pillars:  
 
 



A Lifelong Learning Perspective  91 

 what the Legislator has said is the purpose of the punishment, 
 a humanist approach to human nature, 
 the principle of due process and equal treatment, 
 the principle that convicted persons have paid their debt to society 

when the sentence has been served,  
 the normality principle.  
 
In the report, the government points out that “public safety is a paramount 
objective of the Government’s crime policy This objective dictates the 
frameworks for the penal implementation and the return to society”. The 
report emphasizes that: “The needs of public safety shall inform policy, 
the statutory and regulatory systems and the day-to-day exercise of dis-
cretion”. One overarching perspective is that sanctions should be imple-
mented so as to ensure that fewer offenders relapse into recidivism. “The 
objective of the Norwegian Correctional Services’ professional activity” 
is that when a convict has served his sentence he will be: 

… able to read, write and do arithmetic; has a chance on the labor market; can 
relate to family, friends and the rest of society; is able to seek help for any 
problems that may arise after his release; and can live an independent life. The 
Government considers that a good point of departure on release increases the 
probability of inmates succeeding in living a life without crime. (Punishment 
that Works) 

 
To achieve this objective the serving of sentences must have a suitable 
content and all measures must be based on documented knowledge. The 
traditional instruments in this context are work training, school, cultural 
facilities, leisure activities and motivation programs, and it is the ambi-
tion of the government to further develop and raise the quality of the 
significant efforts made in these areas.  

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 in-
stance, in relation to the health and social services sector, the employment 
services and the educational system, and makes access to work, educa-
tion, recreational activities and physical education important elements in 
paving the way for a way of life free from crime. In order to accomplish 
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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 
serving their sentences, to which they are entitled by law. 

Prison education is to be implemented in accordance with the guide-
lines applying to the educational system in society at large. Individuals on 
probation are to be integrated into the regular educational system in as far 
as is possible, in accordance with the principle of normalization, although 
with the necessary exceptions. 

5.2.2 The 2002 Enforcement of Sentences Act  

The civil rights of prisoners are stipulated in Article 2 of the Act (for-
mally referred to in the English translations from Norwegian as the Penal 
Implementation Act), and detailed in the preparatory documents, which 
states that prisoners have the same rights to services and activities, and 
the same obligations and responsibilities, as the population at large. It is 
thus up to the Prison and Probation Service, whenever possible, to ensure 
that cooperating authorities are able to provide prisoners, including pris-
oners 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 previously done by the Central Prison 
Administration has been delegated to the regional and local levels. The 
Prison and Probation Service has been divided into six regions, each of 
which is responsible for all types of prison and probation services.  

The new legislation gives greater clarity regarding the overall division 
of responsibility. Each regional Director is responsible for ensuring that a 
differentiated range of activities is offered to prisoners in the region, ba-
sed 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 pris-
oner and the relevant authorities. 



A Lifelong Learning Perspective  93 

In Punishment that Works, the government discusses possibility of 
moving the current Directorate, the central administration of the Prison 
and Probation Services, from the Ministry of Justice and establishing it as 
an independent organizational entity. The report also proposes consider-
ing a restructuring of the regions into Prison and Probation Centers, 
which could cooperate on administrative matters.  

Prisoners’ responsibility for their own rehabilitation  

The new legislation puts equal emphasis on the responsibility of the Ser-
vice and of the individual prisoner for ensuring that a sanction is enforced 
in a way that encourages a return to a crime-free life. The law stipulates 
that all prisoners must be involved in activities while serving their sen-
tences. These may include: 

... work, community service, education, programs, etc. with a view to discour-
aging 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, programs, and other activities. All 
these activities are considered equivalent, and as satisfying the require-
ment by which prisoners are obliged to participate in activities. 

Different kinds of sanctions  

The Enforcement of Sentences Act stipulates the following forms for 
implementation of all kinds of sentences involving deprivation of liberty: 
 
 imprisonment with a high level of security (closed prisons), 
 imprisonment with a lower level of security (open prisons), 
 halfway houses, 
 outside prison with special conditions pursuant to Article 16, or 
 on parole under the conditions stated in Article 43, second indent.  
 
These forms determine what activities can be offered. In accordance 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, up to the discretion of the regional Direc-
tor to assess whether an individual who has been convicted to a sentence 
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of two years or less, but not yet incarcerated, could be placed directly in 
an open prison. 

Rural prisons 

In the report to the parliament (2007–2008) the government proposes 
testing the idea of “rural prisons” on a pilot project basis. This is in line 
with the principle of normality, and would give prisoners greater influ-
ence on significant decisions and their own lives by enabling them to:  
 
 live as close to real society as possible, under supervision and with 

educational opportunities and guidance,  
 pursue work training in a more realistic way, closer to society, 
 have market-level pay, 
 pay their own bills and purchase their own groceries, 
 practice living in society, 
 participate in group meetings and train conflict management 
 
The objective of opening such a prison would be that, in comparison with 
traditional prisons, it would minimize the harm a prisoner often experi-
ences while serving his or her sentence. The institutional way of life 
would be replaced with natural, positive living environments, workplaces, 
administrative service offices, and all the other facilities required to man-
age an independent life. The Ministry of Justice wishes to establish one or 
two rural prisons on a pilot project basis.  

Sentence implementation with electronic supervision 

In autumn 2008 the Ministry of Justice initiated a pilot project as a new 
form of enforcement of sentences in six counties using supervision with 
electronic shackles. The Act had been amended to allow convicted pris-
oners with sentences of up to four months in prison or who have four 
months remaining to serve prior to anticipated conditional release to ap-
ply for sanction enforcement with electronic supervision. This form of 
enforcement enables convicted prisoners to maintain contact with their 
families. A prerequisite for serving a sentence with electronic supervision 
is that the individual has either a job or an educational activity to attend 
during the daytime.  
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Transfers  

The overarching principle of the Enforcement of Sentences Act is that, on 
certain conditions, prisoners may be transferred from closed prisons to 
prisons with lower levels of security. The Prison and Probation Service 
may, for instance, consider transfer to a prison with a lower level of secu-
rity when there is one year remaining until a prisoner is eligible for pa-
role. 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 possibilities for such transfers, planned and 
initiated activities, such as education or work with a view to reintegration 
after release are to be taken into account. The Prison and Probation Ser-
vice is to contact the educational and social service authorities, the em-
ployment services, etc., to prepare a transfer being considered, and to 
ensure continuity of planning for the individual. 

The activity options in a prison are to reflect, on a smaller scale, ac-
tivities offered in society at large. On the basis of the principle of nor-
malization and of the objective of giving prisoners access to the same 
services as other citizens, it is important to be aware of what it is possible, 
pursuant to relevant legislation, for prisoners to do in terms of participat-
ing in activities offered outside the prison. The Act offers two possibili-
ties in this respect: enforcement of a sentence outside the prison on spe-
cial conditions, and use of day release privileges. 

Serving one’s sentence outside the prison  

“Enforcement of a sentence outside the prison on special conditions” is of 
particular interest in relation to education and work. The stipulations of 
the law are that when it is necessary and appropriate to ensure continued 
positive development and to counteract recidivism, the Prison and Proba-
tion Service may transfer a prisoner for implementation of a sentence 
outside the prison on special conditions after he or she has served half the 
sentence. On prerequisite for implementation of a sentence outside the 
prison is that the prisoner has a permanent domicile and is pursuing ac-
tivities such as work, education, etc. 

Day release privileges  

Day release privileges make it possible for the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice to give prisoners access to work, education, and other programs, 
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outside the prison if there are no security considerations which speak 
against the use of privileges. Criteria for eligibility for day release privi-
leges have been specified: the prisoner must have been deprived of his or 
her liberty for at least four consecutive months and must have served one 
third of the sentence duration. As a rule, day release privileges are not to 
be granted for longer than one year, with one exception: day release privi-
leges for education may be granted for up to two years if the education in 
question is one aspect of the prisoner’s comprehensive educational plan. 
As a rule, day release privileges are granted to prisoners at prisons with 
lower levels of security, or at halfway houses. In exceptional cases, how-
ever, it is possible for a prisoner in a high security prison to be granted 
day release privileges. In Punishment that Works, the Ministry of Justice 
examined the possibility of instituting day release privileged from day 
one of a sentence enforcement when it was defensible to do so from a 
security viewpoint. The report also states that young prisoners should be 
assessed for day release privileges as early as possible.  

Groups with needs for special arrangements 

The same parliamentary report specifies groups with needs for special 
arrangements, including: Remand prisoners, prisoners serving preventive 
detention sentences, prisoners who are not Norwegian citizens, female 
prisoners, children and young people, and prisoners with psychiatric con-
ditions and major behavioral problems. According to the report, the Min-
istry would extend the range of activities offered, for example by focus-
ing more on education, work, substance abuse rehabilitation, and pro-
grams to behavioral problems.  

Prisoners’ activity allowance 

Prisoners serving prison terms may be granted a daily allowance for par-
ticipation in work, programs, education, etc., all of which activities are to 
be considered on an equal footing. The central administration of the Pri-
son and Probation Service carries out an annual review of the size of this 
allowance, currently EUR 6.5 per day, and of the detailed regulations 
applying. 
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5.2.3 The Education Act 

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

New rights even for prisoners 

All citizens have a right and an obligation to complete comprehensive 
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 Education Act are of particular rele-
vance for prison education under the auspices of the Prison and Probation 
Service. As of 1 August 2008, adults who have not completed compre-
hensive (9 year) education have a right, upon application, to upper secon-
dary education. Pursuant to this amendment, the Act defines a person as 
being an adult beginning in the year of his or her twenty-fifth birthday. 
The majority of prisoners are between 21 and 40 years of age. The pro-
portion of the prison population that has not completed comprehensive 
education is far higher than in the general population. The amendment 
gives more individuals the right to upper secondary education. 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 
that they have a right to special education. These amendments are of par-
ticular significance for Norwegian prisoners. 

In addition, the Education Act has a separate chapter on “Upper sec-
ondary level education at workplaces”, which is relevant to prison educa-
tion. Many of the workshops in Norwegian prisons have been granted the 
status of “educational workplaces”, which means that prisoners can be 
taken on as apprentices and trainees (Article 4). The prison workshop (or 
the prison) receives a grant of a specific sum per prisoner/pupil accepted 
as an apprentice or trainee. If there is good cooperation between the pri-
son school and the prison workshop, prisoners receive general 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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5.3 Description of the relationship of prison education to 
the state education system 

5.3.1 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 comprehensive and 
upper secondary education to prisoners in Norwegian 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 defini-
tion, and must manage on their own or with the support of the Prison and 
Probation Service. According to the Ministry of Education and Research, 
it is up to prisons, in collaboration with the Labor Market Agency and 
local educational institutions to find the solutions that give rise to as few 
practical obstacles as possible and that open up for participation in prison 
educational activities to the largest extent possible. (Another Spring).  

According to Another Spring, one of the new objectives is to make 
more prison educational activities vocationally oriented. This is also in 
line with the findings from the survey concerning the educational prefer-
ences of prisoners, which indicated that nearly two thirds (63.4%) of 
prisoners would like to participate in vocational training (Eikeland, Man-
ger, and Diseth. 2006. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: Prisoners 
in Norway: Education, educational preferences, and right to education.). 
Another focus is to offer more short courses that raise prisoners' compe-
tence in various areas. Special attention is also to be paid to the needs of 
women prisoners for vocational training.  

In the national “Knowledge Promotion Program” (Læreplanverket for 
Kunnskapsløftet. Midlertidig utgave juni 2006) the use of digital equip-
ment is mentioned as one of the five basic skills. Another Spring also 
highlights this area. Practical and esthetic subjects are considered impor-
tant, not least to motivate prisoners and to give them opportunities use 
their creative potential constructively.  

If resources are to be used effectively, the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice must ensure that there are good facilities for education in prisons. It 
is their responsibility to provide purpose-suited classrooms and fittings 
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(Circular G-1/2008 Circular on administrative cooperation between the 
education sector and the prison and probation services). 

Another Spring also specifies that in order to satisfy prisoners’ educa-
tional needs, educational activities must be offered year round to as great 
an extent as possible. The report also advocates increasing the number of 
projects aimed at increasing our knowledge and experience of the full 
spectrum of prisoners’ educational situations. These include evaluation of 
formal and informal competence, follow up after release, ICT in the class-
room situation, surveys of prisoners’ educational background and rights 
in terms of education, and their various learning disabilities. Other areas 
include measures to support individuals with minority languages in the 
prison education setting. Administrative collaboration among the various 
government agencies also needs to be developed and improved. The Min-
istry also put forward proposals concerning initiation of remote learn-
ing/web-based studies, projects for further development of prison work-
shops, and pilot projects for year-round educational activities.  

Following up on educational activities after release 

In an overall societal perspective, follow up after release is important, and 
a great deal of attention was paid to this issue in the Another Spring. In 
the report itself as well as in the parliamentary debate, proposals were put 
forward concerning a pilot project based on the model of the “KrAmi-
project” in Sweden, in which the educational authorities take responsibil-
ity for following up former prisoners after release. The Norwegian project 
was inaugurated during autumn 2008.  

Assessment of formal and non-formal education 

Pursuant to the Education Act, adults who have the right to pursue upper 
secondary education also have to right to have their formal and informal 
competence assessed, and a certificate issued. Routines should be imple-
mented to enable the non-formal learning of each prisoner to be assessed. 
This would enable prisoners to participate in the opportunities available 
through the recent “non-formal learning reform”. The Norwegian concept 
of “realkompetanse” refers to all formal, non-formal and informal learn-
ing acquired by adults. In practice, this means the sum of all overall skills 
individuals have acquired through the education system, paid and unpaid 
work, participation in associations, and family life/life in society. The 
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adult education authorities have granted the formal authorization to carry 
out these competence assessments to upper secondary schools. 

Another Spring proposed initiating a project on the subject of formal 
and informal competence assessments. Vox (the Norwegian Institute for 
Adult Learning) was commissioned by the County Governor of Hordaland 
to carry this project out at national level. The objective of the project is to 
circulate information concerning the concept of formal and informal com-
petence assessment and to promote its implementation by the Prison and 
Probation Service, with a view to resulting in educational activities that are 
more overarching and purpose-suited. The project encompasses six prisons 
and five schools, and will run through 31 December 2009. For further in-
formation, see http://www.vox.no/templates/CommonPage.aspx?id=2475. 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 

According to the new curricula, ICT is to be one of the five basic skills to 
be mainstreamed throughout basic education. Another Spring stresses, for 
example, that remote learning should be able to be used for individuals 
who wish to participate in higher education. Remote learning/web-based 
learning can also extend the range of educational options available to 
prisoners. The County Governor of Hordaland is directing a national pilot 
project concerning web-based learning, the objective of which is to estab-
lish regular remote/web-based educational activities for all prisoners in 
low security prisons (open prisons), and for all students in follow-up 
classes. Five low security prisons and two follow-up classes are involved 
in the project, which will be completed in 2010.  

Linguistic minorities 

The parliamentary report advocates measures to improve the Norwegian 
language teaching for minority language prisoners in Norway. The Na-
tional Centre for Multicultural Education (NAFO) is running a national 
pilot project involving two schools, which will be completed in 2009.  

Development of prison workshops 

In order to increase the number of vocational training activities, good, 
close cooperation between the prison workshops and the prisons schools 
is needed. For example, it should be possible to take the general educa-

http://www.vox.no/templates/CommonPage.aspx?id=2475
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tion courses for vocational training at the school and gain practical work 
experience in the prison workshop.  

Year-round learning 

The parliamentary report pointed out that prison education has been run 
in accordance with the traditional schedule for the school year, and with 
regulated time off and vacation for the staff. This structure is in poor 
accord with the needs of prisoners, not least prisoners serving short sen-
tences. A working committee has been appointed by the County Governor 
of Hordaland, with representatives from several prison schools, to de-
velop good models for year-round prison educational activities. The com-
mittee will present its report early in 2009.  

Organization 

The Ministry of Education and Research has delegated national responsi-
bility for education to the County Governor of Hordaland. These respon-
sibilities include: on the basis of specific criteria, to disburse the annual 
budget as adopted by the Norwegian parliament to the county authorities. 
In its capacity as supervisory authority, the County Governor of Hor-
daland is to audit the annual accounts of the county authorities and submit 
an annual report of activities. The County Governor of Hordaland is also 
to stimulate pedagogical and developmental work in the area of prison 
education. Another area of responsibility for the County Governor of 
Hordaland is follow up regarding the overarching objectives and projects 
described in Another Spring. 

With the exception of prison education in Oslo municipality, where 
responsibility for prison education rests with an adult education center, 
prison education is organized as follows: one 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 employed by the main school, which also issues testimo-
nials and certificates for the prison school students. The same administra-
tive 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 from recent 
years have all stressed the importance of cooperation amongst the rele-
vant 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 Service also undertake to reliably provide the 
services to which they are legally committed. These include the educa-
tional authorities, the prison chaplains, the municipal health and medical 
services, the county dental services and specialist services, the local so-
cial services, the library services and the employment services. 

Areas of cooperation  

The Prison and Probation Service has many different personnel catego-
ries. This makes it important to find areas of cooperation so that existing 
resources are well utilized for prisoners. In 2005, a circular was issued by 
the Ministries of Justice and Education and Research concerning adminis-
trative cooperation between the education sector and the Prison and Pro-
bation Service (G-5/2005). The circular was revised in 2008 (G-1/2008), 
to clarify the distribution of responsibility and tasks for agencies at na-
tional, regional and local levels. The following areas for cooperation can 
include stakeholders involved in prison education: 

a) at national level – the prison and probation education coordination 
committee 

The prison and probation education coordination committee was esta-
blished in 1975, and has representatives from the Ministry of Justice, the 
Ministry of Education and Research, and the County Governor of Hor-
daland. At their meetings, strategic issues are discussed, and infor-mation 
about each other's activities exchanged (including information relating to 
the Education Act and the Enforcement of Sentences Act). Since 2001, 
the Ministry of Education and Research has delegated the appointment of 
its representative on the coordination committee, first to the National 
Board of Education and later to the Norwegian Direc-torate for Education 
and Training.  
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b) at regional level 

In order to strengthen cooperation in the regions, the County Governor of 
Hordaland has asked the other county governors to set up a specia-list 
forum in each region, with management level representatives from the 
board of education, the Prison and Probation Service, the county em-
ployment 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. 

As a follow up to Another Spring, the County Governor of Hordaland 
has requested all county governors to draw up mandatory three-year ac-
tion plans for education under the auspices of the Prison and Probation 
Service. Their remit, on the basis of the current situation, is to: 
 
 evaluate previous practices, 
 set out recommendations for the content and organization of educa-

tion, taking into account: the prison population (duration of sentence, 
convicted prisoners/individuals being held in remand, etc.), prisoner’s 
educational needs, the labor market situation, the need for follow up 
after release, and 

 set out proposals for cooperation routines for the parties involved. 
 
To date, some counties have drawn up solid plans and set up professional 
networks that function well, while work in other counties has been less 
satisfactory. Where things have gone smoothly, efforts are now being 
made to find new solutions instead of concentrating on the impediments 
to progress. 

