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1. PLA Membership Committee  

The Committee agreed that there needs to be a proper and transparent process and 

selection criteria for how to co-opt organisations on to the PLA.  It was also agreed that 

current members should self-assess their contributions to the PLA thus far, and whether 

they wish to continue as members, as part of a review exercise.   

The membership committee will devise a self assessment tool and a proposed process and 

selection criteria which will be circulated to members by email. ACTION 

 

2. PLA Conference Feedback (see paper 1) 

PLA films - Some minor adjustments were made to the films which have been approved by 
MoJ press office. They will be put on the PET website via YouTube and DVDs will be sent 
to prisons.  
 
Workshops and speakers –PET will be developing a page on the PET website with all the 
workshop resources from the conference for everyone to use.  Popular speakers were 
Fergus, Clive and the Parc Skype link up. 
 
Delegate actions– Lots of great actions delegates are going to take including reflecting on 
own practice, reviewing curriculum and methods of delivery, further networking and 
incorporating elements of best practice examples such as the Bridge Induction Programme 
at Low Newton.  
 
Things to improve next time – Feedback from the delegates highlighted the difficulty 
with room logistics which resulted unfortunately in shorter workshop times than originally 
planned.  However given that the venue was very generously given to the PLA to use for 
free, we had to work around this by shortening the workshop lengths. However in future 
we should try to allow longer for the workshops where possible. Some suggested holding 
the event over two days; however this would have increased costs. 
 
Conference follow-up: Since the conference several members have written blogs and 
articles relating to teaching in prison and removing the term ‘offender’ from ‘offender 
learning’ which is linked to Prof. McNeill’s work.   
 
 



3. Next steps 
 
Rod highlighted the areas that conference delegates had suggested the PLA focus on over 
the coming year. He also highlighted key influencing opportunities in the coming year.   
 
Using this, PLA members were divided into small groups to agree on three priority issues 
the PLA should focus on over the coming year to move forward the momentum of the 
Smart Rehabilitation report. Four key areas emerged and formed the basis of four task and 
finish groups as follows: 
 
Desistance Group: What would a desistance-focused model of prison education look like? 

Excellence and Engagement Group: How can frontline staff best be supported to promote 

excellence in teaching, learning and advice? 

Personal Social Development and Progression Group: Making the case for a broader, more 

flexible curriculum, including PSD and progression opportunities, to meet the needs of 

resettlement and non-resettlement populations. 

Learning Through the Gate Group: How can prisoners be better supported to continue with 

education, training, self-employment skills and employment skills through the gate? 

 

4. Learner Voice 
 
The PLA heard from a learner who is being supported by PLA member Start Up to set up 
her own floristry business: 
 
Start Up helped me start my own business.  
 

 About education in prison  
“I was in Holloway (several years ago) and education was diabolical. It was run on a first 
come first served basis.  I wanted to study computer skills so I signed up for computer 
classes but I was on the 5’s, so by the time we got to education I was at the back of the 
queue. I had to go and sit in a class that I had no interest in at all and didn’t get to do 
computers. I was fortunate I worked as a wing cleaner. I had one day off and was able to 
go to pottery class with was more about relaxation and helping me cope being inside. 
 
A lot of young girls in there, they go to education because they know they will get their 
70p rather than being something they really want to engage in so they messed about. 
When I managed to get to the computer class there were young girls in there disrupting 
the class and then the teacher couldn’t give me the support I needed so I stopped going. 
You go down to education and it’s just clock watching all the time and they’re not really 
helpful. So young girls don’t stand a hope in hell. 
 
There wasn’t much support for me as an older woman, especially in terms of employment. 
I had been employed before in the cleaning industry, I had worked my way up.  I knew I 
had to go self employed instead. I went to a jobs fair that the prison resettlement 
department organised and met lots of organisations, one of which was Working Chance. I 
got in touch with them and they put me in contact with Start Up. A lot of girls in prison 
aren’t encouraged to go to these open days to source out organisations and become 
independent.  They should do more to promote them by speaking to the girls, rather than 
just a leaflet under the cell door. 



