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Abstract 
“Education for prisoners should be like the education provided for similar age-groups in the outside 
world, and the range of learning opportunities should be as wide as possible” (Council of Europe 
Recommendation on Education in Prison, 2011). However, the survey on prison education and 
training in Europe (Hawley, Murphy & Souto-Otero, 2012) highlights the needs for providing a broad 
educational offer, in order to meet the varying needs of individual inmates. This survey also suggests 
that flexible alternatives to the ‘traditional’ format of classroom education need to be explored. This 
paper aims to analyze the potential of e-learning in contributing to the digital inclusion of adults in 
situations of social exclusion, specifically European inmates. From a theoretical perspective, it focuses 
on the concepts of digital literacy, lifelong learning and digital inclusion. From the methodological point 
of view, European projects on e-learning in prisons were analyzed in order to identify the barriers and 
possibilities of e-learning in this context as a means of digital inclusion. The main barriers are related 
to security issues, access, maintenance of technological equipment and with the motivation of adults 
to participate in learning activities throughout life. The potential of e-learning is related with increasing 
learning opportunities, diversification of resources and potential for customization and collaborative 
work. 
Keywords: E-learning, lifelong learning, adult education, prison education. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
The transformations within the knowledge and information society have made it easy for the lifelong 
learning paradigm to emerge (Antunes, 2008). According to this paradigm, educational phenomena 
have been addressed in line with an extensive, equitable, and holistic logic, which includes the human 
being in its integral educability, that is, learning at the personal, social, and professional levels, in 
formal, no-formal, and informal contexts became valued (Jarvis, 2006). This new educational 
paradigm is also regarded as an integrating and organizing principle of education, connected to the 
adult’s right to learn, giving it the capacity to transform the symbolic universe, values, and personal 
resources that can be enhanced according to the individual and collective needs (Martínez, 2002). 

Under this principle, adults socially excluded have the right to a quality and diversified education 
(Council of Europe Recommendation on Education in Prison, 2011), which must be suited to the 
requirements of “Information Society” (Castells, 2000). There are, however, physical, economic, 
political and social limitations that can hinder access to technologies in some contexts of adult training. 
The impossibility of accessing the technological resources can be seen as a barrier to digital inclusion, 
which, in turn, is directly related to their social exclusion. According to Warren (2007, p.379) “Social 
exclusion leads to digital exclusion, which in turn perpetuates and exacerbates that social exclusion”. 

Based on these ideas, this paper aims to analyze the potential of e-learning in contributing to the 
digital inclusion of adults in situations of social exclusion, specifically European inmates. To do so, this 
paper presents the framework of lifelong learning and adult education, lists the concepts of digital 
inclusion and prison education, presents the adopted methodology, and analyzes European projects 
of e-learning in prisons in order to build a knowledge that identifies the barriers and possibilities of e-
learning for social and digital inclusion. 
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2 LIFELONG LEARNING AND ADULT EDUCATION IN EUROPE 
Lifelong learning covers learning from pre-school age to post-retirement. As regards adult learning, it 
is a key element for achieving the goals set by the Europe 2020 Strategy (European Commission, 
2010) aiming to modernize social policies, increase competitiveness, and achieving an inclusive 
economic growth. As stated in the Council Resolution on the Renewed Agenda for Adult learning (EU, 
2011), this training can “contribute to developing a competitive economy based on knowledge and 
innovation which makes full use of its resources and human capital.” (p. 372/3).  

The scope of the lifelong learning concept was such that the various main intergovernmental 
organizations adopted it in very many ways, influencing, in turn, educational policies. In fact, adult 
learning at the European scale was promoted through “Lifelong Learning Programme” activities (EU, 
2007-2013) which, in addition to fostering lifelong learning opportunities for adults, also allowed for the 
integration of the universal and humanist concept in the policies of the various Member States. From a 
discourse point of view, the European Council programmes shared with UNESCO the humanistic view 
of education, underpinned by universal values of peace, equality, interculturality, and respect for 
diversity and for human rights. In operational terms, the need to promote social cohesion and to boost 
economic development strengthened the functional potential of lifelong learning, as a stabilizing force 
of supply and demand intrinsic to the labour market. So, for the European education systems, lifelong 
learning is now viewed as a fundamental tool for the social integration and central responsibility of the 
various Member States (Centeno, 2011).   