Pursuant to Article four in the Enforcement of Sentences Act, con-
cerning administrative cooperation, the Prison and Probation Service, in 
collaboration with other public agencies, is to ensure that convicted pris-
oners and remand prisoners receive the services to which they have legis-
lated rights. In accordance with directive G-1/2008, the setting up of fo-
rums for collaboration at regional level is the responsibility of the Prison 
and Probation Service. This regional cooperation is intended to result in, 
for example, a differentiated range of prison educational options in the 
regions and ensure overall evaluation of regional educational activities. 
This type of administrative cooperation has to date been established in 
some but not all regions.  



Nordic Prison Education 104 

c) at local level 

According to directive G- 1/2008 routines and regular forums for co-
operation between local school administrators and the prison and pro-
bation authorities are to be established. This cooperation is to cover day-
to-day coordination and evaluation. 

5.3.2 Education for individuals in remand  

Norway does not have separate remand centers. Individuals in remand are 
incarcerated in the same facilities as convicted prisoners serving their 
sentences. Approximately one third of the individuals registered at these 
facilities each year are individuals in remand, and they occupy about one 
fifth of all the prison places available, and account for a large number of 
those involved in educational activities (Annual statistics from the Prison 
and Probation Service, 2007). In 2007, 20% of all incarcerated individu-
als were individuals in remand, and this group represented approximately 
16% of the individuals involved in educational activities. 

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

5.3.3 Education for prisoners  

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

Since 2001 the form has also contained qualitative questions on vari-
ous aspects of cooperation with the prison, the standard of the school 
facilities, use of ICT, and other comments on educational activities. 
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Scope  

In 2007, there were prison schools in 46 of the 52 prisons in Norway. 
Since 2008, educational activities have been offered at all prisons covered 
by the obligation to provide education. 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 46 prisons was 
3,164 places. There were 2,467 prisoners serving sentences and 628 indi-
viduals in remand. There were 1,263 full-time school places: 1,178 in 
prison schools and 85 in follow-up classes. The total number of teachers, 
working full and part-time, was 402, corresponding to approximately 245 
full-time teaching positions. Just over one third were filled by women 
(38.8%). 

Since 1997 there has been a steady decline in the number of school 
places for comprehensive schooling. In 2007, only 3% 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 op-
tions to the prisoners’ needs, and this has 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, 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 secondary level courses, a 
great deal of the teaching is actually basic. 

Educational options  

More than half of the study places offered as upper secondary level cour-
ses are in upper secondary level subjects. The group doing “other cour-
ses” has remained stable over the years. 

The distribution of study places into educational options for 2007 was: 
 

 Comprehensive school – 3% 
 Upper secondary school – 57% 
 Other courses – 40% (other courses are defined as short courses, often 

not for credit). 



Nordic Prison Education 106 

Upper secondary level courses.  

The three main study orientations at upper secondary level in prison edu-
cation are general, business and administrative studies, engineering and 
mechanical trades, and building and construction techniques. These ac-
count for over three quarters of the study places. In addition, there are 
courses in woodworking trades, hotel and food processing trades, build-
ing and construction trades, agriculture, fishing and forestry, arts, crafts 
and design, technical building trades, and music, dance and drama. There 
has been an increase in the number of place for vocational training, which 
is in line with the recommendations in Another Spring. 

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 subjects can be help-
ful in developing prisoner’s self-confidence and motivation, and provid-
ing them with a sense of meaning. The fact that many prison schools are 
offering more and more short courses appears to be better in line with the 
needs of the prisoners who want to study. Short courses can also be good 
kick-offs, encouraging prisoners to take an interest in some subject that 
will, in turn, help them find it easier to go on to longer study programs. In 
prisons where short sentences are being served, the prison schools are 
encouraged to offer short, competence-raising courses that will qualify 
the prisoners for the labor market after release.  

ICT 

ICT has become and will remain for the foreseeable future, a subject 
requiring a great deal of attention on the part of both the educational and 
the prison and probation authorities. The Norwegian government gives 
high priority to education in and use of new technology in the classroom, 
see the ICT skills program 2004–2008 (from the Ministry of Education 
and Research, in Norwegian only).  

The curriculum for the Knowledge Promotion Program describes five 
basic skills: reading, oral and written expression, mathematics, and digital 
competence. All students have the right to education in accordance with 
this curriculum, which functions as an administrative statute. Digital com-
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petence is defined as the ability to use ICT equipment, and learning this 
skill is mainstreamed into every subject area. One aspect of this basic com-
petence is mastery of the Internet. Internet access has become an important 
educational instrument for all students in both comprehensive and upper 
secondary school. At almost all levels, prisoners, including those attending 
schools run under the auspices of the Prison and Probation Service, need 
Internet access in order to prepare for and take examinations.  

Students who do not have full mastery of ICT skills will be severely 
handicapped on the labor market and in civil society. It is therefore im-
portant to find solutions that satisfy the needs of both the educational 
authorities and the Prison and Probation Service. For this reason, a Na-
tional Forum for ICT/Internet in Prison Education (NFFIKT) was estab-
lished in 2004, with representatives from the central administration of the 
Prison and Probation Service, the Prison and Probation Service’s own 
ICT department, and the national educational authorities. The remit of 
NFFIKT is to propose solutions that satisfy the pedagogical needs in 
prison education and tackle the challenges associated with communica-
tion and security.  

NFFIKT has now put forward a proposal for a national firewall that 
will give prison schools access to “safe” websites, and respond to both the 
pedagogical and the security challenges. 

In Punishment that Works, the Ministry of Justice states the objective 
of establishing Internet connections for prisoners in all prisons. Accord-
ing to this report, Internet access would increase the range of educational 
options, not least in higher education. If the principle of normality is to be 
observed, Internet access is essential.  

European IT project 

In 2005, the County Governor of Hordaland took the initiative to apply-
ing for a Grundtvig 1 project, the objective of which was to test various 
types of ICT solutions in European prison education. The project was 
approved by the EU in autumn 2005, and has now been concluded, hav-
ing run from December 2005 through December 2007. Norway was the 
coordinating country for the project, which included a total of nine coun-
tries: Denmark, the UK, Greece, Romania, Slovenia, Sweden, the Czech 
Republic, and Germany. For more information concerning the Pipeline 
project, please see www.pipeline-project.org 

http://www.pipeline-project.org
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Cooperation between vocational education and prison workshops  

One recurrent problem for the Norwegian Prison and Probation Service 
has been how to organize smooth cooperation between prison schools and 
workshops. The position of the Ministry of Justice is that such coopera-
tion is desirable so that various activities can be combined in a more goal-
oriented and flexible fashion. Many prison workshops are authorized 
educational institutions. This should facilitate cooperation and make it 
possible for prisoners to receive practical training in the prison workshop 
and general education in the prison school. The Prison and Probation 
Service has drawn up a strategy and action plan for 2005–2008 for the 
development of prison workshops. The objective is to make prison work-
shops more highly qualified, and better integrated into the rehabilitation 
efforts carried out at the prison.  

Closer cooperation between the prison workshop, the prison school, the 
vocational training authorities and the labor market authorities will make it 
possible to offer a considerably larger range of educational options. In the 
2007 annual report on prison education from the County Governor of Hor-
daland, more than four out of five (84%) of the prison schools stated that 
they had good cooperation with their prison workshops.  

Cooperation between prison education and other stakeholders  

Briefly, cooperation differs greatly in different areas, being smoothest 
with the prison workshops. The employment service is also highlighted as 
a positive player in cooperation, while cooperation between the prison 
school and other program activities appears to be weakest. 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 Ser-
vice. The prisoner is the loser in these cases, having to decide about vari-
ous options being offered from different providers without an overview. 
A great deal remains to be done in this respect, and responsibility for 
coordination rests with the Prison and Probation Service. 

According to Punishment that Works, the government proposed a 
number of measures to reinforce administrative cooperation regarding 
prisoners serving their sentences, with a view to setting up mandatory 
structures for cooperation between convicted prisoners, the Prison and 
Probation Service, and other agencies that participate when prisoners are 



A Lifelong Learning Perspective  109 

released, in order to reduce recidivism. In the report, the government also 
advocates a “return to society guarantee” for continuous follow up by 
various agencies after a prisoner is released, with a firm focus on getting 
these individuals onto the labor market or into further education, and with 
strict demands regarding rehabilitation and behavior modification.  

University and higher education  

Many prison schools are beginning to offer structures and counseling for 
prisoners who wish to take up university or other higher education. The 
social service officer at each prison can help arrange student grants for 
textbooks, and sometimes even supplementary tuition. Most prisoners 
who begin university studies are in closed prisons, and are often serving 
long sentences. In many prisons, a number of independent study places 
are allocated for higher education. In Punishment that Works, the Minis-
try of Justice particularly emphasized the potential inherent in remote 
education for individuals wishing to pursue higher education in Norway 
or elsewhere.  

Women prisoners  

In 2007, nearly half of the women prisoners were engaged in educational 
activities, which is a higher figure than in the past. A larger proportion of 
women than of men prisoners participate in educational activities. How-
ever, women prisoners have fewer other activity options than their male 
counterparts. For example, there are very few opportunities for women 
prisoners to participate in vocational training. 

Foreign prisoners  

Increasing numbers of foreign prisoners have access to prison education. 
In 2007, nearly one out of every four prisoners participating in educa-
tional activities was from non-Norwegian backgrounds. 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 atten-
tion is to be paid to foreign citizens with language difficulties, the Nor-
wegian regulations have shortcomings in this respect. Adult immigrants 
in Norway have a right to lessons in the Norwegian language and civics 
up to a certain level. It remains unclear, however, whether foreign prison-
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ers are covered by this stipulation. In Another Spring, the Ministry stated 
that the rights of non-Norwegian prisoners in the area of education must 
be strengthened, if necessary through legislation and statutes. The objec-
tive of such education is to qualify non-Norwegian prisoners for work or 
continued education in their home countries for those who are expelled. 

Ages 

Students in prison schools are adults. Nearly 70% of the prison students 
are between the ages of 23 and 49. Nearly half are between 31 and 50. 
The age group 41-60 comprises 19% of the total number of students. The 
student group between 15 and 22 years of age comprised approximately 
12% in 2007. The age distribution in the follow-up classes is roughly the 
same as above. 

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

Prisoners have problems of many kinds to cope with, and being in prison 
only adds to them. The period approaching release is the most difficult. 
Problems include: finances, housing, school/work, leisure time, 
drink/drug abuse, health, and finding a secure, safe social context in 
which to live. A great deal remains to be done in terms of the transition 
phase. Beginning in the 1970s, and increasingly in the 1980s, follow-up 
classes were established in different parts of Norway. The subjects of-
fered in the follow-up classes tend to be relatively restricted, with virtu-
ally only comprehensive and upper secondary courses given. Towards the 
end of their sentences, some prisoners also have day release privileges 
from low security facilities to schools in the community, adult education 
centers, universities, etc.  

In Another Spring, the Ministry of Education and Research proposes 
that the well-functioning model for administrative cooperation should be 
developed, and experience shared with others. The Ministry pointed out 
the “Steinkjer model” as one that could be expanded on and used at dif-
ferent types of prisons. One of the follow-up classes at the Steinkjer pri-
son has gradually developed good multi-agency cooperation, with the 
released prisoner in focus. The model is organized around meetings at-
tended by the former prisoner and representatives of various agencies to 
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discuss the individuals’ present situation and plan for his or her future. 
The meetings are convened by the individual him or herself, and he or she 
also chairs the meeting and keeps the minutes. Thus the individual ex-
periences being taken seriously, the various agencies have their account-
ability, and follow up becomes constructive (Ingebrigtsen. O., and og 
Susegg. B.A., In Norwegian, English equivalent title: With mastery as 
experience and society as an opportunity, 2006). 

The Government “Return Guarantee” 

In Punishment that Works, the government proposes establishing a “re-
turn guarantee” concerning prisoners’ return to society after release, 
against the background of the fact that the period of release and the time 
thereafter is decisive to the future of an individual who has served time. A 
person’s basic needs in terms of managing in society must be satisfied at 
the time of release. The “return guarantee” is a multifaceted instrument of 
criminal policy the aim of which is to reduce the problems associated 
with recidivism. Less crime means less loss of life and less ill health 
which, in turn, means socioeconomic savings. The objective of the guar-
antee is to ensure that prisoners and individuals convicted of crimes, who 
are often among the poorest and most vulnerable members of society, 
have access to the same rights as all other citizens in spite of their status 
as convicts.  

In accordance with the terms of the guarantee, it falls to the responsi-
bility of the Prison and Probation Service to inventory the service needs 
and rights of each individual convicted of a crime as early as when the 
judgment in the case has been handed down, to circulate information 
concerning these needs to the agencies that provide the services in ques-
tion, and to do so in good time so that the agency will be able to make the 
services available well before the individual is released. At that point, the 
various agencies become responsible for providing the services to indi-
viduals convicted of crimes in the same way as to other citizens.  

The main features of the “return guarantee” are:  
 

 adequate housing  
 education 
 work, including assessment and qualification programs 
 social services, including an individual plan 
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 health services, including psychiatry and substance abuse programs 
 financial advisory services and debt clearance counseling or debt 

recovery if necessary, and 
 a predictable date of release.  
 
In addition, to a greater extent than at present, the Prison and Probation 
Service in collaboration with NGOs, will help prisoners establish social 
networks after release.  

Prisoners are to be held accountable and participate actively in their 
own rehabilitation processes. Each prisoner should be the convener of a 
personal responsibility group, among of the aims of which should be to 
call relevant partners in cooperation to meetings, to chair these meetings, 
and to write minutes from them. The Prison and Probation Service is to 
cooperate closely with its partner administrative organizations, to im-
prove the quality of the sentence enforcement, whether it takes place in 
prison or in the community. This applies to prison workshops, programs, 
meetings between prisoners and their social workers, and educational 
activities.  

5.3.5 Financial aspects  

Most of the costs of prison education are covered by the educational au-
thorities. However, the Prison and Probation Service pays the daily al-
lowance to prisoners involved in educational activities as well as the costs 
for prisoners with day release privileges for educational activities.  

The total budget allocated by the Norwegian parliament for prison 
education covers everything having to do with prison education and fol-
low-up classes. Most of the funding (85–90%), goes to teachers’ salaries 
and administration. The rest goes to equipment, textbooks, skills en-
hancement, etc.  
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5.4 The results of prison education 

5.4.1 Quantitative results  

Number of students 

In 2007 the number of new prisoners registered in Norwegian prisons was 
12,536. The average number of students per day in prison education was 
1,263, with a total of more than 6,400 individuals (prisoners and released 
former prisoners) involved in educational activities of short or long dura-
tion. It is positive that so many individuals are able to take part in educa-
tional 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 prisoners 
are serving long sentences, the same students may attend school for the 
whole year, while in small prisons where many of the prisoners are serv-
ing short sentences, there is considerable turnover. 

Dropouts  

The large number of people who participate in educational activities in 
relation to the number of study places reflects some instability in the 
school situation in may prisons. In 2007 there were a total of 2,001 drop-
outs from educational activities, an increase in comparison with the pre-
vious year. Half of these were individuals who dropped out at release. 
Transfers to other prisons or disciplinary sanctions accounted for 14% of 
the dropouts. The dropout rate owing to demotivation (particularly in 
prison schools) was approximately 7%. Drink and drug abuse is a prob-
lem that often leads to dropping out of follow-up classes. 

Number of certificates/diplomas issued  

Nearly 700 students received one or more certificates or diplomas. Half 
of these were issued for upper secondary studies, mainly pursued in the 
prison schools. Some 2,200 students completed short, non-credit courses. 

Continued education after release from prison  

Norwegian statistics are not very good in this area. The total student ca-
pacity in follow-up classes is 121 places. There are also students who 
leave prison and enter the regular school system (upper secondary school, 
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an adult education center, a university or institute of higher education) 
rather than a follow-up class. There is evidence that many former prison-
ers work hard to establish good contact with the regular school system, 
but there are no statistics as to how many actually participate in regular 
schooling. The prevailing principle should be that any educational activ-
ity 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. 

5.4.2 Qualitative results 

Survey of prisoners’ living conditions  

Friestad and Skog Hansen (2004) carried out a living condition survey in 
2003 of a representative sample of individuals in Norwegian prisoners. 
The results indicated that:  
 
 The upbringings of two thirds of the prisoners were characterized by 

one or more serious problems. 
 Three out of ten had been in contact with the child welfare authorities 

before the age of 16, and the same proportion had family members 
who had served time. 

 Prisoners have weak educational backgrounds, with a pattern almost 
the opposite of that of the general population. Four out of ten had not 
completed any level of education beyond nine-year compulsory 
school. Very few had studied at higher than upper secondary level. 

 Prisoners had weak links to the labor market. Only three out of ten had 
been in work at the time of their imprisonment. Beyond income from 
employment, social welfare and criminality were the sources of inco-
me most often stated by the respondents.  

 Four out of ten were living under subsistence level, and prisoners ge-
nerally had substantially lower gross incomes than the general popula-
tion. A large number were also in debt, many owing to having been 
sentenced to fines or to pay damages.  

 One third of the prisoners were homeless. 
 Many prisoners are in poor health. Half had one or more chronic ill-

nesses or psychiatric disorders, which is a much higher figure than for 
the general population.  
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 Six out of ten prisoners had substance abuse problems. The majority 
of these prisoners mixed drink and drugs. Female prisoners more often 
had substance abuse problems than male prisoners. The more serious 
the abuse, the greater the health consequences, as well as the poorer 
the family bonding, and the weaker the individuals’ financial situation 
was.  

 More than half the prisoners had children, and the majority of them 
had contact with their children weekly or more frequently.  

 The living conditions of prisoners are particularly problematic, becau-
se their problems tend to be cumulative: three quarters of the respon-
dents had problems in relation to two or more aspects of their living 
conditions. The cumulative effect of these problems was found to be 
correlated with the upbringings of the prisoners: the more problematic 
their upbringings, the more complex were their living conditions as 
adults.  

 
The researchers concluded that no isolated measures can assure success-
ful reintegration in society; it is necessary to have a holistic point of de-
parture and an understanding of the scope of marginalization of this 
group.  

Research-based evaluations 

By way of conclusion of this section, we would like to describe the exten-
sive research-based evaluation the Norwegian parliament requested the 
government to commission in 1998. The parliament unanimously re-
quested 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 examined the system level, the pedagogical or-
ganization and the individual 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 prison-
ers. There was a consensus among prison school students that attending 
school was rewarding. Prison school students often have inadequate edu-
cational 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 
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measures that should be launched by the educational authorities, the Pri-
son 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. 

 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 utilization and makes it difficult to provide prisoners with 
systematic, integrated, structured education. 

 
According to Skaalvik, Finbak, and Pettersen (2002) the aim of prison 
education has not been clearly elucidated. Neither teachers nor other pri-
son staff knew what the official objectives are, or in what documents they 
could be found. The authors described prison schools as organized ac-
cording 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 organization 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 secon-
dary 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 County Governor of Hordaland) should 
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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 educational activities in the prison 
service), (Skaalvik, Finbak and Pettersen, 2003. In Norwegian. English 
equivalent title: Education in Prison: on an even keel?). 

