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Prisoner Learning Alliance 
Summary of Fifth Meeting 

Linklaters 
11th October 2013 

 
1. Feedback from PET external interim evaluation (Rod Clark). 

 
PET carrying out evaluation of our policy work for our own learning and for our funders.  
This included PET’s work to establish and support the PLA.  Some of those who attend the 
PLA were interviewed by the evaluators. Overall the evaluation was extremely positive, 
around the policy work and around the PLA.  
 
Quotes from interviews drew attention to the fact that this group was needed. However, 
they did have some ideas about how the group could learn and develop.  
 
This was around three broad areas; 
 

1. Membership – questioned whether membership was including all the right 
organisations and at the right level – are there practitioners from the prison side 
round the table?  

2. Clarity of focus – distinction between making major points of principle about 
prisoner education but also about supporting practitioners and good practice. Bit of 
a tension between switching focus between two areas – evaluators thought both 
were important but need to be clear about the focus.  

3. Rigour of evidence – needs to be more triangulation of research to guard against 
relying on anecdote.  
 

Discussion was had about the evaluation and about PET’s recommendations for addressing 

these issues.  The following actions will be taken forward by PET: 

 Co-opt a HOLS (with a clear brief to reflect views of community of HOLS) 
 Co-opt Association of Colleges to represent the OLASS providers 
 Contact the Prison Officer Training Working Group 
 Contact Education and Training Foundation 
 Clarify with members who have not been able to attend PLA meetings if they wish 

to step down 
 Co-opt NIACE 
 Ask members if they would like a telephone interview for their more detailed views 

on the report 
 Consider how we can ensure service user involvement can be more meaningful 
 Ensure issues about teacher training and development included in final report 



2 
 

 IMB representative has stepped down, look at whether there is a possible 
replacement 
 

2.  PLA work planning (1)  Discussion on draft structure of the paper (Nina 

Champion). 

Discussion questions to consider after having read the draft ‘Dissemination and Influencing 

Strategy’: 

1. Do you agree with the strategies for influencing policy and practice? We welcome 

any suggestions or input. 

2. Do you have any suggestions for people we should make contact with as part of this 

strategy? 

3. Are you happy with the wording of the EDM? Do you think it reflects the PLA’s key 

messages and is something a variety of parliamentarians would sign up to? 

4. Do you have any suggestions for speakers and / or venues for the two events? 

5. Any other comments or suggestions to improve the strategy?  

 

 Who is the audience and what is the purpose of the report? 

Context of the report is aimed at MP’s. But don’t want to assume that all the MP’s have a 
wide knowledge.  Needs to be accessible to an ‘interested but not expert’ audience. The 
aim is that if it doesn’t influence MP’s directly it influences people who need to be on 
board to influence MP’s – opinion formers and policy makers. 

The introduction could bring new readers up to speed. Then as long as it’s expressed in 
accessible language, it could be aimed at both influencers who are not experts as well as 
those who are experts.  

An important audience will be the prime providers – for practitioner organisations it would 
be good for them to have something which says how do you get someone engaged in 
housing and employment? The new prime providers will be able to do what with their like 
with the money they receive (black box approach) so it would be good to keep education 
in their minds. 

 Why is education important? What is education? 

We should no longer be asking why is reducing re-offending important.  That should be a 
statement. Should be asking; What is education? What do we mean by education?  

It’s about the definition of employability skills. 

It is about how people are transformed from ‘takers’ to ‘contributors’ in the broadest 
sense.  

 Focus on engagement and improving outcomes 

There’s a role for someone from no engagement sitting in their cell to bringing them out 
to engage.  

How about ‘Improving outcomes’ – this title would snap a lot of interest from people. 
What makes something work? 

A lot of time and effort goes into accreditation target achievement – not marrying up with 
outcome of reducing reoffending. Would be good to get them to put the two things 
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together. It is often about countables and uncountables.  Uncountables are often about 
changes of people behaviour.  Countables are tick boxing outputs. 

What is important is how do you when you’re living in a hostel with a load of other ex-
offenders – how do you stay on the straight and narrow? What are the skills required for 
that, so we get the other side of what education is important for? What about relationship 
skills? 

We need a more flexible ‘package of learning’ approach to each learner, with outcome of 
desistance as a measure, more flexibility to incorporate different types of learning, mixing 
formal and informal.  

 Impact of unprecedented change and new landscape 

This has been a period of massive change – we haven’t seen anything like this in history 
and not likely to get better. At least ten different policy changes recently, we need to 
look backwards at how have people coped with that. It is important to unpick this – we’re 
documenting an important part of history. 

