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3 is undertaken by all new prison offi cers, with 2,100 undertaken per year. NIACE is 
working with HMPS to develop their capacity, especially on basic skills.58 South Bank 
University’s LLU+ unit delivers professional development across London’s prison 
and probation service, bridging service divides and improving the quality of OLASS 
provision.

Training – qualifying on the job

The new nationally-accredited Custodial Care NVQ is split into two levels. The 
NVQ Level 2 is a voluntary qualifi cation aimed at Operational Support Grades 
who wish to become prison offi cers. Since September 2007, all new prison 
offi cers have to complete the Level 3 NVQ during their fi rst 12 months on the 
job. So far, 50 assessors have been appointed by Newcastle College, which acts 
as the administrative hub of the NVQ, and this number is likely to increase as 
more candidates join the scheme. 

From 2009, prison offi cers who may have been in the Prison Service for 
years will also get the chance to take the Level 3 NVQ if they wish. While not 
obligatory, this is a positive move designed to enhance career progression 
and boost professional confi dence. The intention is that having a nationally-
recognised qualifi cation will give the job greater kudos for potential recruits and 
the reassurance that once they join there is a structured career path to follow. 
(Source: Prison Service News 257, Jan/Feb 2008)

Raising awareness of women’s issues

The fi rst pilot of a programme designed to promote issues surrounding 
women prisoners to staff is underway at HMP Send. Launched by Maria Eagle, 
Ministerial Champion for Women in the Criminal Justice System, the Women 
Awareness Staff Programme (WASP) is a women-specifi c programme designed 
to complement what new staff will have learnt on Prison Offi cer Entry Level 
Training (POELT). Running as a two-day programme, the course will include 
modules on the background to women offending, female behaviour in custody 
and confl ict resolution. (Source: Prison Service News 260, July/Oct 2008)

In addition to the professional prison staff, prisoners themselves have the capability to 
take on volunteer roles and make a real contribution to better support and provision. 
As the Prisoners’ Education Trust (PET) notes in its submission to the chairman of the 
Public Accounts Committee report on offender learning: 59

58 NIACE/HMPS (2008).
59 National Audit Offi ce (2008).
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“In relation to learning, they currently act as classroom assistants, peer 
advisers, learning and skills representatives and learning mentors. Other 
roles could be added. This kind of activity has a double value; both 
extending provision, and adding a further valuable level of learning and 
potential reform for the volunteer prisoners concerned.” 

Drawing on and respecting the experience of reformed offenders is a guiding principle 
of Unlock, which stresses the contribution this can make to helping others to leave 
crime behind.
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4. Framing and evaluating the relationship 
between offending and learning

The array of provision indicated above illustrates clearly the challenge involved 
in attempting to estimate the actual and potential value of learning in relation to 
offending. This section does no more than indicate the parameters involved. As a 
recent major report on mental health and prison commented: 

“Cost-benefi t analysis can be defi ned as a systematic attempt to identify, 
value and compare all the costs and all the benefi ts of alternative policies 
or interventions. The value-for-money case for diversion is not just or even 
mainly about achieving narrowly defi ned fi nancial benefi ts such as cost 
savings in the criminal justice system or elsewhere in the public sector. 
The Exchequer or taxpayer perspective is certainly important but is only 
part of the story.”60 

John Bynner’s IFLL Public Value Paper on a life-course perspective on learning and 
crime explores these methodological issues in some detail.61

We need to emphasise two points at the outset. First, because it is individuals that 
learn, the whole argument around the contribution lifelong learning can make to crime 
and social exclusion is often seen as a matter of individual agency, of enhancing 
people’s personal capacities, but also their personal responsibility. The linear rationalist 
model runs as follows: that as people learn more they will: a) have more opportunities 
to lead a gainful and lawful life; b) realise that they have these opportunities; and c) be 
more socialised so that, d) they will choose to exploit these opportunities in preference 
to criminal or other anti-social behaviour. But this is not the way the world works, at 
least for the most part – any more than stiffer sentences deter by causing offenders to 
refl ect and then duly desist. We should not believe that learning has its effects purely 
by changing individual attitudes and behaviour, and we certainly cannot see this as the 
royal route to solving the problems of crime and social exclusion.

