HLHEP PRACTITIONER GUIDE [ EQUITY AND ACCESS

How Prison Environments Shape Access

to Learning

Understanding gender, security level, and housing designation before designing any program.

Prison is not a single, uniform learning environment. Across systems, and even within one state, students are
organized and defined in different ways. Learning the local context and language of a facility is a critical first step,
and what is good for students facing the greatest structural barriers is good for all students.

KEY CONCEPTS

1 Gender shapes the classroom

Most facilities are designated male or female, and gender shapes dynamics, participation, and needs. Incarcerated women
have higher documented rates of trauma and often navigate family separation and caregiving. Support dignity and
psychological safety for all students, including those who are transgender or gender nonconforming.

2 Security level shapes access

California, for example, has traditionally used four levels, from level one (lower security) to level four (higher). In higher-
security settings, movement is more restricted and lockdowns can interrupt schedules and limit access to materials and
support.

3 Housing designation shapes experience
Protected populations are separated from general population for safety, such as sensitive needs yards; non-designated
programming facilities mix backgrounds. Protected settings demand deliberate trust-building; integrated settings bring
different social histories into one room.

4 Housing status defines nothing about the student

It does not define motivation, ability, or commitment to learning. Design programs that center dignity, equity, and
academic rigor for every student.

WHAT YOU MAY ENCOUNTER

= Different classification language at each facility * Higher documented trauma rates among women
* Lockdowns interrupting class schedules * Students separated from general population for safety
* Restricted movement limiting materials and support * Mixed social histories in one classroom

STRATEGIES YOU CAN USE

Learn the local context first

Before designing or delivering any program, learn how the facility organizes and defines its students, and the language it
uses. Context comes before curriculum.
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Design for flexibility
Use modular assignments, built-in review structures, and continuity plans that let students re-engage after interruptions.
What supports students in higher-security settings strengthens access and stability for everyone.

Build trust and psychological safety intentionally
Prioritize trauma-informed practices and inclusive language, especially in classrooms that include protected populations.

Set norms and a shared purpose from day one
Establish clear, consistent expectations for respect, dialogue, and participation so every student can engage meaningfully
regardless of housing background, and avoid assumptions about any student.

QUICK CHECKLIST

Learn the facility's classification language before designing
Build modular assignments and continuity plans

Plan re-entry points after lockdowns and interruptions
Use trauma-informed, inclusive language and practices

Establish classroom norms and shared purpose on day one

O0O00ooand

Never infer motivation or ability from housing status

KEY TERMS

Security level - Classification from lower to higher security; in Protected populations - People separated from general
California, levels one through four. population due to safety concerns.

General population - Standard housing, not separated for Non-designated programming facility - Housing where
safety concerns. people from different backgrounds participate in
programming together.
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