Women prisoners 

Educational options for women prisoners have long been criticized as 
being too restrictive, offering too little variation, and being poorly adap-
ted to the female prison population. In her evaluation of education for 
women prisoners, Sandvik indicated that like the general female popula-
tion, the female prison population is a varied group with different educa-
tional needs. Sandvik pointed out many obstacles in terms of structures, 
traditions, the layout of prison premises, and subject areas, all of which 
result in discrimination of women prisoners in comparison with their 
male counterparts. In Sandvik’s view, women prisoners should be more 
encouraged to study vocational subjects, more ICT courses should be 
offered, and the range of educational options should be extended to in-
clude more practical subjects such as creative arts, music, dance and 
drama, gardening and animal husbandry. (Sandvik, 2003. In Norwegian. 
English equivalent title: What’s Right for Women? Education of Female 
Prisoners in Four Norwegian Prisons). 

Prisons of non-Norwegian backgrounds 

The proportion of foreign prisoners in the Norwegian prison population is 
rising. Viljugrein evaluated prison education for foreign male prisoners 
and found that they, too experience schooling 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 
prisoners. Many prisoners who are second generation immigrants have 
problems with Norwegian, in spite of having attended state comprehen-
sive and upper secondary schools. This is a serious signal to the state 
school system, that language and Norwegian classes for immigrants need 
to be reinforced. According to Viljugrein, non-Norwegian prisoners who 
are not interested in learning Norwegian ought to be offered English clas-
ses. (Viljugrein, 2002. In Norwegian. English equivalent title: Learning, 
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Language, and Prison: Teaching male minority-language prisoners in 
four Norwegian prisons). 

Survey of prisoners’ educational backgrounds, rights to education, needs 
for education, learning disabilities, and learning strategies  

One of the aims of Another Spring was to clarify statistically how many 
prisoners had a right to education. The Ministry also wanted a survey of 
the scope of learning disabilities among prisoners. For this reason, the 
County Governor of Hordaland commissioned the University of Bergen 
to carry out a number of surveys concerning the educational backgrounds, 
educational needs, educational preferences, motivation to participate in 
prison education, and learning disabilities among individuals in Norwe-
gian prisons. These surveys have filled an important function in docu-
menting educational needs in Norwegian prisons, and resulted in in-
creased budget allocations for this purpose. 

Among the findings, it can be noted that 84% of the prisoners between 
the ages of 18 and 25 had not completed their upper secondary education 
(Eikeland, Manger, and Diseth 2006). Another finding was that one third 
of the prisoners in Norwegian prisons had a right to education, while 
nearly 60% stated that they would like to participate in prison educational 
activities. Vocational training was the most frequently-cited preference. 
The prisoners also reported having learning disabilities to a large extent. 
Four out of ten prisoners stated that they had “some” or “serious” literacy 
difficulties, and roughly half that they had “some” or “serious” numeracy 
difficulties. According to the survey the highest completed level of educa-
tion of more than one out of ten (13.9%) prisoners was courses or a de-
gree from a university or other institute of higher education.  

In another report, (Manger, Eikeland, Diseth, and Hetland, 2006) the 
results indicated that the main source of motivation for prisoners to par-
ticipate in prison educational activities was the desire to change or gain 
mastery over the future. Three reasons for not participating in prison edu-
cational activities were approximately equally strong: the prison did not 
offer educational activities, the prisoners did not receive information 
about the educational activities, and the prison did not offer educational 
activities suited to the needs of the prisoners.  

Yet another survey (Diseth, Eikeland, and Manger, 2006) indicated that 
inadequate access to ICT equipment created problems for nearly half of the 
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prisoners who were participating in prison educational activities. In other 
respects this study showed that prisoners who were participating in educa-
tional activities were generally satisfied with the quality of the teaching.  

In Another Spring, the Ministry expressed concern regarding the fact 
that so many prisoners have reading, writing and numeracy difficulties to 
cope with. As a follow up to this report, the County Governor of Hor-
daland commissioned the University of Bergen to initiate a pilot project at 
the Bergen prison to survey the reading and writing disabilities of the 
prisoners there in greater detail. The results of this pilot project were 
presented in three reports, and indicated that a large proportion of the 
prisoners had problems with basic reading skills that fall within the scope 
of the definition of “specific reading disabilities”. Prisoners were also 
found to have a clear tendency to overoptimistic reporting of their own 
reading skills (Asbjørnsen, Manger, and Jones, 2007). 

This study also indicated that prisoners read much more in prison than 
when they were at liberty in the community. One of the reasons may be 
that prisoners with good access to literature and who also read a great 
deal when they were at liberty continued to do so while serving their 
sentences, borrowing books more often than they would have done if they 
were at liberty. Another finding in this report was that approximately 
three out of four of the prisoners stated that they seldom read anything but 
the newspaper (Asbjørnsen, Jones, and Manger, 2007). 

In their third report, the authors found that the prisoners' reading skills 
were less good than would be anticipated in comparison with their age 
groups in general. Between 50 and 70% were found to have reading diffi-
culties serious enough to satisfy the diagnostic criteria for reading dis-
abilities (Asbjørnsen, Jones, and Manger 2008).  

The University of Bergen, with some financial support from the Coun-
ty Governor of Hordaland, is now carrying out a national study on a rep-
resentative sample of prisoners to investigate reading and writing skills 
among prisoners in Norway. The study, being performed as a commis-
sioned PhD project, will be completed in 2010.  
 



 



6. Sweden 
 
by Svenolov Svensson 

6.1 History  

Prison education has taken different forms in the Swedish prison system 
over time. In the nineteenth century the clergy were very important, par-
ticularly in teaching reading skills. Ambitions in terms of thinking that 
prisoners should also learn a trade or vocational 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: 

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 ima-
ginations 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 al-
lowed to write one letter per month, although there were also various 
privileged exceptions. The right of the prisoner to read was also generally 
extremely restricted. All a prisoner 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 individual 
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 
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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 behavior was awarded with the right to read non-fiction and 
other 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, 
and Prison Custody, 1967). In accordance with the principle of single 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 pris-
oners (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 company 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, were considered the natural organization 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, Eng-
lish, and Swedish for immigrants. To some extent, each folk high school 
left its own characteristic mark on the content and organization of educa-
tion 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 prac-
tical, vocational courses, mainly at youth penitentiaries. 

Basic education – a civil right 

When “basic education for adults” was introduced in conjunction 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 shifted responsibility for prison education to the 
community adult education authorities at municipal level. This was also 
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in accord with the new legislation that came into force after the 1974 
reform of the correctional system, based on the principles of normaliza-
tion and proximity. 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 prox-
imity of the outside world for prisoners. Therefore, the Prison and Proba-
tion Service began to cooperate with the National Agency for Education 
and the National Labor Market Board. General education in prison was to 
be organized under the auspices of the municipal adult education authori-
ties and the national adult education establishments, and vocational edu-
cation in prison was to be provided on equal terms as in the community, 
i.e. in the form of labor market training courses. The National Labor 
Market Board allocated funding for the vocational training, and the Na-
tional 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 centers. 

Swedish legislation on the right to basic education for adults (corre-
sponding to the first seven years of comprehensive school) did not distin-
guish between prisoners and other citizens. 

Decentralization and shift of responsibilities  

Extensive decentralization in Sweden during the 1980s resulted in the 
abolition of funding at central level from the National Labor Market 
Board for special vocational courses in prisons. This responsibility now 
rested directly with the county labor market boards which, in turn, dele-
gated it to the local employment services, so that the employment ser-
vices nearest each prison took responsibility for that prison. In the early 
1990s, when the National Agency for Education was restructured, direct 
allocation of funding for general 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 corre-
sponding to the funds previously allocated for prison and remand center 
education would be transferred from the former 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 
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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 municipali-
ties 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 Probation Service would take over this 
responsibility and the obligation to offer education to any prisoner who 
had a legal right to education, since the corresponding funding was trans-
ferred 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 procurement of educational 
services had failed to follow the directives stipulated in the Public Pro-
curement Act. Services had been procured from the municipal education 
providers without being open to competition from other providers of edu-
cation. As a result, contracts for prison educational services were con-
vened with several new providers. At one point this meant that the Prison 
and Probation Service had contracted 21 different providers, only three of 
which were authorized to issue grades independently.  

Criticism of prison education – the development of modern “Learning 
Centers” 

The Swedish report from 1998 Prisoner education under the auspices of 
the Prison and Probation Service – survey, problem description and rec-
ommendations (Roitto & Sjöberg, 2001) analyzed the current state of 
affairs and put forward proposed changes with a view to improving and 
leveling quality. The main recommendation was to ensure that there was 
pedagogical expertise at prison management level, with a clear link to the 
state educational system, in order to ensure comparable quality. Over a 
two-year period, a new system was gradually introduced, establishing 
“Learning Centers” (Lärcentra) at every prison facility. Each Learning 
Center has one or more teachers who are qualified to teach at upper sec-
ondary school. They are employed by the Prison and Probation Service. 
Since 2008, each prison region also has a headmaster, who is directly 
responsible for education in his or her region. The headmasters form a 
network, coordinated by a national prison education coordinator. Educa-
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tional activities are based on the needs and preferences of each individual. 
Access to web-based technology means that no student is dependent on 
the particular competence of the teacher(s) at his or her prison facility. 
Instead, all prisoners, irrespective of the facility they are in, are able to 
study on the basis of an individual study plan and with access to all the 
teachers on the staff of the Prison and Probation Service. Prisoners and 
teachers correspond via a closed loop Internet-like network. Thanks to 
this technology, there are now more study options available, the study 
options are open to a larger potential group, and there is more continuity 
when, for example, a prisoner is transferred from one facility to another.  

6.2 Legislation and other regulatory documents  

Abolition of a right 

Until the early 1990s, prison education was an integral part of Swedish 
adult education policy, with its emphasis on special efforts for adults with 
inadequate educational backgrounds and the people who have had least 
access to society's resources. Until then, prisoners had the same rights to 
basic education as all other citizens. After funding was transferred from 
the Ministry of Education 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 municipal-
ity 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”. Thus, since 1992, prison education has been regulated by the 
Act on Correctional Treatment in Institutions. 

The Ministry of Education initiates important developments  

A significant change in prison education took place in 2007, when the 
Ministry of Education issued a regulation “on education in correctional 
care in prisons” (SFS 2007:152) Pursuant to this regulation, it became 
possible for the Prison and Probation Service to offer educational activi-
ties corresponding to municipal adult education (SKOLFS 1994:2), as 
well as Swedish language courses for immigrants (SFS 1994:895). Ac-
cording to this legal clarification, such educational activities are to be 
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directed by the headmaster, and must follow the relevant curricula for 
municipal adult education. The Prison and Probation Service is now au-
thorized to issue grades, and is under the supervision of the National 
Agency for Education. The grades are not to reveal that the studies were 
pursued at a prison facility.  

Briefly, under the new system, prisoners, wherever in Sweden they are 
placed, are offered educational activities that are equivalent both from 
prison to prison and with municipal adult education as offered in the 
community. It should not be formally difficult for prisoners to continue 
studies begun at one facility after transfer to another facility or release. 
Studies are graded in the same way as at schools in the community. This 
means that prison education is now an integrated aspect of regular adult 
education. 

On the basis of the regulation issued by the Ministry of Education, the 
Prison and Probation Service has issued special guidelines for prison 
education (2007:4). The guidelines describe the objectives and limitations 
of these educational activities and how they are to be run. 

The vision of the Prison and Probation Service – Better Out!  

Prison education is thus an integral part of the Swedish Prison and Proba-
tion Service and one aspect of Better Out, the plan of visions and ambi-
tions for the future according to which the Service is to implement meas-
ures 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 character-
ized by a humane attitude, helping prisoners to develop, and striving ac-
tively to influence their development while maintaining a high level of 
security, and 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 life that resulted in their 
committing crimes. The remit of the Service is, at least in some areas, to 
improve the skills, knowledge or thought patterns of the prisoner so that 
they will be better equipped upon release to manage to live in society and 
comply with its laws. The document outlines six basic principles that are 
to guide the work of individuals in the Service, two of which are to: 
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 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 behavior 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 
levels, and to participate in activities that help them analyze and find 
ways out of the lifestyle that led them into criminality. (The Swedish 
Prison and Probation Service vision, 2001. In Swedish. English equiva-
lent title Better Out). 

Collaboration with the Swedish National Public Employment Service 

For vocational training there is an agreement regarding collaboration 
between the Prison and Probation Service and the Swedish Public Em-
ployment Service, which guarantees that prisoners will have the same 
rights to services and programs as other citizens. Many prisoners have 
weak connections to the labor market, because they have very little work 
experience and incomplete educational backgrounds. Even in periods 
when the labor market is strong, most prisoners require support to find 
their way to a job. 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. 

 Irrespective of where in Sweden the prisoner is, the employment ser-
vice is to provide uniform services.  

 Prisoners in the custody of the Prison and Probation Service have the 
right to service irrespective of the prevailing labor 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. 
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 The mission of the Prison and Probation Service requires collabora-
tion with the employment service and, in conjunction with the senten-
ce plan for each individual; the Service is to promote opportunities for 
the prisoner to participate in labor market training courses, etc., if 
needed.  

 
This concluding point is of particular interest, in that it points out the 
dependence of the Prison and Probation Service on the Swedish Public 
Employment Service in order to fulfill its mission.  

The Swedish Public Employment Service and the Prison and Proba-
tion Service also have a national forum for collaboration, for exchange of 
knowledge, discussion and analysis of their cooperation, as well as local 
agreements concerning cooperation at local levels.  

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

The primary function of the Swedish Prison and Probation Service is to 
enforce the sanctions adjudicated by the judiciary. That role requires 
combining the protection of society with the rehabilitation of the individ-
ual prisoner.  

Prison education – one piece of a puzzle  

Education is one piece of a larger puzzle where the various pieces, the 
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 independent 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 responsibility 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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6.3.1 Description of prison education  

Formal adult education under the auspices of the Prison and Probation 
Service is subject to the statute on prison education (SFS 2007:152), and 
the Swedish National Agency for Education is the supervisory body. 
When applicable, prison educational activities follow the national instru-
ments regulating the corresponding educational activities in the commu-
nity. Examples of aspects that are mandatorily regulated are: qualifica-
tions for teachers, prioritization in terms of acceptance and selection pro-
cedures, course content, and grading. What is always borne in mind is 
that prison education is adult education, rather than schooling for children 
and young people. The terminology used in adult education is “students” 
and “support for adult learning” rather than “pupils” and “classroom 
teaching”, with an emphasis on each individual’s personal responsibility 
for his or her studies, rather than the responsibility of the teacher. Using 
the concept of “Learning Centers” for education under the Prison and 
Probation service helps the students find the corresponding activities in 
the community after their release.  

Most municipalities in Sweden also have Learning Centers today (al-
though with slight variations in terminology: they are sometimes called 
Study Centers or Competence Centers). Each local Learning Center pro-
vides a study environment and a meeting place for adult students, as well 
as services, support, and help in organizing and carrying out adult educa-
tion studies.  

The levels of 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.). 
 
All these levels are offered as part of the structured activity programs in 
Swedish prisons. Thus “program” is an umbrella term covering various 
goal-oriented activities including: education (general and practical), work, 
criminality and abuse-related programs, library activities, creative activi-
ties, physical activities, and sports and social skills training. 
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Vocational training is arranged and funded by the Public Employment 
Service. This Service, in collaboration with the Prison and Probation 
Service, determines what vocational training will be offered and where it 
will take place. 

Because prison education is one aspect of the national educational pol-
icy ambitions concerning adult education, priority is given first and fore-
most to individuals who have not completed compulsory school or the 
equivalent form of adult education. Next, priority is determined on the 
basis of the same principles as for municipal adult education, meaning 
that individuals with less prior education have first priority, as well as 
individuals who: 

 
 wish to complete studies begun in accordance with an individual study 

plan, 
 need further education for a job they already have, 
 need education for planned or future professional choices. 
 
All participation in both general and practical education takes place on 
the basis of a sentence enforcement (treatment) plan, individual for each 
prisoner. Activities that are part of the agreed plan are to be arranged for 
thirty to forty hours per week. They are obligatory, and remuneration is 
paid for them. As this implies, prisoners must participate in organized 
activities. However, participation in educational activities is voluntary. To 
participate, prisoners must apply, and must be motivated. Participation in 
educational activities takes place on the basis of an individual study plan, 
focused on life after release. Work and educational activities are remu-
nerated in accordance with a fixed hourly salary, although a piece-
work/performance rate may be paid in addition for some types of work.  

6.3.2 Education for individuals in remand  

Most individuals in remand are in custody on suspicion of having com-
mitted 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. Av-
erage 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 in-
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clude a prohibition on contact with other prisoners, or censoring of letters 
and packages inspection of packages.  

In, January 2008 there were 31remand centers in Sweden, with a total 
of 1,832 places (Official Statistics from the Swedish Prison and Probation 
Service, 2008). Individuals are placed in remand centers for one of two 
reasons: either they are under arrest at the decision of the public prosecu-
tor, or they are being held in remand at the decision of the court. Some-
times individuals who have been convicted of a crime may be held at a 
remand center while waiting to be transferred to a prison, to some other 
treatment center 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 activities. Sweden 
was criticized by the Committee on the Torture of Prisoners of the Coun-
cil of Europe for keeping individuals in remand overly isolated. Swedish 
remand centers, 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 renova-
tion of remand centers so that individuals not subject to restrictions are 
able to spend more time in groups. 

Education offered at remand centers in 2007 

Teachers at remand centers are the main sources of information to prison-
ers concerning educational options offered by the Prison and Probation 
Service and others. A teacher and a prisoner may have an introductory 
meeting about studies, and draw up a long-term study plan. Individuals 
held for a long period in remand may be given the opportunity to begin 
studying, studies which can later be continued either at a prison or in the 
community. When a very young individual who was pursuing upper sec-
ondary studies is being held in remand, it is possible, with the individual's 
permission, for a teacher to immediately contact the upper secondary 
school in question, so that the prisoner does not have to disrupt his or her 
studies while in remand. In 2007, over 400 remand prisoners participated 
in prison educational activities. 



Nordic Prison Education 132 

6.3.3 Education for prisoners  

In January 2008, there were 61 prisons in Sweden, with a total of 5,212 
places. Of these, 1,351 were in open prisons (Official Statistics from the 
Swedish Prison and Probation Service, – 2008). There is an inevitable, 
built-in contradiction between the reasons society has for needing to in-
carcerate people and the ambitions society also has to rehabilitate these 
same people so they can live normal lives. Correctional treatment in insti-
tutions is therefore structured so as to promote prisoners’ reintegration 
into society as well as counteracting the harmful effects of deprivation of 
liberty. In Sweden, a prison sentence may range in duration from two 
weeks to life. Now that various types of alternative sanctions have been 
adopted (electronic monitoring, community service, etc.) the formerly 
large group of individuals serving sentences of short durations in Swedish 
prisons has basically disappeared. 

The Better Out program 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, education, criminality and 
abuse related programs, etc. on working hours, as well as in structured 
recreational activities, prisoners can satisfy their individual needs and 
prepare for their release. 

