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ABSTRACT 

This case study aimed to understand the experiences of men attending university by 
Release on Temporary License (ROTL), as serving prisoners from a Category D 
British prison. The research used an interpretivist methodology to examine and 
explore the experiences of education from the participant’s perspective, which was 
applied as a key element of a naturalistic enquiry. Although the role of education and 
its contribution to reducing reoffending has a body of evidence supporting its position 
(McNeil, 2006; Bynner, 2009; Hughes, 2012; Clark, 2013; Coates, 2016) the unique 
status and position of this arrangement means that it is both rare and an under-
researched area of study (Hurry & Rogers, 2014). 
 
Data were gathered that reflected the lived experience of the participants as 
authentically as possible. The research aimed to understand the personal 
experience of education both in prison and on license as it pertained to individual 
desistance, and for others following a similar route. Commonalities and differences 
were established between each research participant’s educational learner journeys. 
The educational issues of significance for the participants as part this experience 
were also identified. 
 
The findings of this research reinforced the position of education contributing to 
increased desistance, with additional themes emerging from the data. The 
importance of a learning culture in prison (Hurry & Rogers, 2014; Carberry, 2017; 
Sharma, 2013; Leenknecht et al., 2017) was key to studying on ROTL, as was the 
importance of using ROTL for educational purposes, not just employment (Anderson, 
2017; Coates, 2016; Clinks, 2018). The significance of pastoral care from a 
university was highlighted both from each participant’s experiences and in recent 
good practice reports (Clinks, 2018). The importance of learner progression, 
supported in the literature (Coates, 2016; Champion & Noble, 2016; Hughes, 2012; 
Champion, 2013), is clear in this research data. Highlighting the educational 
experiences of those with direct experience of the criminal justice system (Hughes, 
2012; Coates 2016) was also seen as an important mechanism for viewing 
education within the paradigm of rehabilitation. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The perception of prisons and prisoners is often one of negativity and fearfulness 

where we hope that we and our families never find ourselves locked up. The 

prevalence of barbed wire fences, armed security guards and high impregnable walls 

support the notion that the people being detained within are to be feared and are 

being kept away from society for our own protection. And yet the perception is 

different from the reality. The prison and probation services, on behalf of the 

Secretary of State for Justice, aim to ensure the whole system is designed and 

focused on reforming the men, women and young people serving a prison sentence 

or on remand (HMPPS, 2017, p. 3). Almost all the people in prison will be released 

into the community. In the UK there are only 59 serving prisoners unlikely ever to be 

released from a total population of almost 85,000, as even those on life sentences 

will continue to serve their sentence on release from prison for the rest of their lives 

(Prison Reform Trust, 2017, p. 8). Once considered in these terms it becomes 

important to view those who have or are currently receiving a custodial sentence in a 

different light. 

 

a. Previous experience 

My work in the areas of employment support in prisons, community engagement for 

a university and as a volunteer with a prison education charity has seen me work 

closely with serving prisoners, ex-offenders, prisons and different criminal justice 

support organisations. Included in this were several educational projects within the 

prison estate bringing universities and prisons closer together. This work led me to a 

role mentoring newly released prisoners in the community and Category D prisoners 

at the end of their sentence into higher education through a process of Release on 
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Temporary License (ROTL). The common theme throughout all these roles was an 

ability to learn through experience as there was little to no guidance on best practice, 

especially in the use of ROTL to access education. As part of the learning process 

aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of my previous and future experiences, I am 

seeking to improve my professional practice by conducting research in this field.  

 

Although both accidental and fortuitous in finding myself in this role, I have 

subsequently supported several men and women with a prison or conviction 

background into employment, learning and volunteering. I have helped them effect 

the changes they wanted to see in their life and have been successful in supporting 

numerous individuals reintegrating into the community. The people I have 

encountered in my experiences are forward looking and seek to write their own 

future, sometimes to atone for their past, but mainly because prison has helped them 

realise that the experience is not what they want for the rest of their lives. In addition, 

the people I have met consistently in prison are no different to the people I meet on 

the street or the person I am. One, two or more bad decisions in their past and the 

subsequent punishment that the state imposes on them, I believe, should not always 

dictate their future. I see my role as an enabler and one who supports the 

presentation of a pathway away from prison and reoffending, whilst recognizing that 

it is then up to the individual as to whether they wish to take that journey. 

 

b. Preparation for Release 

In light of there being little to no guidance for those wishing to progress on to higher 

levels of learning from prison, this research sought to examine the area of prison 

education as part of the process for preparing prisoners for release and eventually 
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for future employment. It examined the lived and learned experiences, particularly 

the experience of education, of a small group of current learners who were serving 

prisoners at the time of the research project.  

 

The research sought to identify areas of practice for prison education units and 

partners, to allow prisoners to succeed and reach their full potential. It aimed to focus 

on the experience of serving and former prisoners, including prisoners released on 

temporary license to either work or study in the community. The views of prison 

educators and related stakeholders, such as professionals working in the field of 

prison education, were sought across England and Wales. The research sought to 

better understand the lived experience of participants and how they themselves 

make sense of their experiences. It was concerned specifically with the meanings 

and experiences that resonate the most for the participants and reflect these 

experiences back towards policy and practice to identify areas of correlation and 

omission. 

 

c. Effectiveness of Education 

Through the research this project sought to establish what kind of education or 

learning experiences were the most effective, inside prison and after prison. Crucial 

to this was what effective could mean in a prison education context. Did it mean not 

reoffending, or successfully passing a test, or getting away from the prison for a few 

hours? Similarly educational attainment can be ambiguous. Where one person is 

happy just to pass an exam or an assessment, others undergo a sense of failure if 

they do not attain a high level of academic achievement. The research also sought to 

examine to what extent does education contribute to reducing recidivism and 
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increasing desistance, either on its own or with other programmes. However, if an 

individual does not reoffend in prison then where does the responsibility lie? Is it with 

the individual, their education, the compulsory rehabilitation programmes or as a by-

product of a negative environment experienced in prison? Or is it a complex fusion of 

all the factors together? Finally the research aimed to understand and identify what 

are the differences and similarities between learning taking place prior to prison, 

inside prison and outside prison for both prisoners and ex-offenders. It was 

anticipated that commonalities may emerge from the data that could be identified 

and built on by future researchers. Through the process of research it was 

anticipated that there may be significant issues of importance identified within the 

learning journeys of the research participants. These may be turning points in their 

experiences or even experiences which must be undergone and understood by any 

learner going through a similar experience as those within the research, with a 

similar prison education background.  

 

d. The Relative Health of Prisons 

The research will also consider the common perception of the state of the British 

prison system from both populist and informed perspectives, such as their portrayal 

in the media, and how this affects practice. Prisons and their general state of health 

have been a regular fixture in the press in recent years and this, plus subsequent 

ministerial changes and government reports, both actioned and un-actioned, have all 

played a part in shaping the prison system as it currently stands. What is rarely 

heard, however, is the voice of those domiciled within its walls: the prison learner 

voice, and this research project, in a measured way, aims to provide some small 

redress in this respect. 



5 
 

 

In seeking to provide an opportunity to hear the lived experience of the system, this 

research will draw upon the appropriate methods and methodologies to examine the 

data emerging from the research sample. In this way it will seek to gain an 

understanding of the participants and develop an insight into their experiences in 

order to provide greater assistance to those researchers who follow.  

 

The research will aim to examine the relative cost of prison and offer education as a 

way to increase effectiveness and reduce expenditure. In this way it aims to show 

that participation in education programmes may offer a potential impact on 

reoffending rates in both reducing recidivism and its impact financially. The research 

will aim to examine the impact on prisoner reoffending rates and the role that 

education could play in this regard. 

 

This research will also consider other education programmes and the role that 

further and higher learning programmes, such as those offered in universities, can 

play to support the prison system. The issue of education for employment and the 

use of learning as a process of upskilling oneself in preparation for employment will 

also be an important consideration within the research, as well as the role of 

charitable and voluntary sector organisations involved in the support and 

rehabilitation of offenders. These groups have an established record of both 

promoting and facilitating the views of those with direct lived experience of the 

criminal justice system.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

a. The Current Prison Picture 

Articles in the British media regularly cover the state of UK prisons and are often 

extremely negative regarding their perception of the criminal justice system. In 2017, 

in a Guardian newspaper editorial, the overall state of this sector was described as a 

‘humiliation’ (Guardian Editorial, 2017) and prisons were seen extremely negatively, 

especially at that time, not just the lived experience of prisoners in jail. They were 

places where there has been more than a doubling in the numbers of suicides; 

where self-harm amongst female prisoners is five times more likely to occur than 

amongst male prisoners; and where the Prison Inspectorate stated that there were 

no safe prisons in England or Wales to hold young offenders (Clarke, 2017, p. 9). 

The consensus that prisons are in crisis has been implicitly acknowledged by a 

recruitment drive of prison staff at a time of austerity and the budget cut of 

approximately £259 million, resulting in significant challenges for relatively new and 

inexperienced staff newly in post (Prison Reform Trust, 2015). However, Anderson 

(2017) states that the prison crisis will continue until we hear inmates’ stories. 

Exploring the importance of education and learning in a prison context is vital, for 

such understanding may act as one of the most effective pillars of rehabilitation 

(Coates, 2016). This study will seek to provide a voice for inmates to tell their stories, 

specifically around education. 

