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KEYNOTE SPEECH: Nick Hardwick HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 

Thank you to Prisoner Learning Alliance for inviting me to come and speak to you this 

evening. I’d like to begin by saying how much I welcome this report. I think it is a really 

important and clear piece of work and the members of the Prisoner Learning Alliance - 

take a bow - because I think you should be very proud of what you’ve all achieved 

together. But there is, as we often say on an inspection, there is more for us to do.  

Inspections are based on Human Rights not prison service processes 

We are an independent Inspectorate; we are not a part of the Prison Service. I am 

independent and my statutory duty is to report on the treatment of prisoners and the 

conditions in prisons. We report on ‘outcomes’ of the prisoners not the management of 

the prisons. We make our judgements against four ‘Healthy Prison’ tests.  First of all 

safety, that prisoners, particularly the most vulnerable, are held safely. Secondly, 

respect, thirdly, and I think this is the one that is important for this audience, that 

prisoners are encouraged and able to take part in an activity that is likely to benefit them 

and finally resettlement, that prisoners are prepared for that release back into the 

community and help to reduce the risk that they will re-offend. Those four ‘Healthy 

Prison’ tests underpin our inspection criteria based on International Human Rights 

standards, we are not auditing whether the prison service processes have been followed. 

I’m aware of, from recent prison inspections, that the task for prisoners of trying to 

achieve what we are looking for has, inevitably, become much more difficult as the cuts 

begin to bite, and I do recognise that. But I don’t think the response that we should take 

to that is to say we’ll lower our standards, because, otherwise there would be no end to 

it. The actual what’s been provided falls, we lower our standards because we recognise 

the constraints that we’re under and we say, well that’s alright then because we can 

lower them again and again and we get ourselves into a vicious circle. So we do stick to 

what we know are tough and demanding standards, but it’s important to acknowledge 

what a real challenge that is for people working on the ground.  

OFSTED up their game: pointing out what’s wrong and helping prisons improve 

When we do our inspections we are joined by OFSTED, who look at the learning and 

education training provision. I think, with no disrespect to what’s gone before, one of the 

things that been very welcome under Sir Michael Wilshaw is that OFSTED on inspections  

have upped their game, they’ve take a much more proactive interest in what’s happening. 

Michael Wilshaw has been to lots of prisons himself to see what’s happening on the ground 

and I think, without putting words into his mouth, he would say that why OFSTED should 

be interested in prisoners education and why OFSTED should be trying to push up and help 

standards improve is because often what’s happening in prison education is that you are 

picking up the failures of the education system that happened in schools or other parts of 

the community. One of the important things that OFSTED are now doing, is as well as just 

judging and pointing out what’s wrong, they are working with learning and skills providers 

in prisons where the outcomes weren’t good enough, to help them improve. I think that’s 

a positive thing for them to be doing and I welcome it.  



A couple of years ago I spoke on a similar theme to the annual lecture of Prisoners 

Education Trust and in that speech I quoted Victor Hugo. Victor Hugo said “He who opens 

a school door closes a prison.” I think that’s pretty apposite and it’s certainly the case 

that he who closes a school door slams a lot of other doors shut. Sadly, I think those 

slamming doors have been the experience of many people in prison. The figures, I am 

sure, are very familiar to this audience, but just because they are familiar they shouldn’t 

be any the less shocking. 47% of prisoners, according to the Ministry of Justice, have no 

qualifications. 21% - 1 in 5, need help with literacy and numeracy, and our surveys of 

young offenders, 86% - nearly 9 out of 10, have been excluded from school before they 

reach the age of 14. You can pick other sets of figures which tell a similar dismal story.  

Inspections show activity outcomes are worst in 6 years 

Despite the efforts of people on the ground, despite my recognition that what we are 

asking for is difficult for prisons to achieve, when we looked at last year’s annual report 

and reviewed the progress that prisons were making across the whole remit of learning 

and skills, our conclusion was that our prisons were still not good enough and, if anything, 

were heading in the wrong direction. The activity outcomes we found in the inspections 

we did in 2012/13 were the worst we had seen for 6 years. There were failures both of 

quality and quantity. Quantity is important, you can have fantastic provision but if only a 

tiny proportion of your prison population is actually getting it, then I think we are right to 

be critical. One of the most dispiriting sights of any prison is when they take you into one 

beautiful shiny workshop, show it to you proudly and there are just a couple of people in 

it. You then go and look back on the ‘wings’ and there are people, in the middle of the 

day, lying on their bunks, curtains drawn, a bit of a smell and just sleeping through their 

sentences. How this helps with the rehabilitation of anyone, I don’t know? 