Since 2007, general education in prisons is taught by teachers em-
ployed by the Prison and Probation Service. Every region has a headmas-
ter, with overall responsibility for all prison educational activities. These 
activities take place at “Learning Centers” modeled on those used in mu-
nicipal adult education. This facilitates the transition to society for pris-
oners wishing to continue to study after release, who will feel familiar 
with both the environment and the organization of studies. The teachers at 
the prisons have experience of education and are qualified to teach at 
upper secondary level as well as at more basic levels. The key tool to 
prison educational activities today is a computerized platform, Nätcen-
trum, (“Net Center”), enabling every student, on the basis of his or her 
own individual study plan, to study the subjects he or she needs, in order 
to achieve the established goals. Remote studies give students access to 
subjects and teaching competence beyond what is available in the prison 
where they are serving time. The relevant teachers have responsibility for 
their own subjects and for giving grades, via the Net Center, telephone 
and postal contact. At their prison schools, students also have access to 
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general educational support thanks to the teacher(s) working there. Stu-
dents carry out their remote studies from the same facilities/at the same 
Learning Center where other studies are pursued. Remote study is a valu-
able option in that it increases access to education and contributes sub-
stantially to increased possibilities for individualization. Because it is not 
tied to any specific time or place, it is also a type of education that is less 
vulnerable in relation to transfers.  

Vocational education  

Vocational training is usually carried out in conjunction with the local 
employment service, which also organizes and funds it. It takes the form 
of labor market courses, with the same quality demands as for courses in 
the community. The cooperation between the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice and the employment services follows a central agreement with the 
Swedish National Public Employment Service stating that prisoners have 
the right to services on the same conditions as other users of the employ-
ment services (In Swedish, English equivalent title: Collaboration be-
tween the Employment service and the Prison and Probation Service, 
Kriminalvården 2008). This cooperation agreement also clarifies that, in 
addition to their criminal backgrounds, many prisoners have the problem 
of having had very little experience of the labor market. This absence 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, preparatory and voca-
tional education are examples of what the employment service can offer.  

In many parts of Sweden there is also a special type of cooperation for 
former prisoners known as KrAmi which has been very successful. In 
KrAmi the employment service, the Prison and Probation Service and the 
local social welfare offices work together to help former prisoners find 
and keep a place on the labor market (Nyström et al., In Swedish. English 
equivalent title: Investing in work, 2002). A recent PhD thesis finds that:  

The benefit-cost ratios were 17.8–12.7 for the two KrAmi programs and 5.1–
5.8 for the two non-custodial programs. KrAmi rates are higher for rehabilita-
tion rate (pension points), rehabilitation rate compared to investment costs and 
benefit-cost ratio, pay-off time is the shortest. The results of both the effect 
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study and socioeconomic study suggest that social improvements for the pris-
oners corresponded with socioeconomic profitability. 
(Jess, Kari, In Swedish, English equivalent title: Useful counting: socioeco-
nomic evaluations of social work, Stockholm University, 2005) 

The scope of prison education in 2007 

In 2007, about 890,000 hours of prison education were carried out in 
prisons (Agresso 2007), which corresponds to 14% of the total of pro-
gram activities (work, education, criminality and substance abuse related 
programs, social skills training, creative activities, etc.). A total of 3,800 
prisoners participated in education, according to the system regulating 
prisoners' allowances. Approximately 7% of these prisoners were women. 
This may be compared with the percentage of women in the total prison 
population, 5.3% (Official Statistics from the Swedish Prison and Proba-
tion Service, 2008).  

The orientation of prison education in 2007  

The majority of educational activities, 40%, are at upper secondary level, 
followed by basic general education corresponding to nine-year compul-
sory school, 34%, and vocational training, 22%. Approximately 4% of the 
studies pursued are at university or higher education level (Sjöberg, 2008, 
unpublished). The nature of prison educational activities has changed 
markedly since the model using Learning Centers and remote studies was 
introduced in 2006–2007. Previously, prisoners could only choose cour-
ses the local teachers were qualified to teach, while now they can, in prin-
ciple, be in contact with the teachers who have the qualifications that best 
suit their own needs, irrespective of where both student and teacher are 
located. For an individual student, this means an increase in the course 
options from, perhaps, five or six local courses to more than one hundred 
subjects.  

National action plan 

A national action plan for activities at Learning Centers has been adopted 
in order to develop a comprehensive, coherent educational system. The 
action plan provides a common point of departure for activities by:  
 
 clarifying the common platform for teaching, 
 supporting teachers and educational activities, 
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 providing guidance for teachers in terms of pedagogy and activity 
development,  

 drawing up follow up and evaluation materials. 

Local action plan 

The national action plan specifies that a local action plan is also to be 
drawn up by each Learning Center. The objective of these plans is to set 
out uniform routines for working with prisoners from their arrival at the 
facility, until they have completed their studies and received documented 
grades, The local action plans are also to including follow up and evalua-
tion, and to document, one calendar year at a time, specific goals decided 
on locally to improve and develop the educational activities offered.  

Vocational education may take the form of “labor market courses” or-
ganized and financed by the Public Employment Service. Such courses 
may include: welding licensing course, cutting processing, industrial 
technology, wood products technology, fork lift truck license, institu-
tional kitchen training, and tile setting. 

Many individuals in Swedish Prisons are from non-Swedish back-
grounds. Some of them need to study the Swedish language. Such cour-
ses, known as Swedish for immigrants (sfi) are offered. Individuals from 
non-Swedish backgrounds come from a wide range of educational back-
grounds as well, spanning from individuals who are illiterate to individu-
als with higher education degrees. The Swedish National Agency for 
Education has drawn up national syllabi including grading criteria for 
courses in Swedish for immigrants, and these are used in the Prison and 
Probation Service as well.  

University education and other types of higher education have not been 
given very high priority to date, accounting for 4% of the total number of 
study hours completed. In spite of this small percentage, the teachers whose 
job it is to assist prisoners with their remote studies consider studies at this 
level to be demanding in terms of resource utilization, because all external 
computerized communication must be rigorously monitored. 

6.3.4 The transition from prison education to education in the community  

Educational activities are among the instruments at the disposal of society 
to increase the chances that prisoners who have served time under the 
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auspices of the Prison and Probation Service, will be able to create a life 
for themselves in society free from crime and drugs. The various objec-
tives for prison education range from development of prisoner’s compe-
tence, to helping them be better able to go on studying after release or 
getting a job, as well as developing informal competence, helping them 
take responsibility, take part in teamwork, and function in groups. To put 
it simply, formal competence can (in the long run) lead to a job, and in-
formal competence can contribute to being able to keep that job and oth-
erwise improve one’s quality of life. 

In light of the above, all education under the auspices of the Prison 
and Probation Service should be rooted in the local community, 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 outside prison. It must be possible to assess 
performance, so that the individual will not have to start over again. The 
regulation from the Ministry of Education (SFS 2007:152) assures pris-
oners that courses they begin while in prison can be completed and sup-
plemented with continued studies in the community after release.  

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 municipal Learning Center outside the Pri-
son and Probation Service. 

Opportunities for studying with day release privileges are regulated in 
the instructions and general guidelines from the Prison and Probation 
Service concerning special measures for transition to the community 
(KVFS 2008:5), including day release, halfway houses, and “close super-
vision release”. Prisoners on close supervision release live at home but 
with electronic shackle supervision, and participate in studies or work. 
The aim of close supervision release is to make it easier for the prisoner 
to have a job, and thus to develop a stable lifestyle after release.  

In determining whether or not to grant a prisoner close supervision re-
lease, issues to be taken into account include whether the prisoner needs a 
period of becoming accustomed to working life and whether close super-
vision release can be assumed to substantially improve his or her chances 
of making a living upon release. Prisoners with highest priority for close 
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supervision release are those who do not have a place on the labor market 
and therefore require an introduction to working life.  

According to the guidelines, it should also be possible to grant day re-
lease privileges for studies or vocational training to prisoners who have 
weak educational backgrounds, i.e. who have not completed upper secon-
dary level education. Day release privileges for university or higher edu-
cation should also be able to be granted if they would improve the prison-
ers’ possibilities of gaining a foothold on the labor market. The Prison 
and Probation Service has not kept separate statistics concerning day 
release privileges for studies, but estimates that 150 to 200 prisoners par-
ticipate annually in studies with transitional arrangements such as day 
release, halfway houses, and close supervision release.  

Internet-based education – new opportunities via the “hole in the wall”  

All the teachers and local Learning Centers are under the umbrella of the 
National Learning Center, thus enabling all prisoners to study, wherever 
they are. Both the use of flexible learning and teachers in different prisons 
teaching different subjects provide support to the students in their learn-
ing processes. A student can have a teacher anywhere in the country, and 
keeps that teacher from the beginning until the end of a course , even if he 
or she is transferred from one prison to another. The teaching is totally 
individualized concerning, for example, courses, study pace, and starting 
date, thanks to the Net Center.  

It is mainly used for communication between teachers and students 
when they are not in the same place. A separate virtual room is created 
for each student where he or she is connected to a remote teacher. Only 
one student and one teacher have access to each room, a forum for their 
communication. It is possible to attach a file, such as a Word document, 
to a message, as well as a video clip or a sound file. The students’ indi-
vidual study plans are also registered with the Net Center.  

The Swedish Prison and Probation Service has guidelines for the use 
of ICT by prisoners. In order to have access to ICT equipment, the pris-
oner must sign an agreement. 

The Net Center is an Intranet for prisoners and teachers – InIT (Pris-
oners IT). Although prison teachers have full access to the Internet, stu-
dents can only use the Internet with permission and under supervision. 
They are, however, free to use all the Intranet services. 
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6.3.5. Financial aspects  

In 2007, the total cost of general prison education and prison vocational 
training exceeded EUR 12 million. The Prison and Probation Service 
provided the majority of the funding. 

6.4 The results of prison education 

6.4.1 Quantitative results  

For many years prior to the introduction of the Learning Centers, the 
Prison and Probation Service had no reliable statistics concerning the 
results of prison educational activities, In a study carried out by the Na-
tional Agency for Education in the late 1980s, criticism was leveled at the 
Prison and Probation Service. The study found, after investigating the 
dropout rates for basic adult education, that dropout figures were particu-
larly high (35–40%) for students studying under the auspices of the 
Prison and Probation Service (Thång, 1988, In Swedish. English equiva-
lent title: Who studies in municipal adult education, and what are the 
results?). However, what the study was unable to show was that a rela-
tively large number of these dropouts were attributable to transfer of pris-
oners to different facilities. Thus some prisoners who appear to have 
dropped out may not in reality have done so. Probably many of these 
transferred prisoners went on to study at their new prisons, but were still 
registered in the dropout statistics. 

Dramatic increase in the number of grades given 

The introduction of the system of individual study plans, together with 
the fact that it is now possible for prisoners to study the subjects that are 
in accord with their own needs has led to a dramatic increase in the num-
ber of grades given. One of the main objectives underpinning the intro-
duction of Learning Centers was for prisoners to be able to complete 
studies they began, and to be given grades upon completion of courses. In 
the past, only a small number of grades were given. In 2006 there was an 
increase in comparison with 2005, and again in 2007 in comparison with 
2006, and the trend continued in 2008. In two years, the proportion of 
prisoners studying at compulsory school or upper secondary level and 
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receiving grades increased from 5% to over 20%, and in real numbers of 
grades from 197 to 938. At the same time, in contrast, the number of 
hours prisoners spent in educational activities decreased. 

This decrease can probably be explained by the fact that prison educa-
tional activities have higher status now, prisoners are able to use their 
time more efficiently, and the number of prisoners simply participation in 
educational activities "to make the time pass" has decreased considerably. 
There may also have been a shift in terms of which prisoners choose to 
participate in educational activities, toward individuals who have given 
more serious thought to why they wish to study.  

For vocational training, a follow up carried out at three prisons in 
2006 by the Public Employment Service and the Prison and Probation 
Service indicated that 1.5 years after release over 60% the prisoners who 
completed labor market courses had jobs or were continuing their studies.  

Just under 40% of prisoners in Sweden have completed no more 
education than compulsory level.  

A report from 1999 on prisoners’ living conditions stated that there is a 
great need for education for prisoners (The Living Conditions of Prisoners, 
1999). This study was based on interviews with a random sample of pris-
oners, 411 in all. Every seventh prisoner, or approximately 15 out of every 
hundred, had not completed compulsory school or basic vocational educa-
tion. This figure may be compared with the corresponding figure of less 
than 1/100 in the general population. Approximately 7 out of every 10 
individuals deprived of their liberty were unemployed at the time of im-
prisonment, as compared with 3 out of every 10 in the general population. 

In a survey of a representative sample of prisoners carried out by re-
searchers at Linköping University it was found that the general educa-
tional level of prisoners is low, and that 11% had no completed level of 
education at all in 2007 (Eriksson-Gustavsson and Samuelsson, Krimi-
nalvården, 2008). Just under 40% had completed no more education than 
compulsory level, while 34% had completed a two to four year upper 
secondary school program. A total of 36% stated that they were partici-
pating in some educational activity while serving their sentences.  
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6.4.2 Qualitative results  

In a report from Linköping University (Herkner and Samuelsson, 2005, In 
Swedish, English equivalent title: Education under the auspices of the 
Prison and Probation Service – effects on prisoner literacy), the effects 
of prison education in terms of prisoners' reading and writing skills were 
investigated. The findings were that as a group, prisoners are in a substan-
tially weaker position than others in terms of both education and on the 
labor market. The report highlights literacy skills as particular prerequi-
sites for an individual to learn, both in the classroom situation and in 
working life.  

Another study from Linköping University, (Herkner, 2001 In Swed-
ish, English equivalent title: How common is dyslexia among prisoners in 
Sweden?) found that prisoners did not have a significantly higher propor-
tion of dyslectic literacy disorders than a group of adults with similar 
educational backgrounds in the general population. The primary reason 
for poorer literacy skills among prisoners was that in their everyday or 
working lives they had very little need to exercise their reading and writ-
ing skills. The above-mentioned study from 2005 found, on the basis of 
material consisting of prisoners from two facilities, that the educational 
activities offered by the Prison and Probation Service contributed greatly 
to strengthening the participants' writing skills. In an open question about 
what motivated prisoners to participate in educational activities, short, 
concise answers were given clearly indicating the utility aspect – educa-
tional activities were a way of using the prison time constructively and of 
preparing for future studies or work.  

Some of the answers given were: 
 

 “Studies get you somewhere. Other activities are a complete waste of 
time and energy. I want to make the best of my situation.” 

 “I’m finally getting around to studying. Crassly, it makes something 
good about being in prison. Now I can make my dreams come true.” 

 “I’m tired of living a life of crime. I want to learn welding so I can get 
a job when I get out. I also want to improve my old grades.”  

 
Approximately 75% of the responses to this question brought up the util-
ity aspect of studying. This report (Linköping University, 2005) stated 
that although one cannot, of course, guarantee that studying will lead to a 
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reduction in recidivism, it does considerably strengthen the individual's 
prerequisites for coping and functioning in society and satisfying the 
demands of the labor market.  

A questionnaire study from Linköping University (Eriksson-Gustavsson 
and Samuelsson, 2008) distributed to a representative sample of all prison-
ers, both prisoners who were and who were not participating in prison edu-
cational activities, found very similar reasons for wanting to study as the 
report from 2005. Prisoners who were studying stated clearly that their 
reasons were to get a job or continue to study after release, and to better 
cope in society.  

Prisoners who were not participating in prison educational activities, 
approximately 60%, per cent, stated a number of reasons for not partici-
pating. These were related to a sense of not knowing what it would make 
sense to study, not getting information, and a feeling of not being good 
enough to study. These answers provide important information to the 
Prison and Probation Service in their efforts to further improve prison 
educational activities. Outreach efforts must be made to find prisoners 
who are uncertain about their abilities, and who may be in greatest need 
of improving their reading and writing skills but are reluctant to make 
their way into educational activities. Since prison is one of the outposts of 
society, the Prison and Probation Service has a unique opportunity to 
reach individuals whose needs are high on the agenda of the decision 
makers who draw up adult education policies.  



 



7. The prison population 
 
by Erlendur S. Baldursson, Torfinn Langelid, Marianne Mäki,  

Kaj Raundrup, and Svenolov Svensson 

 

This chapter contains descriptions of the prison populations in the five 
Nordic countries, the main developmental trends expected in the future, 
their possible consequences in terms of educational options, and how they 
could or should be organized.  

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

The prison populations (per 100,000 inhabitants) in the five Nordic coun-
tries are very similar, with the exception of Iceland where the figure is only 
about half that of the other countries. 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 previously received help from the psychiatric services. 

Over the last 20–30 years, the proportion of foreign prisoners has in-
creased dramatically. In Denmark, Finland, Iceland and Norway, this 
figure ranges between 7 and 16%, in Sweden it is 28%. During the same 
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period, the number of women prisoners has remained constant, between 4 
and 6% in all five countries.  

Table 7.1 Prison capacity in 2006, number of places  

 Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden 

Open prison places 1,520 1,032 14 1,071 1,387
Closed prison places 943 2,575 110 2,218 3,543
Remand center places 1,706 - 12 - 1,847
Total 4,169 3,607 136 3,289 6,777

 
Proportionally, Denmark and Norway have the most open prison places 
(36–33%). From 1997 to 2006 the occupancy of the available places has 
increased substantially in all countries except Iceland.  

Table 7.2 Average figures regarding deprivation of liberty in 2006 

 Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden 

Average number of individuals deprived of 
their liberty per 100,000 inhabitants 

76 72 48 71 79

 
Average figures regarding deprivation of liberty are relatively similar in 
the Nordic countries, with the exception of Island, and are highest in 
Denmark and Sweden. 

Table 7.3 Average numbers of sentences begun to be served in 2006 

 Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden 

Number of sentences begun to be served 
per 100,000 inhabitants 

197 88 68 202 115

 
In comparison with table 7.2, 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. (Kristoffersen. R. 
(2008): Correctional Statistics of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway 
and Sweden 2002/2006. Correctional Service of Norway Staff Academy, 
Oslo). Our interpretation of these figures is both that relatively more indi-
viduals in Denmark and Norway serve prison sentences, and that the av-
erage time of serving sentences is shorter there. (The figures for Sweden 
also include prisoners serving the final part of their prison sentence with 
electronic supervision). 
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Duration 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 statistics are of 
interest in relation to prison education, the question being how long a 
period of time prisoners have to fill in the gaps in their educational back-
grounds. Because different methods are used to measure prison sentence 
durations, the project group has simply determined that between 70 and 
90% of individuals convicted to prison in the Nordic countries are serving 
sentences shorter than one year. 

Sex, age and nationality 

As mentioned above, the vast majority of prisoners are men, with ap-
proximately 5% being women. Most of the male prisoners are over 30, 
and only 3–5% are under twenty. 

