Article 7: The European FORINER project: Building a model to provide distance
education to foreign national prisoners

Abstract
Correctional institutions are facing numerous challenges in providing education to their foreign
national prison population. Although foreign national prisoners have the right to education, their
educational needs are rarely met due to organisational and structural barriers. The ongoing European
15 pilot projects have been developed and implemented throughout Europe to test how educational
courses for foreign national prisoners could be organised. These courses are provided by their
home country and received in the country in which they are detained. These innovative educational

investigation is still ongoing, this article provides insight into the literature about the educational
already undertaken in searching for a method/frame to provide this population with an educational

81

Advancing Corrections Journal: Edition #4-2017

The population of foreign national prisoners cannot be considered one homogeneous group as they
national prisoners as “prisoners who do not carry the passport of the country in which they are

country in which they are imprisoned, but have not been granted citizenship for various reasons; and

At the 1st of September 2015, on average 23% of the European prison populations consisted of foreign
foreign national prisoners, while San Marino only had foreign people among their prison population

of imprisonment’, foreign national prisoners experience additional problems in terms of language,
problems in maintaining contact with family members, and are confronted with immigration issues

The European FORINER project is produced against the background of the legal and human rights

indicate that ‘all’ prisoners should have the right to take part in education. In 2009, the Human Rights
Council of the United Nations demonstrated that not all their member states meet the equal rights
of foreign national prisoners to education and recommended that providing educational programmes
Prison Rules also state that the prison regime for ‘all’ prisoners should focus on reintegration. This
can be accomplished by education, labour and training brought by providers from outside prison, on an

Research has shown that participating in education during imprisonment entails several positive

these positive outcomes, foreign national prisoners have less participation opportunities compared to
to foreign national prisoners, they are mostly language courses to learn the language of the country
so that foreign national prisoners are able to deal with language problems and become able to
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the FORINER consortium has demonstrated that many European countries struggle with providing
resources, as there are only limited or totally no educational materials available for foreign national

Although education is a right - also for foreign national prisoners - in practice this right is far from
being met as it poses several challenges. Based on this conclusion, the FORINER consortium is

Since the start of the project in January 2016, FORINER has taken several steps to set up a European-

First, a desk research to map and analyse the existing educational initiatives for European citizens
detained in another European country was carried out. The desk report is entitled “Educational
participation of European citizens detained in a foreign European country”. This report contains a
literature review concerning foreign national prisoners. The second part of the report presents the
has been distributed to gain an overview of the educational practices that exist for European citizens
detained in another European country, as well as the barriers professionals experience to organise
such an educational opportunity. In addition, questions are posed about the available ICT facilities and
devices within the European prisons. Based on the online survey, four learning practices throughout
Europe were selected for further investigation. Fifteen interviews were conducted with educational

As a second step, a FORINER conference was organised in October 2016. The aim of this conference
was to bring together organisations from across Europe that were interested in setting up one or
more pilot projects with another European country to provide educational courses to foreign national
prisoners from their home country, in their own language. There was a lot of interest, and twelve
1
and the
goal was to exchange information, ideas and to start-up joint pilot projects.
Later on, between January and June 2017, 15 pilot projects were developed and realised throughout
country could be organised. Nine European countries have been involved in these pilot projects.
Six European countries have sent education to their nationals detained abroad: Germany, Greece,
Lithuania, Romania, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. Three countries received educational
courses for foreign people detained within their correctional institutions: Belgium, Malta, and Norway.

good aimed at solving a particular problem built on top of new or existing technology enabler’ (Rosell, Kumar, & Shepherd,
2014).
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36 prisoners have followed an educational course of their home country. The courses were diverse,
for instance English, history, management courses, mathematics, and personal social development. 25
of the students are involved until the end of the pilot project. The other 11 students dropped out during
the course of the pilot project due to release from prison, transfer to another prison, or stopped with
The youngest student was 20 years old and the oldest one 68 years.
The processes that participating prisoners undergo are monitored by pre- and post-surveys.
questionnaire, with another questionnaire when the course has been completed. These questionnaires
focus, for instance, on discovering the motives for selecting that particular course, as well as how
they would assess their own current skill level (on subjects such as reading, writing, ICT, selfwhat following the course of their home country has contributed to their perspective on reintegration.
results indicate that in particular the reading and writing skills of participating prisoners increase by
following an educational course of their home country, that their main motivation is to learn about an
interesting or relevant subject, and that they want to satisfy their desire to learn. Furthermore, they
pilot projects have been selected to be investigated more in-depth to gain insight into the experiences
of those involved. Professionals and prisoners are interviewed qualitatively at the end of the pilot