 

The number of people in prison and the cost to society are both significant to the 

debate around education. At present there are almost 86,000 serving prisoners in 

the UK made up of approximately 82,000 males and 4,000 females (Ministry of 
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Justice, 2016). The cost of incarceration to the UK taxpayer is likely to be in excess 

of £60 billion from estimates based on a total prison population of approximately 

78,000 (Bynner, 2009 p. 9). In Wales, it is estimated to be between £9.5 and £13 

billion (National Offender Management Service, 2014). The role that education can 

play in reducing reoffending is potentially significant. Clark (2013, n. p.) states that to 

‘Give people a realistic chance to break this cycle of reoffending they need skills and 

therefore learning must be a priority in the regime and culture of prisons’. By 

addressing the financial benefits of education as opposed to crime, Bynner also 

suggests that participation in education programmes has a potential financial impact 

on reoffending rates. Based on an estimated cost of £12 billion (based on the net 

savings to victims) Bynner estimates this figure could be reduced by up to 25%. The 

importance of education and particularly accredited education is emphasised in a 

report from the Ministry of Justice, who stated that prisoners who had a qualification 

were 15% less likely to be reconvicted in the year after release from custody (a 

reoffending rate of 45% compared with one of 60%) than those who reported no 

qualification (Hopkins, 2012, p.17). Focusing simply and without emotion on the 

financial aspect of providing education to prisoners, there is a clear case to be made 

for its intervention. 

 

In spite of the financial considerations, the issue of prison education is currently in a 

period of debate and ambiguity due to recent ministerial changes. Prior to this, in 

2013, the previous Secretary of State for Justice commissioned an overhaul of 

prison education to increase levels of literacy and numeracy skills, enhance 

employability and make a positive contribution to society once released (Ministry of 

Justice, 2015). Reports such as Unlocking Potential: A Review of Education in 
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Prison (Coates, 2016), What is Prison Education For? (Champion & Noble, 2016), 

and Smart Rehabilitation (Champion, 2013) all responded to the Minister’s 

commission. The recommendations contained within Coates (2016) were welcomed 

and prioritised by the Minister in his statement to Parliament (Ministry of Justice, 

2016). However, subsequent ministerial changes following the political upheaval in 

the summer of 2016 have left these recommendations un-actioned and the future 

direction of prison education unknown. 

 

b. Education Inside & Outside Prison 

The place of education as a tool to reduce crime needs to be recognised in the 

context of this study. The importance of Desistance Theory (e.g. McNeill, 2006) 

articulates the position of social inclusion and purposeful activity (such as education 

or employment) linked to reducing reoffending in prisoners.  

Social bonds (or ‘sociogenic’) theories suggest that ties to family, employment 
or educational programmes in early adulthood explain changes in criminal 
behaviour across the life course. Where these ties exist, they create a stake in 
conformity, a reason to ‘go straight’. Where they are absent, people who 
offend have less to lose from continuing to offend… The significance of 
subjective changes in the person’s sense of self and identity, reflected in 
changing motivations, greater concern for others and more consideration of 
the future (McNeil, 2006, p. 46). 
 

This suggests that engagement in purposeful prison education programmes results 

in the learner investing in their future, as they see it, emerging in front of them. It 

helps set behaviours that positively impact on promoting desistance, beyond the 

obvious considerations of improved skills and qualifications. In support of Desistance 

Theory, Hurry and Rogers (2014, p. 159) state that there are also human rights 

arguments for emphasising the importance of education, training, and employment 

for those people in the criminal justice system. 
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Adding practical application to theory, the five year project in Michigan, USA, 

‘Unlocking Potential: Pathways from Prison to Post-secondary Education Project 

(Pathways)’, provided a broad programme of education aimed at ending the cycle of 

reoffending. It provided one hundred and fifty prisoners with two years of education 

pre-release and two years post-release where the prisoners would live after prison. 

Blount et al. (2017) examined the importance of ‘return communities’ (where the 

student would live post-release) and the recruitment of prison learners on to the 

programme. They found that ensuring the student was at the appropriate academic 

level to enrol on the programme in the first instance was a key indicator for the 

likelihood of continued participation. Also of importance were other factors such as 

the length of sentence remaining, likely prisoner movements and additional 

(potentially competing) activities such as commissary or religious services. Of equal 

importance was the support available in the return communities post release.  

The lessons learned about recruitment for the Pathways project have 
informed the expansion of postsecondary education available in the DOC 
[Department of Corrections] as additional colleges…have started teaching 
inside. Ideally, a thoughtful, strategic, collaborative effort between the 
academic and correctional institution promises that incarcerated students from 
various backgrounds, with different offense types and returning to different 
communities, can have the opportunity to participate in high-quality college 
coursework that is challenging, rewarding, and transformative (Blount et al., 
2017, p. 32). 
 

The link to the college in this instance may be attributed to the need for pastoral 

support, student finance, study skills and more, additional support any student would 

expect to be available in any educational institution. An additional factor noted in this 

study was that the learners coming through the Pathways project also formed small 

peer groups where they were able to offer support to each other. 
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The picture of education outside of prison is markedly different to that inside. Creese 

(2015, p. 5) states that in the general population of the UK 85% have literacy skills at 

levels one or two whereas in prison the figure is only half this. He suggests that if 

level one is considered the appropriate literacy level for succeeding in most types of 

employment then this represents a significant problem for prisoners looking to gain 

employment on release. In acknowledging the gap between the two levels, 

Czerniawski (2016) suggests that this gap is unavoidable due to competing priorities 

for prison governors who are facing cuts in prison staff, prison closures and 

increased overcrowding. This implies that until these issues are addressed properly 

education will always be an unsuccessful and non-competing priority.  

 

c. Education as a Transformative Agent 

Despite the lack of progress on level one literacy, advances are being made in other 

areas, in terms of offering additional learning opportunities, especially by charities 

such as the Prison Education Trust and Clinks, plus educational establishments such 

as local further and higher education institutions, the National Extension College and 

the Open University. These third parties bring additional benefits as they 

predominantly offer qualifications and education available either side of the prison 

wall (whether a student is a prisoner or not). This legitimacy does not therefore 

classify a learner as gaining a Prison X Qualification, which is important as it marks 

them out as a learner rather than a prisoner. Hurry and Rogers (2014) suggest that 

prisoners tend to be socially isolated and that engagement in education and learning 

beyond those programmes aimed at addressing their offending behaviours have the 

benefit of removing their sense of exclusion, especially when carried out in a 

community setting. There is a suggestion here that the very act of learning, 
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interacting with other students or tutors, has a secondary and beneficial effect, 

contributing to recidivism. 

 

The issue of education and masculinity is also significant in this context. Prisons play 

their part in the manifestation of state hegemony, amongst other institutions, which is 

reflected in pervasive masculinities contained within. Carberry (2017) suggests that 

male prisons are places of hyper-masculinity where successful educators need to 

consider attachment theory to enable transformative learning to take place. Carberry 

emphasises the importance of education, not only in contributing to recidivism, but 

also to understanding the impact it can have on an individual: 

Education is not just about certification – although this is an important element 
– but that educational learning is a developmental process involving cognitive, 
emotional and socio-linguistic dimensions (Carberry, 2017, p. 82). 
 

The understanding of the value of education as contributing something more than 

simply knowledge acquisition by having a transformative effect on learners is well 

known in mainstream education. However, it does transgress the gender line, such 

as in the experiences of incarcerated women in detention centres in America in the 

first decade of the twenty-first century (Sharma, 2013). Here the very opportunity of 

participating in education contributed significantly to a positive transformative 

experience for both the participants and the educators. Sharma states that to some 

degree it was not necessarily what was being taught in the detention centre that was 

most important; instead, it was the peer-to-peer discussions taking place in the 

educational space that had the equal or greater impact, with the common bond of 

incarceration bringing people together in a transformative educational environment. 
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d. Research Questions 

Based on an exploration of the available literature, the following research questions 

were developed for this study: 

 

RQ1 

Based on the participants’ experience to what extent does education 

contribute to reducing reoffending? 

 

RQ2 

What do the participants feel are the differences and similarities between 

education in prison and education on license? 

 

RQ3 

What are the significant issues which the participants experienced on their 

learning journeys? 
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3. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

 

a. Methodology 

The research used an interpretivist methodology to establish meaning from the 

subjective experiences of those engaging in the research process to examine and 

explore experiences around education from each participant’s perspective. This was 

applied as a key element of a naturalistic enquiry. Data were gathered that reflected 

the lived experience of the participants as authentically as possible. According to 

Freebody (2003), this methodology is preferable for research projects in this field as 

it provides a snapshot of real world practice.  

A naturalist attitude pervades much of the qualitative research methods work 
done by researchers working within a framework of Social Science. They are 
interested in understanding and documenting reality as it is, ‘naturally’… They 
aim to deal with the people they are studying by documenting their various 
ways of life on their own terms and turf (p. 56). 
 

A key priority, therefore, for documenting this reality was to ensure that the data 

collection took place in a familiar place known to the participants. This meant that 

either the prison or the University were the best locations. 

 

With a small sample size it was felt that writing case studies on each of the research 

participants would be the most appropriate methodology. Hitchcock and Hughes 

(1995, p. 317) suggest that case studies allow a researcher to get a sharper 

understanding of either a behaviour or setting, as well as the factors affecting and 

influencing the situations. Their work suggests that the case study has several 

characteristics which were directly applicable to this study: being concerned with a 

rich and vivid description of relevant events; a blended description of both the events 

and their analyses; a focus on individuals and their perceptions; and the researcher 
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being integrally involved in the case. It is important to acknowledge the role of the 

researcher in the timeline of both case studies as I was known to both participants, 

which was unavoidable but significant.  