Table 7.4 Some groups of prisoners on a given day in 2006 

 Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden 

Women 97 (3.9%) 168 (5.9%) 5 (5.0%) 136 (5.1%) 271 (5.2%) 
Foreign citizens 14.3%  6.8% 10.9% 15.4% 28.2% 
Main age groups 25–34 30–39 23–40 30–44 
< 20 3.6% 3.2% 1.8% 5.8% 
15–17 10 (0.4%) 4 (0.1%) 1 (1.0%) 9 (0.3%) 01 
Serving life sentences2 16 (0.6%) 136 (4.7%) - - 151 (2.9%) 

1 Young offenders are sentenced to care for young prisoners in a closed institution under the administration of the 
non-correctional services (Kristoffersen. R. (2008)). Our interpretation of these figures is both that relatively more 
individuals in Denmark and Norway serve prison sentences, and that the average time of serving sentences is shorter 
there. (The figures for Sweden also include prisoners serving the final part of their prison sentence with electronic 
supervision). 
2 Brief description concerning each country  
Denmark: According to the Enforcement of Sanctions Act, the Prison and Probation Directorate may, under certain 
conditions, release a prisoner sentenced to lifetime imprisonment on parole after twelve years of the sentence has 
been served. If such an application is rejected, the matter may be reviewed by a court after one year.  
Finland: In Finland, life sentence prisoners may be released on parole when at least twelve years of the sentence has 
been served. If the offense was committed when the individual was under 21 years of age, the relevant period is ten 
years. The release of a life sentence prisoner is decided by the Helsinki Court of Appeal. The President also has the 
right to grant a pardon. 
Iceland: Not relevant. 
Norway: Not relevant. 
Sweden: According to the current range of sanctions, there are only two alternatives for long sentences in Sweden a) 
ten years or b) lifetime imprisonment. The sanctions of most criminals sentenced to lifetime imprisonment are 
converted to a specific term of imprisonment by the court if an application is filed after ten years have been served. 
The minimum determined term is at least eighteen years; to date the range has been twenty-one to thirty-three years. 
The use of longer sentences, between ten and eighteen years, is currently being discussed. An individual who 
commits a crime before the age of twenty-one cannot be sentenced to lifetime imprisonment.  
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Substance abuse 

Studies from all five countries demonstrate that 60–70% of the total pri-
son populations have substance (illegal narcotics and/or alcohol) abuse 
problems. 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 prisoners were 
employed at the time they began serving their sentences. The figures for 
Finland and Norway stand out, in that more of the prisoners had com-
pleted 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. 

Table 7.5 Education  

 Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden 

Completed compulsory school 33.9% 27.7% 48% 35.3% 45.0% 

Completed upper secondary or  
vocational school 50.4%

 
57.7% 27% 44.6% 34.0%

University or other institute of higher 
education 4.2%

 
7.4% 9.0% 12.9% 10.0%

 
The information in table 7.5 was previously published in the report: Edu-
cation in Nordic Prisons: Prisoners' educational background, prefer-
ences and motivation (Nordic Council of Ministers TemaNord 2009:508 
Copenhagen). 

The numbers 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 alter-
native sanctions used for young offenders. The number of foreign prison-
ers varies. It is substantial in all the Nordic countries – greatest in Swe-
den, where more than every fourth prisoner is foreign. There are major 
substance abuse problems in all five countries, with 60–70% of the pris-
oners 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 labor market and, in 
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many cases, a substance abuse problem. Not a surprising picture, and 
readily recognizable. 

Against this background, we can also describe some of the character-
istic needs which ought to be reflected in the educational 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 develop as individuals (see also sections 9.2.1, 9.4, 9.5 and 9.7). 

7.2 Key developmental trends  

In recent years the size of the prison population in the Nordic countries 
has increased gradually. At the same time, these countries’ correctional 
systems have been characterized by short prison sentences as well as 
alternative sanctions to deprivation of liberty. 

The prison population has clearly changed over the past two decades. 
Far more prisoners are abusers, are or have been psychologically dis-
turbed, have behavioral problems, have been convicted of serious crimes 
(violent crimes, sexual offenses, grand theft) today than 20 years ago. Not 
least important, they are older. In Denmark a particular increase in “mo-
torcycle 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 enlar-
gement – from a European Union of 15 to 27 – more of the prison popula-
tions can be expected to come from the new member states. 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, particularly in terms of prison education. There are many 
factors underpinning the general increase in the number of prisoners, and 
it is clear that the consequences, including overcrowding and difficulty in 
offering prisoners a reasonable range of activities, may have negative 
effects for the prisoners. Although overcrowding is sometimes solved by 
temporarily increasing the number of prison places, this is seldom re-
flected in a corresponding increase in the number of educational and vo-
cational places made available. 

Larger prison populations mean increasing costs or deteriorating con-
ditions – or both – in relation to prison education as well. One of the fre-
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quent consequences of larger prison populations tends to be a shift away 
from treatment – including prison education–toward simple lock-up or 
custodial functions. 

Summing up  

As a consequence of the trends regarding the prison populations de-
scribed above, changes can be expected in terms of educational options, 
educational methods, and choice of educational materials, particularly 
access to ICT equipment and the Internet. Expectations also include in-
creased differentiation and individualization with a view to satisfying 
more of the particular needs and interests of prisoners, as well as in-
creased flexibility in terms of adaptation of prisoners’ working time to 
enable combining vocational experience in workshops, education and 
participation in one or more treatment programs, all as parts of the re-
socialization process. Moreover, there should be better, more focused 
collaboration with the social services system and with the employment 
services, in order to improve both the transition from prison to freedom 
and the individual’s integration onto the labor market. 



8. Relevant international 
recommendations 
 
by Torfinn Langelid, Marianne Mäki, Kaj Raundrup, and Svenolov Svensson  

 

This chapter describes a selection of the international recommendations 
and conventions ratified by the Nordic countries and of significance in 
relation to prison education. These include the European Prison Rules 
(2006), based on the Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Pris-
oners (adopted by the United Nations in 1984), the Council of Europe 

Recommendations on Education in Prison, the UNESCO Recommen-
dations for Adult Education, The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, and the European Convention on Human Rights.  

8.1 The European Prison Rules (2006)  

Pursuant to the updated European Prison Rules from (Articles 28.1–28.7), 
every prison is to ensure that each prisoner has the right to as comprehen-
sive educational programs as possible, that satisfy their individual needs 
and preferences. The rules stipulate that: 

Particular attention shall be paid to the education of young prisoners and those 
with special needs. Priority shall be given to prisoners with literacy and nu-
meracy needs, and those who lack basic or vocational education.  

Education shall have no less a status than work within the prison regime 
and prisoners shall not be disadvantaged financially or otherwise by taking 
part in education. 
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Every prison is to have a library accessible to all categories of prisoners. 
The library is to have a wide range of literature for both leisure reading and 
education. Wherever possible, prison libraries should be organized in coopera-
tion with community library services.  

 
As far as practicable, the education of prisoners shall: 
 
 be integrated with the educational and vocational training system of 

the country so that, so that after their release prisoners may continue 
their education and vocational training without difficulty; and 

 take place under the auspices of external educational institutions. 

8.2 Education in Prison (1989) 

In 1988, the European Committee on Crime Problems (CDPC) presented 
an extensive report, Education in Prison, which covered subjects includ-
ing the aims of prison education, the place of education in the prison sys-
tem, methods in adult education, vocational 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, and appealed to the member states to take 
them into account in their work with prison education. (Recommendation 
R (89) 12 adopted by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Euro-
pe on Prison education on 13 October 1989). The recommendations refers 
both to Recommendation R (87) 3 on European Prison Rules and Rec-
ommendation R (81) 17 on adult education policy. They deal with 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 educa-
tional options, which should also continue after release. The recommen-
dations 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 si-
milar age groups in the outside world, and the range of learning op-
portunities 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 
re-gime and prisoners should not lose out financially or otherwise by 
ta-king part in education. 

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

7. Development programs should be provided to ensure that prison edu-
cators adopt appropriate adult education methods. 

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

9. Vocational education should aim at the wider development of the 
individual, as well as being sensitive to trends in the labor 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 emphasized and 
encouraged. 

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

13. Social education should include practical elements that enable the 
pri-soner 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 edu-
cation outside prison. 

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

16. Measures should be taken to enable prisoners to continue their educa-
tion after release. 

17. The funds, equipment and teaching staff needed to enable prisoners 
to receive appropriate education should be made available. 



Nordic Prison Education 152 

This is an extensive list, intended to establish equality of opportunity 
between education in prisons and education in the outside world. The 17 
recommendations have been translated into 25 languages, see the web site 
of the European Prison Education Association (EPEA) www.epea.org 

8.3 UNESCO Recommendations for adult education 
(UNESCO 1985)  

One of the cornerstones of the Council of Europe recommendation Edu-
cation in Prison (Recommendation R (89) 12) is the UNESCO recom-
mendations for adult education from the fourth international conference 
on adult education, held in Paris in 1985. The “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 analyze; 
 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 fundamental rights 
have been satisfied. There can be no human development without the 
right to learn. The right to learn must be recognized as 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. 
This declaration was, 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. 

http://www.epea.org
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8.4 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (1989) 

As more and more minors are being convicted of crimes, prison and pro-
bation services have had to become increasingly aware of safeguarding 
childrens’ rights in accordance with the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, and in this context particularly article 28 on edu-
cation and article 37 on torture, 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 de-
grading treatment or punishment. Neither capital punishment nor life impris-
onment without possibility of release shall be imposed for offences committed 
by persons below 18 years of age; 

(b) No child shall be deprived of his or her liberty unlawfully or arbitrar-
ily. 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 re-
spect 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 particular 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 con-
tact with his or her family through correspondence and visits, save in excep-
tional 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 chal-
lenge 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 Convention that goes farthest in providing concrete pro-
tection for children. Article 37 applies to all treatment of children, with special 
emphasis on protection during deprivation of liberty in conjunction with cri-
minal proceedings.  
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8.5 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 member state governments 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 func-
tions 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 confor-
mity with their own religious and philosophical convictions. 

 

All the Nordic countries have enshrined this European Convention in 
their national legislations. 



9. Evaluation, analysis and 
recommendations 
 
by Vuokko Karsikas, Kirsti Kuivajärvi, Torfinn Langelid, Marianne Mäki, 

Kaj Raundrup, and Svenolov Svensson 

 
In this chapter, the project group provides a more detailed evaluation and 
analysis of the findings, based on both our survey and the description 
given of the prison populations, followed by a number of recommenda-
tions. Our recommendations refer to the various international conventions 
and to Nordic legislation. They also concern the right to education, the 
various models for education used by the prison and probation services, 
descriptions of education in prisons, 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, 
cooperation 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.  
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9.1 Legislation and prisoners’ rights to education  

Legislation 

Recommendations  

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, in accord with international conventions and recommenda-
tions. The legal authority stipulated in the Education Acts should also be 
stipulated in the legislation of the different countries relating to enforce-
ment of sentences. When the right to education has been elucidated, this 
will have consequences in terms of resource allocation. 

Considerations  

It is a basic requirement and provides the overarching perspective for 
ensuring that prisoners receive education on equal terms with others in 
society that their right to education must be clearly stipulated in the legis-
lation. Although the authorities in all the Nordic countries stress the ne-
cessity of lifelong learning and skill enhancement for adults, our survey 
indicates that the right of prisoners to education is not clearly enshrined in 
all Nordic legislation. Thus it must be clearly stated in the legislation 
applying to the correctional authorities that the only thing of which an 
incarcerated individual is to be deprived is his or her liberty. In principle, 
all other rights are to be upheld.  

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 conse-
quently have the right to provide education in accordance with the Act, 
upon approved application. This is followed up in the Sentence Enforce-
ment Act, which stipulates that prisoners must have the right and the 
obligation to work, study, and participate in other approved activities.  
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Norway  
In Norway, pursuant to the Education Act, there is a general right and 
obligation to attend compulsory school, and everyone who has completed 
compulsory school has the right to three years of upper secondary educa-
tion. Adults who have completed compulsory school but not upper secon-
dary school also have, upon application. the right to additional upper 
secondary education. They also have the right to supplementary basic 
education, and to special education. The recently-adopted Enforcement of 
Sentences Act also stipulates that the correctional services, in collabora-
tion 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 respon-
sibilities, as the general population. Thus the Prison and Probation Ser-
vice 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 prisoners are able to utilize 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 op-
portunity of all to education beyond compulsory education, irrespective 
of the financial status of the individual and on the basis of his or her 
needs. Although this is not a legislated right, the aim of educational pol-
icy is for everyone, including 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 responsible for voca-
tional education. The legislation makes it possible for prisons to offer 
apprenticeship training in workshops. 

Sweden  
Opportunities to pursue education in Swedish prisons is regulated both in 
the Act on Correctional Treatment in Institutions and a statute from the 
National Agency for Education (SFS 2007:152). The Act on Correctional 
Treatment states that prisoners who need education should be offered it 
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whenever possible, while the statute determines that education given in 
institutions is to be carried out on the basis of the same curricula as that 
applying to traditional adult education. The prison education headmaster 
is authorized to issue grades in the same way as headmasters at commu-
nity schools. Prison education activities are fully compatible with mu-
nicipal adult education, and sets priorities for inclusion in the same ways, 
meaning that individuals lacking basic skills have the highest priority. 
The National Agency for Education is the supervisory authority for prison 
education.  

Normalization 

Recommendation 

The project group proposes that the principles of normalization and open-
ness be applied to as great an extent as possible, by utilizing the public 
services of society such as schools, libraries, treatment services, etc.  

Comments  

This can be accomplished both by giving more prisoners the opportunity 
to make the transition to the community through alternatives to incarcera-
tion, day release privileges, halfway houses, and by the construction of a 
larger number of open correctional facilities and the increased use of 
alternative sanctions such as electronic supervision. Day release privi-
leges can even be arranged for some prisoners who are serving their sen-
tences at higher security prisons, mainly by having special units for pris-
oners with day release privileges. Future correctional facilities must be 
built with units for prisoners with day release privileges. 

Considerations  

Once the right to education has been clearly enshrined in legislation, it 
will be natural to review the implementation of and criteria for providing 
optimal teaching conditions in prisons. Traditionally, most of the teaching 
that takes place in Nordic prisons takes place in closed institutions. Den-
mark is the exception. There, most prisoners are placed in open institu-
tions, and thus they have far greater access to day release privileges for 
education and work than other Nordic prisoners. The most recent Norwe-
gian government report to the parliament on the Prison and Probation 
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Service, Prisons that Work, recommends greater use of day release privi-
leges, more opportunities to serve one's sentence in an open prison, and 
the construction of more halfway houses.  

On the basis of the principles of normalization, 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 day release privileges, 
enabling prisoners to attend community schools and thus to be more in-
volved in and closer to everyday society than when they attend prison 
schools.  

Another way of integrating prisoners into the ordinary educational sy-
stem is through access to modern technology, such as Internet-based edu-
cation. More and more adult education in Sweden is offered as remote 
learning via the Internet. This makes it possible to tailor both the educa-
tional activities and study schedules to the needs of the individual. It is 
also well suited to the needs of prisoners, making them less dependent on 
being physically present in the right place at the right time. The use of 
Learning Centers in Sweden utilizes technology that makes it possible to 
provide prison education as remote learning. One of the results is that the 
number of grades issued in a large number of subjects has risen.  

Research results from Denmark (Holstein 1986) also indicate that pri-
soners granted day release privileges for schooling are less inclined to-
wards recidivism. In other words, day release privileges serve as an in-
strument 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 institutions to which various 
services have to be “imported”. 

9.2 Models for implementation of education in prisons 

The Nordic countries differ from one another both in terms of their legis-
lation and the rights to education for prisoners, and therefore different 
comprehensive objectives have been set out and models developed for 
implementation of education in prisons. These models can also be seen as 
expressions of cultural differences and differences in emphasis.  
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Our survey of the prison education systems in the Nordic countries in-
dicates that practices can be described using four different models, each 
with its own special features. Roughly, these are: in Denmark export and 
self-sufficiency models, In Finland a combination model, in Norway an 
import model, and in Sweden a variant of the self-sufficiency model. The 
implementation of each model is described briefly below.  

Denmark 
Most of the teaching done in the prison is carried out by teachers em-
ployed full-time by the Ministry of Justice. More than 50% of the teach-
ing done in remand centers is also given by prison teachers, and the rest 
by teachers who are employed locally and paid on an hourly basis.  

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 em-
ployed by the educational authorities. 

Sweden  
Teaching is carried out by teachers employed by the Prison and Probation 
service. The teachers are directly responsible to the regional prison educa-
tion headmasters. Teaching takes place both as classroom and remote 
education, following the same curricula as municipal adult education in 
the community, and the National Agency for Education is the supervisory 
authority.  

Models for education in prisons 

In the following analysis of the models for implementation of education 
in prisons described above, the project group specifies the advantages and 
disadvantages of each model as well as the general demands they imply 
for both the educational authorities and the correctional services. 
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1. The export model 

Teachers employed by the educational authorities  

In this model, the educational authorities bear the responsibility for the 
content, organization and financing of education. Payment, however, is 
disbursed per participant and subject. The education legislation is univer-
sally 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 function well: 

 For this model to work, prisoners must be allowed to leave the 
correc-tional facility in order to participate in education in the 
community. This requires either national guidelines for education in 
prisons or ve-ry clear stipulations in the legislation governing the 
prison and proba-tion 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 speci-fic prisoner. It also ensures a smooth 
transition to continued schooling in the community after release. 

 One important aspect of cooperation between the prison and 
probation services and the educational authorities is that schoolwork 
must be well integrated into the overall planning work done by the 
prison and probation service with and for each prisoner, so that it 
becomes a na-tural element of the formal “future plans” drawn up for 
prisoners. This requires the necessary pedagogical competence in the 
prisons for the assessment of each prisoner’s educational needs, for 
communication with guidance counselors, etc. 

 Another requirement is a detailed security policy, not least in 
conside-ration of the possibility that prisoners might ask others 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 
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 This model may contribute to minimizing stigmatization and thus to 
increasing normalization, integration and accountability. With day re-
lease privileges, it also allows prisoners access to the full course 
range in the community.  

 The system results in utilization of the full range of educational op-
tions in the local community, and thus promotes normalization, socia-
lization, sense of accountability, and openness. It 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 
in-terface with marginalized, groups, including prison convicts, can 
lead to development of new pedagogical methods. 

 On the basis of the legislation, the Danish Prison and Probation 
Servi-ce can make substantial use of the possibility of prisoner’s 
having day release privileges and thus leaving the institution for both 
work and education.  

Comment 

Although the legislation in the other countries is positive in relation to 
day release privileges, practice varies greatly.  

Disadvantages 

 Day release privileges can be a great strain on the prisoner – 
implying continual fluctuations between freedom and confinement.  

 Problems may arise in motivating prisoners who have considerable 
learning difficulties and previous negative experience of the traditio-
nal 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 the legislation on both the prison 
and probation and the educational services. Ultimate responsibility is in 
the hands of the former, as this service has financial responsibility for 
education for prisoners. In as far as is possible, prisoners are to have ac-
cess to the same educational options as others in the local community. 
National guidelines are needed for prison education to ensure that na-
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tional curricula are followed and, as far as possible, the equivalent teach-
ing methods used. The prison and probation service and the educational 
authorities have to cooperate in order to maintain equality of educational 
opportunities. In this model, education is carried out under the supervi-
sion of the National Agency for Education. 

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 probation services. Pedagogical 
exper-tise must be available at management level nationally, 
regionally and locally. Ideally, the person in the position of 
superiority to the teachers will be a headmaster whose competence 
corresponds to that of the in-dividual in the corresponding position 
for municipal adult education. In addition to the competence of the 
teaching staff, the prison and pro-bation 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 is-
sued elsewhere in the school system, as a quality guarantee for the 
teaching given. In order to ensure a smooth transition to schooling in 
the community, the teaching offered in prisons must be considered 
equivalent to the teaching given in the community under the 
supervisi-on of the educational authorities. 

 As ICT equipment becomes increasingly integrated into regular adult 
education, prison education must keep pace with these developments. 

 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 
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example, help the prisoners find information, etc. relating to their 
schooling. 

 People working at the various levels of the prison and probation 
service have better access to a comprehensive picture of the services 
each prisoner requires.  