From the organizational point of view, the coordination between lifelong learning and adult learning 
consists of three key components: an educational component, to meet the requirements of the 
knowledge society, a socio-cultural component, and an economic component. Adult learning has, 
indeed, a great potential, chiefly of an interventionist nature, able to encourage ecological and 
sustainable development, to promote democracy, justice and equality, and to foster scientific, social 
and cultural development. In that sense, the findings from international conferences promoted by 
UNESCO considered adult learning as an integrated subset and a vital component of lifelong learning 
(Barros, 2013). In its fifth conference (UNESCO, 1997), adult learning is defined as a set of learning 
processes, formal or otherwise, thanks to which people who are said to be adults in their social 
surrounding develop their skills, enrich their knowledge, and improve their professional skills or 
redirect them, in order to cater for their main needs and those of society. This acknowledged was 
repeated in a subsequent conference, in which governments were asked to implement real changes in 
education and adults, within a broader context of sustainable development (UNESCO, 2009).  

As for the European Union, the objectives underpinning the “Lifelong Learning Programme” activities 
involved the increase of employability and social cohesion, and the construction of a knowledge 
society that enables a sustainable economic development. Using technologies, in particular e-learning, 
can contribute to achieving these objectives by reducing barriers of access and participation in digital 
environments and respecting the individual characteristics of learners and their different learning 
paces, which are crucial to social and digital inclusion. 

3 DIGITAL INCLUSION AND PRISON EDUCATION 
The concepts we have addressed within adult learning and lifelong learning apply to prison education 
as advocated by the Council of Europe Recommendation on Education in Prison (2011, p.1), where it 
states that “Education for prisoners should be like the education provided for similar age-groups in the 
outside world, and the range of learning opportunities should be as wide as possible” 

In order to ensure the right to a quality education and to a diversified offer of training courses adapted 
to the academic training of inmates (Hawley, Murphy & Souto-Otero, 2013), the European prisons 
offer the following types of education: general education, vocational education and training, and non-
formal learning. However, on average, less than 25% of male and female inmates take part in lifelong 
learning activities, and “common barriers to participation are lack of motivation and previous negative 
experiences of education” (Hawley, Murphy & Souto-Otero, 2013, p. 24). Moreover, there is the 
impression that the barriers identified can be overcome by offering diversified training and adopting 
new teaching-learning strategies. The survey on prison education and training in Europe, in interviews 
with the various stakeholders, mentions the importance of “providing a broad educational offer, in 
order to meet the varying needs of individual prisoners, (...) it may be that flexible alternatives to the 
‘traditional’ format of classroom education need to be explored in order to provide this broad 
curriculum (idem, p.54).  
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The research to which we refer also mentions the existence of projects to support e-learning, distance 
learning and a more flexible approach to provision, although, for security reasons, most prison 
facilities still provide restricted and monitored use of ICT and access to the Internet: “Although digital 
literacy is also becoming more and more essential for work, leisure and personal development, the 
current lack of access to ICT facilities in European prisons presents a barrier to the teaching of digital 
literacy skills” (Hawley,  Murphy & Souto-Otero, 2013, p. 45). 

Digital learning can therefore be considered an aspect of social inclusion (Warschauer, 2004), and 
consists in providing access to technologies and stimulating the ability to create and produce senses 
and meanings in digital environments (Passerino, 2011). Access and its relation with social and 
community issues are described in the basic principles of digital inclusion proposed by Ilse and Leo 
(2012), in particular in relation to the need to reduce barriers to ICT and to local and community 
needs, based on participatory approaches.  Other authors have, in the same line of reasoning, called 
the attention to the complexity, multidimensionality and implications of the concept of inclusion 
(Helsper, 2008; Van Dijk, 2005). 

In view of the above, we have based our work on the results of the “Survey on Prison Education and 
Training in Europe” (Hawley, Murphy & Souto-Otero, 2013) to establish a connection between the 
digital inclusion indicators (UK Government digital service, 2014) and the characteristics of male and 
female inmates in European prison facilities (Table 1). 

Table 1: Digital inclusion indicators and European inmate characteristics 

Digital inclusion 
indicators 

European inmate characteristics 

access restrict or no access to ICT and to Internet 

digital skills a high proportion of inmates with low levels of 
basic skills 

attitude 
(motivation/choice) 

‘lack of motivation’ more frequently reported as 
being either very or quite important than any other 
reason for not engaging in prison education and 
training 

trust It is currently impossible to guarantee the secure 
use of ICT platforms in prison, although breaches 
in security can be minimized 

Despite the unfavorable context for the development of digital competences (see Table 1), the studies 
about digital inclusion and the possibility of developing competences through e-learning in prisons has 
enabled the collaboration and sharing of experiences among various European countries (European 
Conference on Prisons, 2010). This situation served as reference for the development of the study 
presented below. 