Secondly, therefore, if lifelong learning is to help in tackling crime and social exclusion, 
the learning concerned is not only that of offenders or potential offenders. We are 
all party to the way in which our society handles crime and punishment. There are 
imaginative schemes and initiatives which tackle the issues and which both require 
learning and generate it. Family learning is a good example, which among other things 
can help parents acquire skills and confi dence to exercise appropriate authority with 
their children. Certainly, restorative justice procedures aim for change in offender 
behaviour. But they also entail learning and development in the other participants, at 
many levels: from the technical skills involved in managing such processes to deeper 

60 Sainsbury Centre (2009a).
61 Bynner (2009).
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personal development such as is involved in understanding and forgiveness. Processes 
such as these show how wrong it is to treat learning as a matter of isolated individual 
change. In short, although this paper deals primarily with offenders, there are much 
wider issues caught up in the web of relationships between lifelong learning and the 
crime theme. 

Any comprehensive assessment would need to encompass three different levels. 
First, there is the extent to which raising general levels of education can be expected 
to have an effect on crime and anti-social behaviour, and the way these are handled. 
The second level deals with different types of learning and achievement: vocational, 
academic, certifi cated, uncertifi cated and so on, at different levels. Some subjects or 
areas of study may have a particular effect; it would, for example, be worth debating 
whether drama, ethics or sociology has the most positive impact on people’s social 
outlook and behaviour. If the goal is to strengthen learning’s impact on crime, we need 
to enhance access to the most effective types of learning, rather than assume that a 
general uplift will do the trick. 

The third level is that of specifi c interventions aimed at reducing or preventing 
offending behaviour. These may be designed for groups which have already engaged 
in criminal activity, or for at-risk groups, even quite early on.62 Even where interventions 
are specifi cally designed to address offending behaviour, it is diffi cult to evaluate them 
with a high degree of certainty. A recent report on diverting people with mental health 
problems addresses the issue in terms which apply generally:

“Routinely collected information on outcomes and effectiveness is largely 
non-existent and in consequence all schemes fi nd it diffi cult to evaluate 
their success.” 63 

Of course, action – innovation, improvement, policy – is needed at all three levels. 
The actual and potential contribution of lifelong learning to reducing crime and social 
exclusion can only be understood if all of these are taken into account. 

The focus here is more on offenders and those considered likely to offend, and 
therefore towards the instrumental end of the spectrum. This is because it is easier 
(though still not easy) to identify causal links between learning and lower crime rates at 
these levels, and because it opens up more practical policy options. But this does not 
for one moment mean that education’s general role is less important than the others. 

There is space here just to sketch in fragments of the picture. Improving basic skills 
is a central challenge which addresses the very large proportion of the offender 
population who lack them, so that this is identifi ed as a, or even the, priority area for 
action, and is currently the primary focus of educational efforts for offenders.64 The 
SEU report in 2002 found that basic skills learning can contribute to a reduction in 

62 See Sweetmore (2008) and Hooper (2008), on outreach to at-risk 8–13 year olds.
63 Sainsbury Centre (2009a).
64 See Bynner (2009).
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reoffending of about 12 per cent. This result in itself could be translated into costs and 
benefi ts, using some of the fi gures in Section 2. Obviously a 12 per cent reduction 
in re-offending yields a far lower overall saving, since there are fi xed costs. But at 
£40,000 a year in average prisoner costs, even on fairly modest assumptions about 
how far it translates into savings, a reduction of this size will yield very substantial 
benefi ts, given the high proportion of prisoners who lack basic skills. 

