Evidence to the Lifelong Literacy Inquiry

 Offender learning
“Key fact: 48% of prisoners have literacy skills at or below level 1”
Skills for Life: Changing Lives, BIS, 2009

1.0
Key questions 

Q
What literacy do offenders want to learn?

A
Practical literacy at a basic level to enable them to be rehabilitated and get a 
job.
Q
What delivery models work?

A
Good, quality-assured provision, embedded with well-trained and informed practitioners.
Q 
How do offender institutions solve practical issues (i.e., access to IT, prisoner 
churn, etc)?

A
Virtual Campus – data-tracking, continuity, skill development, collaboration between Offender Learning and Skills Service (OLASS) staff and non-OLASS staff; 

Raising awareness of digital inclusion and use of technology in delivery; and 
staff training.
2.0
Key issues
· Literacy for employability and rehabilitation;
· Literacy in the OLASS core curriculum under the Skills for Life strand aligned with the Qualifications and Credit Framework;
· Potential for ICT and use of online learning objects such as National Learning Network materials; 
· Tutor isolation prevents sharing of resources and materials and links with colleagues in their main organisation, i.e., further education college staff development opportunities and resources can’t be brought in;
· Effective initial assessment and referral to good provision and then continuity of the learning – potential remedy once the Virtual Campus platform is in most prisons and learning can be tracked and continued into the community;
· Embedding literacy in other provision – both OLASS and non-OLASS delivery, i.e., prison industries and workshops – lots of opportunities but non-qualified instructors not seeing the value of awareness of Skills for Life 
· Different levels of awareness between OLASS and non-OLASS staff of Skills for Life provision, national strategies and priorities, funding, etc.
3.0
Killer facts
3.1
Literacy and numeracy 
Within the UK's prison population, 80% of prisoners have poor writing skills, 50% have reading difficulties and 65% have trouble with numeracy (Lumb, L., http://www.dyslexia-parent.com/mag50.html).
3.2
Half of all imprisoned parents lose contact with their children completely. A high percentage of prisoners come from a socially excluded background with over 25% having spent time in the care system. Our research shows that a high percentage were never read to as a child and have never read to their own children. Literacy levels tend to be well below average with over half of prisoners having no qualifications and many having been excluded from school (Storybook Dads Annual Report 2008, http://www.storybookdads.org.uk/Annual%20Report%202008%20compressed.pdf).
3.3
“Between a third and two thirds of offenders in the prisons visited had low literacy and/or numeracy skills... In the prisons visited there was little on offer for those who already had a level 2 qualification. Learning and skills distance learning programmes above level 2 were not included in many prison strategies.” (Ofsted, Learning and skills for the longer-serving offender, January 2009, http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/Ofsted-home/Publications-and-research/Browse-all-by/Post-16-learning-and-skills/Read-about-this-new-section/Judicial-services/Learning-and-skills-for-the-longer-serving-offender/(language)/eng-GB, pp. 4 and 5).
3.4
www.dfes.gov.uk/offenderlearning: The case for a strong programme to improve offenders’ educational attainment, raise skill levels and secure better employment outcomes is compelling. First, opportunities for purposeful activity, self-improvement and connection to the outside world are a vital factor in running a humane and decent custodial regime, just as useful work can form an important element of community punishment. Second, over half of prisoners have no qualifications of any kind, and over a third do not have the reading skills expected of an 11-year-old. Both offenders and ex-offenders tend to have employment prospects well below those of the community in general. There is evidence to suggest that employment and the reduction in re-offending are linked. Improving skills and employment for offenders should therefore benefit not just individual offenders, but also their families and communities, and wider society.
3.5
National Literacy Trust: research and projects with young offenders
Low achievement in schools can lead to disengagement from education, exclusion from school, and crime. According to the Youth Justice Board (YJB), which oversees the justice system for under-21s, excluded pupils are almost three times more likely to commit crimes than their peers who are in school. Over half of young people on a Detention and Training Order (DTO) have literacy and numeracy levels below that expected of an 11-year-old, although their average age is 17. There is also evidence from the adult prison population to suggest that the underlying factor is poverty, with prisoners' literacy levels corresponding to their social class. 

Government policy aims both to prevent disengagement from education and to address the poor skills of young people in the youth justice system, meaning that they are better equipped for employment, which is thought to be the single most important factor in preventing re-offending. 
Government targets for 2006/7–2008/9
· All young people entering secure facilities to be tested for literacy and numeracy; 

· 80% of young people on DTOs of 12 months or more to improve by one skill level or more in literacy and/or numeracy, to the level of need set out in their individual learning plan. 

