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Prisoner Learning Alliance 
Summary of Third Meeting 

22nd April 2013, HMP Wandsworth 
 

The meeting was chaired by Alexandra Marks, the Chair of Prisoners Education Trust (PET). 
 
BIS / MoJ/NOMS updates 
 
As agreed at the January meeting, an update on progress relating to five areas of prison education was 
provided by the statutory officials present.  Those five areas are:   
 

1) Virtual Campus 
2) Learning difficulties and disabilities 
3) Distance Learning 
4) Arts in prison 
5) Self employment and enterprise support 

 
Sharon Barrett from NOMS circulated a written update (see attached) and answered questions from PLA 
members.  In addition members were told that John Wilson will be working for NOMS on a temporary 
basis looking at operational issues regarding support for distance learning and access to the Virtual 
Campus.  
 
Learner Voice 
 
The PLA was divided into its three Task and Finish Groups (TFGs). Each group were joined by one or two 
prisoner learners from HMP Wandsworth to discuss the themes of the TFGs; Learning Culture; Beyond 
Employability and Learner Journey. Some interesting quotes are included below; 

 

 Beyond employability 
 
“It was great, because it really changed the way I think.   I think differently now” [St. Giles Trust L3 
Advice and Guidance training] 
 
“The reading group put me in touch with my family.  We read the same books now and that connects me 
to my community outside, it is really important” [Member of Prison Reading Group] 
 
“Activities that stitch you back into the community are really important, if you want to make people 
come out of here as well-rounded individuals. It’s like when you go to Uni, you don’t just learn your 
subject, but you are encouraged to join sports teams or groups, so that when you leave and have to 
pitch up somewhere new, you have a way to link in with community, through a sports team or 
whatever. I guess it’s about having hobbies” 
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“not everyone in prison is uneducated, I am a literate computer software engineer, I know others who worked in the 
trades, in business etc.  numeracy level one and two is not going to change your perspective on life”.   
 

 Learning Journey 
 
 “It is not common to think at the start of your sentence – this is the start of my learning journey.  If it 
was it would be better”.  
 
“There’s a real lack of information about prison education early on…you have your induction process 
but you barely get told about education. You get told what you can and can’t do; not what you might be 
able to achieve”. 
 
“The trouble is most people in here are not used to thinking about planning for the long term.  They 
believe there are no opportunities out there for them so what’s the point.  But really you might never 
get this time again to do something positive, to reinvent yourself and plan a different future.  No-one 
ever sat down with me and said, right lets work out a plan”.  
 
“I run into brick walls all the time, so it can put you off.  Prisoners are often easily disappointed and 
put off easily.  I’ve learnt not to take no for an answer, to always ask again.  Knock-backs for prisoners 
can have far reaching effects”.  
 
“You are limited to the scope of what’s available in prison, basic literacy and numeracy and art, you 
can’t go forward, and that’s it”. 
 
“I did an IT course in another prison but was transferred before I got the certificate.  When I came here 
I was told I would have to re-do the whole course to get the certificate, even though I’d done it before – 
I did it twice”.  
 

“The restrictions to learning have to stop, opportunities need to be there to grab.  Prisoners need to be encouraged to 
think forward to life beyond this place”. 
 
 

 Learning Culture 
 
“Learning is seen as a bit of an add-on thing to do, it’s not seen as being central”.  
 
“Embracing education in prison is one of the only ways you can change your life here”.  
 
“Hearing success stories is great, there is nothing better, but mostly you just hear about people who 
failed, who were released and came back again.  Success stories give you hope”. 
 
“They need to embed learning into the walls and fabric of the prison, a lot comes out of the language 
used”. 
 

“when you come out of your cell, you only have limited time to make things happen, make phone calls, get practical 
things done etc, so you might not want to go to reading group or something, but if the timing can work, you want 
something to do” 
 
“we are not kids here, they need to change the way of teaching” 
 
Meeting with the Governor of HMP Wandsworth 
 
The Governor emphasised the importance of education in HMP Wandsworth, however also set out the 
challenges: cuts in funding, staffing cuts, low staff morale and being expected to do more with less.  He 
said it is the most difficult time he had experienced in 25 years.  These challenges are compounded by 
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the fact that HMP Wandsworth is made up of over 50% foreign national and the average length of stay is 
only three months.  He said some excellent education work goes on with foreign national prisoners with 
ESOL and that ‘Learning without realising it is key’. 
  
He explained that a brickwork and plastering training workshop for 40 prisoners has been closed down 
since he has been governor as he didn’t feel it represented a realistic career path for most prisoners.  It 
has been replaced by a recycling workshop.  He described a ‘utopia’ where a high level of education, 
training and work were available to prisoners, but in reality what they can do is teach prisoners about 
doing an honest days work and sticking to a job which involves doing the same tasks each day.  
 
He explained that with another 5 million being taken out of the budget this year, partnerships are key.  
For example they have a contract to repair bed sheets and iron dressing downs.  He acknowledged this is 
low level work, but they have got an output that can make a profit. 
 
In terms of the Virtual Campus he told us that in theory every prisoner has access to the VC, but in 
reality some have better access than others; ESOL use it well in classes and they use it for the job club. 
 
He would like to see a culture change within prisons with a joint focus reducing re-offending as well as 

on security.  He wants prison officers to understand their role in the bigger picture of reducing 

reoffending.  His motto is ‘people, partnerships and performance’. 

PLA Task & Finish Group Feedback 
 
Brief feedback was given from each of the three TFG’s and a discussion followed:    
 

 Discussion that the PLA needs to work to change the culture of prisons to incorporate 
rehabilitation as well as security.  

 Group agreed a single written report, incorporating all three TFG areas, should be the end 
‘product’ of the first years work, to be launched in November 2013. 

 An ‘eco-system’ model was suggested as a conceptual framework. 

 Next steps are to gather more evidence for each of the work themes from other stakeholders 
involved in prison education.     

 
PLA logo 
 

 Those present voted on four options for a PLA logo which had been designed by a prisoner 
learner.  A winner was then selected and appears on these minutes.  

 
Next meeting 
 
To be held in July. Date TBC.   
 
 