Achieving some learning gains leads to further learning. Subsequent research following 
up prisoners after release shows that levels of literacy and numeracy improved after 
training, especially for prisoners who received at least 30 hours basic skills training. 
However, there was no strong direct link between this and getting a job; of those who 
had got a job, this was not associated with achieving Level 1 skills, but more often due 
to connections through family or friends. Self-reported offending was less common 
among those who have achieved Level 1, but not at a statistically signifi cant level.65

The point about family and friends is crucial, underlining the importance of social 
capital. Education and training alone will not do the trick. Their impact depends on 
other factors. But in turn, offenders’ learning can impact positively on their relations 
with family and friends, and help them keep the kind of company which has an interest 
in preventing them from re-offending rather than the reverse.

Increasingly, it is obvious that approaches must be holistic, dealing with 
accommodation, employment, training and health together, and recognising that 
the (ex-)offender exists in a social context. As a recent Ministry of Justice research 
summary observes: 

“There is also a growing consensus that broader, multi-modal approaches, 
going beyond individual interventions, are what work best.”66

A range of approaches to evaluation need to be developed, narrow and broad, and 
with different criteria. One attempt to cost the effect of desistance is made in one of 
the IFLL Public Value Papers.67 This applies very stringent, narrowly defi ned standards 
of evidence, and is therefore forced to use data from experimental designs in the US. 
It includes a range of costs, and attempts to estimate the cumulative savings from 
effective interventions which fl ow over a lifetime. It shows that the returns to training 
interventions, even with only partial success in preventing recidivism, are high when 
compared with the costs of offenders continuing on their previous paths. Different 
levels of cost are considered: the direct ones alone, then the costs to victims (lost 
productivity, pain and suffering, lost property). The variance in the results is predictably 
great, because of the diversity of the studies and methodologies, but a reasonably 
conservative estimate of the saving from lower reoffending which could be expected 
to fl ow from investing in in-prison educational and vocational interventions is around 
£0.5 billion for a given cohort. 

65 Chitty, Ministry of Justice (2008).
66 May, Sharma and Stewart (2009). 
67 Matrix Knowledge Group (2009).
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Figure 4: Total savings per offender as a result of re-offending and intervention 
costs68

A slightly broader study69 compared interventions which include educational or 
vocational components to prison on its own, as well as to other interventions which 
concentrate, for example, only on drug addictions. The costs are high, averaging 
around £27,000 per offender per year. But the returns are higher: taking into account 
the 15 per cent reduction in the likelihood of reoffending, the net saving to the 
taxpayer worked out at nearly £19,000; adding on estimated victim costs increased 
this fi gure more than threefold. The assumptions for these kinds of study are 
necessarily quite large, and the potential variance big, so these fi gures must be treated 
with caution; but the direction is clear.

68 Source: Matrix Knowledge Group (2007).
69 Matrix Knowledge Group (2007).
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Prison with educational or vocational intervention

Programmes included basic education, prison-based vocational training and 
support with fi nding employment post-release. Also included were prison 
industry employment and/or training.

Evidence base 
Six studies met the selection criteria. They included 7,623 individuals.

Effectiveness at reducing re-offending, compared to prison
Based on this evidence, offenders receiving educational or vocational 
interventions whilst in prison are 15 per cent less likely to re-offend after release 
than comparable offenders receiving only prison sentences.

Cost of intervention
£27,109 per offender per year.

Value for money compared to prison per offender
The following fi gures show the estimated value for money from using this 
intervention instead of prison. They are based on the reduced chance of re-
offending (taking into account of the cost of the intervention) over an offender’s 
post-release lifetime. 

Saving to the taxpayer £18,858

Saving to the taxpayer plus the saving from fewer victim costs £67,226

    

However, not all analysis of costs and benefi ts can be quantifi ed in this way. Very 
different types of evidence come from initiatives such as Arts in Prison and many 
other projects.70 Thus, evidence from work at the University of Central Lancashire 
focuses on the arts as a route to self-expression and an expanded communicative 
range, which can be transformational in itself. Most studies point to enhanced self-
esteem, confi dence and transferable skills, but the observations are superfi cial and 
over-generalised. 