OLASS contracts designed 2 years ago around clusters of prisons. Resettlement prisons will 
massively change how those clusters are arranged. We will need to adapt the OLASS 
contract arrangements to reflect the new pattern of prisons – need to talk to OLASS 
providers – whether they can refit their contracts to fit with TR or will we need to procure 
new contacts? It won’t fit once the resettlement prisons come in. The report will be 
helpful. 

If the through the gate provider is saying ‘I want an education provision that looks like 
this’, and the OLASS provider is saying we can’t afford to do this because our contract 
doesn’t allow it, how can we work through it? The through the gate CRCs won’t have a 
commissioning role – it will go through the governor. 

We need to game play about how this might all play out with CRCs, HOLS, OLASS providers 
etc with the new landscape. 

The focus of TR is on short sentence prisoners – what about provision for high risk / longer 
term prisoners? How will this fit in and ensure they are not forgotten? 

 Being ambitious 

With the report we need to encourage ourselves to be ambitious and also critique 
provision. We need to be ambitious in terms of the recommendations we put forward. 
 
C6 and 7 needs to be something that’s really radical and random – if it doesn’t happen 
here in this report by the PLA, where will it happen? 

Things are incremental at the moment – it is time for a step change, to be ambitious.   

 Importance of co-ordination 

Having a co-ordinated strategy is most important – we need ever increasing agreement 
between departments … when you introduce 10 policy changes in 12 months things are 
going to happen. Too much change can prevent people from doing things especially if all 
have different targets.  

3. PLA work planning (2) Dissemination strategy (Susannah) 

Discussion  
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1. Do you agree with the strategies for influencing policy and practice? We welcome 

any suggestions or input. 

2. Do you have any suggestions for people we should make contact with as part of this 

strategy? 

3. Are you happy with the wording of the EDM? Do you think it reflects the PLA’s key 

messages and is something a variety of parliamentarians would sign up to? 

4. Do you have any suggestions for speakers and / or venues for the two events? 

5. Any other comments or suggestions to improve the strategy?  

Idea of bringing together representatives from different departments and different 
select committees. 

It highlights that it isn’t any one department’s responsibility – because there is clear 
shared responsibility across government – throughout the whole of the CJS. Huge amount 
of effort is going in from so many directions it’s hard to piece it all together and it doesn’t 
deliver. No overall accountability. 

Relevant select committees: Business and Skills, Justice, Education, Public Accounts 
Committee 

National Audit Office? 

We also need to work on a more one to one level.   

Agreement about idea of a sharing good practice conference next spring for practitioners. 

1.  Brief statutory update (Richard Ward, BIS) 

 

Virtual Campus – live in 117 establishments – roll out complete end of December. NOMS 
focus now on the content. Discussions with OU about new way of presenting course 
material via a walled garden. Meeting next week to see a demonstration of it. 

Learning Difficulties and Disabilities – Have in place a budget that’s set aside to meet the 
needs of LDLD – providers say it is working well.   

Distance Learning – Constant dialogue between WIP/OU/PET. More discussion about this 
next Wednesday. Focus is on making sure Governor/HOLS monitor performance and hold 
accountable those responsible for delivering. The OLASS provider is contractually 
responsible for facilitating the learning process.  

Arts – Meeting with Arts Alliance was good. Pat Walker from TMC spoke very positively  
about how they are making sure what goes well in one area gets spread to other areas. 

Self employment – lots of progress. Trying to make a link with the Gazelle group of 
colleges. There should be a lot going on by the next time we meet.  

Meeting with UCU – UCU were talking about the member survey they’ve done and which 
will be published in a few weeks time.  The Union has an interest in raising the profile of 
offender learning and those who deliver it. 

Funding and qualifications – lots of work going on around qualifications in general, 
including on how the PSD element works in custody.   

 Are prisoners taking out loans to do level 3 courses? Is it working well anywhere? 
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Five prisoners in the North East have made applications for 24+ loans. All for different 
courses – being ROTL’ed to go out to college to study level 3. Yorkshire and Humber region 
has the most level 2 and above courses – getting them to share good practice.  

 PET / PRT ICT report being launched on 22nd October at APPG Penal Affairs 5-6pm 
 

 Learner Voice – meeting with The Manchester College – now want to roll it out to 
all their establishments. Also working with NUS. 
 

 
2. Learner Voice (Ex-prisoner learner Frank) 

Susannah read out a bit from his first letter applying to PET for a counselling skills 
distance learning course. 