 
I wanted to do floristry at college after release. Holloway didn’t help me to do that. I had 
to organise that on my own. I was very fortunate in that I knew what I wanted to do. It 
does really need to be looked at education, especially people like me there on a short 
sentence. I had to really source it myself. There’s lots of girls in prison who want to move 
on but are not given the support. You have to book an appointment to see a resettlement 
officer – you might have to wait two weeks, it’s a nightmare.” 
 

 PLA member commented: I agree, in jail there’s no one there to ask you what you 
want to do. It’s like being back at school. 

 
“In Holloway they had a jobs centre who set me up with appointments for unemployment 
benefits and helped with my CV. But then there was nothing else to take me forward 
anymore with setting up my own business. When I got out I told the job centre I was going 
to college but they didn’t care, they told me that I still had to apply for jobs. So I had to 
rock up there every two weeks and apply for five jobs that I knew I wasn’t going to get. 
 
I went to college and got a qualification in floristry. Part of this was a work placement. 
The employer involved gives feedback which goes to the college. I was lucky as the woman 
I was working for offered me work. She does big Asian weddings – I’m working for her this 
weekend and next weekend. I’m a freelance florist who gets work through networking. 
Start Up helped me with a website, business cards, equipment, laptop and with the grant 
money I was also able to set up a Christmas stall, buy stock etc. It’s not a cheap industry, 
it’s expensive.” 
 

 Start Up: we’ve found in the last year that we’re having to fund people for courses 
that we wouldn’t have to do in the past. We are very proud of Janet. She did the 
flowers for a function with Grosvenor Estates and the feedback was phenomenal, 
she has done lots of corporate events. 

 

 What curriculum would you have in Holloway? 
 
“Holloway has an amazing hair and beauty salon. One girl wanted to be a hairdresser and 
was really enthusiastic, but there was only one hairdresser there so if she was off sick that 
was it for the day, her lessons didn’t happen. What about things like dressmaking? A 
career you can do from home, flexible. Practical things. I know you need your maths and 
English. They had a music workshop that the young girls like to go to. But the girls could 
learn a skill. It’s very under utilised Holloway could have done horticultural courses, 
they’ve got massive gardens and could have hooked up with Capel Manor. I could go into 
prisons and run floristry workshops if they’d let me.” 
 

 Start Up – This learner is going to be doing practical workshops about floristry with 
our other service users. We have many women who would like to share their skills 
with prisoners in different industries; tailoring, gardening and catering. But we 
have had horrendous problems getting ex-prisoners back into prisons to run 
workshops in there.  

 

 PLA Member - This issue of ex-prisoners going back into prisons has also been raised 
in the Young Review into BAME prisoners and in particular black mentors going back 
into prisons. There has been a discussion with the part of NOMS that deals with 
that. They have realised this is quite difficult. The PSI is about to change around 
this. 

 



 PLA Member: It’s in their interest to let ex-prisoners back into prisons. Men can’t 
believe it when they hear from me about how I used to commit crimes since the 
age of 13 and what I’m doing now with User Voice. Even the Governor commented 
about how powerful it is. 

 
 

5. Dr. Kathryn Hopkins, Head of Prisoner Survey Team | Reducing 

Reoffending Analysis Programme, Ministry of Justice (See power point 
slides) 

 
We published SPCR research last month which looks at employment after prison. The 
sample was longer sentenced prisoners with sentences between 18 months and 4 years.  
 
Overall the findings indicate that employment rates following imprisonment are low.  
 
When we looked at types of qualification we used the terms basic skills (literacy and 
numeracy), vocational qualifications and academic qualifications.  PET asked us to clarify 
the definition of academic qualifications.  When we looked the majority were doing low 
level IT and other qualifications.  The term academic qualifications makes it sound like 
they were doing higher level qualifications but this was often not the case. This research 
is not an evaluation of these courses / interventions.  
 
We found that the more help people said they needed indicated that they were at the 
bottom level in terms of employment status. Not many prisoners come into prisons with 
degrees or achieved degrees whilst in prison. 
 
Working more recently before custody was more strongly associated with employment on 
release. 
 
Questions: 
 

 We think of long sentenced prisoners as those with sentences over four years.  Why 
were they not included? 

 
It was too difficult to include people over four years in terms of doing the longitudinal 
study.  
 
 

 Did your sample include self-employment?  
 