“There is a need for in-depth ethnographic studies of learning in situ to 
understand the more subtle details of mechanism and effect, and especially 
for longitudinal studies of long-term effects.”71 

70 See the Anne Peaker Centre for Arts in Criminal Justice at http://www.apcentre.org.uk/civicrm/event/
info?reset=1&id=12
71 Personal communication from Professor Lynn Froggett of UCL.
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In short, we need variety both in the methods used to make evaluations, and in the 
criteria applied – what kinds of benefi t we expect or hope for, and what ‘currency’ we 
use for measuring them. Both the investments and the benefi ts can be estimated at 
different levels of precision. On the benefi ts side, some will be able to have pound 
signs attached to them; others will not, but still need to be brought into the equation. 
Above all, we need horizons which extend suffi ciently to allow the true lifetime 
costs and benefi ts to be evaluated. There is much more out there to be drawn out 
but the knowledge base is still fragmentary.72 In addition, as the Sainsbury Centre 
report suggested, we need stronger communication and exchange between different 
approaches to estimating benefi ts.

 

72 See Bynner (2009).
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5. Conclusion  

The conclusions below relate the above analysis to wider discussion within the Inquiry.

5.1 Boosting human capital

The strongest consensus is around the need to improve the skills of those in prison, to 
give them a reasonable chance of desisting. Progress has been made on this in recent 
years. Much more remains to be done, on volume and quality. A major emphasis on 
basic skills is correct, but should not dominate, and basic skills should be embedded in 
a wider curriculum. The possibility of progression through different levels is important; 
so is the breadth of offer (see Section 5.5 and 5.8). A unit-based credit system 
generally (i.e. for the country, not just in respect of offender education) would be a 
major step forward.

Skills are not the same as qualifi cations, as the House of Commons Select Committee 
recently commented in relation to the Leitch Report. Given the poor educational 
background of many offenders, testing and certifi cation may be inappropriate, reducing 
motivation and success. Stronger support for provision which is not necessarily 
accredited is an important part of expanding the supply side. This is especially the 
case in areas of innovation, where voluntary organisations have played a demonstrable 
major role. In particular, voluntary organisations can draw on a wide range of relevant 
experience, with greater fl exibility and more tailored goals than is often possible in the 
formal sector.

5.2 Increasing social capital: networks and family learning

For lifelong learning to have a reasonable chance of improving the crime situation, 
offenders need to be part of networks and social groups which will support their 
desistance – and not the reverse. The family is the essential unit here. Imprisonment 
of a family member puts family and other social links under enormous pressure. We 
have referred above to some of the imaginative schemes which exist to maintain 
these links. Learning is a way of helping this happen, and of increasing the offender’s 
motivation to desist. Social links are also often a prime route into employment. 
Without social capital, human capital often goes unused.

But family learning is not appropriate for all, since many offenders lack family 
connections. Strengthening peer support, and helping to form links with supportive 
external networks, would boost their chances of sustained success.

Partnership is an overworked term, but it has particular salience in this context. Most 
obviously, there is a need for still stronger partnerships between the prison and 
probation services, voluntary organisations and colleges, to secure the best provision 
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and to ensure continuity in the learning journeys. Of course, there are important issues 
of security and accountability which cannot be ignored, but this is an area where the 
voluntary sector has shown itself to be particularly innovative, maybe through force of 
circumstance, and this needs to be facilitated. 

5.3 Strengthening personal identity: well-being and mental 
health

Lifelong learning can have very positive effects on mental health.73 It boosts self-
esteem, and it provides people with social contacts and a purpose to their days and 
lives, in addition to the skills, knowledge and competences that come from learning. 
However, the mental health challenges of the current prison situation are beyond the 
levels where most lifelong learning can make a difference. It is abundantly clear that 
many of the people who reach prison have mental health problems which mean that 
they should not be there. 