 

b. Methods 

It was felt important to conduct the research in a form that was not unnatural to both 

the participants and the researcher. Burton, Brundrett and Jones (2011, p. 132) state 

that ‘Interviews are a natural method (probably the most natural method) of 

undertaking research for most aspiring or expert researchers in social sciences’. In 

this way the naturalness of a conversation could be maintained to conduct the 

research. 

 

The format used was a semi-structured interview, a form that would ensure that the 

research questions were analysed with some flexibility built in to discuss issues 

raised.  

The interview is a constructed and usually a specifically planned event rather 
than naturally occurring situation, and this renders it different from an 
everyday conversation; therefore the researcher has an obligation to set up, 
and abide by, the different ‘rules of the game’ in an interview (Cohen, Manion 
& Morrison, 2013, p. 409). 
 

By adopting this structure there was a level of formality that allowed me to conduct 

the interview appropriately but still with a degree of flexibility to allow for more in-

depth discussions on key points which were raised. I was able to follow up on 

different questions and probe or prompt when points of interest were brought up. 
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As the research was to be conducted through interviews, it was structured by a set of 

carefully selected questions. The flexibility of this approach is important to the 

process of collecting the data. 

The issue here is of ‘Fitness for purpose’; the more one wishes to gain 
comparable data – across people, across sites – the more standardised and 
quantitative one’s interview tends to become; the more one wishes to acquire 
unique, non-standardised, personalised information about how individuals 
view the world, the more one veers towards qualitative, open-ended, 
unstructured interviewing (Cohen et al., 2013, p. 412). 

 

In supporting the semi-structured interview as a suitable tool of data collection, Smith 

et al. (2010, pp. 346-347) support Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as 

it ‘is concerned with the detailed examination of the human lived experience… 

situates participants in their own particular contexts, exploring their personal 

contexts, and starts with a detailed examination of their personal perspectives.’ 

These points resonate with this research project, but its design is only influenced by 

IPA rather than following an IPA methodology exclusively. The research aims to 

develop an understanding of the unique and particular perspectives of the 

participants and to gain an insight into their experiences in order to provide greater 

assistance to those who follow. Roberts (2013, p. 217) gives a series of key points 

on the significance of IPA as a method of data collection which are relevant here. 

 It embraces a flexible and explorative design; 

 IPA is a versatile tool… as it focuses on gaining an in-depth and richer 

understanding of the participants’ experiences of an event or phenomena; 

 semi-structured interviews are the data collection method of choice; 

 IPA researchers are particularly interested in what happens when the 

everyday flow of the lived experience takes on a particular significance for 

people. 
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These points have helped to shape the design of this study, enabling me to examine 

the unique lived experience of each participant. 

 

c. Piloting 

Prior to any interviews taking place as part of the research, it was important to pilot 

the method. This would anticipate any issues and allow time for them to be tackled at 

an early stage rather than during the data collection process itself, an eventuality that 

would potentially compromise any findings. 

Interview instruments should undergo pilot testing prior to being used in the 
actual investigation. Interviewers using such procedures should be careful to 
follow written instructions in a consistent fashion to ensure standardization of 
the data collection process (Drew, Hardman & Hosp, 2008, p. 172). 

 

Although the pool of available participants was small, due to the nature of this study, 

one other person was used for piloting. This was extremely useful in helping with the 

timing of the questions and in framing an interview which successfully examined the 

Research Questions.  

 

By using myself as the central instrument of research, and therefore not necessarily 

being neutral as I was known to both participants, I was able to provide checks on 

whether I had fully understood the interviewees. Ezzy (2002) stresses the 

importance of checking the research interpretations with participants. 

The aim of a good in-depth interview is to obtain the story or interpretation of 
the person being interviewed. From this perspective it is important not to try to 
suggest to the person how you, as the interviewer, might expect them to 
respond. This is not an argument for being neutral, it is an argument for 
ensuring that the interviewer genuinely listens to the voice of the interviewee 
(p. 68). 
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The emphasis here is less on the neutrality of the researcher but more on the 

accuracy of the findings. This allies closely with my experience here as a person 

known to both participants. 

 

By reflecting on all of the above points I was able to provide a suitable forum for 

effective interviews as part of the research. I sourced professional recording 

equipment and booked rooms in quiet and secure locations which were suitable for 

the intended purpose. The use of a semi-structured interview helped to give shape to 

each interview but also allowed me the opportunity to follow up on and scrutinise 

specific key points that the interviewees introduced in their responses, whenever it 

was appropriate. Given the nature of the research (education of prisoners), it was 

important that no ethical transgressions took place. This latter point was especially 

significant as the project provided an opportunity to examine learning and education 

in a prisoner ROTL context, rather than a discussion on crime or criminology, due to 

the interview structure I had imposed. 

 

d. Sampling 

The nature of the research meant that it was a relatively small sample frame, as it 

concerned individuals studying on license at one university. However, it was still 

important to frame the parameters of the research, especially in relation to the 

sampling of the participants, to ensure appropriate data collection. Hitchcock and 

Hughes (1995, p. 319) suggest a number of defined principles within which one can 

frame one’s research; for example, similar temporal characteristics; similar 

geographical parameters and boundaries; similar group characteristics; similar roles 

and functions, and similar organizational or institutional arrangements. These all 
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apply to this research, since participants were studying as undergraduates at the 

same University, from the same Category D prison, at the same time. Furthermore, 

both had geographical limitations imposed upon them by their status as a prisoner, 

and both were attending university only through adherence to their ROTL conditions. 

 

The sample frame was three students attending Manchesterford University on 

license from a Category D prison. However, one participant in the sample was being 

released from prison in the middle of the data collection phase of the research and 

had other priorities transitioning into life post-release. Ezzy (2002, p. 74) suggests 

that a ‘purposeful sample is one that provides a clear criterion or rationale for the 

selection of participants, or places to observe, or events, that relates to the research 

question’. Rather than seeking to identify additional students who either may have 

been in prison or have received a conviction, I decided to keep to a sample size of 

two-thirds in order to effectively answer the research questions. Also, if problems 

arose, and one of the two original participants did not wish to continue, then I would 

have had the option of seeking to include the above student in the research. 

Knowing each of the research participants, I was aware that the two students 

selected had very different personalities and experiences, which I hoped would result 

in a rich and interesting source of research data. 

 

Both research participants were at the time serving prisoners from the same 

Category D prison and were studying at the same time within the limitations of their 

license. The context they shared was that they were both known to me as the 

researcher, as I had facilitated their application to study at university whilst in prison. 

I had also supported one participant, on behalf of the University, during his initial 
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Foundation year. Both were enabled to study via the existence of a Service Level 

Agreement to take students on license, between the University and the prison, as an 

institutional arrangement. For these reasons, and with my role as researcher, I was 

confident in the appropriate sampling of participants for this study. 

 

e. Validity & Reliability 

A key method in ensuring this study’s validity and reliability was to utilise Winter’s Six 

Criteria of Rigour (1989, pp. 38-68). Following the data collection and transcription of 

the interviews, the process of Reflexive Critique enabled me to question general 

claims made by the participants, in order to open up possible alternative 

explanations. Through a process of Dialectical Critique, apparently separate issues 

are able to be considered together by using the research project as the central 

narrative, including perceived contradictions in the research. The importance of the 

research being a Collaborative Resource was maintained by minimizing my own 

influence through the use of other practitioners in the field of prison education. I was 

aware of the importance of Risk and addressed this factor by contextualising the 

participants’ responses in my own knowledge of the prison system and experiences 

of higher education. I also ensured that the research was not clouded by other 

issues in the field of criminal justice that may have been brought up in conversation. 

The research presents a Plural Structure through the presentation of multiple 

viewpoints, including those of the participants, who have had very different 

experiences, and my own as the researcher. Theory, Practice and Transformation 

are also considered in the research, especially by showing how practice and theory 

are unified and indispensable phases of the change process. This process therefore 

presents an alternative to positivist criteria and concepts of change which suggest 
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that theory and practice are distinct from each other, when in reality they are 

intertwined and interdependent (Winter, 1989, p.66). Instead, they provide a series of 

specific methodologies more centred on action research to ensure the validity and 

reliability of the research. 

 

I recognise that I was also part of the research and of importance here was my own 

reflexivity and positionality. Through support from my tutor it was important to talk 

through contentious issues, especially in exploring the boundaries of my role as the 

researcher, and how my own previous experiences of working in a prison context did 

not unduly influence the way I analysed the data. I was aware of how I may be 

perceived by the research participants, as a white working class male, as a 

graduate, a post-graduate student and a former member of staff of the University. I 

aimed to show here that the issues they raised, from both a prison and a university 

context, were ones that I was familiar with and so did not need to change their 

explanations or dilute their experiences for me. However, I was clear to explain to 

them that I was open to receiving any positive or negative comments as part of the 

data collection process, resulting in a richer and more vibrant collection of data. In 

this way I aimed to show myself as part of, and contribute positively to, the research 

itself. 