Yes 
 

 Housing is a huge issue, particularly in London where rents are high. It isn’t that 
people don’t want to work – they do – but they get caught in the poverty trap.  

 
The strength of the association between accommodation, employment and reoffending is 
so strong and should make the case for improving accommodation for people coming out 
of prison because of the costs associated with it.  
 

 55% of young prisoners coming into prison were at level 1 or above (study of nine 
prisons using SARS data) young offenders.  

 



We think the proportion of prisoners coming into prison have the same level of GCSEs as 
the general population so the level of qualifications available to study in prison should be 
higher. The assessment of prisoner needs is too low and the provision of literacy and 
numeracy is aimed at the lowest common denominator. 

 PLA Member - It’s about plugging the gaps – prisoners may be assessed at level 1 
but have gaps in their knowledge – we need to make sure they are ready before 
allowing them to make the jump or else they may fail. 

 

 PLA Member - If you are looking at needs of longer sentenced prisoners, especially 
lifers, they need access to qualifications of a higher level. Everybody’s different, 
not everyone is at level 1 qualification. 

 

 PLA Member - It comes back to ‘what is the purpose of education?’ – should it be 
something more rather than just looking at employment outcomes, which this 
research shows are very difficult to attain even for prisoners with a history of 
working prior to prison for a variety of reasons mentioned; benefits trap, 
discrimination due to conviction, housing.  

 

 Alison Wolf conducted a review into vocational training for young people; progress 
report here. Found that level 2 is too low. If most of our learners are doing level 1 
it’s maybe not that education does not work, but this level of learning that doesn’t 
work. It would not be good to take from this research that learning doesn’t work.  

 

 PLA Member - For me the purpose of education is about feeling equal to the rest of 
the world, feeling I can sit here round this table and contribute to the discussion – 
it’s quite intimidating!  

 
The numbers of people with higher education or doing higher education in this study were 
very small so could not tell us anything meaningful or significant about the links between 
employment and higher level qualifications – this is something that needs investigating 
further. In relation to our earlier research, a key finding was that most prisoners said that 
they did have a willingness to learn and not many said that learning wasn’t for them.  
 

 
6. Update from BIS 

 
BIS updated the PLA on development regarding LDD assessments.  From August this year 
almost all prisoners at reception will be assessed on maths and English levels which should 
also pick up LDD. The data will be available to almost everyone in prison – will avoid 
people being allocated to inappropriate levels of learning.  
 
This isn’t a precursor for making education compulsory – Jeremy Wright said he didn’t 
think it right for a 23 year old man to be forced to engage and then be disruptive if he 
does not want to learn. The whole of the skills system is based on the basic currency of 
maths and English (to GCSE level) and I can’t see there being any movement from the 
prison education taking a different approach. The ETF have a focus on maths and English. 
However it is about delivering it to adults in a way that is appropriate to their different 
needs. In the SPCR research I don’t like the split between vocational courses and academic 
courses. OLASS providers do the whole range.  
 
After hearing what Kathryn said I would caution the group against moving towards 
providing higher level learning. It’s about prioritising who ends up in education because 
some people need it more than others, even though others might want to do higher levels. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/262819/Wolf_Recommendations_Progress_Report.pdf


 

 Will the new basic skills assessment ask what qualifications someone has on entry 
to prison – this would be useful?  

 
No, it will just focus on maths and English. Ministers have very strong feelings about maths 
and English, it’s them making the decisions.  
 
 

7. Update on IEP (Prisoner access to books) Jessica Plant – Arts Alliance 
 
English PEN and Howard League are doing a lot of public campaigning on this issue. I have 
had telephone discussions with Simon Greenwood in the Equalities (Policy team) about the 
IEP PSI.  It seems clear that the Minister is not going to back down on this issue. He did say 
he would welcome us contacting him with any examples of issues around problems arising.  
It was useful to develop a relationship although he wasn’t very positive about there being 
any significant changes. They say that discretionary powers lie with the Governor so they 
should use those powers.  
 
Action:  If anyone has any examples then please send them through to Jess. 
 
AOB 
 
Sarah (PRG) – Promoted the ‘Reading in prisons’ day on 13th June at University of 
Roehampton 
 

CLOSE 

 
 
 