 When teachers are employed by the Ministry of Justice, their working 
hours and conditions are regulated in accordance with the services 
agreement of the prison and probation service, and thus they work to 
the rhythm of the correctional facility. They also have the same 
regul-ations regarding vacation time as other personnel working in 
prisons. Teachers also serve on the regular consultation bodies and 
commit-tees, and are thus considered members of the prison staff. 
These teach-ers work under 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 
sight of their over-arching pedagogical perspective. 

 There may be too little turnover amongst the teaching staff, and thus 
the organization may become static, with too little debate regarding 
educational methods and creative thinking. Because prison schools 
are small and have few teachers, discussions 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 aspects of 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? In times of financial constraints, might this 
result in difficulties about giving priority to prison education? There is 
reason to assume that equality of opportunity will be respected in this 
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area when prison schools are accorded the same status as other adult edu-
cation facilities, and there is to some extent a guarantee of this in that 
prison education would be covered in both the education and correctional 
legislation. Still, the question must be asked as to whether prison educa-
tion managed in accordance with this model really is equivalent to educa-
tion offered in the community. If the special pedagogical needs arising in 
the context of prison education are to be taken fully into account, special-
ists in education and pedagogy will have to be employed by the correc-
tional services. The model probably also requires national guidelines for 
prison education.  

2A. The self supply model under the supervision, control and regulation 
of the National Agency for Education 

The model used in Sweden, with teachers employed by the Prison and 
Probation Service, differs somewhat from the “basic model” described 
above. The Swedish model was developed on the basis of the previously-
used “contract model” with a procurement procedure by which all educa-
tional activities were purchased from a large number of providers. In the 
new model, the Prison and Probation Service has regional headmasters 
who are directly responsible for the teachers employed at the various 
regional prisons.  

A regulation issued by the National Agency for Education gives The 
Prison and Probation Service responsibility for carrying out adult educa-
tion corresponding to that offered as municipal adult education. The same 
curricula are followed and the same grades given, and certificates issued 
must not indicate that the courses were given at a prison. Most of the 
teaching is carried out using a closed loop Internet-like system, in order to 
satisfy as wide a range of prisoners’ needs as possible. The overall com-
petence of all the prison teachers in Sweden can thus be utilized and pris-
oners can have individual, tailor made study plans. The National Agency 
for Education is the supervisory body. For further details, see Chapter 6, 
pp. 124/125.  

Advantages (beyond those in the basic model described above) 

 The fact that there are headmasters to provide professional manage-
ment for the teachers reduces the risk that teachers will lose contact 
with their pedagogical identity, and ensures that they will remain up-
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dated concerning educational developments outside the prison and 
probation service.  

 Greater opportunities to individualize educational options, with 
access to the overall competence of all the prison teachers in Sweden. 

 State-of-the-art technology is used, and participants get training in 
using it (although not to the extent of having full Internet access).  

 Prison educational activities are under the supervision of the National 
Agency for education, as is all municipal adult education.  

 Disadvantages 

 One of the aims of using a modified model was to minimize the dis-
advantages of the basic model.  

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 education in the 
prisons. The education legislation does not distinguish between education 
offered at a correctional facility and in the community. The education 
offered at correctional facilities is considered equivalent to the corre-
sponding 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.  

Requirements that must be fulfilled if the import model is to function 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 is if the prison school is, organiza-
tionally, a “branch” of the local school). 

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

 Upon release, there must be a smooth transition to educational 
options in the community. 

 Education must be a natural element of the prisoners’ sentence plans 
drawn up by the prison and probation service. 
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Advantages 

 Better normalization and insight into the system, and greater indepen-
dence from the penal system.  

 Responsibility for and financing of education in the prisons rests with 
those who normally deal with these matters in the community. The 
education legislation does not distinguish between education in pri-
sons and other education 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 institutionalization. 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.  

 This model better ensures the allocation of resources for education. It 
may also make it easier to get 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 
regu-lar school system and the employment services.  

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 prisoners from closed 
institu-tions have day release privileges for schooling and work. 
Situations can easily arise in which no one is prepared to accept 
responsibility. The prison and probation service encompasses a wide 
variety of servi-ces, 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” pro-
blems may arise in terms of inadequate contact with the “main school”. 
If “loose ends” remain untied in the system, there may be integration 
problems and the educational activities may be regarded as separate 
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from other activities in the prison. Sometimes prison schools also end 
up with teachers considered unfit for the normal school system.  

 Teachers in this system work under the working time agreement of 
the state school system with regard to school vacation periods. One 
exam-ple of the consequences of the prison school having a working 
time agreement that is out of line with other working 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 all day loc-ked up in their cells. The Norwegian parliamentary 
report on prison education, Another Spring, contains a 
recommendation concerning the introduction of year-round 
educational activities.  

4 The contract model  

Teachers employed by the educational authorities and contracted by the 
prison and probation service  

This system gives access to the same educational options as in the com-
munity, with education regulated by the laws and ordinances applying to 
the correctional system. The prison and probation service has overall and 
financial responsibility. Good cooperation between the prison/prison and 
probation service and the educational authorities is required to maintain 
equality of opportunities.  

Below follows an example from Danish vocational training. When the 
VOKS counseling and competence program was introduced, contracts 
were signed with vocational schools/labor market training centers con-
cerning courses to be held at prisons. The prison facilities and the prison 
workshop supervisors who were participating in the VOX program were 
then approved, and the supervisors functioned as teachers on behalf of the 
contracted schools. The prisons received 70% of the funding allocated by 
the state to the vocational schools and/or labor market training centers for 
running these courses.  

This made it possible to offer some of the basic courses at the prison, 
as well as short courses such as fork lift truck driving license courses and 
courses in scaffolding construction, so that prisoners could begin or even 
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complete them while in prison and not have to wait until the last part of 
their sentence, which is when day release privileges are usually granted.  

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 provide correct specifications 
in calls for tender. 

 It must be ensured that classroom facilities and equipment must 
corre-spond to those in the state school system.  

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

 Education should be a natural element of the prisoners’ sentence 
plans drawn up by the prison and probation service. 

Advantages 

 In principle, this system affords the same access to educational op-
tions as in the community. 

 Education is a natural part of the other services offered to prisoners 
by the correctional authorities. Every prisoner can receive the 
education he or she requires, although this is contingent upon the 
length of the contract with the education provider in relation to 
changes in the pri-son population and consequent new educational 
needs. The contrac-ting system gives the institutions greater financial 
autonomy and freedom. 

 Diversity of contracting parties may fill a positive function. 

Comment 

Because they are working on the basis of time-restricted contracts, teach-
ers will probably be more motivated and committed to providing good 
education.  

Disadvantages 

 The prison and probation service would have to have pedagogical ex-
pertise in order to set out the correct specifications in their calls for 



Nordic Prison Education 170 

tender. The fact that contracting parties will come and go may make 
it difficult to coordinate services in relation to the correctional 
authori-ties. 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 prisoners.  

 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 facility to another. There is a risk that this system would lead to a 
lack of equality in educational options.  

Comments 

This model, too, gives rise to questions that are difficult to answer unam-
biguously. Does it allow prisoners to receive an education equivalent to 
that available in the community? Does this model assure prison teachers 
equivalent competence with others? Questions also arise in relation to the 
teaching environment: whether premises and equipment are properly 
utilized, or whether in the long run they will deteriorate. There are also 
questions related to the constantly shifting situation with contracting par-
ties, and whether these parties are able to maintain stable, regular contact 
with the schools and workplaces in the community. Another question is 
whether this model can possibly result in the development of firm, struc-
tured forms for cooperation between the correctional and the educational 
authorities.  

The model in which educational activities are procured from external 
providers was used during the 1990s and the early twenty-first century in 
Sweden. A study (Roitto, Sjöberg 2001) found the system to be disadvan-
tageous because so many of the contracted parties were not authorized to 
issue grades, the teachers felt both isolated and insecure regarding 
whether their contracts would be renewed after expiry (they usually ran 
for 1–3 years), too little pedagogical guidance, lack of cooperation among 
the teachers at different institutions, difficulties for prisoners to have 
continuity of educational activities if they were transferred, and the fact 
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that the educational activities were often clearly just a way of passing the 
time, with no clear objectives for the individual prisoner.  

Two distinct changes were notable when the contract model was replaced 
with the new Learning Center model in Sweden: the number of grades issued 
increased dramatically and the number of study hours decreased. 

5. The combination model: Teachers employed by both the 
Ministry of Justice and the Educational Authorities 

The education legislation does not distinguish between education in pris-
ons and other education. This model requires national guidelines for edu-
cation of prisoners, both in the state school system and in correctional 
institutions. The model also requires a clear distribution of workload and 
responsibilities. Two parallel organizations 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 pri-
son and probation service must have expertise in adult education. 

 The same courses are offered as in the community. Education beco-
mes one of the many services offered to prisoners by the correctional 
services. It is important that there be good contact between the 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 facility. This can result in a wider range of course op-
tions, and “imported” teachers can also teach part of the time 
elsewhe-re in the local school system. At these facilities teachers can 
serve as a “social interface – contact officer” for prisoners with day 
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release privi-leges 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. 

Comments 

Teachers who work with target groups both within the prison school and 
in the state school system may be more motivated and challenged. Com-
petition could, however, arise between the groups if prisoners tended to 
choose their teachers more on the basis of personality 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 out-
side, 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 educa-
tion 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 rests with two parallel organizations, which 
requires clear distribution of workload and responsibility. Good coopera-
tion between the prison and probation service and the schools is impor-
tant, and there must be clarity as to which authority has the ultimate re-
sponsibility for prison education.  

Equal opportunities in prison education 

Recommendation 

The project group proposes that irrespective of which model is used, there 
must be pedagogical expertise at management level to provide quality 
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assurance for the educational activities offered. Teaching staff are to have 
the same status, authority, and competence as in the state school system. 

Considerations 

The main prerequisite for equivalence of educational opportunities for 
prisoners in closed facilities, as indicated above, is that the legislation is 
crystal clear. Guidelines or standards for education in prisons should be 
drawn up on the basis of the laws and international conventions and rec-
ommendations. This should be accomplished in cooperation between the 
educational authorities and the correctional services.  

Teaching staff must possess competence in line with the special edu-
cational needs of prisoners. This may apply to their needs for different 
teachers and, with regard to prisoners from other countries, 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 sys-
tem, to stimulate debate and thus counteract institutionalization.  

In order for the teaching to be up-to-date and to utilize 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 cor-
rectional institutions are housed in old premises with no separate educa-
tional arrangements.  

9.3 Description of education in prison facilities  

Recommendation 

The project group proposes a joint Nordic description of education in 
prison facilities, based on the assumption that ICT is a natural part of all 
education. Prison education should include:  
 
 Compulsory education (corresponding to nine years of basic educa-

tion, through secondary school) 
 Upper secondary education (corresponding to general upper 

secondary school, vocational training, and higher preparatory 
courses). 

 Internet-based education and remote learning 
 Special education. 
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 Immigrant education, minority group education (Sami, Roma, etc.) 
and education for second generation immigrants. 

 University and other higher education. 

Comment 

As part of any teaching, all schools/students should have access to a well-
stocked library which also serves as an information center and a knowl-
edge database. 

Considerations 

Education in prisons should mirror the national educational system. Re-
search indicates that many convicted prisoners have similar shortcomings 
in their educational backgrounds that correspond to those found in the 
general population. On the basis of various perspectives, including the 
principles of the right to education, humanitarianism and rehabilitation, 
education in the prison system should be broadly defined. It is assumed 
that well-developed systems for prison education are investments in crime 
prevention in the sense that they will encourage more prisoners to con-
tinue their education and training and to be integrated on the labor 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 coun-
try to country. Education in all the prison systems should implement per-
spectives that emphasize lifelong learning for the general population, a 
greater focus on adult education, the needs of the adult population for 
skill enhancement, and the increasingly multicultural nature of the Nordic 
societies.  

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

Denmark  
Education in prisons is broadly defined as any education the content of 
which is pursuant to the various laws issued under the Ministry for Edu-
cation: 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 education corresponding to grades 9 
and 10, upper secondary adult education, Internet-based courses, univer-
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sity studies, prison workshops (enabling a combination of introductory 
vocational training and general comprehensive – primary and lower sec-
ondary – education), vocational education and education for prisoners of 
foreign origin.  

Finland  
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 education. Prison education is described as com-
prising basic education, upper secondary education and vocational train-
ing, and education 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 Educa-
tional Act from the Ministry of Education and Research, and in the En-
forcement of Sentences Act. Accordingly, prison education is described 
as comprising comprehensive and upper secondary education (general 
and vocational). It is stressed in the instructions accompanying the Act 
that young prisoners with inadequate educational backgrounds are to be 
particularly 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 immigrant prisoners 
to education clarified in Norwegian legislation.  

Although the right to education for all is enshrined in both interna-
tional conventions and recommendations and in Norwegian law, in prac-
tice there has been great variation in the educational opportunities for 
foreign prisoners. For this reason, in the parliamentary report Another 
Spring, the Ministry of Education and Research focuses particularly on 
ensuring foreign prisoners' right to education, if necessary through legis-
lation and regulations.  
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Sweden  
A statute issued by the Swedish National Agency for Education sets out 
the prerequisites for general adult education in prisons. Prison education 
is the education needed by each prisoner and includes basic adult educa-
tion (grades 1–9, primary and lower secondary comprehensive educa-
tion), Swedish for immigrants, special education for prisoners with liter-
acy difficulties, and upper secondary education. There is an agreement 
between the Prison and Probation Service and the Public Employment 
Service governing both the focus and scope of vocational training, includ-
ing labor market skills training. University and higher education is of-
fered as remote learning by all Swedish institutions of higher education, 
with individual tutoring given to the prisoners by the regular prison tea-
chers, and other forms of education such as study circles and informal 
education, such as courses on parenting. 

9.4 Educational opportunities  

Recommendations 

The project group sets out the following proposals for educational activi-
ties to satisfy prisoners’ needs regarding both formal education and in-
formal skills enhancement: All the national surveys as well as the Nordic 
survey highlight the need for more vocational training. In consideration of 
the need to help prisoners with the transition to community and working 
life, vocational training should be more closely integrated with external 
industries. Educational activities must satisfy prisoners’ needs and prefer-
ences. The applies particularly to prisoner with special needs, to whom 
extra attention should be paid when recruiting prisoners to educational 
activities. 

General education  

 Basic education. 
 Special/remedial education, with a particular focus on the prisoners 

with the most inadequate educational backgrounds (there is a unique 
opportunity to spend time with and motivate such individuals while 
they are serving a prison sentence). 
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 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 
prisoner the chance to spend time in a “normal” study environment. 

 Education which satisfies the needs of foreign prisoners. 
 Remote learning with some personal tutoring may play a role in satis-

fying individual needs. 

Vocational training  

 Vocational training in collaboration with the employment service in 
order to offer training that will prepare the individuals for the labor 
market.  

 Cooperation should be encouraged between schools (theory) and pri-
son workshops (practice). As a result of such cooperation, some acti-
vities could earn educational credits. When educational needs are as-
sessed, prisoners’ previous formal and informal experience should 
also be taken into account. This can mean a great deal to individuals 
whose school grades are not very good and educational experience 
not very positive.  

 Assessment of prisoners’ formal educational backgrounds and infor-
mal learning experience should be integrated as a natural aspect of 
prison education. 

 Some vocational training could be given in other languages. This 
could also be useful to prisoners 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.  

 Digital competence: it is important that while they are serving their 
sentences, prisoners, who are a marginalized group in society, have 
the same opportunity to acquire ICT skills as citizens in the 
community. 

 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) should be made available. 
ICT is also a necessary tool to be able to access various educational 
options outside the prison – it is a natural tool in relation to the 
expan-ding range of Internet-based adult education possibilities in 
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society. Being able to communicate on-line with a university in a 
foreign pri-soner’s home country is one example of the possibilities.  

Creative activities, libraries, etc.  

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

 There should be access to a well-stocked library, and its services 
should be organized in collaboration with the community library.  

Women prisoners  

 All the items above apply equally to women prisoners who, precisely 
like their male counterparts, must be offered a wide range of educa-
tional opportunities adapted to their individual needs. For women, 
who otherwise run the risk of being considered 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 programs, 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 to the success of the 
prisoner’s schooling and to his or her life as a whole. The national 
studies and the joint Nordic survey all emphasize the need for 
individual study plans, plus good information and counseling 
concerning educational options.  

 Facilities and equipment. There must be access to purpose-suited 
faci-lities and state-of-the-art equipment equivalent to that available 
in community adult education facilities or elsewhere in society.  
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Considerations 

Irrespective of which model for prison education they use, the Nordic 
countries have a shared point of departure in the conviction that education 
is a right for prisoners as for other citizens. Education is offered for the 
benefit of the prisoner, for his or her own personal development, as well 
being one aspect of the general effort of creating a better platform to 
stand on after release from prison – hopefully to a life free from criminal-
ity and drugs. The orientation, options, methods and priorities of the 
prison education system should therefore all be based on the situation of 
each individual prisoner. Who are the users of the prison education sys-
tem? What are their needs and who determines them? The aim of this 
section is to scrutinize the chain of user needs and to ask: how well do 
educational options correspond to today’s needs? What would ideal edu-
cational options be? To begin with, it is very difficult to define educa-
tional needs. They may differ greatly, spanning the spectrum from sub-
ject-specific knowledge to skills required on the labor market, as well as 
including an individual’s personal desire to learn a language, for example, 
or 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 indi-
vidual 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 7, where it is clear that the prison populations in the Nordic 
countries are fairly similar. Approximately one out of every ten prisoners 
in Nordic prisons has not completed any level of education. In Norway 
and Sweden roughly one out of every ten prisoners has studied at a uni-
versity or other institute of higher education, while the corresponding 
figure for Denmark is only 4.2%. The age of most of the prison popula-
tions is 25 to 35, with a very small number of prisoners under the age of 
20 in relation to the overall prison population, owing to the fact that 
young offenders are sentenced to other treatment rather than imprison-
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ment. Although number of prisoners of foreign origin varies from country 
to country it is substantial, particularly in Sweden, where every fourth 
prisoner is of foreign extraction. There are substantial drug problems, 
with 60–70% of the prisoners in all the countries estimated as having 
substance or alcohol abuse problems. 

In recent years, many prisons and prison schools in the Nordic countries 
have participated in the Nordplus Framework Program, which “offers fi-
nancial support to a variety of educational cooperation between partners in 
the area of lifelong learning from the eight participating countries in the 
Baltic and Nordic regions”. (See website: http://www.nordplusonline. 
org/eng/framework_programme/about_nordplus). Many prison schools also 
participate in various EU-funded education programs, such as the Grundt-
vig program. One of the results of such participation is increased attention 
from the participating staff members to the prison at which they work, with 
a focus on developing and improving the educational options. A subject 
area that has developed especially rapidly thanks to such participation is art 
education. More access to art education has helped many prisoners to better 
self-esteem and motivation to continue their education.  