These targets were the same as those set for 2004, but progress has been slow in achieving them. The second quarter of 2003 showed that 72.4% of young offenders were engaged in full-time education, training or employment. By the third quarter of 2004, this had risen to 73%. Young offenders on a DTO have become more engaged in education, training and employment, rising from 41% engaged in quarter three of 2002 to 57% in quarter three of 2004. 

In 2001, daily literacy and numeracy hours were introduced in young offender institutions in a crackdown on prison education programmes. The Youth Justice Board made the move to encourage institutions to improve their education programmes or lose funding as part of a £40 million shake-up of prison education. This came following an audit of the quality of education in young offenders' institutions and other secure facilities which found many have special needs that went unrecognised until they arrived in custody. The audit also exposed poor or non-existent links between prisons and educators outside. Offenders arrive with no educational history, and programmes begun inside are not continued on release. The Youth Justice Board believes in better links between institutions and the youth offending teams who prepare pre-sentencing reports and oversee the community service. In 2005, it proposed the reintroduction of schools for young offenders, suggesting fewer young offenders should be jailed and instead kept in open conditions, including residential schools, children’s homes and ‘therapeutic communities’. www.nationalliteracytrust.net 

For more on youth justice visit http://www.yjb.gov.uk/ 

3.6
The LSIS Skills for Life Improvement Programme highlights the following issues in its guidance document: 
 “Challenges to embedding literacy, language and numeracy in offender learning”
Teaching and learning in prisons and probation 

The majority of teachers working in prisons are highly motivated and are totally committed to their learners. They are the greatest resource that any education department has. They are working in a difficult environment, with difficult people, under challenging circumstances. They are exceptional people. Under OLASS, many of the instructional officers, who were Home Office employees delivering mainly vocational training, were transferred to a new education provider under Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) Regulations (TUPE). This has caused issues in some establishments, although it has also provided opportunities for closer working between vocational training and literacy and numeracy support for offenders, facilitating a move towards embedded programmes. 

Prisons have also been encouraging the workplaces within establishments to provide vocational qualifications such as NVQs in catering in the prison kitchens. This has highlighted the need for literacy and numeracy support for some offenders to enable them to access and achieve their vocational courses. 

3.7
Links between reoffending and literacy 

The government believes that ensuring offenders have the underpinning Skills for Life (literacy, language, numeracy and basic IT skills), and have developed work skills, will enable them to meet the real needs of employers in the area where they live or will settle after their sentence is complete. Getting and holding down a job is one of the key factors in reducing re-offending – and reducing re-offending benefits individuals, their children and families, the communities in which they live and wider society.

Home Office figures state that in any one year 130,000 people are or have been in prison and around 50% of these individuals have poor reading skills and 81% of all prisoners have writing skills below Level 1. There is also research to suggest that many prisoners are dyslexic: in 2000 a study by Edinburgh University found 50% of young offenders in their sample could be classified dyslexic. There is a strong argument that poor reading and writing skills are a major contributing factor in offending, and there is no doubt that it is a severe disadvantage in the job market. 

The connection between re-offending and education, especially numeracy and literacy, is reinforced by a report from the Basic Skills Agency (BSA) in 2002. Basic Skills and Crime analyses two sets of people, one born in 1958 and the other in 1970. The BSA says the report makes it clear there is a statistically significant connection between repeated offending and poor literacy. 

There is also a suggested link between oral communication skills and reoffending. In 2003, the Learning and Skills Development Agency conducted a study of 211 prisoners at four prisons. Results of this study showed reconviction rates in the first year after release among ex-prisoners who had begun a general education course between 2001 and 2002 ran at 28% compared with a national average of 44% for all offenders. The reconviction rates within the first year for those who studied the English Speaking Board's oral communication courses were even lower at just 21%. 

However, a House of Commons Education and Skills Select Committee report in May 2005 found education and training in prisons to be "unacceptable". It claimed that the concentration of prisons’ education programmes on particular basic skills qualifications "is based on little more than a 'hunch' on the part of the Government" about what will work to improve employability and reduce re-offending. 

The Select Committee Report is available from the Stationery Office: www.publications.parliament.uk
 4.0
Examples of good practice
4.1
 The Touch Type programme: Many prisoners have learning disabilities, of various kinds. The aim is to provide continuity once prisoners have left; and because dyslexia runs in families, to extend the service to their children, breaking the cycle of disadvantage. The programme has also enabled prison officers to identify their own needs. 
4.2
‘Toe by Toe’ reading scheme: “The single best thing introduced into prisons in the last ten years.” That’s how Stephen Shaw, Prison and Probation Ombudsman, describes the Shannon Trust’s ‘Toe by Toe’ reading scheme. Now rolling out a new Reading Network in the West Midlands young offender estate, the charity is helping to reshape offenders’ prospects. The Shannon Trust was set up eight years ago specifically to work with people in custody, teaching prisoner mentors to teach fellow offenders to read. The Trust enables prisons to deliver the Toe by Toe reading manual, developed and written by Keda Cowling after 20 years of working with children with dyslexia and reading difficulties. It breaks reading down into a series of small, simple sounds helping people to learn, not just step by step, but ‘Toe by Toe’. It has also been designed so anyone with a moderate reading ability will be able to use it to teach others to read, which works well in prisons. (Source: Prison Service News 261, Sept/Oct 2008)
4.3
Prison Reading Champions: Prison Reading Champions is a framework designed to engage both prisoners and prison staff in reading. The initiative gives prisons and prisoners the opportunity to get involved with, and receive recognition from, a national scheme. 