4 METHODOLOGY 
The nature of the study is interpretative and the methodological procedures follow these steps: 
literature review; searching for projects; collecting data; analyzing data and undertaking meta-
analyses.  

The literature review was conducted through a search form in the databases "Google Scholar" and 
"Eric" for the keywords "digital inclusion", "lifelong learning" and "prison education". The project 
research was done through the information conveyed on the site of the "Lifelong Learning 
Programme" and/or their official sites or, when these were not active, through the "European Shared 
Treasure", which corresponds to a database for sharing partnership results in Comenius, Leonardo da 
Vinci and Grundtvig projects. 
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5 PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 

5.1 European e-learning prison projects 
The result of acknowledging the importance of ICT for adult education and training, especially for 
expanding lifelong learning opportunities is that “a number of projects at both national and 
transnational level have sought to maximize the potential of ICT, either as a tool to support e-learning / 
distance learning or to teach ICT skills and increase digital literacy among (ex-) offenders” (Hawley, 
Murphy & Souto-Otero, 2012, p.51). As an example of this, the European Union has funded e-learning 
in prison projects, as shown in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: European e-learning prison projects (GHK, 2010) 

Programme/ 
Year 

Title Partner 
countries 

Description 

Grundtvig 
2005 

PIPELINE – 
Partnerships in Prison 
Education: Learning 
in Networked 
Environments 

NO,CZ, 
DK, DE, 
EL, NO, 
RO, SI, 
SE, UK 

The PIPELINE (Partnership in Prison Education Learning in 
Networked Environments) project was developed to help to 
improve prison education in Europe by making ICT available to 
learners and teachers in correctional education. It also sought 
to reduce the likelihood of recidivism by bridging the gap 
between life inside and outside of prison. PIPELINE targeted 
both male and female inmates, as well as prison educators. 

Grundtvig 
2006 

Game on BG, EL, 
IT, RO, 
UK 

The project aimed to create e-learning materials and e-games 
in small, accessible units, to improve personal development 
and work sustainability skills in prisoners and ex-offenders, 
including additionally marginalized groups of prisoners, i.e., 
deaf prisoners and those who are learning disabled. 

Project to Accelerate 
the Development of 
Distance Learning 
Environments 
(P.A.D.D.L.E) 

UK, DE, 
FI, NO 

The project set out to explore the use and methods of distance 
and e-learning in the partner countries, and whether these can 
extend the range of education and training available to 
inmates.  

Grundtvig 
2007 

Knowledge for future 
integration of 
marginalized and 
disadvantaged 
citizens 

SI, AT, 
DE, EE, 
MT, RO, 
SI, UK 

The project aimed to develop a new approach to prison 
education, through the introduction of a conceptual framework 
for the development of alternative educational methods, 
approaches and tools for successful reintegration of 
marginalized groups into the society. (…) The tutors who 
worked with prisoners were introduced to an integrated way of 
learning (traditional and e-learning)with emphasis on 2D and 
3D simulations, which enable greater interactivity and 
independence in the education process. 

Virtual European 
Prison School 

BG, CZ, 
EL, FR, 
IE, NO, 
SE, UK 

The main aim of the project was to increase the participation of 
offenders in lifelong learning, in order to secure their 
reintegration to society on release. The project aimed to 
address identified needs in the provision of education and 
training within prisons and to provide strategic policy 
statements. 

Leonardo 
2008 

Learning 
Infrastructure for 
Correctional Services 
- European Transfer 
(LICOS) 

DE, AT, 
HU, NL, 
NO, ES 

This project aims to develop a European e-learning framework 
for prison education considering pedagogical, organizational, 
political and technical approaches as well as strong security 
requirements. 

Grundtvig 
2009 

E-Learning Education 
for Prisoners and 
Prisoners 
Professionals (EEPP) 

IT, FR, 
RO 

The primary objective of the project is to establish and develop 
a dialogue among prison organizational and managerial staff 
and teachers from educational organizations engaged in 
working with prisoners, on issues, dynamics and experiences 
related to the use of ICT and distance learning for those at risk 
of social exclusion, particularly prisoners, and prisoners 
professionals. The project aims also to create a community of 
trainers able to maintain a continuous dialogue on these issues 
and to be the sponsor of new learning opportunities and 
reintegration into society of persons at risk of exclusion. 
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According to the data in Table 2, between 2005 and 2009 each partnership in e-learning in prison 
projects involved 3 to 8 European countries, with a special focus on the United Kingdom with 5 
projects, followed by Romania, Norway, and Denmark, with 4 projects. These projects dealt with 
various aspects relating to e-learning, such as: technology (access and resources); tutor and staff 
training; pedagogical methods, approaches and technological tools; educational materials, and 
organizational and political issues. Although they were temporary, some countries still have 
permanent e-learning solutions, for instance, Germany and Austria (Elis), the United Kingdom (Virtual 
Campus) and Norway (IFI – “Internet for inmates”). 