One consequence is that they stand little chance of being successfully treated. Their 
presence in such large numbers also means that educational interventions for genuine 
offenders have reduced chance of succeeding. So the argument for early diversion into 
appropriate health and psychiatric services is very strong.

However, even for offenders who do not have mental health problems so serious that 
they should be catered for by health services rather than prison, the need will still be 
there for educational approaches which take a whole-person approach. It is pointless 
attempting to build up someone’s human capital if their self-confi dence and sense of 
identity are in fragments. 

5.4 Young people and identity

‘Young people have no place they need to be, so no one misses them.’74 People 
disappear into prisons. They are not only physically invisible; they have no offi cial 
existence, other than as a prison number. They are not citizens, since they cannot 
vote. They may earn a small amount of money, but have no tax code and do not 
pay taxes. Over half of those entering prison are not registered with a GP. Many, 
especially the younger ones, have not even a driving licence as an offi cial document. 
The prison is their address. They therefore have no identity, other than as a prisoner, 
and no symbolic stake in the institutions which defi ne most of us. For young men in 
particular, who make up a large part of the prison population, this is in striking contrast 
to many of their contemporaries. These may either be students, and therefore part 
of institutions specifi cally designed to develop their capacities and which gives them 
identity and offi cial recognition; or/and members of the workforce, who have made the 

73 See Field (2009).
74 See Javanaud (2008).
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transition into employment, who have an employment and tax record and the income 
to go with it. 

The fact that they disappear physically is obviously part of the punishment involved in 
prison. But do they need to disappear so completely? As with so many issues in this 
theme, it goes well beyond questions of learning; but involvement in learning does 
something to counter this disappearance, as the small number registered with the 
OU would testify. Involvement in education and training can give people a sense of 
identity, with (an essential part of a secure identity) a sense of a future. An Individual 
Learning Number could symbolise this, even to a small extent. As suggested in 
the Progress Policy Group’s support for a British version of the US Second Chance 
Act (SCA),75 individuals could accumulate some form of credit towards an external 
qualifi cation, and emerge with some stake already in the outside world. Payment of a 
proper minimum wage, with taxes and National Insurance deducted, could help them 
save towards this, as well as giving them the essential identity which others have.

5.5 Content/curriculum

The focus on basic skills in current offender education is understandable. The need 
is very prominent, and without these the employment prospects of ex-offenders are 
poor, and their chances of integration very reduced. However, it is worth asking just 
how far this focus should dominate. Rehabilitation and reintegration will often require 
complex learning with multiple objectives, designed to enable personal change as well 
as skill acquisition. 

Basic skills should be embedded in wider learning. One implication is that more 
attention should be paid to broader curricula which are designed to foster and channel 
creativity. This does not mean the direct teaching of ‘creativity’, but provision which 
helps students to explore ways of developing through expressing themselves. This 
would allow offenders to strengthen their belief in their own ability to play a part in 
social and economic life, and to build their identity capital. It is ‘soft’ – but exactly in 
the sense of the soft skills, such as communication skills, which employers put at the 
head of their list.

5.6 Capabilities: fi nancial, health, civic

The Inquiry is debating the range of capabilities which are in some measure essential 
to adults if they are to exercise control over their own lives. An initial core comprises 
fi nancial, health and civic capabilities. All are relevant to this theme.

75 The SCA supports coordinated initiatives whose target is to reduce recidivism by 50 per cent over a fi ve-year 
period for offenders released from prison, jail, or a juvenile facility; see 
http://reentrypolicy.org/government_affairs/second_chance_act
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Many offenders lack basic fi nancial capability. They have debt problems, and/or beyond 
that do not have the necessary skills to manage their personal or household fi nances. 
This is an obvious fast track back into offending and prison. 