How the project works
Reading Champions is a way for prisons to motivate prisoners to read more and to enjoy reading. These Reading Champions encourage others to get into reading by promoting or helping to organise activities such as reading promotions or book clubs. By following the framework prisoners are nominated for bronze, silver and gold awards, which provide recognition for their achievements and helps to keep them motivated. Staff members are also encouraged to get involved and they are also nominated and receive certificates for helping to deliver the project. 

4.4
Prison reading initiatives 
Reader development work in prisons has been on the increase in recent years, with libraries finding ways to encourage prisoners and prison staff to make use of the library prison. Several prisons received funding during the National Year of Reading in 1998/99, including a successful dyslexia project at HMP Pentonville, innovative drama workshops run by Safe Ground at HMP Wandsworth and a story-taping project at Gartree. 

Following the National Year of Reading, there were two large-scale library-based reader development projects that received support during the first year of funding from the DCMS Wolfson Public Libraries Challenge Fund in 2000/01. CoolBooks, a partnership between the Writers in Prison Network and community publisher Gatehouse, ran writing workshops and produced a manual for creating resources for adult learner readers in prison. Inside Books, run by Opening the Book for the Prison Libraries Group, set up reading groups in several prisons and produced a reader development manual and fiction sampler, which were distributed to all prison libraries and education departments. 

Some prison libraries are involved in Storybook Dad or other story-taping initiatives. The Offenders' Learning and Skills Unit has funded some family reading projects which link the prison library and education department with prisoners being encouraged to support their children's reading development while also gaining skills themselves. Some of these adopt the Big Book Share model, now funded by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation. 

	4.5
Useful links for supporting prisoners and their families

www.prisonersfamilies.org.uk
Action for Prisoners' Families is the national federation of services supporting families of prisoners, speaking out for prisoners' families and those who help them across the UK. 
Contact: Action for Prisoners' Families, Riverbank House, 1 Putney Bridge Approach, London SW6 3JD. Tel: 020 7384 1987 or 020 7384 1987. 

www.clinks.org
Clinks aims to develop the partnerships between voluntary and community-based organisations and the Prison and Probation Services in England and Wales. It can provide details of voluntary organisations that work with prisoners and their families. 
Contact: Clinks, 25 Micklegate, York YO1 6JH. Tel: 01904 673970 or 01904 673970. 

www.dyspel.org.uk
Dyspel was created in 1995 in an effort to reduce crime in the capital by helping the large number of repeat offenders who are dyslexic to become aware of, and overcome, their difficulties. Dyspel supports dyslexic socially excluded and disadvantaged people in the community.
Contact: Dyspel, 88 Clapham Road, London SW9 0JR. Tel: 020 7793 3722 or 020 7793 3722; email: info@dyspel.org.uk.

Offenders' Learning and Skills Unit, DCFS

www.prisonerseducation.org.uk
Prisoners' Education Trust is a charity established in 1989 to extend the range of education available to people in prison and promote its importance to the successful resettlement of offenders once they are released. It provides grants to prisoners, the majority of which are to support distance learning (correspondence courses).
Contact: Prisoners' Education Trust, Ground Floor, Wandle House, Riverside Drive, Mitcham, Surrey, CR4 4BU. Tel: 020 8648 7760 or 020 8648 7760; Email: info@prisonerseducation.org.uk.

www.writersinprisonnetwork.org
The Writers in Prison Network has worked on a number of innovative projects, with funding from Arts Council England and other major bodies, to develop the use of writers-in-residence in prisons and young offender institutions. 
Contact: PO Box 71, Welshpool SY21 0WB. Tel: 01938 811 355 or 01938 811 355; Email: chopwood98@aol.com. 

www.womeninprison.org.uk
Women in Prison is a charity that works with women at risk of going to prison, in prison and after release to promote their resettlement, personal development, education and training. It also aims to educate the public and policymakers about women in the criminal justice system and promote alternatives to custody.
Contact: Women in Prison, 1a Aberdeen Studios, 22 Highbury Grove, London, N5 2EA. Tel: 020 7226 5879 or 020 7226 5879. 
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