According to Martins (2013), the Elis platform was developed in 2004 and its aim is to ensure the 
immediate access to educational contents by students and teachers, and to provide the modules for 
vocational training in a prison context. At a technological level, according to Hammerschick (2010, 
p.11): 

The central Elis learning platform comprises a central web server farm and a central terminal server 
farm. Like anywhere else in the prison context security provisions are very central to the Elis structure. 
For the connections the internet (via ADSL) is used in a tunneled way, which does not allow access to 
the open internet (VPN-Gateway, VPN-Client). There are firewalls installed locally in every prison and 
also at the central server. Specific software (IPCop) at the central server farm takes care of the 
encryption. The platform however allows to also open access to other web addresses. There is a white 
list of such addresses and access to other addresses can be applied for, which can be granted after 
checking. The Elis learning platform uses the open source LMS ILIAS which has been adapted 
(modified and extended) to meet the requirements of e-learning in prison. 

From a pedagogical point of view, the author states: The way e-learning is used at the prisons differs 
considerably and is largely dependent on the trainers. Mostly it can be assumed e-learning is used as 
an additional source within courses. There are no generally valid or acknowledged standards, but as a 
rule e-learning is used in the context of blended learning, taking advantage of diverse materials and 
instructions. Just e-learning without any assistance and other sources is not used. As a rule e-learning 
is carried out in classes equipped with computers that are connected to the server in groups of 6 to 12 
students (idem, ibidem). 

As regards the “Virtual Campus” in the United Kingdom, from a technological point of view, Turley and 
Webster (2010, p.16) refer that the platform was developed “with a specific focus on how to manage 
women prisoners and to meet their different needs”, where “learners only have secure access to a 
range of white-listed content, specific to their needs whether in custody or on probation”. This system 
also provides the means to create an e-portfolio with the profile and works carried out by the inmates. 
If the trainee is transferred to another prison or released, this portfolio will accompany him or her.  

As for the pedagogical aspects, tutors receive modular training: “The VC implementation team has 
therefore split the staff training course into three separate modules, with each module resulting in an 
accredited qualification for staff” (idem, p. 22).  

In Norway, the IFI network – “Internet for inmates” serves all prisons. This system uses learning 
materials provided in the open Internet. According to Hammerschick (2010), “An international 
company is responsible for putting web sites in categories (…) and “The internet and the websites 
respectively prisoners in high security have access to are restricted to categories that are considered 
safe” (p. 14). Pedagogical issues vary according to the trainer, as LMS is not used and e-learning 
takes place in a training room, through work stations connected to a national centre (idem), making 
communication through the system impossible. 

In short, in light of the above, it can be said that as a result of concerns with security issues, e-learning 
in prisons corresponds mostly to a controlled access to the Internet or Intranet resources (“white-lists” 
or “categories”), and the pedagogical quality depends on the trainer and the specific training context. It 
follows that if e-learning is to contribute to digital inclusion, the barriers need to be dealt with, aiming to 
minimize or overcome them. 

5.2 E-learning for digital inclusion in prison: potential and barriers 
Studies based on the experiences in implementing e-learning in prisons enable the identification of the 
potential and barriers to their use. In this sense, Adams & Pike (2008) evaluated the “Virtual Campus” 
based on the opinion of 225 students and stakeholders, and on a social psychological framework 
focused on the concepts of “learner Access (e.g., learning design, technology design, physical 
access), Awareness (e.g., of resources, their usage and support for e-learning tasks) and Acceptability 
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(e.g., trust, privacy, aesthetics, engagement)” (p.1). With respect to “Access”, they identified “barriers 
related to security imperatives and a poor regard for education” (p.7). For the “Awareness”, “within the 
prison domain there was a low priority given to e-learning resourcing resulting in many education staff 
facing a dilemma of how to continue supporting students” (p.7). In turn, as regards “Acceptability”, 
there are negative perceptions of information security and control, which were identified as impeding 
the deployment of e-learning programmes. 