Offenders are often in poor mental and physical health. Substance abuse is a particular 
issue, which spans both. Acquiring better ability to manage their own health needs – 
including learning to use health services to good effect – is for many an essential step 
in the reintegration process.

Prisoners are suspended from civic status. However, this need not deprive them of 
civic capabilities. The more these are sustained whilst they are in custody, the more 
likely they are to feel they have a stake in the outside world. It may enable them to 
turn their experience to good use, as with the Kent alcohol/drugs course.76 The ability 
to deal with the criminal justice system is itself a form of civic capability. Twenty to 
thirty per cent of offenders have learning diffi culties or disabilities that interfere with 
their ability to cope with the criminal justice system.

Organising a curriculum with these core capabilities in mind would be a big step 
forward.

5.7 The workforce: prison offi cer and probation staff as 
intermediaries, and offender volunteering

One of the outstanding issues to emerge from the Inquiry consultation on this 
theme was the need for better recruitment, and in particular better training for prison 
offi cers. Despite recent progress, the qualifi cation requirements for these staff are 
low. Although data is lacking, a signifi cant proportion themselves lack basic skills. It 
is wholly unreasonable to expect prison staff to promote learning opportunities for 
prisoners if they themselves do not have appropriate opportunities. Current efforts to 
improve staff capabilities need to make rapid progress, especially to meet the diverse 
and multiple profi le of prisoners.

Both prison offi cers and probationers are prominent examples of potential 
‘intermediaries’. By this we mean professionals or volunteers who are not directly part 
of lifelong learning services, but who can play a crucial part in promoting learning. They 
can be guides, information sources and mentors. One example would be to ensure 
awareness in all prisons of schemes such as ‘Toe by Toe’, helping prisoners to teach 
fellow prisoners. Part of the enhanced staff training could be enabling them to play 
such an intermediary role effectively.77

A third aspect is the use of prisoners themselves as part of the lifelong learning 
workforce. Whatever their levels of formal education, offenders often have much to 

76 See Duncan (2008).
77 An interesting example of the police acting as intermediaries was submitted as evidence from West Midlands police, 
where people brought to a police station under arrest are offered access to basic skills assessment and training, see 
Lee (2008). 
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give in the way of knowledge and skills, in a variety of roles: as classroom assistants, 
literacy tutors and mentors. This is a triple-win: the volunteers gain from doing the 
tutoring, the learners gain from an extended tutor workforce being available, and the 
rest of the population gains as a result.

5.8 ICT

Offenders in custody are a group for whom distance learning has particularly strong 
potential. It may not free them from place constraints, but it opens up a range of 
options which are otherwise by defi nition impossible. New technologies should 
enable access to a broad range of learning materials. However, this is currently very 
circumscribed, primarily through fears about giving prisoners open access to the 
internet.78 OCR (Oxford, Cambridge and RSA Examinations) has produced a very 
sound set of strategic principles for the effective delivery of offender learning, which 
addresses this and other broader issues:

• IT facilities and internet access;

• integration of learning with other prison activities;

• relevant training and development for prison offi cers and other OLASS contributors;

• a service-wide database of transferable offender records; and

• incentives for offenders to participate in education.

Beyond these principles there is a myriad of possible developments. The Open 
University (OU) is likely to continue to be a central pillar for distance learning. But the 
OU’s provision is complemented by a host of other initiatives which could be further 
developed; some of those already in play are referred to above. ICT can keep offenders 
in contact with the outside world, and reduce their reliance on other offenders as a 
peer group.

5.9 Transitions

The moment of coming out of prison is a critical phase in the path to reintegration. 
We heard strong signals that if an ex-offender does not fi nd a secure base – 
accommodation, employment and/or an established training place – within just three 
weeks of coming out, any previous investment in education and training is likely to be 
completely wasted. The consequences can be literally fatal. In 2006 there were 382 
suicides within one year of release from prison, a rate of 156 for 100,000, far higher 
than the general population; 20 per cent of these occured within the fi rst 28 days. 
But even at lesser levels of failure, the costs to everyone are very high. It would be 
perverse to invest more in rehabilitation programmes and leave it to chance outside 
the gates. 