 

f. Ethics 

For this research project, ethical considerations were based upon and adhered to the 

BERA (2011) guidelines and those issued by the Cardiff School of Education and 

Social Policy of Cardiff Metropolitan University. Written informed consent was 

obtained at each stage of the research process before any actual data collection 
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took place. The participants were also given a Participant Information Sheet with an 

overview of the research project, how their information would be used, and why they 

had been requested to participate. This is in line with sections 10 and 11 of the 

BERA (2011) guidelines. 

 

Both participants were informed that the interviews would be recorded in a private 

and secure room and that the information they provided would only be used for the 

purposes of the research but would be presented in the final report, including direct 

quotations when it was of relevance to the research questions. They were informed 

that the subsequent report would have their identities anonymised using 

pseudonyms, as well as any place names and other details that might identify them. 

They were also given the opportunity to review the transcripts of their interviews to 

ensure that these were a fair and accurate representation of their interviews. They 

were advised that upon the report’s publication only the Dissertation Supervisor and 

the Researcher would have access to the names of the participants. This information 

is in adherence to BERA (2011) guidelines and sections 10, 11 and 14 respectively. 

 

Before each interview, both participants were reminded that they had the right to 

withdraw from the research if they so wished and they were presented with 

information about the withdrawal process. They were advised that their information 

would be destroyed should they wish to withdraw and their data would not be used in 

the research. As part of the data collection, there were no incentives offered to be 

involved in the research, in line with sections 15 and 22 of the BERA (2011) 

guidelines. 
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The risks to this project included the non-participation of individuals who may 

withdraw out of concern over the implications to themselves or by possibly 

misunderstanding the purpose of the research and how it may be used. This would 

place the project at risk as the scope of research would be diminished. Attempts to 

mitigate this risk were made in the information given to participants stating clearly 

how the data emerging from the research could be used. Additionally, it was stated 

that participation in the research was in no way connected with the participants’ 

university study and outcomes. 

 

As an experienced practitioner in the areas of prison education and higher 

education, I have experience of working with individuals who have encountered 

adverse life experiences. It was not therefore anticipated that any psychological or 

social ills to the participants would result from this research, nor were there any risks 

to the researcher. As part of the research, if any disclosure or experience was raised 

requiring therapeutic intervention or a referral, appropriate signposting would have 

been provided. The boundaries of the researcher role were maintained and were 

placed under scrutiny via regular dialogue with the dissertation supervisor to ensure 

that my role as the researcher did not stray into other areas lying beyond the scope 

of this research. 

 

Confidentiality was assured by ensuring reference to the participants was 

anonymised with alternative names used to protect the identities of people and 

places. All participants received a verbal overview of the project, an Information 

Form and a Consent Form. By presenting this information it was anticipated that the 

participants would be fully cognizant of the purpose of the research. Data collection 
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was only conducted once this consent from was completed and received by myself 

as the researcher. If significant non-participation of participants occurred and the 

research project was jeopardised, a contingency plan would have been to focus 

solely on policy and practice as a way to conduct this research project. This is in line 

with section 23 of the BERA (2011) guidelines. 
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4. RESULTS & ANALYSIS 

 

a. Introduction 

This section presents themes which have been derived inductively and deductively 

from the data. Inductive theory states that data informs the development of theory, 

whereas deductive theory building suggests theory is used to deduce hypotheses 

about the data, which is turn used to test hypotheses (Ezzy, 2002, pp. 7-12). 

Emphasis has been placed on direct quotations from the narrative data to portray the 

views of the two participants accurately. The data were collected from two individual 

case studies: David (Participant One) and Bernard (Participant Two) respectively. 

 

David and Bernard were both prisoners from the same Category D prison studying 

on license at Manchesterford University, though on different courses and campuses. 

Both men were known to me as the researcher in my previous role as an employee 

of Manchesterford University. I had facilitated and supported their application to 

study, had acted as the broker between the prison and the University, and was also 

the dedicated point of contact for Bernard (but not David) in his first year at the 

University. 

 

b. Reducing Reoffending 

Whilst Bernard was adamant that education helped reduce reoffending, initially 

David was equally adamant that education played no part. However, analysis of 

David’s data shows that, despite his initial refusal, his replies to other questions 

contradicted this position. Therefore both aspects of his perspective are presented. 
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The importance of education to the reduction of reoffending is shown by David’s 

experience of a computing course offered in the Category C prison he attended. 

D: They also ran a computer course, which was the European Computer 
Driving Licence which is super… and to be able to do the ECDL course you 
had to have done your level 2 English and Maths, so it gave you a route to 
improving your Level 1s and having your Level 2s to then do this course. 
Which was quite clever. 
 
JG: So, it was almost like a bit of a carrot approach to learning rather than 
stick? 
 
D: Yes, and then to have those skills, which are very good, Word, 
PowerPoint, Access, Excel… 
 
JG: Did you find that people had those skills anyway? 
 
D: No, people who had never had them before were gaining those 
qualifications. That was a very good course. 
 

Through the ECDL course the learners were learning basic and commonly used 

work computer packages, which could be directly linked to their chances of finding 

employment on release. Encouraging attendees to complete levels 1 and 2 

qualifications in Maths and English is in line with policy directives. Recently almost 

half of the people entering prison were estimated to have a reading age no higher 

than an eleven-year-old child (Prisoners’ Education Trust, 2014). A report from the 

Ministry of Justice suggests that reoffending could be reduced by 15% in the first 

year of release for prisoners who gain a qualification (Hopkins, 2012, p.17) 

Desistance Theory (McNeil, 2006) supports the consideration of education as a 

mechanism to promote increased desistance of crime. 

 

Any perceived negativity towards prisoners pursuing education is in contrast to the 

positive effects education had on David himself.  

JG: In terms of your role and experience of education, has it changed your 
mindset, do you feel, how you felt doing education from [a Category C prison] 
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through to [a Category B] to [a Category D] even now, in the University, has it 
changed your perception of how you see your future? 

 
D: Oh massively, absolutely yeah, life changingly [sic] so, very much yes.  
 

This view is supported by the findings of Hughes (2012, p.108) who suggested that 

prisoners report an increase in self-confidence, a sense of achievement, a 

constructive use of time, the identification as being a student (as opposed to being 

solely a prisoner) and a sense of purpose.  

 

David joined a teaching course held in his prison delivered by Manchesterford 

University, which then influenced his desire to study at the University on ROTL. 

David’s experience of university-level learning is in line with a recommendation that 

emerged from a prison education review conducted by Coates (2016, p. 5) 

suggesting that prison learners wishing to study at higher levels of learning should 

be able to access opportunities, facilitated by ROTL. 

 

Bernard’s views on education focuses very much on getting into work. For him 

education was closely tied to employment and the chance to increase his potential in 

the eyes of a prospective employer was of the greatest value here. 

B: In terms of education from jail perspective, the only way for you to, not just 
rehabilitate, but come out and achieve a job that’s going to have a realistic 
liveable wage, for you, you know to get by on, is you have to educate yourself. 
You need to get a good footing in order for you to get that job. Somebody that 
is going to jail that has no standard of education, and leaves jail with no 
standard of education is going to struggle in the world. Whereas if they go to 
jail with no standard of education then get to a level where they can be part 
qualified at least, and in a job they can do. It’s invaluable. 
 

The social aspects of education, notably the change in one’s environment it 

facilitated, also played a vital part in helping him not to return to crime. 

JG: Do you feel that education can contribute to reducing reoffending? And if 
you do, how would you say it contributes? 
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B: I think it’s vital – I think in terms of reoffending it makes you start looking at 
things a lot differently, your peer group changes, you’re around people of a 
different mindset, than… whereas if you are… it’s completely different. It’s 
imperative that you get yourself, I understand why they get everyone to level 1 
and level 2, but, it’s not enough emphasis on going past that. It’s just, oh just 
get to a basic level. If you go past that the scope is endless and it’s only now 
through doing this the amount of doors that can open up for you, by being 
educated. 
 

McNeil (2006), Coates (2016) and Clark (2013) stress the importance of education 

as both a central pillar of rehabilitation and as a way to break the cycle of reoffending 

by increasing one’s potential employability. Bernard’s move towards employment 

and away from crime reflects their findings. 

 

Bernard’s educational journey was not planned and can be seen as more of a 

reaction to his circumstances. He was surprised to learn that his conviction and its 

type could be used educationally. 

B: Ok, I came to jail in 2014, a friend of me gave me a job spec sheet with the 
job of alcohol counsellor, and this was December, and I asked him can we do 
that? And he said yeah. I said, are you sure? He convinced me that yeah, we 
can do it. So, in terms of now, in 2017, I work as a drug and alcohol 
counsellor. I’ve also done a level 3 substance misuse and level 2 substance 
misuse, so, it’s only through doing those courses where I can work in the field 
that I’m doing. So I realise they were more geared toward giving me the job 
because I’d done that, and they told me that because I’d done this course it 
made it easier to give me the job, let me do the placement. 
 
JG: And you said at the beginning that you didn’t think you could do it 
because of the nature of your crime? 
 
B: Yeah… So, I wasn’t aware. As far as I knew, that put me out of working in 
the drug field. It might have, well I think the fact, with an employer, where I 
work with, they’ve seen that I’ve done stuff in order to rehabilitate myself and 
they gave me - without education, without me doing those courses they most 
probably wouldn’t have given me the job. 
 