9.5 Educational background  

According to the Nordic survey (Eikeland, Manger, and Asbjørnsen 
(eds.), 2008). The Nordic prison education systems have many shared 
features but also some variation. Basically, they can be described as hav-
ing three parts: level 1 is basic or compulsory education, level 2 com-
prises all upper secondary education, including vocational training and 
the higher preparatory course; while university and other higher education 
makes up level 3. At each level there are various possible specializations 
and programs, often widely diverse and concerning, to take vocational 
training as an example, the type of trade toward which the training is 
oriented, the degree of specialization and expertise reached in the differ-
ent trades, what level job a person is eligible for after completion, and 
how much theory and practice are included in the training program.  

According to the survey, between 7 and 16% of the prisoners had not 
completed any level of education. The highest figure (16%) was for Ice-
land, where the prison population is very small, the lowest for Finland 

http://www.nordplusonline
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and Norway (both at 7.2%). Approximately every ninth prisoner in both 
Denmark and Sweden had no completed level of education. In Sweden, 
the group of prisoners with the weakest educational backgrounds were 
also most often represented among prisoners who chose not to participate 
in any prison educational activities. The surveys as a whole indicate that 
young prisoners in the Nordic countries are those who most often have 
weak educational backgrounds. A particularly worrying figure was that 
83.7% of the prisoners under the age of twenty-five in Norway had not 
completed three-year upper secondary school. The educational level of 
prisoners in Norway corresponds to that of the general population some 
twenty years ago (Eikeland, Manger, and Diseth, 2006). 

The proportion of prisoners for whom compulsory school is the high-
est level of education completed varied from approximately one fourth in 
Finland to nearly half in Iceland and Sweden, In Denmark and Finland 
slightly more prisoners had completed upper secondary school than in the 
other countries. Iceland had the lowest percentage of prisoners who com-
pleted upper secondary education.  

In Norway and Sweden, approximately one out of every ten prisoners 
had some form of higher education, while Denmark had the lowest per-
centage in this category (4.2%). 

The percentages of prisoners who were not participating in any prison 
educational activities was very similar in all five Nordic countries. Ice-
land had the lowest percentage in this respect (55%), and Denmark the 
highest, with approximately three out of every four prisoners not partici-
pating. In the other countries, the surveys indicated that roughly two out 
of every three prisoners were not participating in any form of formal edu-
cation or informal prison educational activity.  

The main reasons given for not participating in prison educational ac-
tivities were that the prison did not offer any such activities, or that there 
were no activities on offer suited to the needs of the prisoner, for instance 
vocational training.  

Prisoners who were participating in educational activities were gener-
ally pleased with the activities and the teaching. Inadequate (or inade-
quate access to) ICT equipment was the main problem or obstacle to 
completing prison educational activities, as stated in all the surveys (Eike-
land, Manger, and Asbjørnsen (eds.), 2008).  
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Recommendations 

 Education for more prisoners  
Every person in a prison and probation situation who has a right to 
and wants to participate in educational activities must be able to do 
so. It is particularly important that the educational needs of young 
prisoners with weak educational be satisfied. Measures: 
– more frequent surveys of the educational backgrounds, 

preferences and needs of prisoners, 
– better information concerning existing educational opportunities. 
 

 Classroom facilities 
Existing resources could be better utilized if classroom facilities were 
large enough to hold groups of eight to twelve participants. The 
prison and probation authorities must take their responsibility in this 
respect and draw up plants for renovating the classroom facilities.  

 
 Quality and scope. Measures: 

– A wider range of educational activities, emphasizing vocational 
trai-ning. Vocational training can be extended through a better 
structured, more goal-oriented collaboration with the prison 
workshops, many of which have been approved as teaching 
workshops. The prison schools can offer the general courses, 
while the workshops can offer the prac-tical work experience 
involved in vocational training. When the transition to more 
vocational training is made, this will place demands in terms of 
both educational equipment and resources. 

– Educational activities should be offered on a year-round basis, to 
satisfy the needs of prisoners to be able to participate in 
educational activities no matter when they are serving their 
sentences.  

 
 Prisoners serving short sentences  

Short sentences must not pose an obstacle to embarking on 
educational activities. Measures: 
– Assessments of formal and non-formal educational experience 

must be carried out. 



A Lifelong Learning Perspective  183 

– Plans for completing upper secondary education must be  
drawn up. 

– If the curriculum corresponds to that used in municipal adult 
education, even short educational activities in prison may be 
valuable (for continued education after release). 

– More motivational activities are needed, such as practical/esthetic 
courses (music, drama, arts and crafts, etc.).  

– More courses that give credit toward work life qualifications are 
needed.  Educational activities on a year-round basis (see above) 
can be used to satisfy the needs of prisoners serving short 
sentences. 

 
 Learning difficulties. Measures: 

– More detailed surveys of prisoners’ learning difficulties. Re-
search and assessment funds must be allocated to studying 
prisoners’ literacy and numeracy difficulties.   

 
 ICT/ the Internet  

Greater awareness is needed concerning the impor-tance of ICT/the 
Internet in prison educational activities, as well as funding that will 
make ICT equipment/Internet access available for prisoners who 
participate in prison educational activities. 

 
 Higher education 

More must be done to facilitate for prisoners wish-ing to participate 
in higher education, not least in terms of Internet access and tutored 
net-based educational activities.  

9.6 Methods  

Recommendations 

The project group proposes the following approaches in order to fulfill 
the needs of prisoners for both formal and informal adult education: 

The same pedagogical points of departure for lifelong learning in adult 
education shall apply to adults in prison as in society at large – with the 
same adaptation to the target group as must always be used for any spe-
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cific educational group, in prison or elsewhere. The methods imple-
mented should be based on the idea of assessing the needs of each indi-
vidual and, on that basis, giving him or her space in which to develop, 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 individualization, and students who may be at very dif-
ferent points along the route to acquiring life competence, places high 
demands both in terms of methodological flexibility and in terms of 
teachers being adaptable in their educational strategies. 

Digital competence is an essential tool for participation in civil soci-
ety, and for this reason ICT skills should be integrated into all aspects of 
prison education.  

Considerations  

It is probable that outreach teaching methods, theme studies linked to the local 
community and everyday life would motivate and stimulate the prisoners in 
terms of their education more than traditional teaching or individual tutoring 
that follows textbooks strictly.  
(In Swedish. English equivalent title: Reports from the National Agency for 
Education, R89:35) 

 
This quotation is from a report published by the Swedish National Agen-
cy for Education in 1989. The report also states that prisoners require 
both individualization and cooperation, as well as training in social skills. 
It is clearly a challenging task to be a prison teacher. Qualities required, 
according to the report, include dedication to the task, patience, kindness, 
social commitment, firmness, flexibility, self-confidence, and toughness, 
as well as the abilities to individualize, to be forceful in difficult situa-
tions, and to exercise diplomacy. At the same time, it is important that 
teachers not take on a role beyond that associated with the teaching pro-
fession. Efforts are of added value when prison education personnel and 
the other treatment staff cooperate. According to the report, teachers in 
the correctional service who were polled about their own needs most 
often mentioned the need for working methods that encourage motiva-
tion, detailed courses on the prison system, in-depth subject studies, and 
methods courses. 
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Many reports point out that prisoners serving sentences often have 
negative experience from their own school days. Another subject raised is 
dyslexia, and in this context many reports indicate that a large number of 
prisoners have literacy problems. However, a recent study indicates that 
dyslexia is not overrepresented 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 prison-
ers?). Nevertheless, many prisoners do have serious literacy and numeracy 
problems. One study states that prisoners found it difficult to help their 
children with their homework, that they found it embarrassing not to be 
able to read and write, and that they had a tendency to conceal their weak-
nesses. (Ohlsson, 2000. English equivalent title: Literacy/dyslexia educa-
tion at the Malmö prison). 

All these issues lead to the question about what teaching methods and 
what teacher competence is needed in prison education. Claesson refers to 
the qualities mentioned above, such as dedication to the task, patience, 
kindness, social commitment, etc. as “didactic tact”, a term coined by van 
Manen (1988) in The Tact of Teaching (van Manen, 1990). According to 
Claesson, in short, there seems to be an understanding that students in 
prison have special needs, although opinions are divided as to how the 
problems should be tackled – but in any case some “didactic tact” is re-
quired, and possibly 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 pris-
oners in this study complained that their prison teachers had too little 
specific subject knowledge indicates that in practice it is necessary to find 
teachers with a good combination of the qualities needed and well-
balanced teaching competence (Claesson, Dahlgren, In Swedish, English 
equivalent title: Studying in Prison, 2002).  

Skaalvik et al. indicate, in a report from 2003, that there are great dis-
crepancies regarding what school administrators, teachers and prison staff 
consider the objectives of prison education. Administrators tend to put 
more emphasis on formal aspects such as following the curriculum and 
getting a diploma, teachers stress the importance of motivation, gaining 
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self-confidence and developing social skills, while prison staff members 
emphasize the opportunities 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 methods are 
suitable and what teaching strategies should be used in prison education. 
This report also points out that teachers experience the classroom situation 
in prisons as different from the classroom 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 com-
mon, and students often have a negative attitude on the basis of their previ-
ous educational experience, inadequate basic skills, and poor self-
confidence. (Skaalvik et al., 2003. In Norwegian, English equivalent title: 
Observations and Ambitions Regarding Prison Teaching). 

According to this report, if there were a spectrum with the students’ 
points of departure at one end and long-term goals at the other, it would 
also span the spectrum of opinions about the objectives of prison education 
amongst prison school administrators 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 9.1 The objectives of prison education seen as a time spectrum  

 
For the teacher, the person who works with the students in practice, kno-
wing the individual’s point of departure is essential to know in order to  
prison school administrator, on the other hand, coming from experience 
of the state school system, formal objectives are central. In any case, each 
new prisoner must be approached with awareness of these factors in 
mind, and from the perspective of lifelong learning, without bias and in 
an honest attempt to see where on the spectrum he or she is starting out, 
in order to use the most appropriate methods in working with that indi-
vidual. For one prisoner, working toward 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 
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than other adult education teachers when it comes to finding the right 
keys to unlock each individual student’s learning abilities. 

A government commission report (1996:27 in Swedish, English equi-
valent title A Strategy for the Adult Education Initiative and Lifelong 
Learning) highlights the fact that lifelong learning is meant to provide 
individuals with the competence they require to be able to solve the prob-
lems they encounter as citizens, in their professional roles and in every-
day life. Lifelong learning has a two-pronged perspective, including both 
the factual knowledge needed to go on to further education, and the skills 
needed to continue the learning process in society. Thus, in the prison 
setting as well, education must be characterized both by opportunities to 
develop personal skills such as self-confidence, problem-solving abilities, 
creativity, to improve one’s ability to learn, and to take in and assess 
information. 

In cooperation with the other personnel groups in a prison, 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 socialization process in prisons, with the 
aim of activation 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 committee), an investigation into the possibilities of 
achieving change in work with sex offenders.  

Links to the outside world are equally important to teachers as to in-
carcerated students, 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 often prevails. This makes fur-
ther education and other opportunities for renewal and new perspectives 
all the more important for the teachers whose task it is to keep the learn-
ing process alive in the prison environment and to equip prisoners with 
the tools they need for individual personal development. 
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9.7 The place of education in the Prison and Probation 
Services  

Recommendations  

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. There should be equal opportunities for 
work, education and other approved activities in the prisons, all avai-
lable during normal working hours. From the point of view of equali-
ty, the same remuneration should be paid to prisoners for the 
different activities, not least so as to avoid competition between the 
activities offered. 

 The recognized need of activation for prisoners (as part of the process 
of resocialization) is to be the main starting point when the various 
prison activities are prioritized. There should be flexible teaching ar-
rangements, as a prisoner should be able to organize his or her activi-
ties as a combination of work, schooling, programs, and other appro-
ved 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 peda-
gogical expertise should assess the needs of the prisoner for 
education. 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.  

Considerations  

A prison sentence is one of the ways society is able to react to undesirable 
actions. This reaction builds on the instruments available to the Prison 
and Probation Service to promote the reintegration of the prisoner into 
society. Many different professional categories contribute to this effort. In 
other words, institutions run by the Prison and Probation Service are staf-
fed by representatives of various stakeholders who may also have differ-
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ent, 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 has re-
sponsibility for coordinating the measures implemented by the various 
state authorities so that prisoners have well-organized, positive 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. 

Denmark  
All prisoners are required to participate in activities: work, education or 
some other approved activity. The national Prison and Probation Service, in 
collaboration with local prison management, draws up the “activity regula-
tions” determining how many full-time students each prison is to have. The 
“activity planning” for each institution determines the balance between 
education, programs and other activities, on the basis of the needs of the 
prison population. The physical dimensions of the facility set the limits for 
all the various activities, including work, schooling and other activities. 
This is reflected in the number of prisoners 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 national prison and probation authorities and local prisons. Experienced 
prison administrators are quick to see when their prison populations chan-
ge, and immediately notify the authorities of necessary changes in the ac-
tivities offered. Every prisoner serving a sentence longer than four months 
must have a future plan containing, amongst other things, the activities 
(including schooling) in which he or she will participate while in prison and 
upon release. Moreover, irrespective of sentence length, every 15–17-year-
old must draw up a future plan. As a rule, a member of the prison staff is 
responsible for seeing to it that the plan is drawn up. That staff member 
continues to take responsibility for implementation, and for collecting the 
necessary information. 
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Finland  
Every prisoner serving a sentence is obliged to participate in activities, 
i.e. to participate in work, education or other activities arranged or ap-
proved by the prison.  

Each district prison has an assessment and allocation unit, to which 
prisoners are called, and where they receive a detailed plan of their sen-
tence term based on a risk and needs assessment and an assessment of the 
functioning capacity of the individual. The allocation institution is chosen 
according to the activity and rehabilitation needs of the prisoner as well 
as the required level of security in the institution. The measures recorded 
in their sentence plans aim to help prisoners to live without crime and 
promote their reintegration into society. The plan is also intended to 
counteract recidivism in the institutions and during prison leaves or day 
release privileges. The allocation unit is responsible for the implementa-
tion and updating of the sentence plan.  

Prisons are to have facilities for appropriate vocational training and 
necessary education. The activities and their scopes are set in annual dis-
cussion between the regional and local authorities. The regional authori-
ties and the local prison authorities strive to coordinate the schooling 
offered to prisoners in each region or district. Prisoners are to be placed in 
work or other activities corresponding to the goals of their sentence, and 
with a view to maintaining and developing their vocational 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 various prison staff groups and, in some places, also 
of the teachers.  

Norway  
It is the task of the Prison and Probation Service to ensure that prisoners 
are offered daytime activities. Prisoners may satisfy this activity require-
ment through work, schooling, programs, etc. The Norwegian Parliament 
allocates earmarked funds annually for education under the auspices of 
the Prison and Probation Service. On behalf of the Ministry of Education 
and Research, The County Governor of Hordaland disburses these budg-
eted funds to the county administrations. The budget distribution and 
educational options are discussed every year by the educational authori-
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ties and the Prison and Probation Service at national, regional and local 
levels. Every prisoner serving a sentence 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 vari-
ous stakeholders in the prison system. 

Sweden  
The Ministry of Justice has signaled 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 
“program activities”. All prisoners are required to participate in activities, 
defined as work, schooling, “criminality and abuse related treatment pro-
grams” and other structured activities. The regional office and local pris-
ons meet twice a year to discuss the organization and scope of required 
activities/activities offered by each prison. The decision of who partici-
pates in education is made in accordance with a structure through which 
each prisoner’s study objectives are clarified and the remote learning 
options determined when necessary. When this has been done, a meeting 
is held, at which the individual’s studies are examined in a larger context.  

9.8 Options and needs for lifelong learning  

Recommendations  

The project group proposes that: 
 
 Every prisoner be given the opportunity and the necessary counseling 

to set out his or her educational needs in relation to working life and 
personal development, resulting in an individual educational plan.  

 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 organize the education for each prisoner on the basis of 
what he or she 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 incumbent upon each prison 
school and/or the Prison and Probation Service to ensure that each school 
has sufficient expertise to assess the prisoners’ formal and informal com-
petence, or has contract with an organization in the community that can 
perform such an evaluation.  

Considerations  

In the European Union as a whole and in individual European countries, 
authorities focus on providing young people and adults with the qualifica-
tions and skills enhancement they require to be able to perform the new 
tasks in a society in constant change. Individuals unable to utilize these 
opportunities for skills enhancement will find themselves marginalized 
from general educational and the labor market. In this context, prison 
populations are vulnerable groups. It is a prerequisite for satisfying the 
needs of different groups regarding education and skills enhancement that 
the educational 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.  

International and national studies of the literacy skills of young people 
and adults have pointed out that there is a large proportion of the popula-
tion has inadequate basic skills. (for example see Eikeland, Manger, and 
Asbjørnsen (eds.) 2008). One Norwegian report focuses particular atten-
tion on the individuals with the weakest educational backgrounds, and 
who have been excluded from the labor market. When non-formal learn-
ing assessments have been implemented 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 
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1999–2002 – At the finish line or on the starting blocks? Final report, 
VOX, Norwegian National Institute for Adult Education, Oslo 2002). 

Prison populations are marginalized groups in society. Prisoners 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 fre-
quently lack the necessary motivation and self-confidence to enter into a 
regular school or work situation. Also, many recidivists have been in and 
out of prison work and school facilities for years, without having made 
any particular progress. A basic prerequisite for their having a chance to 
succeed is that their educational needs and points of departure be as-
sessed, so that each prisoner can carry on from the level that suits him or 
her best.  

9.9 Documentation and research  

Recommendations 

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 compa-

rison, for example, with treatment programs and other activities, 
 evaluating whether the range offered as prison education corresponds 

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. 

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. 
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Considerations  

All the Nordic countries have carried out national surveys of prisoners’ 
educational backgrounds, needs, and preferences. In 2006, the Nordic Net-
work for Prison Education took the initiative to a Nordic survey of prison-
ers’ educational backgrounds. Funding was granted by the Nordic Council 
of Ministers, and the survey was carried out in 2006 and 2007. Research 
teams from all five Nordic countries were involved, and the results pointed 
out the similarities and differences between the Nordic countries in relation 
to prisoners' educations. The findings of the national and the overall Nordic 
survey have resulted in greater attention being paid by both politicians and 
decision-makers to prison education, and consequent improvements. There 
is also a comprehensive requirement in the Nordic countries for quality 
assurance in educational activities on the basis of various kinds of report-
ing, evaluation and research, in order to ensure a balance between the re-
sources allocated and the education offered, and to give a clear picture of 
what educational activities are offered.  

9.10 Cooperation between the prison and probation 
services and other stakeholders  

Recommendations  

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

red by law, which would result in structured, systematic, inter-agency 
cooperation. There must be better contact and cooperation between 
agencies such as the educational authorities, the correctional services, 
the labor market authorities, the main trade unions, and the employ-
ment services. 

 Prisoners should more frequently be placed in open institutions 
allow-ing more day release privileges for education and work, which 
would result in automatically making better use of traditional social 
services. 

 As part of the transition to release, the use of supervised probationary 
freedom should be increased so that more prisoners would study, 
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work, or participate in rehabilitation activities with some form of 
probationary freedom. 

 The release of a prisoner should be prepared in cooperation with the 
social, health care, employment, and education services in the 
commu-nity as well as third sector organizations, so that the prisoner 
will re-ceive sufficient support upon release. In the release phase, 
every pri-soner should receive an assessment of his or her need for 
services and ability to cope in society. Assessment methods, which 
could detect the risks that should be taken into account when 
considering coping after release, should be developed.  

