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PRESENTER: 

PET offers the chance to study higher and further education courses through distance 

learning and that’s important, when prison education departments don’t stretch to that 

provision.    

So, what role does education have in prison?  What’s its focus?  Matthew is a tutor at 

HMP Wormwood Scrubs who integrates literacy into vocational training.  We spoke after 

he’d finished teaching his first class of the day. 

 

MATTHEW: 

That was a brief voice session within a radio production class, so obviously part of their 

radio production training is in encouraging them to have an awareness of their vocal use.  So 

what I hope they take away is an increased awareness of how they can apply those very 

simple tools that we all use often subconsciously to their own vocal use when, for example 

when they’re working towards producing stories for prison radio.   

 

I want to get many of the guys here to think about the way that they speak and the way 

they articulate.  Because in prison, obviously most of the guys come from fairly 

underprivileged backgrounds and they get into a default way of speaking.  And this default 

way of speaking is then exacerbated in prison where everybody speaks a kind of prison slang 

and they are actually, tragically less employable than people who often have learned English 

as a second language.  So I want to try and encourage these guys to become more articulate 

and ultimately more employable in the outside world. 
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JENNY TALBOT: 

 I think education in prison is about rehabilitation. 

 

PRESENTER: 

Jenny Talbot is Director of the Care not Custody programme at Prison Reform Trust. 

 

JENNY TALBOT: 

Basic skills, basic education is hugely valuable.  You can of course learn basic skills whilst also 

learning vocational skills.  But on the other hand, it’s not as simple as that, giving somebody 

basic skills isn’t necessarily going to stop them offending when they leave, but it’s part and 

parcel of the whole package and I think that’s where education is essential. 

 

ABDUL:  

These are all my education certificates, I’ve got principles of the workplace, Health and 

Safety, which is a Level 2 City and Guilds.  I’ve got Level 2 City and Guilds in Employability 

and Personal Development... 

 

PRESENTER: 

For Abdul, who’s been in Swaleside and Brixton prisons, education meant chances to 

follow rehabilitative courses relating to his offence.  At HMP Stamford Hill, he was able to 

improve his basic skills: 

 

ABDUL: 

I was really proud of that; that was a good achievement for me.  The education department, 

they were really, really good.  They let me go to see a tutor and sit with her once a week and 

do one-to-one work with her to get my Level 2 in adult numeracy and I was really happy, 

this is like, the biggest achievement for me because I really find maths difficult, like a lot of 

people, it’s not easy so that’s quite a big certificate for me... 

 

PRESENTER: 

I met Abdul at Prison Reform Trust, where he was a volunteer while released on 

temporary license from Brixton prison. Education has helped prepare him for life on the 

outside; it had a useful function on the inside, too: 

 

ABDUL: 
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It gives you something to do during the day.  Most places you go, they will open you up at 8 

o’clock in the morning and they’d leave you on the landings to just roam about until 7.30 in 

the evening, so that’s nearly twelve hours you’re just roaming around doing nothing, you 

know.   

 

Knowing that I can walk out of the gate with this certificate it makes me happy and I feel a 

lot of people will feel the same way; if they can achieve something they can use in the 

outside world it can make a big difference to them.  If someone goes out there and feels like 

they’ve learnt how to read or write, they’d be proud of theirself.  I think that’s a big part of 

rehabilitating someone. 

 

JENNY TALBOT: 

Clearly, I think there is a role for prison education for prisoners who are unable to read and 

write, to give people a second chance if you like.  

 

PRESENTER: 

Jenny Talbot, who with Julia Braggins – a founder member of PET – conducted two pieces 

of research for The Centre for Crime and Justice Studies.   

Their work published in 2003 and 2005, still pulls into sharp focus, issues central to the 

debate about where learning fits within strategies to rehabilitate prisoners.  

JENNY TALBOT: 

Educational standards are important and I think one of the things that was working very 

well was that prison education was striving for the same standards in prison as we would 

strive for outside of prison, so prisoners were taking the same qualifications.  And this 

comes back to whether it should be basic education or higher and further education and if 

you’ve only got a certain amount of money where do you put it?    

 

What charitable organisations are able to do is to provide specific inputs in particular 

educational activities.  I guess also that they are probably filling some of the gaps that are 

appearing as resources get tighter and tighter.   
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