Bernard realised educational opportunities, in addition to his offending experience, 

resulted in the placement. He believed that the courses he has completed since his 
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conviction show a prospective employer he has helped rehabilitate himself. He did 

not originally realise that his offending experience and the subsequent 

transformation in his behaviour might be seen as part of the process of rehabilitation. 

Bernard’s experience is reinforced by the findings of Walters (2000, p. 277) who 

considers education as a fundamental agent of change for adult learners. Walters 

proposed a framework to help understand their experience of higher education, 

especially the motivations, expectations and outcomes experienced. She suggested 

a transformation occurs in the individual during their educational journey in three 

stages: Redundancy (of one’s previous role, because the individual is moving on), 

Recognition (the possibility and desirability to change) and Regeneration (one’s 

transformation into a new role). Bernard’s introduction and experience of education 

can be viewed through Walter’s ontological lens. Continuing in education has helped 

him leave his offending past behind him (his Redundancy). The use of education as 

the mechanism or tool to change whilst in prison is his Recognition and the 

subsequent opportunities that education has offered him point to his Regeneration 

from prisoner into student. Bernard’s transformation is more marked than David’s 

and almost transmutational as his experience only occurred once in prison, whereas 

David began his enrolment process prior to sentencing. 

 

Bernard recognised his assumption that he would be unable to enrol on a course 

due to a previous conviction is not unusual. He feels that other prisoners would 

naturally assume their circumstances precluded their involvement, or that the subject 

would be too difficult for them to complete. However, he felt that education could be 

vital for people in prison to help them look at things differently, as part of the process 

of contributing to reducing reoffending. 
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JG: Did you see similar experiences with other people that you knew that 
were in education, that were given certain opportunities either in a similar role 
or a different role? 
 
B: Education, no I wouldn’t say so. The majority of people that I’ve met in 
prison have gone out to work where they’ve like had – they’ve had previous 
experience in being a builder, so they’ve gone back to building or they’ve got 
a job at Timpson’s let’s say. I know people they have educated, that are doing 
education now, that are primed to be lecturers and I’ve met people that are 
lecturers that have got criminal records and have studied in jail and have gone 
on to become lecturers. I just didn’t meet them through the jail process. 
 

To Bernard education was a process of opening doors for an individual. This 

perception is borne out by wider discussions of the relationship between higher 

education and social mobility. Hout (2014, p. 35) found that social mobility was less 

constrained for (American) graduates compared to their peers who had not 

participated in higher education. In the UK, the Social Mobility Commission (2017, p. 

50) arrived at a similar conclusion by recognizing that higher education can increase 

an individual’s social mobility.  

 

c. Learning Culture 

The amount of time both men had in their day whilst in prison was significant, and 

this was particularly apparent to David. 

JG: What were the most advantageous aspects of the education provision do 
you think in prison for you? What was most beneficial to you? 
 
D: This is the greatest irony, that time, because you are locked up and you 
have time, and you don’t have any distractions of computers, phones, etc. etc. 
you’ve just got time. And, that then helps as well. Especially if you’re doing 
something where you have to think and reflect, and you have all that. And of 
course, in the outside world we’re bolted down with maybe going for a pint. 
So, on and so forth, or family, socialising, and there’s none of that so at 5 
o’clock when the doors slam shut, and you’ve got very little to do, erm people 
take two different paths, and the path I chose was the books. 
 

The choice of what to do with this time was answered by both men by their decisions 

to enter into education. Hughes (2012, p.130) suggests that although there are 
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fluctuations in the way different prisons operate, the management and use of time 

constructively is a tool that those who are committed to distance learning in prison 

find of most value. It not only helps keep their studies on track but it can also help 

develop an increased sense of autonomy over one’s day. 

 

David’s experiences in each of his prisons show how he very much thrived in 

education as well as in university. He completed the first year of an English 

Literature degree in prison, before transferring onto the second year of a combined 

honours degree programme at Manchesterford University. David’s family purchased 

his first set of textbooks for him as he recognised that the library within the prison 

was not well resourced for academic courses and there were no textbooks or related 

literature of a high enough academic level for him to access. The library provision at 

the Category B was better, however, and David acknowledged that the culture here 

was more suited to higher-level learners.  

 

Bernard struggled with the difference in learning environments between prison and 

university. In the former he would either be studying behind his cell door or in a 

classroom of five other learners who were often studying other subjects. This 

contrasted to his first experience of university. 

B: I think, when I first came here, I must have had major anxiety issues, 
because even going to Tesco’s was a problem. Just being around so, it’s 
another thing, I’ve been here 18 months now so, it’s something that over time, 
I’ve managed to, like, socially I would say I was… In jail, you would see every 
person almost every day. Especially if you’ve got like a trusted job, and I’ve 
had that in every jail so, I could tell you by name every person I’d see. And I’d 
see 200 people a day walking round jail. Whereas in Uni you see so many 
people. So, it’s took me a while to, I’d say I was probably socially awkward to 
a degree. It’s took me a while to become socially aware and I’m ok. I can just 
talk to people as normal. It wasn’t an immediate thing. I’d say my personality, 
I’ve always got on with people so it’s not like I was stand offish, but that was 
another hurdle. 
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Though Bernard’s experiences may be related to his status as a prisoner, they 

appear to be more in line with his experience of coming to a new place. His reaction 

provides a contrast to the findings of Hurry and Rogers (2012) who proposed that 

prisoners as a group are socially isolated and it is engagement in learning and 

education that helps them overcome this. However, Elmi-Glennan (2013, p. 169) 

describes how many mature learners on entering higher education experience 

feelings of anxiety, and even feelings of conflict and guilt, as they begin their learner 

journey. Viewed through this ontological lens, Bernard’s initial anxieties are typical of 

any adult learner. 

 

Bernard explained that most education and reading would take place in prison 

behind the cell door, whereas in university a learner was free to choose how they 

learn away from the classroom environment, at home, in university or any other 

enabled location. He felt that success in education in this context was very much 

down to the individual and their motivation, as well as their access to information. 

Hughes (2012, p. 135) stresses the importance of learning communities especially 

when not simply connected with education units. She suggests that a learning 

culture best exists when uniformed and non-uniformed staff play a part, such as staff 

with professional and previous academic qualifications that are prepared to offer help 

and support to a prison learner seeking help. 

 

The experience of education in prison was felt by both men to be limited and 

restricted by library resources and computer facilities. However, for Bernard, it was 

also limited by the threat of violence that could and did manifest itself. 
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JG: How would you compare your experience of education in prison to the 
experience of education in a university? Because, they are both institutions, 
aren’t they? 
 
B: In jail, it’s a different environment because you’re around prisoners, and 
peers. I’ve seen all sorts of things in prison, I’ve seen people stabbed in the 
education room, so while you’re doing your class you’ve got to worry about 
someone stabbing you. It’s not the best environment y’know. Someone 
running in your class and attacking you. It’s a very very different environment 
to being at University with non-prisoners and normal people of society. In jail 
you have that added element of fear of what’s going to happen in a class. 
Education is prime time for attacks. Normally, you’re locked in a wing, or 
locked up – your only association with other prisoners might be that 
education. So, if you’ve got a problem with another guy the moment to take 
your chance is education. I’ve seen 40 attacks, more and two stabbings. I’ve 
had to intervene in one, I’ve almost been stabbed. For me, going from that 
education – so you’re not necessarily focussed on it. Especially if it’s a jail 
where there are problems with different gangs or whatever then, you’re 
waiting for it. You’re not concerned about your class. That’s why they put on a 
separate class at [a Category C prison] that was just for Open Uni people, 
because you didn’t have that worry then. But that’s only two hours a week. 
 

This was significantly different to the experience of education outside of prison and 

brought a wholly unpredictable and potentially volatile nature to this experience. In 

UK prisons, assaults are quite common, reaching a record high of 26,643 incidents 

between April 2016 to March 2017, an increase of 20% on the previous period 

(Ministry of Justice, 2017). This statistic provides a stark contrast to education 

experienced anywhere else. 

 

d. Support 

The existence of different forms of support for both learners was key. For Bernard 

the supportive environment in Manchesterford University contrasted sharply with that 

of prison. 

B: At university, from my experience, a lot more people are geared towards 
helping you educate. Whereas in prison, prison officers are geared towards 
controlling. It’s nothing to do with your rehabilitation. That’s not their interest. 
Their interest is how to manage you in the jail, and once you’re out, you’re out 
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of their hair.  That’s it. It’s up to you then. What happens is that you start off 
on the back foot. 
 

Bernard initially stated that there were no similarities in the support offered between 

the institutions, as there was no support in prison. However, over the course of his 

interview he explained that he had experienced supportive individuals in both 

settings. David, however, gave examples of supportive individuals throughout his 

interview and talked about how they had helped him during the course of his 

sentence. 

 

Bernard explained that although support, especially in prisons, is not always as 

prevalent as in other locations, he felt that it was one of the most important aspects 

for anyone wanting to pursue education. For example, he explained that initially the 

learners on ROTL were not issued with funds to attend university. This meant that if 

they were expected to buy food, books or pay for printing and had no funds, they 

may be inclined to commit further crimes. 

JG: Are there things which haven’t happened, but which would have made 
your learner journey easier? 
 
B: I think, financially it would be, if the prison system just put a minimum, of 
£30 a week let’s say? To finance you, to support someone who is studying, 
that would be invaluable. To send somebody to university with no money 
doesn’t make any sense. There’s no logic behind it.  
 
JG: They sent you to university with no money, so how did they expect you to 
have food? 
 