 There should be better utilization of the expertise and options of the 
labor market authorities for prison convicts, in order to ensure smoo-
ther transitions back into society. 

 Internet-based education with satisfactory security solutions will pro-
vide a supplementary tool for utilization of the state educational 
servi-ces. Internet-based education will: a) be a contribution to 
normaliza-tion b) offer more options – enable prisoners to participate 
in a wider range of courses c) reach more prisoners – facilitating 
individualiza-tion and d) enable greater educational continuity and 
thus increase the possibility 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, workshop mana-
gers, and representatives of the employment services must be impro-
ved. 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 
integral part of the skills enhancement work that continues after 
release. See also section 9.7. 

 
Concrete plans and routines should be drawn up for cooperation between 
the prison and probation services and the various stakeholders at national, 
regional and local levels.  
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Considerations 

A prison term served in a closed institution automatically reduces contact 
with society at large to some extent. Every year, substantial resources are 
spent on prison institutions where individuals are incarcerated for periods 
of time of varying duration. 

Historically, these resources have been utilized in a far too fragmented 
way, with too little investment in programs to promote normalization and 
integration. In a comprehensive societal perspective, it is important that 
future measures and programs be coordinated so as to promote reintegra-
tion of prisoners into society. 

Good cooperation between the prison and probation services and other 
authorities is an important factor in satisfying prisoners’ educational 
needs. 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 op-
tions with satisfactory utilization of resources.  

Denmark  
Normally, a prison sentence will be served in an open institution. Pris-
oner’s needs of various social services such as dentistry, drug treatment, 
and education are to be met in the local community. The principle of 
normalization is implemented by extensive use of day release privileges 
from these open institutions. (The average Danish prison has an average 
of 1,400 prisoners, 100 of whom exercise day release privileges – ap-
proximately 8%). The principles of normalization and openness are regu-
lated in the “Principles Program”. It is general practice that prisoners in 
open institutions have full access to Internet-based education (using the 
Internet and email). 

Finland  
In 2007, a total of 150 prisoners had day release privileges (for educa-
tion). 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 in-
volved in prison education, the teacher and study counselor should en-
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courage the prisoner to continue his or her studies upon release. Voca-
tional training is organized 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 2007, 642 prisoners, mainly in open institutions, made the transi-
tion to day release privileges. Only three violated their privileges by es-
caping. In the parliamentary report Punishment that Works, the govern-
ment proposes making it possible for prisoners to have day release privi-
leges from the first day of sentence enforcement when defensible from a 
security viewpoint, and with a special focus on young prisoners. The 
report describes day release privileges as a very good instrument for the 
transition to society, giving prisoners access to community life at the 
same time as the prison and probation service has adequate means of 
monitoring them. Exercising day release privileges is a positive way for 
prisoners to use their time, assuming that they have possibilities for either 
education or vocational experience they will be able to build on after 
release. Norway has a unique arrangement referred to as “follow-up clas-
ses” in the community. These classes were established to enable prisoners 
receiving prison education to continue attending the same classes upon 
release. One follow-up class has developed a model for inter-agency co-
operation with the student in focus, where the social services have more 
responsibility than elsewhere. The labor market authorities have become 
far more involved in reintegration of prisoners into society since agree-
ments between the labor market and correctional authorities were drawn 
up at national, region and local levels. 

Sweden  
Sweden has an interesting national project known as KrAmi, with system-
atic cooperation between the correctional services, the labor market au-
thorities and the municipal social services. Prisoner counseling for both 
incarcerated prisoners and prisoners on probation, the KrAmi project for 
prisoners on probation, and labor market courses held at prison facilities 
are all run in accordance with a national level agreement between the 
Prison and Probation Service and the Public Employment Service. A 
project on Internet-based education at university level has been initiated 
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in order to assess security problems, as well as technical and pedagogical 
issues.  

9.11 The cost of prison education 

Recommendation  

The project group suggests continued, extended funding for prison educa-
tion, because the needs in this area are great. While a prisoner is serving 
his or her sentence, educators have a unique opportunity to reach many 
individuals who have high educational priority but who are difficult to 
reach via traditional adult education channels, owing to the fact that their 
negative prior educational experience discourages them from seeking out 
adult education for themselves.  

Comments  

Today the demand for prison education far outstrips supply. According to 
the Nordic Report Nordic Prison Education: Prisoners’ educational 
backgrounds, preferences and motivation (Eikeland, Manger, and As-
bjørnsen, 2008), between 7 and 16% of the prisoners had not completed 
any level of education. The highest figure (16%) was for Iceland, where 
the prison population is very small, the lowest for Finland and Norway 
(both at 7.2%). Approximately every ninth prisoner in both Denmark and 
Sweden had no completed level of education. In Sweden, the group of 
prisoners with the weakest educational backgrounds were also most often 
represented among prisoners who chose not to participate in any prison 
educational activities. The surveys as a whole indicate that young prison-
ers in the Nordic countries are those who most often have weak educa-
tional backgrounds. A particularly worrying figure was that 83.7% of the 
prisoners under the age of twenty-five in Norway had not completed 
three-year upper secondary school. The educational level of prisoners in 
Norway corresponds to that of the general population some twenty years 
ago (Eikeland, Manger, and Diseth, 2006).  

The group with the greatest educational needs is a group which is also 
often difficult to recruit to schooling in the state school system, and thus 
the opportunity should be taken to begin to fulfill the ambitions expressed 
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by society in terms of the “adult education initiative” and lifelong learn-
ing when the individuals from this group are incarcerated.  

Today, education accounts for only a small fraction of the costs of a 
prison sentence. From a socioeconomic point of view it would undoubt-
edly be beneficial to invest more in prison education. 

Considerations 

It is difficult to compare statistics on the cost of prison education. Educa-
tion is organized differently from country to country, and is sometimes 
also financed by different authorities. Moreover, it may be difficult to 
distinguish the costs of prison education from the costs of other educa-
tion. 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 
regarded as most interesting to consider. The statistics submitted by each 
country but not included in this report provide material for further study. 

One interesting figure to compare is the cost of prison education in 
each country relative to the total cost of a prison term per prisoner and 
day. Such figures may provide an indication of the level of ambition re-
garding prison education in each country.  

Table 9.1 The costs of prison education (in Euro)  

Cost  Denmark Finland Norway Sweden 

Total annual cost of prison education 8,960,662 3,982,000 21,171,891 11,978,980  

Annual cost of full-time education per 
study place?1  26,200 13,185

 
16,7632

 
21,848 

Cost, per day for prison education per 
prison/remand place 9.7 3.7

 
6.6

 
4.83/6.74 

Percentage of total cost per day ac-
counted for by prison education5 5.4% 3% 9.6%

 
3.3% 

1) Estimated on the basis of the total number of classroom hours in relation to the number of hours per year consid-
ered full-time activity for a prisoner (1,850 hours in Denmark, 2,000 hours in Finland, 1,425 hours in Norway and 
1,610 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 for education. Proportionally, prison 
education accounts for between 3% and just over 9% of the total cost of a 
prison place. Seen from a different perspective, education can be de-
scribed as costing the prison and probation services in the Nordic coun-
tries the equivalent of one pack 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 educa-
tional needs of the prisoners. It would at least have to include the needs 
for supplementary basic and further education, since this corresponds to 
the basic competence required at most workplaces in society. Below, we 
sketch a theoretical model to service as a point of departure for further 
discussions. 

Invest more now to reduce future costs  

Is it reasonable, in a time of financial constraints, to discuss increasing 
the educational activities in prisons? Raising the arguments put forward 
here to a socioeconomic level, we can say that every single prisoner who 
breaks a vicious circle of drug dependence and criminality means a bene-
fit to society of several million Euro. A report from the Swedish National 
Board of Health and Welfare describes the estimated socioeconomic be-
nefit of a number of cooperative projects run by the correctional services, 
the employment 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 (Jess, 2005).  

A report on socioeconomic accounting in a project known as “The 
Way Out” states that: 

Until the day we are prepared to take risks with our long-term efforts to pre-
vent ill health and to rehabilitate the marginalized, we will see the safe, short-
term, and often bad decisions prevail. Perhaps we need new welfare institu-
tions, prepared to take those fundamentally human and economically viable 
risks. This investment analysis made in socioeconomic bookkeeping is an at-
tempt to trigger that kind of long-term thinking about rehabilitation. 
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Every participant in “The Way Out” project in 2005 meant a socioeco-
nomic benefit of roughly SEK 980,000. Thus the investment in rehabilita-
tion made by society for “The Way Out” project in 2005 has paid itself 
back approximately ten times over, or 1,060%. Not a bad result in any 
investment context.  

The project worked with development of companies based on social 
responsibility, and of course some of the benefit of society came from 
taxes, etc., but a great deal had to do with reduction of costs to society 
owing to decreased criminality. In short, the net losses to the companies 
involved in “The Way Out” in 2005 were SEK 0.35 billion, while the 
gain to society was approximately SEK 37 billion. Two of the main win-
ners in the process were the judicial system with a profit for the year of 
SEK 14 billion, and the category referred to as “others” with a profit for 
the year of SEK 14.5 billion (In Swedish. English equivalent title: From 
the perspective of society. Summary of the report Socioeconomic Account 
for “The Way Out!” program 2006). 

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. This conclusion was also drawn 
in a previously published report on the KrAmi project (Nyström et al. In 
Swedish. English equivalent title: Investing in Work, 2002).  



 202 



10. Joint Nordic recommendations  
 
by Torfinn Langelid, Marianne Mäki, Kaj Raundrup, and Svenolov Svensson  

This chapter presents an overview of the recommendations set out in the 
previous chapters. Together with the international recommendations and 
conventions, these provide a platform for development and further devel-
opment of prison education 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, and that it must in all ways be in accord with international 
conventions and recommendations. 

The legal authority stipulated in the Education Acts should also be sti-
pulated 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. 

Normalization 

The project group proposes that the principle of normalization and open-
ness be applied to as great an extent as possible by utilizing the public 
services of society such as schools, libraries, treatment services, etc.  
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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 competence as in the state school system. 

Description of prison education 

The project group proposes a joint Nordic description of education in 
prison facilities. The assumption of the project group in this respect is that 
ICT will be included as a natural took for all education. Prison education 
should consist of:  
 
 Compulsory education (corresponding to nine years of basic educa-

tion, through secondary school) 
 Upper secondary education (corresponding to upper secondary level 

and vocational training, and the higher preparatory course).  
 Internet-based education and remote learning 
 Special education 
 Immigrant education, minority group education (Sami, Roma, etc.) 

and education for second generation immigrants 
 Higher/university education. 

Comment 

As part of any teaching, all schools/students should have access to a well-
stocked library which, in itself, serves as an information center and a 
knowledge database. 

Educational opportunities 

The project group sets out the following proposals for educational courses 
to satisfy prisoners’ needs regarding both formal education and informal 
skills enhancement. The national surveys and the Nordic survey all indi-
cate a serious need for more vocational training. Vocational training must 
be more integrated with external workplaces, with a view to the transition 
to life in the community. Educational activities offered must satisfy the 
educational needs of the prisoners, especially those with special needs, 
and those who should be the object of special recruitment attention.  
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General education  

 Basic education. 
 Special/remedial education, with a particular focus on the prisoners 

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

 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 chance 
to spend time in a "normal" study environment. 

 When educational needs are assessed, prisoners’ previous formal and 
non-formal experience should also be taken into account. This can 
mean a great deal to individuals who do not have good grades or 
posi-tive educational experiences.  

 Education which satisfies the needs of foreign prisoners. 
 Remote learning with some personal tutoring may play a role in satis-

fying individual needs. 

Vocational training  

 Vocational training in collaboration with the employment service in 
order to offer training that will prepare the individuals for the labor 
market.  

 Cooperation should be encouraged between schools (theory) and pri-
son workshops (practice). As a result of such cooperation, some acti-
vities could earn educational credits.  

 Assessment of formal and non-formal educational experience should 
be included as a natural part of educational activities.  

 Some vocational training could be given in foreign languages. This 
could also be useful to prisoners 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.  

 It is important that marginalized individuals such as prisoners have 
the same opportunities as citizens in the community to acquire digital 
competence while they are serving time.  

 ICT courses of the same kinds offered in the regular schools in the 
community (both to master the techniques themselves and to use the 
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new technologies in other subject studies). ICT 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 options in society, for example as links to 
educational insti-tutions in their home countries for foreign prisoners. 

Creative activities, libraries, etc.  

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

 There should be access to a well-stocked library and its services 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 educa-
tional opportunities adapted to their individual needs. For women, 
who otherwise run the risk of being considered 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 programs, and other approved activities. Very few 
prisoners can cope efficiently with full-time studies. Flexibility and 
“tailor-made” weekly schedules should be available for all prisoners. 
Educa-tion is one important piece of a larger puzzle. If that piece falls 
into place, it may be decisive both to the success of the prisoner’s 
school-ing and to his or her life as a whole. The national surveys and 
the Nordic survey all stress the need for individual study plans, and 
good information and counseling concerning educational 
opportunities.  
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Facilities and equipment 

 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.  

Educational background 

 Education for more prisoners  
Every person in a prison and probation situation who has a right to 
and wants to participate in educational activities must be able to do 
so. It is particularly important that the educational needs of young 
prisoners with weak educational be satisfied. Measures: 
– more frequent surveys of the educational backgrounds, 

preferences and needs of prisoners, 
– better information concerning existing educational opportunities. 
 

 Classroom facilities 
Existing resources could be better utilized if classroom facilities were 
large enough to hold groups of eight to twelve participants. The 
prison and probation authorities must take their responsibility in this 
respect and draw up plants for renovating the classroom facilities.  

 
 Quality and scope. Measures: 

– A wider range of educational activities, emphasizing vocational 
training. Vocational training can be extended through a better 
structured, more goal-oriented collaboration with the prison 
workshops, many of which have been approved as teaching 
workshops. The prison schools can offer the general courses, 
while the workshops can offer the practical work experience 
involved in vocational training. When the transition to more 
vocational training is made, this will place demands in terms of 
both educational equipment and resources.  

– Educational activities should be offered on a year-round basis, to 
satisfy the needs of prisoners to be able to participate in 
educational activities no matter when they are serving their 
sentences.  
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 Prisoners serving short sentences  
Short sentences must not pose an obstacle to embarking on 
educational activities. Measures:  
– Assessments of formal and non-formal educational experience 

must be carried out. 
– Plans for completing upper secondary education must be drawn 

up. 
– If the curriculum corresponds to that used in municipal adult 

education, even short educational activities in prison may be 
valuable (for continued education after release). 

– More motivational activities are needed, such as practical/ 
esthetic courses (music, drama, arts and crafts, etc.).  

– More courses that give credit toward work life qualifications are 
needed. Educational activities on a year-round basis (see above) 
can be used to satisfy the needs of prisoners serving short 
sentences.  

 
 Learning difficulties. Measures: 

– More detailed surveys of prisoners' learning difficulties. 
Research and assessment funds must be allocated to studying 
prisoners’ literacy and numeracy difficulties.   

 
 ICT/ the Internet  

Greater awareness is needed concerning the importance of ICT/the 
Internet in prison educational activities, as well as funding that will 
make ICT equipment/Internet access available for prisoners who 
participate in prison educational activities. 

 
 Higher education  

More must be done to facilitate for prisoners wishing to participate in 
higher education, not least in terms of Internet access and tutored net-
based educational activities.  

Methods 

The project group proposes the following approaches in order to fulfill 
the needs of prisoners for both formal and informal adult education: 
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 The same pedagogical points of departure for lifelong learning in 
adult education shall apply to adults in prison as in society at large – 
with the same adaptation to the target group that 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 develop 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 individualization, and students who may be at very 
different points along the route to acquiring life competence, places 
high demands both in terms of methodological flexibility and in 
terms of teachers being adaptable in their educational strategies. 

 Because digital competence is necessary today for participation in ci-
vil society, ICT must be an integrated aspect of all prison education. 

The place of education in the prison and probation services 

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. 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 activi-ties, not least so as to avoid competition between the 
activities offered. 

 The recognized need of prisoners for activation (as part of the process 
of resocialization) is to be the main starting point when the different 
prison activities are prioritized. There should be flexible teaching ar-
rangements. A prisoner should be able to organize his or her 
activities as a combination of work, schooling, programs, 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 
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future plan, extending up to and beyond release. A pedagogical 
expert should assess the needs of the prisoner for education. Release 
or con-ditional release, to a situation with work, schooling or other 
activities – must be prepared in good time and in consultation 
between the prisoner and other stakeholders.  

Options and needs for lifelong learning 

The project group proposes that: 
 
 All prisoners must be given the necessary counseling and the oppor-

tunity to formulate their educational needs in an individual education 
plan, taking account of both working life and personal development. 

 Prisoners shall 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 compa-

rison, for example, with treatment programs and other activities, 
 evaluating whether the range offered as prison education corresponds 

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.  
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Cooperation between the prison and probation services 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 requi-

red by law, which would result in structured, systematic, inter-agency 
cooperation. There must be better contact and cooperation between 
agencies such as the educational authorities, the correctional services, 
the labor market authorities, the main trade unions and the employ-
ment services. 

 There should be more frequent placement of prisoners in open 
institu-tions allowing more day release privileges for education and 
work, which would result in automatically making better use of 
traditional social services.  

 As part of the transition to release, the use of day release privileges/ 
temporary release should be increased so that more prisoners can stu-
dy, work, or participate in rehabilitation activities as day release 
privi-leges/temporary release. 

 The release of a prisoner should be prepared in cooperation with the 
social, health care, employment, and education services of the society 
as well as the third sector instances so that the prisoner would receive 
sufficient support when released. In the release phase, every prisoner 
should receive an assessment of his or her need for services and 
ability to cope in society. Assessment methods to detect the risks 
associated with coping in freedom, should be developed. 

 There should be better utilization of the expertise and options of the 
labor market authorities for prison convicts, in order to ensure smoo-
ther transitions to society, 

 Internet-based education with satisfactory security solutions will pro-
vide a supplementary tool for utilization of the state educational 
servi-ces. Internet-based education will: a) be a contribution to 
normaliza-tion b) offer more options – enable prisoners to participate 
in a wider range of courses c) reach more prisoners – facilitating 
individualiza-tion and d) enable greater educational continuity and 
thus increase the possibility of completing certificates and being 
awarded diplomas. Information and communication technology (ICT) 
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must be used as a tool in prisons in the same way as in society at 
large. 

 Cooperation between prison school administrators, workshop mana-
gers and representatives of the employment services must be impro-
ved. 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 
integral part of the skills enhancement work that continues after 
release. See also section 9.6. 

The costs of prison education 

The project group suggests continued and extended funding for prison 
education in order to satisfy the huge need for prison educational activi-
ties. While a prisoner is serving his or her sentence, educators have a 
unique opportunity to reach many individuals who have high educational 
priority but who are difficult to reach via traditional adult education 
channels, owing to the fact that their negative prior educational experi-
ence discourages them from seeking out adult education for themselves.  

Concluding 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 system, and thus 
the opportunity should be taken to begin to fulfill the ambitions expressed 
by society in terms of the “adult education initiative” and lifelong learn-
ing when the individuals belonging to this group are incarcerated. Today, 
education accounts for only a small fraction of the costs of a prison sen-
tence. From a socio-economic point of view it would undoubtedly be 
beneficial to invest more in prison education. 
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