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Widening and Deepening the Education We Offer Those in Prison:
Reflections from Irish and European Experience

By Kevin WARNER

Abstract
Achicving the potential that educational activities offer (o prison regimes depends highly on adopting what the
Council of Europe report Education in Prison (1990) described as “a wide coneept of education.”™ By olfering a wide
variety of “learning opportunities” to prisoners, we can attract a large number of them into cducation and also hetier
address the needs ol “the whale person.™ Of course, much depends also on the quality of what is pravided, here the
key lactors scem to be using adult education methods and the best educational practices in the community Tor chien
groups similar to our prisoners, This paper will describe the progrinms and the specitic objectives and orgamizational

arrangements that underpin those programs.

Introduction

Whatever other shoricomings our prison system m
Ireland may have (and they are substantial!). we have at
least succeeded in winning the voluntary participation of
over hall” ot all prisoners (sentenced and remandy in
education, and a much higher percentage of long-term
prisoners, on the basis of our adult cducation/wide
program approach. Importantly. this approach concurs
very closely with the “treitment objectives™ ol the
European Prison Rules (Council of Europe, 1987), as
secen by analyzing and comparing the objectives of prison
cducation and the EPR. {tis alsoin line with the European
Union social policy of counteracting “exclusion,” and
supports  the idea (most strongly  held in Nordic
countries) that the prisoner is a pant of the conimunity.,

Such an approach 10 prison  education  contrass.
obviausly, with ather views as to what its role and seope are
For example, in many places Gand in North America, in
particular) educstion iy given a pamower, crminogenic-
focused, tusk. Elsewhere, education provision may be largely
restricted o vocational training and/or literacy teaching, and
perhaps just one or two other areas, and so, inevitably, draws
fewer prisoners into its classes and activitics.

Participation in Irish Prison Education
My starting point is what appear 1o be high rates of

voluntary participation in edocation among all groups of
prisoners in Ireland. Of course, international comparisons ol
participation rates are difficull 10 make for o variety of

reasons, not eust because what is covered by the term
“education” varies yrealy from country o country. In
Ircland, there are separate organizational structures for work
and most work-tmining (which ure provided by prison
ofticers), and what we call the Prison Education Service
{largely composed of educational agencies {from the
community, but does involve prison personnel). So. when
we in breland speak of participation rates in education, we
are usually refeming to the latter Service and do not include
most vocational cducation in those figures. On the other
hand, cducaton participation figures for us do include
elements which might not Wways he counted clsewhere,

such ay strucnred physical education, artistic activities,
soc il and health education courses and pre-release courses.,

Beiring these qualifications in mind. we can ook
parucipation in education 0 prisons in Ireland.
Participation 1s defined as taking part inoat least one
formally organized class onee per week, butins importans
to note that most participants join e education on o daity
hasis, Indeed, Tor most wha ase counted as parucipants,
cducation is therr main activity within prison. Surveys
which are conducted twice yearly hive consistently showi
for more than a decade thin over 50% of all prisoners
fremand and sentenced) participate in edocation. Hrelaud
has about 3,200 people in custody, about 700 of whom re
hetween T and 21 years olda One of the Targest prisons,
Monntjoy, has very limited faciiities iy general, including
cducationid. A new remand prison. Cloverhill, has no
classrooms, When these twa larger prisons are exclided
trom calenldions. participation in education - the
remaning 13 prisonsis well over 605 Wien we ook unly
al seotenced pasoners, or e medium o jong-term
prisogers, e figures go higher agmn, For example,
prisons as different as an vpen coeoter for juvenite mles
(Shanganagh Castle) and some closed prisons Tor fong:
term adult men {Arbour Hill, The Corragh) would all
consistently have participation rates of well over 8U%.