People are spending far too long locked in their cells, with nothing to do 

Sometimes I get MPs and other people asking me what they should look for when they go 

to visit a prison, I say that they always want to show you the fantastic workshop, the 

segregation unit and all the interesting bits. Don’t do that. Go onto the ‘wings’ during the 

working day and ask the officers there, how many people are left on the ‘wings’ and why 

they are there, why are they not doing something productive? Sometimes they can tell 

you, sometimes they don’t have a clue. So, there are too few places, and even where 

there are sufficient places, those places are not being used productively. There are real 

concerns, in some places, about the quality of the teaching that’s going on, disruption 

because of other kinds of activities, because what’s happening in education and other 

types of skills are seen as low priority, so people are being taken out of classes to go to 

other things and people not being too bothered if prisoners turn up late or don’t attend. 

All in all; a sense of chaos. As I say, I think people are spending far too long locked in their 

cells, with nothing to do. So, in addition to what you put in your report, I wanted to pick 

out four themes that I think are important for improving that situation and I don’t 

apologise for the fact that they echo to some extent what is already in this report.  

Prisons with success in learning and skills take a ‘whole prison’ approach 

The first thing, it seems to me, that we see in a prison which has a successful approach to 

learning and skills, is that they take a ‘whole prison’ approach to it, so it’s not just 



something that’s seen as the responsibility of just the education, learning  and skills 

department. It’s seen as something that is the responsibility of the whole prison. So when 

a lad in YOI goes off to education then comes back onto the ‘wing’, the ‘wing’ officer asks 

him how he got on. What was he doing that day, what progress is he making, what more 

work, if any, has he still got to do? I don’t think it’s simply a question of lining people up 

for a job, a job’s important, I don’t deny that, employability skills are important, I don’t 

deny that, but education, it seems to me, is also important for long-term prisoners, doing 

long-term sentences, where any prospects of finding a job on the outside may be a long 

way off. I think one of the reasons why applying a ‘whole prison’ approach is because 

seeing some of the YOIs I’ve been to recently are frightening.  

You’re not going to learn if you are wondering where the next ‘thump’ is coming from  

There’s too much violence, there’s too much trouble, there’s a lot of fighting and 

assaults. It seems to me, you’re not going to be able to learn if you are constantly looking 

over your shoulder wondering where the next ‘thump’ is going to come from.  So, on the 

one hand, you have to have a safe environment in which to learn, but, on the other hand, 

if you do have people productively occupied doing something they think is worthwhile, 

busy and fulfilled, that will help create the safer environment, which you are looking for 

and mutually re-enforcing.  

To give you another example of something that really frustrates me when we see it, I saw 

it in a prison the other day, there are a particular number of prisoners who were having 

trouble with Literacy and Numeracy and, for all the reasons we understand, were resistant 

to addressing that. But there was no link between that and the sentence plan, which 

people have as part of their rehabilitation program in trying to address the factors that lay 

behind their offending and the things that might help them to stop offending in the 

future. I think that kind of ‘joining up’, seeing it from the top as a ‘whole prison’ activity 

would be, I think, my number one priority for this.  

We need to stop reducing individuals to numbers and instead, see the ‘whole person’  

My number two priority would be to see it as a ‘whole person’ activity. I think, for me, the 

more I’ve done this job, the more disturbed I become, by what seems to me often a sort 

of reduction of the individuals in prison, to a mathematical formulae.  So I think when 

people do a ‘risk assessment’ they say “Oh, I think you’re a 56% of re-offending”, how can 

they know that? I don’t believe that. Or when they measure your worth in financial terms 

by the number of ‘outputs’ they help you tick off on their list. I think there is something 

concerning about that approach. If we, as the cliché has it, if we only value what we can 

count, then we’re going to miss a lot of what’s a true worth. I think that inability to see 

the whole person and the desire to put a label on people, that’s so difficult for them to 

shrug off, is something we need to change.  

