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Rt Hon Chris Grayling MP 

Secretary of State for Justice 

Ministry of Justice 

102 Petty France 

London 

SW1H 9AJ 

9 December 2013 
 
Dear Secretary of State  
 
Smart rehabilitation: making education central to prison and rehabilitation reform 
 
We are writing to express our concern that proposed changes to the prison system and probation 
services may not succeed in turning prisoners away from crime unless a broad vision of learning is 
made central to these plans.  
 
We recognise the laudable aims of the Ministry of Justice’s ‘Transforming Rehabilitation’ reforms 
and agree that every effort must be made to reduce reoffending, which costs up to £13bn per year.  
 
However, we are concerned that the plans will not work, unless prisoners are supported to use 
their time constructively to develop the attitudes, skills and knowledge that will enable them to 
play a positive role in society. As an alliance of 17 organisations with vast expertise and experience 
in doing this, we have worked together over the past year on a report called ‘Smart Rehabilitation’. 
The report sets out a strategic vision of how to put learning at the heart of your rehabilitation 
reforms. 
 
As you are aware, prisoners have lower levels of educational achievement than the general public; 
47% of prisoners say they have no qualifications compared to 15% of the UK population and 41% of 
men, 30% of women and 52% of young offenders were permanently excluded from school. Sending 
people to prison and breaking their links to work and family can make it difficult for them to desist 
from crime when they are released. Having a criminal record makes it hard for them to get a job 
and without the right mind set, decent qualifications and soft skills that employers are really 
looking for, it is even more challenging. 
 
Learning in prison works. We see it first hand every day in our organisations working with learners 
in prison; it is backed up by the research and most powerfully, by the people who use education as 
their route out of offending. People like Frank, who was excluded from school as a teenager and 
then spent most of his adult life in and out of prison before education inspired him to change his 
fate. He gained his first GCSEs in prison in his early 40s. Previously, Frank didn’t know how to write 
a letter or have a proper social conversation. He says: “I didn’t think education was going to lead 
to a job. I just wanted to empower myself – the job was secondary. It allowed me to be my own 
man and grow and develop. The upshot of it has been I haven’t been back to prison.”  
 
Since leaving prison seven years ago, he has been committed to giving back to society by working 
with the police, charities and communities to mentor young people at risk of getting involved in 
crime.  He is now completing a degree and says learning has helped him become a better father 
and support his children to succeed at school.  
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The Ministry of Justice’s plans are set to cause major upheaval to education in prison, even though 
‘offender learning’ is the responsibility of the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills. 
Education provision for prisoners is already a complex web involving prisons, learning providers, 
careers advice, and Work Programme providers on release.  Soon Community Rehabilitation 
Companies, paid by results in reducing reoffending, will be added to this matrix.  In order to 
achieve value for money and better results there needs to be clear leadership, accountability and 
coordination both locally, and nationally. 
 
A joined-up approach is a key element of the Prisoner Learning Alliance’s vision for the future of 
education in prison, as outlined in our report ‘Smart Rehabilitation’. It also offers practical 
guidance on how to develop a culture of learning within every prison and how to ensure prisoners 
have a successful learning journey throughout their time in custody and after release. The report 
highlights the many benefits of engaging prisoners in activities that help them to cope with prison, 
develop resilience and motivate them to be law-abiding citizens.  
 
The Chief Inspector of Prisons in his annual report recently highlighted his concerns about the 
quality and quantity of purposeful activity in prisons, the number of prisoners locked up in their 
cells during the day and increases in violence and self harm in adult male prisons. Encouraging and 
enabling prisoners to access good quality learning, not only helps reduce reoffending but also helps 
ensure prisons are safer places for inmates and staff alike. We hope this report and its 
recommendations provide constructive thinking to you and your colleagues in using limited 
resources to secure the best outcomes for prisoners and society as a whole. 
 
We urge the MoJ to be smart in its approach to Transforming Rehabilitation and work across the 
many different government departments and contracts to ensure that people like Frank can 
continue to break the cycle of offending through learning. We would like assurance that protecting, 
developing and improving education in prison will be a central objective as the reforms are 
designed and implemented.   
 
Only then will the government be able to achieve its objectives of reducing reoffending, leading to 
fewer victims of crime, safer communities and long-term savings to the public purse. 
 
We look forward to meeting with you to discuss the report in more detail. 
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
Alexandra Marks, Chair, Prisoner Learning Alliance, and members: 
 
Rod Clark, Prisoners Education Trust; Michala Robertson, The Open University (OU); Maria 
McNicholl, St. Giles Trust; Toni Fazaeli, Institute for Learning; John Brenchley, OCR, Paul Warner, 
Association of Employment and Learning Providers; Jessica Plant, Arts Alliance and Clinks; Rachel 
Halford, Women in Prison; Christine Fisher, International Centre for Prison Studies University of 
Essex; Dr Jane Hurry, Centre for Education in the Criminal Justice System (CECJS) at the Institute 
of Education, University of London; Christopher Winter, Care First; Sarah Turvey, Prison Reading 
Groups; Juliet Hope, StartUp; Charlotte Weinberg, Safe Ground; Mark Blake, The Black Training 
and Enterprise Group (BTEG).  
 