B: They didn’t. 
 
JG: What about printing costs? 
 
B: They didn’t, this is where there’s no support. They send you out, so in 
essence, they send you out doomed to fail, because you’ve got no money – 
what are you going to do other than quit, unless you’re going to steal food, it 
doesn’t, it’s set to fail. Whereas now, they’re, I think they’re giving five pounds 
a day for people that are going to university. I think that’s the plan. 
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His inference as to why this situation and others had been allowed to happen was 

that staff may be jealous of him going to university. This was his explanation for 

negative comments received by him previously from prison staff. Hughes (2012, pp. 

74-75) suggests that the picture of supportive versus negative staff across prisons is 

equally split across the prison estate, based on the views of prisoners. Her research 

also provided examples of prisoners studying at Masters level who experienced 

negativity because staff, they felt, were intimidated and threatened by prisoners 

studying at this level. 

 

Both David and Bernard were diagnosed with dyslexia at the University rather than in 

prison. Bernard was fortunate in that he received some equipment to help him with 

his studies through the University, but David did not. As prisoners, neither was 

eligible for the Disabled Students’ Allowance which would fund such equipment. 

Bernard, however, was able to access some equipment on loan from 

Manchesterford as his studies began before David attended the University. For 

David particularly the diagnosis made sense of things he had previously struggled 

with. 

D: When I came here, I’ve obviously fiddling around on the internet as you do, 
did the dyslexia screening test, and thought ‘oh that’s quite interesting’ and 
ended up then having the dyslexia test, and it all came that I was dyslexic. 
Which explained a lot to me, and it was a veil being lifted. That, why, I had, I 
couldn’t understand why I had failed my exams in university the first-time 
round, because I’d then gone on to run and own multi-million-pound 
companies and businesses, I didn’t think that I wasn’t clever, so, when that 
came through it was just a relief… But the onus falls on student finance to pay 
the DSA the Disabled Student Allowance. Again, they said, no we’re not 
paying it. So, I’m now stuck in this position where there are a few thousand 
pounds worth of gadgets, money needed to help with my studies. So, where 
I’ve been getting very disappointed, is… when this happened before 
Christmas I had to ask for an extension… but, I’m left in this position where 
I’ve got no support from the DSA, and a laptop which is so old, it’s, well it 
crashes… And that’s the way that it is... So I’m left in a position where 
[Manchesterford University] I assume are going to try and help... This is the 
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hurdle… The difference between having a 2:1 and a first could be taken away 
by having those facilities… So, what I’m left doing is spending so much time 
worrying about commas and apostrophes, which is quite right, and spelling 
that when I’m then re-going, spending so much time checking my work as 
opposed to doing the work, and I find that, again, I’ve pretty much got time to 
do it, and I’m finding that a great hurdle.  
 

David’s frustration at the situation he had found himself in was clear to see. Bernard 

recognised his fortune in being able to access the necessary equipment and see the 

bigger picture where he felt that there could be lots of other men in prison in a similar 

situation to himself, who could achieve at the same level as him, but may have had 

undiagnosed dyslexia. He felt that his experience was also concerned with showing 

that dyslexia was not a barrier. He felt that the opportunity to engage meaningfully in 

education could help some individuals avoid further criminal behaviour. The levels of 

dyslexia in prisons is difficult to establish due to a lack of research, but work 

completed by the Prison Reform Trust (Loucks, 2007) estimated that there were 

between 20% to 30% of prisoners, at that time, with some form of learning disability. 

Interestingly, each of the three students identified in the sample frame had dyslexia 

support needs, though this line of research enquiry was not pursued further. 

 

Once at the University, both men stated the importance of having a dedicated staff 

member to whom they could turn if they needed additional support. David 

experienced significant challenges with student finance issues and for him, he felt it 

was imperative to have a staff contact, especially if there were issues that he was 

unable to resolve.  

D: It needs a point of contact. From talking, you know, we mentioned about 
other learning institutions and you know, that they do send people out on 
ROTL to other places, there’s nobody left in them. They last a month maybe, 
and their either thrown out, or up to no good, so on and so forth so there’s 
nobody. So, from [a Category D] you’re going out to ROTL, there’s myself and 
the other person, and that’s it. If there was somebody that you could speak to, 
that’s connected to an institution or if it was somebody’s job to liaise… I don’t 
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feel isolated here, because I talk to people etc. But there is a great sense of 
isolation and, it needs, if you wanted it to progress or to work, it does need a 
dedicated person. 
 

He felt that if this was not in place then the system may have been in danger of 

collapse. In higher education this role is often fulfilled by a tutor. There is a strong 

correlation between supporting the psychological needs of students and their 

motivation to study (Leenknecht et al., 2017, p.136.). However, Bernard here 

appears to be suggesting a role beyond this, such as a liaison officer or similar, 

located within the prison to forge and maintain links between organisations, including 

education providers, a role recommended by Clinks (2018, p. 7) as being one 

component of a ‘good prison’. Bernard did utilise the support in the University, 

especially with his own issues relating to student finance. For him, however, the 

importance of there being a person who understood his unique predicament as a 

prisoner on license, such as a lecturer, helped him overcome his challenges.  

 

e. Learning Progression 

The opportunity to progress their learning experiences for both men was important 

for their learning journeys. David certainly wanted to progress with his studies whilst 

in prison as can be seen by the fact that he applied for his OU course, prior to being 

sentenced. Bernard’s experience came from a more unlikely source when he was 

told how his lived experience of a conviction for drug importation was a form of 

experiential learning, which could be complemented by accredited learning. It could 

be argued that for both men prison was a turning-point in their lives. Hodkinson 

(2004, cited in Hughes, 2012, p. 28) supports this view stating that education plays 

part of this process helping people in prison make fundamental decisions about their 
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future education and careers, and their conviction and sentence act as their personal 

turning-points in their lives. 

 

Both men attended the teaching course run by Manchesterford University in the 

Category D prison where they resided. In both instances they found it vital in helping 

them transition to undergraduate study at Manchesterford. 

D: I then go to speak to somebody… who then said, oh, we’re doing a 
Preparing to Teach course, and the impression that I’d been given was that it 
was just for people involved in drugs rehabilitation. And I knew nothing about 
drugs or drug rehabilitation, so I dismissed it. Then somebody dropped out of 
the course and I was fortunate enough to get onto the course. I thoroughly 
enjoyed the course, did exceptionally well and got a First, which then gave me 
the confidence to think… I could do something with the 120 credits that I’ve 
got, and then at the encouragement of somebody who is not a million miles 
away gave me the confidence and the impetus to take it forward to the second 
year of a degree course. 
 

For David the course acted as both a catalyst and a confidence booster to consider 

studying at Manchesterford on ROTL.  

D: The Preparing to Teach course really was the turning point. It was doing 
something which I’d never thought about doing, I’d enjoyed doing the other 
stuff, but you did it at your own pace, and I muddled through, but it didn’t set 
the world on fire. Whereas here, it feels, it’s a nice feeling. I’ve had lots of my 
grades back, and I’m doing very well. And then that encourages you to do 
more. So, it’s really that, of result, ooh I’ve done well there, I can see where I 
can improve on this, and how can I improve there. 
 

With support and facilitation he was able to apply to and be accepted by the 

University, and transfer straight onto the second year of his course. Bernard’s 

experience was slightly different in that he was already at the University on a Level 3 

foundation programme on ROTL and had already planned on progressing to the next 

year. The course therefore gave him a taste of progressing onto a higher level of 

learning that he would be experiencing the following year. 
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f. Exemplars 

Their unique status as prisoners studying on license at a university means that both 

men can act as examples for others to follow. Prisons often employ prisoners to act 

as mentors and David supported men on a reading scheme where he helped them to 

learn to read, especially letters from home. 

D: I know when I was doing the Shannon Trust, teaching people to read, from 
a lot of travellers who couldn’t read, that obviously gained their trust and being 
more mature, started with reading their letters to them – to then helping them 
be able to read. And when that concept came around that they could do 
things for themselves and maybe their business wasn’t so public, that a 
stranger had to read their mail. That helped as well. 
 

This shows David’s support and example in being able to help others by empowering 

them through the acquisition of skills. Coates (2016, p. 5) emphasised the 

importance of role models for prisoners in education, who are both former and 

serving prisoners. 

 

Bernard’s experience was less tied to a typical prison based role and more to his 

ability to create a path for others to follow. He was acutely aware that he came from 

a family background where academic achievement was not the norm and he was the 

first to go to university. In addition, he realised that his example of overcoming 

dyslexia as a learning disability and progressing through university was important in 

inspiring other prisoners. 

B: There’s loads of people that I would definitely say have some form of 
learning disability. That I would also say are in essence, clever. If they 
undertook a degree, they would be better with any of us. Hopefully me doing 
this kind of shows them that, I mean there’s a few people, a few friends of 
mine have been stunned at what I’ve done. And I tell them that I’m no different 
to them. Some of them I would definitely say are academically cleverer than 
me. They just for whatever reason have always thought that being educated is 
beyond them. 
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Bernard’s experience here is important in terms of encouraging people to challenge 

their self-perception. He is very much putting himself forward to his peers to show 

them that if he can do it, so can they. Archer and Leathwood (2003, pp. 175–192) 

suggested that male students sometimes felt socially inadequate if they enjoyed 

learning. They suggested higher education was seen as a more middle-class pursuit 

and not in line with male working-class sensibilities, which sometimes led to tension. 