78 See Freeman (2008).
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This notion of key transition points chimes with other areas of the Inquiry’s work, 
for example the transition from one level of education to another, or the transition 
from employment to retirement. These may be extended transitions or, as in the 
case with offenders, extremely abrupt ones. Investment should be strongly focused 
on enabling individuals to manage these key transitions as effectively as possible, if 
previous efforts are not to be wasted. The Inquiry’s main report calls for an entitlement 
transition for offenders, guaranteeing them access to an education or training course 
immediately on their release, with suitable pre-release preparation and guidance.

5.10 The knowledge base

Crime is not unique in the challenge it poses in terms of establishing an adequate 
knowledge base to improve the contribution that lifelong learning can make to 
policy and practice.79 Other themes such as poverty are equally broad and complex. 
Nevertheless, there are major problems in assembling a sound evidence base. For 
example, there is a very strong association between low basic skills and offending; 
yet evidence from the Ministry of Justice shows that low basic skills per se are 
actually a poor predictor of future offending or reoffending.80 Establishing robust causal 
relationships, both on the origins of crime and on the effectiveness of educational 
approaches to its reduction, is very hard and often unrewarding.

One aspect is the standards which are set for ‘evidence’ to count. How far should 
quantitative evidence dominate, to the exclusion of qualitative or experiential? How 
far should we aspire to establish causality by rigorous but restricted methodology? 
As an example, one view is that there is no ‘evidence’ that moving offenders around 
between prisons, as happens frequently and disruptively, affects their educational 
achievements. Yet this is what is reported from the fi eld, anecdotally but powerfully.81  
At what point does such ‘evidence’ pass the threshold in order to be given serious 
attention (which it now is)?

Understanding the complex causes of offending; designing appropriate education 
and training responses; and using good evaluation approaches – all these pose major 
challenges. Bridging research, policy and practice is an issue in education generally,82 
and this applies to offender learning just as much. Three things are needed:

79 “There is evidence drawn from the wider population that improving individuals’ basic literacy and numeracy skills 
increases the likelihood of them being in employment. There is little evidence, however, on the impact that learning  
kills provision in general, other than that which aims to improve basic skills, has in reducing re-offending, and the 
evidence base for the particular mix of learning and skills provision for offenders that will be most likely to achieve 
greater employability and reduce re-offending is poor.” (National Audit Offi ce, 2008).
80 Chitty, Ministry of Justice (2008).
81 “None of your stuff has followed you from one establishment to another, and so you come here and you’re just a 
blank page again, so then you’re waiting weeks and months to try and get on the courses that you’d already done in 
a different establishment! … It’s just like, what is the point?! … That’s more disheartening because you’re told at one 
establishment: ‘yeah, everything will be passed on to where you’re going, so hopefully you should be able to just carry 
on where you left off’.” Focus group member, offender at male training prison, (National Audit Offi ce, 2008).
82 See OECD (2007b).
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• a life-course approach which sees the offender as changing over time, with 
particular needs at particular stages. Quantitative and qualitative longitudinal studies 
are especially valuable;

• an approach which understands the offender in his or her cultural and social 
context, and relates their potential and progress to the world outside; and

• a pluralism of method and a generosity of communication.83

From one angle it is not evidence that is missing, but practical initiative. As one 
submission argued: 

“Offender learning is a sector hallmarked by extensive research with clear 
fi ndings followed by at best inconsistent and in some areas negligible 
action.”84 

It could be said that what is needed is a huge dose of concentrated common sense, 
to get effective measures in place before we go further down the hyper-incarceration 
road. But a good knowledge base would make a big difference.

