
Offline in an Online World: The Tech 
Gap Facing Inmates 

 

In 2026, internet access is not a luxury; it is a utility as essential as 
electricity or water. It is the gateway to employment, education, 
healthcare, and government services. Yet, the federal prison system 
remains a digital desert. We are taking men and women, locking them 
in a time capsule for five or ten years, and then ejecting them into a 
world dominated by AI, smartphones, and cloud computing. This 
manufactured technological illiteracy is one of the greatest saboteurs 
of prison reform and successful re-entry. 

While the rest of the world has accelerated into the digital age, 
prisoners are often forbidden from touching a computer that is 
connected to the open internet. They are denied the opportunity to 
learn the basic digital skills that are now prerequisites for even entry-
level jobs. We are creating a permanent underclass of digital outcasts 
who are functionally obsolete the moment they are released. 

The "Smart" World vs. The Analog Inmate 

Consider the basics of modern life. Job applications are online. 
Paychecks are direct deposited. Bus schedules are apps. Two-factor 
authentication is required for email. For someone who has been 
incarcerated since 2015, these concepts are foreign. I have worked 
with released inmates who did not know what a QR code was or how 
to navigate a touchscreen. 

This gap creates humiliation and dependency. A grown adult has to 
ask their child or a case manager to help them fill out a web form. It 
erodes confidence. More importantly, it acts as a barrier to 
employment. You cannot work in a warehouse, a restaurant, or a 
delivery service today without interacting with digital interfaces. By 
denying tech access inside, we are ensuring unemployment outside. 

The Predatory Nature of "Prison Tech" 

When technology is introduced in prisons, it is often in the form of 
predatory "prison tech"—proprietary tablets that charge exorbitant 
rates to send emails, listen to music, or read e-books. These devices 
are not designed to teach skills; they are designed to extract money 
from families. 
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These "walled garden" devices do not simulate the real internet. They 
do not teach an inmate how to use Microsoft Office, how to code, or 
how to research information. They are pacifiers, not tools. True 
reform requires giving inmates access to secure, educational versions 
of real-world software, so they can build marketable skills that 
employers actually value. 

The Security Excuse 

The Bureau of Prisons often cites security as the reason for banning 
internet access. They fear inmates will coordinate crimes or harass 
victims. While these are valid concerns, they are solvable technical 
problems. Corporate IT departments secure networks every day. 
Schools filter content for millions of students. 

It is entirely possible to create a "white-listed" internet for prisons—a 
secure portal that allows access to educational sites, job boards, and 
news, while blocking social media and unmonitored communication. 
The refusal to implement these systems is a failure of will, not a failure 
of technology. It is easier to ban everything than to manage it, even if 
that ban cripples the inmate's future. 

Coding and Digital Literacy Programs 

There are beacons of hope. Programs like "The Last Mile" have 
successfully taught inmates web development and coding inside 
prison, without direct internet access. These graduates often leave 
prison and walk straight into high-paying tech jobs. 

These programs prove that inmates are hungry for these skills and 
capable of mastering them. They transform the sentence from "dead 
time" into a career launchpad. Scaling these programs should be a 
national priority. Every prison should be a coding bootcamp. In a 
digital economy, code is the new literacy, and denying it is a form of 
disenfranchisement. 

Conclusion 

If we want people to succeed after prison, we have to stop releasing 
them into the 21st century with 20th-century skills. Digital rights are 
human rights, and bridging this divide is essential for a fair and 
functional justice system. 

Call to Action 

To understand more about the challenges of navigating the modern 
world after years of isolation, visit: 

Visit: https://hassannemazee.com/ 
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