Bernard explained how he had been made to feel like he was no longer ‘one of the 

boys’ because he was studying. 

 

For both men they were making their way through their sentence via education. In 

some ways they can be seen as examples to follow as they are showing anyone 

following them how they could do it. David and Bernard made adaptations to their 

lives in prison, as a way to minimise the impact of external distractions. Both 

acknowledged that prisons were noisy places. David changed his daily schedule to 

get up at 5am each morning to help him study, before the rest of the prison woke up, 

which he described as being crucial. Bernard also made adaptations when he moved 

to a quieter wing where most people worked either within the prison or on ROTL and 

were in bed by 8pm, which allowed him to do any additional work if he needed to. 

These adaptations are small affirmations of their commitment to their education. 

  



40 
 

5. CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study concerns the experiences of two men studying at university on ROTL.  A 

number of themes emerged from the evidence supported by both policy and 

literature. The research questions are used here as a framework for presenting these 

concluding remarks and to set the associated recommendations squarely in the 

context of this study. 

 

a. RQ1 

Based on the participants’ experience to what extent does education 

contribute to reducing reoffending? 

There is a strong inductive body of evidence for education contributing to reducing 

reoffending, reflected in both policy and literature (McNeil, 2006; Bynner, 2009; 

Hughes, 2012; Clark, 2013; Coates, 2016). Though at first dismissive, David’s 

answers are in line with this point of view but he initially dismissed this notion saying 

he didn’t think education played a part. Bernard’s responses to this research 

question highlight the link between education and a reduction in reoffending. For 

Bernard, education was key to his rehabilitation because it led to increased 

employment opportunities. Societal factors also played a part for him such as 

changing his peer group and his environment, from the prison to a university 

campus. 
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b. RQ2 

What do the participants feel are the differences and similarities between 

education in prison and education on license? 

The importance of a learning culture and the presence of support through the 

researcher’s role as liaison, together with help provided by Student Services, and 

learner progression from education provided by the prison, through the teaching 

course in the Category D jail, to university based undergraduate study, were 

beneficial inductive experiences shared by both men. The importance of these 

factors have also been reinforced by research (Hughes, 2012). David was easily 

able to access an opportunity to become a reading mentor, a role theoretically open 

to any prisoner. In David’s case his positive experience as a mentor spurred him on 

to pursue his own educational development. His subsequent experiences, such as 

making adaptations to his day and gaining access to posted books, all point towards 

a positive and encouraging learning culture.  

 

Bernard was able to benefit from a learning culture with classrooms of men 

supporting each other in a peer-to-peer learning environment. His experience of 

pursuing education in the face of violent attacks from prisoners and negative 

comments from staff suggest strong levels of intrinsic motivation. His use of 

education to change his peer group from simply serving his time to being with other 

learners, and his environment from prison to a classroom, is well attested in policy 

and literature as a key aspect of the contribution of education to reducing reoffending 

(Hurry and Rogers, 2014; Carberry, 2017; Sharma, 2013; Leenknecht et al., 2017).  
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The use of ROTL for prisoners to access further or higher education has been 

supported by government (Coates, 2016), but there is little statistical information to 

indicate its take-up. Its use is thought to be relatively low. The positive experience of 

both men in participating in higher education through ROTL while in a Category D 

prison has potential resonance for others who might want to follow a similar path. 

This research therefore reinforces recommendations made in a number of other 

studies (Anderson, 2017; Coates, 2016; Clinks, 2018).  

 

c. RQ3 

What are the significant issues which the participants experienced on their 

learning journeys? 

Category D prisoners are the only ones normally issued with ROTL for work or 

educational purposes. All prisons run differently at whichever category they operate 

due to individual governor autonomy. Therefore no one prison, intervention or 

rehabilitation programme is a panacea for all criminal justice needs. The importance 

of a point of contact to facilitate both admission and act as a broker between prison 

and university was emphasised in the data of both research participants and is 

reflected in good practice reporting (Clinks, 2018). The flexibility that comes with 

having a dedicated point of contact was an important aspect of such a role, as the 

challenges faced by learners on license can range from the personal (student 

finance difficulties or extending ROTL by the prison to attend an evening lecture) to 

the practical (attending risk assessments or finding storage space on campus for 

equipment not permitted in prisons, such as cameras for an arts course) and much 

more. There is therefore an element of pastoral care in such a role and one recently 
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recognised as important in reports as a component of a good prison (Clinks, 2018, p. 

7). 

 

Although studying different courses with Manchesterford and on different campuses, 

both men did study together in the Category D prison on a teaching course provided 

by the University. The course gave them an experience of a higher level of learning 

that would be expected of them the following year on ROTL. This opportunity was 

described as invaluable in the research by acting as a catalyst to progress with other 

learning opportunities. Higher-level learning, especially that which meets the needs 

of individual prisoners, is a recommendation emerging from both recent government 

and non-governmental reports (Coates, 2016; Champion & Noble, 2016; Hughes, 

2012; Champion, 2013) as is the opportunity to continue with further steps into 

education through ROTL. This research therefore gives a clear inductive affirmation 

to this view and closely resonates with the experience of the participants. 

 

d. Limitations and Recommendations 

This research project stands as a self-contained study of two participants and 

provided some challenges due to its scale, particularly as the numbers of prisoners 

attending university on ROTL are thought to be small. It may be of interest to others 

considering a similar project or as an evaluation of this particular educational or 

prison setting. This study has the potential to act as a stimulus for more work in this 

field.  

 

For the findings of this project to have greater significance, a range of views from 

more prisoners on license would be required, including female prisoners. Also, the 
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results are confined to one University and one Category D prison only, so the 

experiences of more universities and prisons would be required. Similarly, neither 

the views of the University nor the prisons discussed in this research project are 

represented.  

 

Recommendations emerging from the evidence, supported by policy and literature, 

include the need to offer more educational ROTL opportunities in higher education. 

The positive impact on reducing reoffending and the commensurate saving to the 

public purse strongly support this perspective. The desire for learning cultures in the 

prison to offer progressive learning opportunities and the use of the lived 

experiences of education of those in the criminal justice sector all add weight to this 

proposal. Comparative studies between prison based and ROTL based learning 

programmes, could help to establish which interventions work successfully. It is 

acknowledged that there is a paucity of research on both the nature and 

effectiveness of education programmes linked to training and employment for 

prisoners and those serving community sentences (Hurry & Rogers, 2014). There is 

also a suggestion to collate the total numbers of prisoners attending further and 

higher education on license across England and Wales, as there is no data beyond 

what may be known locally. Establishing each university and prison with a dedicated 

point of contact for educational ROTL opportunities or the development of an 

Education ROTL Toolkit would help prisoners, prisons and universities wanting to 

access or offer study on license. The impact of prison higher education on prisoner 

social mobility is alluded to in this study and requires further research. Similarly, the 

impact of gender stereotypes on education programmes across the prison estate 

would provide another interesting topic to explore.  
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7. APPENDICES 

 

a. Ethics Approval 

When undertaking a research or enterprise project, Cardiff Met staff and students are 
obliged to complete this form in order that the ethics implications of that project may be 
considered. 
If the project requires ethics approval from an external agency (e,g., NHS), you will not 
need to seek additional ethics approval from Cardiff Met.  You should however complete 
Part One of this form and attach a copy of your ethics letter(s) of approval in order that your 
School has a record of the project. 
The document Guidelines for obtaining ethics approval will help you complete this form.  It 
is available from the Cardiff Met website. The School or Unit in which you are based may also 
have produced some guidance documents, please consult your supervisor or School Ethics 
Coordinator. 
Once you have completed the form, sign the declaration and forward to the appropriate 
person(s) in your School or Unit. 
PLEASE NOTE:  
Participant recruitment or data collection MUST NOT commence until ethics approval has 
been obtained. 
PART ONE 

Name of applicant: Jamie Grundy 

Supervisor (if student project): Jan Huyton 

School / Unit: Cardiff School of Education & Social Policy 

Student number (if applicable): 20036436 

Programme enrolled on (if applicable): MAE 7030 Advanced Research Skills and 
Dissertation Module 

Project Title: Shake, Rattle & ROTL. The lived experiences of 
Category D prisoners attending university on 
license. 

Expected start date of data collection: January 2018 

Approximate duration of data collection: One month 

Funding Body (if applicable): None 

Other researcher(s) working on the project: None 

Will the study involve NHS patients or staff? No 

Will the study involve taking samples of 
human origin from participants? 

No 

 

  

http://www3.cardiffmet.ac.uk/English/Research/Pages/EthicsApproval.aspx
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Does your project fall entirely within one of the following categories: 

Paper based, involving only documents in 
the public domain 

No 

Laboratory based, not involving human 
participants or human tissue samples  

No 

Practice based not involving human 
participants (eg curatorial, practice audit) 

No 

Compulsory projects in professional practice 
(eg Initial Teacher Education) 

No 

A project for which external approval has 
been obtained (e.g., NHS) 

No 

If you have answered YES to any of these questions, expand on your answer in the non-technical 
summary. No further information regarding your project is required.   
If you have answered NO to all of these questions, you must complete Part 2 of this form 

 

In no more than 150 words, give a non-technical summary of the project 

The study aims to analyse the lived experiences around education and training of a small sample 
size of students attending university whilst on Release on Temporary License (ROTL). All are 
serving prisoners from a Category D prison and attend different undergraduate study programmes. 
The research will use an interpretivist methodology to examine and explore experiences around 
education from each individual participant’s perspective. This will be done by a series of semi-
structured interviews with each participant as a case study, to identify and understand the 
participant’s individual experiences. 