In addition to these barriers, Lockitt (2011, p. 8) identifies the following problems affecting education 
and training in prison: 

• Ineffective use of new technology  
• Fear of technology  
• Fear of innovation  
• Lack of effective leadership and policy decision making  
• The quality and use of teaching and learning support staff  
• The way in which teaching and support staff are employed and trained  
• Short-term sentences  
• Lack of fast-track enrolment for prisoners on short-term sentences  
• Continuity of curriculum between prisons / the community  
• No common curriculum (within prisons or linked to the community)  
• Limited Curriculum Offer (mainly older/traditional trades)  
• Poor learner tracking and e-portfolios (within prisons / release into the community)  
• Lack of quality interactive multimedia learning materials  
• Restricted access to technology (mainly supervised in learning centre)  
• Staff awareness to the potential of technology  
• Lack of interactive/continuous support (SKYPE/MSN etc.)  
• Adverse publicity / perception of society toward the use of technology  
• Lack of a basic education/training by learners  

• Poor motivation/confidence of learners (…) 
Generally speaking, we can say that the barriers preventing e-learning from contributing to digital 
inclusion in prisons are related to all the elements forming the framework for the evaluation of e-
learning as proposed by Attwell (2006), namely: individual variables of inmates/trainees (personal, 
social, and cultural characteristics, learning history/previous experience, attitudes, motivations, 
familiarity with technologies, personal commitment to learning, …); institutional variables (learning 
environment, economic and political context, e-learning trust/value); technological variables 
(hardware, software, access, security, and technical support solutions); pedagogical variables 
(accessibility, tutor training, educational resources, teaching methods; autonomy, interactivity, course 
flexibility, curriculum organization, monitoring, and tutorial support). 

If all these factors are taken into consideration, then e-learning will contribute to promoting inclusion 
through the development of digital literacy, understood as knowledge, attitude, the individual’s ability 
to properly use digital tools, and the ability to identify, access, integrate, evaluate, analyze, 
summarize, create, and communicate using digital resources (Martin, 2005). Lockitt (2011, p. 8) lists 
the potential of e-learning in prisons as follows: 

• Individuality  
O Individual learning styles  
O Individual aims and objectives  
O Independent learning  
O Additionality / Differentiation  
O E-portfolio  
O On demand learning  
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O Just in time learning  
O Learning for life skills  

• Flexibility  
O On demand learning  
O Multimedia learning materials  
O Audio, video, animation etc.  
O Interactive  
O Self-assessment  
O Hand Held/Mobile technology  

• Continuity  
O Consistent delivery  
O On-line curriculum  
O Continuity prison / community  
O Common curriculum  
O Consistent “virtual” support  

In addition to this potential, and as shown in another study (Leite, Lima & Monteiro, 2009), e-learning 
can provide new educational approaches and exist in a collaborative learning environment between 
trainers and trainees. As these e-learning initiatives have been implemented in prisons, more and 
more new solutions have been found aiming to explore the potential of this form of communication for 
digital inclusion and, through it, social inclusion, as stated in the LICOS project (2010): 

The recommendation is not to “reinvent the wheel” but to use results from European 
transnational projects (e. g. LICOS) to effectively and efficiently introduce e-learning 
facilities in correctional service to further develop and promote e-learning concepts and 
products in both the pedagogical and technical areas of prison education (pp. 3-4). 

6 CONCLUSIONS 
Lifelong learning in the European context has tensions and contradictions, impacting on the political 
decisions that affect the lives of citizens. Socially excluded adults, such as prison’s inmates, still have 
the right to a quality education and to a diversified offer, suited to their interests, needs, and training 
level. However, the prison context does not always have the physical, economic and organizational 
conditions for the full exercise of this right that will allow them to develop their competences aimed at 
their re-inclusion in society and to prepare them for the ever changing labour market. These changes 
include the modernization of the information and communication means, showing the importance of 
digital literacy for social inclusion. 

The European Union has financed e-learning projects in prisons through the “Lifelong Learning 
Programme” hoping to contribute through lifelong learning to the development of the Community as an 
advanced knowledge-based society. From the analysis of some of these projects it can be said that 
access to e-learning in prisons can contribute to the increase of learning opportunities through 
personalized, flexible, and continuous training, provided the barriers related to the individual, 
institutional, technological and pedagogical variables are taken into consideration (such as security, 
access, support, maintenance of technological equipment, and the motivation to learn). 

As we already know, digital inclusion covers the use of technologies and the participation in digital 
cultural environments. The training environment must ensure the conditions for accessing the 
resources and for developing digital competences, all stakeholders need to trust and be motivated to 
use these new technology-based teaching-learning methods. This is the idea underpinning the need 
for a strong investment in the digital training of adults in prisons. 
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