It 15 clear that such o high involvement in education by
prisoners has many benelits, Fiest of all, 1t helps o stabihize
lile for the prisoner, w help bun or her wind off thye
detimental effects of imprisonmment and ot least help st the
basis Tor progress in outlook and litestyle. Such widespread
educationa] uetivity is also helpful in terms of improving the
atmosphere in prsons Gind most dramatically i high-
seantity prisons). although siecessful education prograns
it prisans require organizatonal bick-up and a degree of
Hexihility from prison minagement (Wynne, 2000t ),

There are probably many reasons tor this bigh degree of
participation in education by Insh - prisoners. The
flexihility and support ol prison management, as just
mentioned, 15 clearly important. So, o, 15 Treland’™s
peneral adherence, up 1o now, to the preseription in the
Luropean Prison Rules (Rule 78) that there should be
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equahty, m terms of status and remuncration, belween
cducation and work as segime acuvities. OF great
importance. also, has been the Tact that the Departiment of
Educaton in Treland has consistently provided significant
allocations of teachers (215 whole-time equivalents in
200102y for wark in prisons, Just as vital is the Tact that
these teachers are emploved by educational authorities
the wider conmunity and bring with them  sense of
proper educational standards. (1 believe there s also close
mtegration between these leachers and others who work in
prisons—1this cooperation being Facilitated by the tact that
the teachers volunteer and are specially recruited [or prison
work und are piven considerable training w this task.

These resource and structural matters would not be
sulficient wathout getting the “phitosophy™ nuht. The
approach o prison education in Treland has, at least since
the carly 19R(Vs, been very explicitly one o adult
cducaton. Inthis, the way prison educiation s seen is very
much i line with the report Edvcation in Prison ( 1990,
Whin is meant by an “adull education approach™ has
clearly evalved over the decades, and now inclades much
more attention W addressing  offending  behavior,
prepanng prisouers for release and focusing on addiction
tssues than previousiv. The mostimportent teatore of adult
education s participation, that is the student s given a
signtficant say i whatis studied, how owill be studied and
how its evaluated. Tt also means the stucentis encouraged
( hring hus or her life-experience inta the learning.

Adult education 1s also charactenized by its wide locus
on the overall personal development of the student-—rither
than more narrowly, say. onleaming specific knowledge or
sKills, or pussing certam tests orexanunatsons, Edwcation in
Prixon (19901 expressed this perspective by dranwing on
phrising ased previously by the Courcil of Europe in
relation o adubt cducation m the wider society: “education
i prison shadl amm to develop the whole person bearing in
mind his or her soctal, economic and cultural context”
1990 Recommendanion 3). I secking to address the needs
of “the whole person.” then, there s immediately o
requirement to ensure a wide cumceulum Issues and needs
arising Trom vnme and imprisonmen: can waden the
program Turther. O a practical fevel, i the mm s o attit
into educaiion as many parbicipants is posstble, then the
greater the range of options on offer the preater will be the
response. All these factors converge to support the idea that
we should take o very broad view 1o wind we allow and
promote 10 prison edocation. This wide concept of
cducation,” along with the adult education methodology
and other tactons deseribed above, s seen as crucial to the
achievement of high voluntary participation in education in
Trish prisons. § would fike o look tnmore deta] at what this
MEans i practice.

The “Wide Concept of Education™
The wide-ranging perspective as o what should be
meluded o prison education ss evident in Recommendation
[ of the Counctl of Europe Report, Education in Prison:
All prisoners shall have access 1o education,
which 1s envisaged as consisting of classroom
subjects,  vocational  education,  creative  and

cultural activities, physical education and sports.
social education and library Tacihities. ( 1940)

That is, indeed. a large requirenent. bearing in mindd
that “all prisoners,” or at least all those who are
sentenced, must be offered this range of optioas. Each of
these headings merits a chapter subsequently in the
report and i is clear there that even wirhin cach of the
separate  headings  of “physical education.” “social
cducabion,” “creative activities,” ele., quite a range
should he offered.