My first job, about 30 years ago now, was working on an employment scheme for NACRO, 

as it then was, working with young offenders. I was a supervisor on that scheme and I 

realise, actually, it was, in fact, an employment scheme for me but I didn’t understand 

that then, but anyhow, I’m not sure who needed help more, me or them. I remember to 

this day, and some of the lads weren’t much younger than me, there was a young man 

there called John, who was about 16 or 17 years old, and we were doing something 



ridiculous, building a shed in a churchyard project, and he said to me, as we were about 

to measure out the materials, “The only thing school ever taught me was that I’m stupid.”  

I remember that, as clear as day, 30 plus years on and I think that there are too many 

people in prison for whom that would be true for today. The only thing they’ve ever been 

taught is that they are stupid. But, on the other hand, John, I can also remember, playing 

a game of darts with him, he could count down the scores quicker than I could, he could 

work out the odds on the horses more quickly that I could. So he wasn’t stupid, he had 

brightness to him. He had been failed by the education system but shouldn’t have led to 

him been written off, in the way that he was. As I go around prisons and YOI 

establishments, I still see him in some of the young people that I talk to 30 years on.  But, 

you also see a difference, in some cases. HMYOI Cookham Wood was the first YOI I went to 

when I became Chief Inspector of Prisons, the Governor there had brought it back from a 

pretty poor state, but it was still in a critical position, a struggling institution. She told 

me, very frankly, what the problems were and was very open about it. She said to me that 

there was one thing that she would like me to see before I went and that was the Art 

Workshop, because there was some fantastic stuff happening there. At the same time I 

spoke to the inspection team and they told me that one of the boys in Cookham Wood they 

were concerned about was a ‘traveller boy’ who was spending a lot of time in the 

segregation unit, wasn’t talking to anybody and when he was out of his cell he was 

fighting. I went into the art workshop; there were two of them in there. There was this 

fantastic inspirational tutor and this traveller lad, heads down, doing some pretty amazing 

work and this boy, who everyone was telling me wouldn’t stop fighting and wouldn’t start 

talking,  was chatting away to his tutor about all sorts of things. Not just about the art but 

what he hoped for, what he feared and where he thought his life might be going. I don’t 

know how you could put what ‘outputs’ were happening there but I’m sure there were 

some petty important ‘outcomes’ being delivered. I think if we lose sense of that ability to 

reach out and see the whole human being, the whole personality, we then reduce people 

to a percentage risk or a score on the ‘outputs’, then I think we make huge mistakes.  

Strong values are at the heart of success  

It seems to me that if you go into any successful educational establishment out in the 

community, what lies at the heart of that success of the school is strong values. Values of 

aspiration; we won’t right these people off, expectation; we will expect them to do 

better, we aren’t going to let them slide away, and excellence; that’s what we’ll expect 

from our staff and that’s what we’ll expect from these people who are our students. I’m 

concerned about how the new OLASS contract works in contracting arrangements, as 

sometimes the ethos of the education and training provider gets out of sync with the ethos 

that the prison is sometimes trying to encourage. Or it might be vice-versa; the contractor 

might be doing a really good job and has a good set of values there, which doesn’t fit 

with, maybe, a culture of low expectations that’s elsewhere in the prison. I think it’s not 

nearly enough to come and join up the machinery, if you like, I think you also have to join 

up the values as well.  

Prison learners need access to resources – including internet - that they need to study 

I think another important aspect of this is that the report Prisoners Education Trust and 

the Prison Reform Trust did a month or so ago ‘Through the gateway’ and the use of new 



technology, social mediating in prisons. I can’t see, in this day and age, how you can 

provide anything remotely resembling an education, for students, even if they are in 

prison, if they don’t have access to the internet and they can’t access the materials on it. 

If you just think about how much you use your phone, your tablet, your cloud etc. and how 

this has changed over two or three years, you don’t have to be in prison for very long 

before all that stuff’s a mystery to you, let alone your ability to connect with the 

practical: your housing, your finances or employment. I think it’s just not a tenable 

position and as I said in the report, why won’t they make the progress that’s needed on 

that. I think they need to open up prisons, with proper safe-guards and to manage the 

risks so that students can access the resources that they need to study and the richness 

that’s out there that can be a really important window on their world, but also a window 

which they can look out on and see what’s possible and develop those aspirations, which 

seems to me to be an important part to reduce the risk of re-offending.  If we can do that 

then we will all benefit. 

Thank you very much.               

    

                                   


