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What is prison education for?
A theory of change exploring the value of learning in prison



What is the ‘Theory of Change’ for 
prison education?

Get a 

qualification
Get a job 

Stop 

offending??

Or more complex?
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“We want individuals who leave 

prison to be changed characters 

.. to have become assets 

contributing to society rather 

than liabilities who bring only 

costs.” 

How does that change process happen? 

What role can / does education play?
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Why?

This document aims to stimulate debate and 

conversation about:

• the purpose and value of prison education

• how we can more strategically evaluate the 

benefits 

• how we can improve provision



‘Prisoners are asked to undergo the most 

difficult of all human processes, the process of 

change, often in a deeply unsupportive 

environment…who am I, where am I going? ..

This is not to devalue literacy or numeracy but to 

elevate self-discovery as the overarching goal in 

education. In all education ideally and certainly 

within jails.’

Paul, October 2012

http://insidetime.org/thoughts-on-olass-4/
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Over 100 practitioners said..
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‘The top is colourful and the 

bottom is dark, the top 

represents my journey into 

education and recovery, 

freedom, my life has been 

colourful since I’ve

been released. It’s been 

colourful, varied and bright. 

Education was the start of 

my journey into a new life.’

Collage as Inquiry
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1. Culture
‘Prison is about denying 
power and control, 
whereas education is 
about enabling people 
to become agents in

their own 
transformation.’

Dr. Behan
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‘By celebrating success, 

you let people see. It 

has a ripple effect of 

inspiring others.’

‘Education helps to humanise 

prisons and improve the 

conditions of detention’. 

Council of Europe



2. Wellbeing

‘I was angry, I was not 
happy, I had nothing to 
focus on, but with 
education I felt complete. 
The anger was gone.’

‘The image of the bars and 
hooded figure represent 
prison, but education was 
about changing my life, so I 
have put pictures of nature, 
sky and sea .. all beautiful 
things.’
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3. Human Capital

Motivation to change Moving Forward
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‘A period of reflection and reassessment of 

what is important to the individual would 

appear to be a common feature of the initial 

process of desistance. 

Of course, this is insufficient in itself; what is 

also needed is the exposure to some 

opportunity to change, and the individual 

spotting this change as offering a potential ‘way 

out’ and then acting 

upon it.’

McNeill et al. (2012) 
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4. Social Capital
Belonging & 

Community
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‘Education gave me 
empathy. Before I didn’t 
care about anyone or 
myself. I thought I was 
broken. I care about people 
now and I care about myself. 
Others kindness helped me 
gain empathy.’

‘Learning and going through the process of 

change allowed me to open up and have my 

family back in my life. They became like a 

support structure for me.’



Active Engagement

‘I’ve got a lot of passion to 
learn more. I’m really 
considering a degree next 
year.’

‘I help others now, try to get 
them on courses, helping 
them helps me.’
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5. Knowledge, Skills & 

Employability
‘I’d like to start a business 
with my partner, like a family 
business. I have ideas. It 
needs to earn me a living too –
I’ve got goals like having a 
house and providing for my 
kids and family.’

‘I thought studying to be a 
personal trainer was a 
realistic goal that linked to 
my dream to work in sport. 
Education made me think – I 
can do this. I enjoy it, but it 
also pays the bills.’

15



‘Education in prison 
should give individuals 
the skills they need to 
unlock their potential, 
gain employment, and 
become assets to their 
communities. 
..Education should 
build social capital 
and improve the well-
being of prisoners 
during their 
sentences.’
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Dame Sally Coates,

Unlocking Potential: A review 

of education in prison, 

May 2016
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Let’s start the conversation!..
1. Your thoughts: Do the strands of the Theory of Change reflect 

what you see as the benefits of prison education? Are there any that 

are missing? Which are the most important? 

2. What evidence do you know of showing the benefits of 

prison education? e.g. academic research, project  

evaluations, learner feedback from surveys/focus groups, 

your own observations, case studies etc. 

3. What more could be done to improve the impact of 

learning in prison for each of the five Theory of 

Change categories? E.g. culture, wellbeing, human 

capital, social capital, employability

4. How could you use this Theory of Change in 

your work?

Please complete the form!



Contact Details

Nina Champion, Head of Policy, 

Prisoners’ Education Trust & 

PLA Secretariat

nina@prisonerseducation.org.uk

@PrisonersEd

http://www.prisonerseducation.org.uk/learning-
matters-e-news

www.epea.org
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