provide distance education, coaching of the student, accused or convicted prisoners, and European
using MaxQDA, a qualitative analysis programme. Similar to the quantitative evaluation part, we are
still working on the analyses, but we can already reveal that students were very grateful for the
opportunity to follow a course of their home country. For instance:

will help me to refresh long forgotten knowledge. It will help me to forget the hard reality. I’m
2
very grateful for this opportunity”.
The ultimate aim of the FORINER project is to develop an evidence-based, European model about how
distance education from the home country can be organised for foreign national prisoners while they

sends the course materials and homework tasks, corrects them and provides feedback. While doing
so, some of the sending partners try to motivate prisoners to keep on studying. In other words, they
provide both educational as well as motivational support. The receiving partners, from their side,
try to have frequent face-to-face contact with the students and motivate them to keep studying.

available by the end 2017 on www.foriner.com.
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They are not directly involved in providing educational support (although some of them print the

the appropriate level of schooling is of utmost importance. All need a good liaison between the
detained.

‘national coordinators’. For example, the idea is explored to have a national sending coordinator who

sender can be contacted when another European country has a foreign national prisoner with an
educational need in one of their correctional institutions. The receiving partner will get in contact
with the coordinator of the sending country to communicate about the possibilities for collaboration.
the sending and receiving countries can work together on a digital base (i.e. e-learning, web-based
in particular, a combination of ICT and distance education can create educational opportunities for
foreign national prisoners, as it facilitates the cooperation between a prison in the foreign country
and the educational provider in the home country. As stated by a professional in one of the receiving
countries:
“The best will be some kind of platform on the computer, on the Internet […] where you can
login and get the materials. Because of the security, maybe this will be the task of the teacher
or the counsellor but together with the student. We also operate this way with university
students for example, so it is possible. […] The best solution will be that every country has its
own area on this platform, where some countries can put many courses and other countries
maybe not so many. […] This platform cannot only be used for educational materials, but also
as a way to communicate with partners in the other countries.”

the pilot projects are still in the experimentation phase and need sustaining, and scaling up. There is a
lot of potential to support the ongoing development of such projects on a wider scale and to transfer
it to more European countries. More than 86.000 prisoners were detained in European prisons at the
1st of September 2015, among which 23% had another nationality than that of the country in which

be detained and did not succeed. Various ministries and embassies were contacted, but due to privacy
reasons or organisational barriers they were not able to provide an overview of the prisoners detained
in their country. Creating possibilities for detecting, localizing and engaging citizens detained abroad
remains a challenge for the future.
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to exchange education across borders, the development of the pilot projects – and especially of the
digital ones – is not easy. It requires a lot of trial and error, and new local and intra-national networks
need to be built. One of the 15 pilot projects was a digital one, the 14 other pilots were paper-based,
implying that all course materials and homework assignments usually needed to be sent by post.
Sometimes, the materials are sent by e-mail by the sending partner to the receiving partner. In this
case, the receiving partner needs to print all the materials they receive. Implementing ICT in distance
education for foreign national prisoners is an important challenge for the future, but it can facilitate
the cooperation between a prison in the foreign country and the educational provider in the home

and without structural support from their organisation. A new European project proposal – FORINER
II – has been submitted which aims to upscale the evidence-based FORINER model (which is already

France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Lithuania, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, the Netherlands,
and the United Kingdom, and two European-wide organisations (the European Prison Education
levels’ will be targeted throughout the project: local, national, and European level (January 2018 –

As already mentioned, 15 pilot projects throughout Europe have been organised to see how education

policy development, the FORINER project has an advisory board consisting of experts in European
and national policy on prison education and ICT. The advisory board has been following up on the
project and its results closely. They mainly give strategic advice on the project goals and how best to
achieve them. They will also help in spreading the project results among European stakeholders and
policy makers after the project has formally ended. One of the biggest challenges for the FORINER
consortium during the upcoming months will be to write well-founded policy, taking into account the

If you would like to become involved in the Foriner project, you can contact our project coordinator
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