 

DECLARATION: 
I confirm that this project conforms with the Cardiff Met Research Governance Framework 

Signature of the applicant: 

JA Grundy 
 

Date:  
23 November 2017 

FOR STUDENT PROJECTS ONLY 

Name of supervisor: 
Jan Huyton  

Date: 1 December 2017 

Signature of supervisor: 
By email 
 

 

Research Ethics Committee use only 

Decision reached: Project approved  
Project approved in principle  

Decision deferred  
Project not approved  

Project rejected  
Project reference number: Click here to enter text. 
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Name: Click here to enter text. Date: Click here to enter a date. 

Signature: 

 

Details of any conditions upon which approval is dependent: 
Click here to enter text. 

 
 
PART TWO 

A RESEARCH DESIGN 

A1 Will you be using an approved protocol in your 
project? 

No 

A2 If yes, please state the name and code of the approved protocol to be used1 

Click here to enter text. 

A3 Describe the research design to be used in your project 

An interpretivist methodology will be used and the research will be conducted through a 
series of semi-structured interviews with each participant. 
The sample sought will be three male students at university studying whilst on license 
(Released on Temporary License – ROTL). 
Each participant will be a case study but may also recommend additional sources of 
information to enhance the quality of the research. 
The transcripts of the interviews will undergo thematic analysis and data will be collected 
to find similarities and differences between responses from the participants.  

A4 Will the project involve deceptive or covert 
research? 

No 

A5 If yes, give a rationale for the use of deceptive or covert research 

Click here to enter text. 

A6 Will the project have security sensitive 
implications? 

Yes 

A7 If yes, please explain what they are and the measures that are proposed to address 
them  

There may be security sensitive implications emerging from the research therefore all 
participants and identifying places and names have been anonymised through the use of 
pseudonyms.  

 
  

                                                           
1 An Approved Protocol is one which has been approved by Cardiff Met to be used under supervision of 
designated members of staff; a list of approved protocols can be found on the Cardiff Met website here 
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B PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE 

B1 What previous experience of research involving human participants relevant to this 
project do you have? 

I am third year MA Education students having previously conducted research in each of 
my previous modules during the previous two years. I have overseen community outreach 
learning programmes in a Category C prison and with ex-offenders released on license. I 
have previously supported learners in higher education who are Category D prisoners 
from an open prison. Prior to this I supported a learner into education (both FE & HE) 
upon release from prison. I am currently volunteering in Research & Development for 
Prisoners’ Education Trust mapping pathways and pipelines of progression for learners to 
enter education across Wales upon release from prison and on license. 

B2 Student project only 
What previous experience of research involving human participants relevant to this 
project does your supervisor have? 

Dr Jan Huyton is a Senior Lecturer at Cardiff Metropolitan University. She extensive 
experience of research involving human participants relevant to this project: 
 
Research Groups:  
• Pedagogy And Andragogy Research Group (PARG) 
 
Memberships: 
• British Educational Research Association (BERA) 
• British Education Leadership and Management Association (BELMAS) 
• Society for Research into Higher Education (SRHE) 
• Fellow of Higher Education Academy (FHEA) 
 
Research Interests: 
• Personal Tutoring in Higher Education 
• Workplace Learning and Professional Development 
• Boundaries and Ethics of Professional Practice 
• The Built Environment 
• Community Work 
• Community Philosophy 
• Governance (education and voluntary sectors) 
 
Doctoral Supervision: 
Jan currently supervises PhDs and EdDs in the following areas: 
 
Student wellbeing 
Students as partners 
Students as volunteers 
Reflective Practice 
Graduate Attributes 
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C POTENTIAL RISKS 

C1 What potential risks do you foresee? 

The risks to this project are as follows. The risks to the participants include the non-
participation of individuals who may not wish to participate, because (for example) they 
may be concerned about the implications to themselves. This also may include 
misunderstanding the purpose of the research and how it may be used. This therefore 
places the project at risk as the scope of research would be diminished. Attempts to 
mitigate this risk have been made in the information to participants in which it is stated 
that the research will be conducted in confidence and reported anonymously. 
Additionally it has been stated that participation in the research is in no way connected 
with the participants’ university study and outcomes. 
As an experienced practitioner in the areas of prison education and higher education, I 
have experience in working with individuals who have encountered adverse experiences. 
It is not anticipated that any psychological or social ills will result from this research, nor 
are there any risks to the researcher. Therefore if any disclosure or similar experience is 
raised requiring therapeutic intervention, appropriate signposting will be provided. The 
boundaries of the researcher role will remain under scrutiny via regular dialogue with the 
supervisor, to ensure that the role of the researcher does not stray into therapy. 

C2 How will you deal with the potential risks? 

Confidentiality will be assured by ensuring reference to the participants will be 
anonymised with alternative names used to protect the identities of the participants. 
All participants will receive a verbal overview of the project, an Information Form and a 
Consent Form. By presenting this information it is anticipated that the participants will be 
fully informed. Research will only be sought once this consent from is completed and 
received by the researcher. 
Where non-participation of participants is received in significant numbers, the 
contingency plan for this project would be to focus solely on policy and practice as a way 
to make recommendations. 

 
When submitting your application you MUST attach a copy of the following: 

 All information sheets  

 Consent/assent form(s) 

An exemplar information sheet and participant consent form are available from the 
Research section of the Cardiff Met website. 
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b. Participant Information Letter 

 
 

Dear participant 
 
My name is Jamie Grundy and I am a MA Education student at Cardiff Metropolitan 
University .I would like to invite you to take part in my research. Before you decide 
whether you would like to participate, it is important that you carefully read this 
information letter to gain a full understanding of the research and what it entails.   
 
 
Project Title: Shake, Rattle & ROTL. The lived experiences of Category D prisoners 
attending university on license. 
 
 
What is the research project about?  
This research will examine the area of prison education as part of the process for 
preparing prisoners for release and eventually for future employment. It will examine 
the lived and learned experiences, particularly the experience of education, of a small 
group of current learners who are either former or current serving prisoners. The 
research will look to identify areas of practice for prison education units and partners, 
to allow prisoners to succeed and reach their full potential. 
 
 
What is involved? 
I would like to conduct an individual interview with you to explore your own experiences 
and perceptions of education both inside and outside of prison, including areas that 
may impact on your experiences.   
 
The interview should take approximately 45 minutes at the University at a time that is 
convenient for you. 
 
 
What will happen if I change my mind? 
Participation in the research is absolutely voluntary and you can decide to withdraw 
from the research at any time.   
 
If you wish to withdraw I would be grateful if you could let me know using the contact 
details found at the bottom of the page.  
 
Participation will be terminated with immediate effect and any data already supplied 
will be destroyed.  
 
There are absolutely no penalties for withdrawing from the research.     
 
 
Are there any risks involved in taking part? 
My first responsibility to you is to ensure that there is no risk to you at any time. Any 
information you disclose to me during the research will be STRICTLY 
CONFIDENTIAL.  



55 
 

 
Whilst unlikely, it is important that you are aware that I have an obligation to disclose 
information gained during the research process relating to unethical or criminal 
behaviour. 
 
Thank you for reading this and I hope that you will be able to take part in this project. 
If you feel you would like more information please do not hesitate to contact me. My 
details are provided below. 
 
 
How will you protect my privacy? 
All reference to places and people will be anonymised therefore protecting the 
identification of both all institutions and individual participants. All participant names 
will also be anonymised and given pseudonyms for transcriptions and any 
publications.  
 
The interviews will be recorded with your permission but I will keep your personal 
details separate from both the recordings and the transcripts.  
 
Any audio or written data collected during the interviews will be kept on a password 
protected computer.   
 
All transcriptions and consent forms will be kept for 10 years in accordance with Cardiff 
Metropolitan University regulations.   
 
 
Contact Details 
If you have any queries regarding the project or your potential participation please do 
not hesitate to contact me or my Dissertation Supervisor at Cardiff Metropolitan 
University using the contact details below: 
 

Researcher Dissertation Supervisor 

Jamie Grundy Dr Jan Huyton 

Email: st20036436@cardiffmet.ac.uk Email: jhuyton@cardiffmet.ac.uk 

Cardiff Metropolitan University 

Cardiff School of Education & Social Policy 

Cyncoed Campus 

Cyncoed Road 

Cardiff 

CF23 6XD. 

Tel: 029 2041 6163 

 
I look forward to hearing your response. 
 
Jamie Grundy 
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c. Consent Form 

 
Name of Participant: 
 
Name of Researcher: Jamie Grundy 

 
Dear Participant: 
 
Please carefully read each statement, tick the boxes if you agree to each statement 
and sign and date at the bottom of the form.  Many thanks. 
 
 

1. I confirm that I have read the information letter.     
I have been given the opportunity to consider the information,    
ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 
 
 

2. I am happy to participate in an individual interview. 
 
 
 

3. I am happy for you to audio record the interview. 
 
 
 

4. I understand that my participation is voluntary 
and withdrawal is allowed at any time. 
 
 

5. I am happy for the data collected to be used for dissemination activities. 
 
 

 
 

Signature of Participant:     Date:     
 
             
 
Signature of Researcher:     Date: 
 
             

 