83 See Bynner (2009).
84 See Brenchley (2008).
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Appendix A: Performance measures surrounding 
offender learning and skills and their possible 
adverse impacts85

Delivery chain partner Performance measures Possible perverse incentives

Department 
for Innovation, 
Universities and Skills 

Improve the skills of the population 
on the way to ensuring a world-class 
skills base by 2029. Achievement of this 
Public Service Agreement is measured in 
terms of the number of adults achieving 
basic, intermediate and higher level skills 
qualifi cations.

Target provision towards those who most 
likely to achieve qualifi cations rather than 
those who are most likely to reduce their 
chance of re-offending through learning 
and skills.

Ministry of Justice Reduce re-offending through the 
improved management of offenders. 
No target has been set for the rate at 
which re-offending must be reduced.

Prison Service and Probation Service 
activities will also contribute to this 
objective.

Prison Service Classroom attendance measures 
to maximise the number of offenders 
attending OLASS funded classes. 
Classroom attendance rate is defi ned as 
actual number of attendees divided by 
planned number of attendees. A target of 
80 per cent is set for each establishment.

Purposeful activity targets. All 
establishments are required to provide 
a certain level of purposeful activity, 
calculated as the total number of eligible 
hours divided by the population. A range 
of activities qualify as purposeful activity, 
including all learning and skills. 

Encourages the Prison Service to fi ll class 
spaces without consideration for who is 
participating.

Does not incentivise enrolling ‘hard to 
reach’ groups who are less likely to attend 
regularly.

Does not incentivise prioritising provision 
for those offenders with the greatest 
learning and skills needs. Individuals 
working in prison industries, may, in some 
cases, learn transferable skills, but may 
miss out from being assessed for, and 
accessing, the learning and skills offer 
within OLASS.

National Probation 
Service

Target for referrals to learning and 
skills. 

A different target is set for each probation 
area. For 2006-07, the target number was 
48,000.

Target for getting offenders into work. 
A different target is set for each probation 
area for the number of offenders 
achieving and sustaining employment 
for four weeks or more. For 2007-08, the 
national target was 13,200.

Encourages maximum referrals but there 
is no need to consider who is being 
referred or to follow up on the outcomes 
of referrals.

Staff may attach higher priority to 
getting offenders into work regardless 
of sustainability, which could mean 
addressing the learning and skills needs 
they have over a longer term is less of a 
priority.

85 Source: National Audit Offi ce (2008).
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Delivery chain partner Performance measures Possible perverse incentives

Providers Deliver contracted number of teaching 
hours.

Does not incentivise the achievement of 
qualifi cations and learning progression.

Does not incentivise revising the 
curriculum to deliver more expensive 
courses, even if these would meet need 
or increase employability prospects. 
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Appendix B: The priorities the Learning and Skills 
Council proposes to attach to different groups of 
learners86

Offender learning 
curriculum area

Learner target group Purpose of learning and 
skills provision

Priority for LSC 
OLASS funding

Skills for Employment offer Offenders with sentences 
less than 12 months to 
serve.

To provide a short intensive 
programme and direct 
offenders to provision on 
release, acknowledging the 
limits on provision for those 
in custody for short periods.

High

Skill for Life offer Offenders needing basic 
skills provision, who are 
ready to learn, who will 
require at least a year to 
make progress.

To address needs of those 
with basic skills needs, 
working towards national 
qualifi cations following 
further assessment.

High

First full Level 2 offer Offenders with at least two 
full years prior to release and 
preparing for resettlement.

To provide further 
assessments of need 
and learning support 
requirements, and provide a 
full programme of learning 
and skills to NVQ Level 2.

High

Young people Young people in custody. To provide a full range of 
learning and skills.

High

Learning for living and work: 
communication and personal 
skills

Offenders with learning 
diffi culties and/or disabilities.

To provide additional support 
to enable engagement in 
learning.

Medium 

86 Source: National Audit Offi ce (2008).