Frank says he remembers writing the letter in my cell and it seems like something I 
planned 7 years ago is coming to fruition. I’m glad I followed it through. Thank you, the 
response from PET encouraged me because they gave me money to do the course. 

Can you tell us about early experiences? 

I didn’t engage in education for too many reasons to go into – family. In 1961 when I was 
going to secondary school – not putting all the responsibility onto others – I was in a single 
parent family, struggling. One day I had a fight at school – the night before seen my mum 
get hit in the head and had spent hours in the hospital with her.  The next day I got into a 
fight – sat in front of the head teacher.  I did like education but I didn’t like the structure. 
I was expelled from school at 12 in my first year. I had been fighting and misbehaving so 
the expulsion was probably justified. But that’s not really where my problems started. For 
about 18 months after I was expelled I did nothing.  I was left to mix with the other 
people who had been excluded, we were all learning from each other which was not good.  

That’s when I got involved in a criminal lifestyle. I eventually went to a boarding school in 
Sussex. My mum couldn’t manage me. I was the eldest, she couldn’t manage me, but this 
school had no learning there, no structure, lots of other kids who’d been expelled. At that 
time I didn’t even know about education – I was 14 or 15 years old. After a couple of years 
I ran away – came back to London – no contact with my family /friends. The only thing we 
used to do there was to at the weekends in boarding school was go shoplifting. Back in 
London became involved in the real criminal justice system – the short, sharp, shock. It 
wasn’t – was just about punishment and I was used to that so it wasn’t a deterrent.  

My first conviction was stealing an LP from Woolworths at age 10. First sentence in Send 
DC – all my friends were there – 1976. The next thirty years was a revolving door of coming 
in and out of prison. Once you have a criminal record it doesn’t take much to get 
remanded. 2 borstal sentences of 9 months, came out and 3 weeks later went back in for 
18 months. I was ‘starred up’ .. got sent to the adult system.  

HMP Wandsworth – frightening place in terms of discipline, when I first came out had a son 
and I stopped going to prison for about 10 years but I was still committing crime, just 
stopped getting caught. I went up through the criminal ranks. My thinking didn’t change 
and eventually I went back to prison – this time it was different – homelessness, drug 
addiction. It gets harder the older you are. I got caught for drug smuggling – I’d been doing 
it for years. At some point when you do that you’re going to start using it.  I ended up in 
Downview in 2004 – 42 years old and I realised I needed to make a change. I decided to get 
some education. I didn’t know how to write a letter or to have a proper social 
conversation. I didn’t think that education was going to lead to a job, I just wanted to 
empower myself – the job was secondary. Education doesn’t ask you to do anything.   
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There was a guy in my education class who was very violent – he was violent one day and 
three officers were injured. On another occasion when he was disrupting the class he was 
asked to leave by the teacher and he did, he had a respect for the teacher. Education – 
there’s no machoism in it – 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 which is enough by itself. But the 
education has given me I’ve had quite a few jobs, but that’s not the main factor.  In terms 
of what it’s done for me – I’ve always been a taker but now I’m a giver to family; I have 
sons and grandchildren – I also give to the wider community through the mentoring I do. 
For me that goes beyond the job – we all need to pay bills – it’s allowed me to join in 
society and to give something genuinely back. All those things I relate directly back to 
education. It’s released me from the bondage. I used to wake up in the morning and think 
where am I going to find the money to sleep somewhere tonight. That was thinking about 
myself. I find myself now thinking about Syria and refugees and what can I do – maybe I 
can’t do anything but I’m thinking about it. So it goes much beyond getting a job. 

Discussion: 

 Lots of young people get excluded now – what do you think has changed? 

I’m glad I’m not excluded now with gangs and knifes and stuff. People are being excluded 
from school and getting themselves involved in the CJS earlier. You can go from one day 
being bad at school and then go and do something petty crime and that then leads into 
being in gangs and getting arrested. There’s still lots of people out there in the same 
situation I was in after being excluded – just out on the streets all day.  

 You said there was a moment in Downview prison when you said you couldn’t see 
any other way but education to go forward, but you had been in prison many times 
before that moment. Is there a way of getting to that point of realisation with 
people in prison earlier? 

You have to realise the limitations of prison, but you can build up that moment and help 
people reach their moment of discovery earlier.  Education worked for me but it could be 
other training for others. It is a vulnerable time when people are in prison. More needs to 
be done on induction to promote education.  There’s a focus on the gym and someone 
from gym comes down to induction, but induction is the time to say to people ‘this prison 
is serious about education and this is what we offer’.  

 