Forexample, within physecal educarion, we have made
huge elforts in {rish prisons i recent years (only partly
suceessiul) o move beyond  body-bulding, and  the
“macho™ culture associated with that, (o cover the other
components of  physicil Niness alsor cardiv-vascular
endurance, tlexibility, hady-compositton. Marcover, we
are noL just trying 1o develop fitness, hul 1o deepen the
activity ol physical education by developing  skills,
kKnowledpe and  attitudes  also (Physteal  Lducation
Development Group, 2000). To take another learnmg
opportunity, that of lireraey reaclmg, tcachers in our
prisons (ry o keep the wider perspective that is very much
a part ol policy and practice for adult literaey work in the
commumity @l large. This mvolves teaching students not
just how o read, but o express themselves, m the words
they are familiar with, i wrinng alse; and W address, pot
just technical liweracy difficulties, but also ssues of sell-
confidence and self-image, which are often damaged for
those who have literacy dilficultios (Ket, 2001, A subject
like cooking Qaught in almost all our prisons) can offer
skitls Tor living: can offer self-confidence: can promaote
teamwork: can counteraet the damaging social effects ol
catmy adone in eells (the norm in Irish prisons i can be a
vehicle Tor exploring health, nutrition. parenting or gender
isstes: can be i means to achieve qualitications: or can
prepare students tor vocattonal traininy in catering.

Writing in the Pennlogical Information Bulletin of the
Council of Burope (1998), 1 set out a ranonale for such o
wide curneadimin terms of the avany difterent educational
needs that might need 1w be addressed. The educational
necds of prisoners can be categorized in many different
wilys. hut one grouping could be ax tollows:

I Qualifications:

Vaocationl

Secondary

Other certification

2. Living Needs:

Health Education (e.w. ATDS)
Relationships

Expression (as through the Arts)
Leisure (e.g. Sport)

. Neceds Arising from haprisonment:
Release of tension

Keepimng the mind active
Mamtatning fanmily contact
Conmunity contact (e.g. vISiung spieakers or
performers)

Sell-worth

Clearly, the education offered in some prison systems
does not address very many of these needs. Too olten.
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educational provision is conlined to oftering qualifica-
tions, at times even confined to vacational qualifications,
In particular, those elements grouped under “Living
Needs™ frequently go unmet—and these are often the
very things that go deepest in the individual and can set
positive development in motion. ’

Appendix Loffers three examples, from quite different
prisans, of the Kinds ol programs we offer in Prison
Fducation Units in Ireland. A “Dircctory of Prison
Education” is availuble which lists the programs in all but

one of our 17 prisons. To try 1o give a sense of The siyle of

teaching that is offered, Appendix 11 describes three
particulur courses ur projects.

Objectives for Prison Education
Histed carlier a number of factors which contribute to
relatively high participation in education in nearly all vur
prisans in Irefand. Fhave, however, dwelt oo one entical
factor above others: the wide program of cducuation
olfered to prisons in the hope ol meeting as many ol the
needs and interests of prisoners as possible. Clearly,
offering as much choice as possible will help o “pult in
the numbers,” hut is there more o the rationale Tor such
awide curriculum? We see the extensive ranze of courses
and aetivities as also ustilied in terms ol educattonal
objectives, and, morcover, in terms of the “treatient
objectives” advocited in the European Prison Rules. 1Lis

to these policy underpinnings that [ now tumn.
First, the olficial objectives of the Prison Education
Service in Ireland, objectives which have evalved over
the yeurs through consultation with the education

partners and which are set out in the Departiment of
Justice’s 1994 palicy docament. The Managemenr of

Offenders. Prison education aims
To provide a high quality, broadly based and
flexible programme of education to meet the
nceds ol those under sentence  through
helping them
(i) Tocope with their sentencees,
(it To achieve personal development,
Litl) To prepare lor life atter release,
(ivy  Toestablish the uppetite and capacity
{or further educution ater release.

Offictal aims and objectives invariably tend to be tofty
and ambitious and, just as mvariably, the reality tends o
Fall somewhat short of the high asprrations, However. they
are important in olfering a sense ol direction and in
validating good practice on the ground. Such objecuves
are important in freeing eduction stall to take intliatives of
miany difterent Kinds and inaltirming the wide and vayied
programm they offer. While they wre very general, sonw
nuances in these ubjectives may be noted.

The Prison Educaton Service sets out as its [irst tisk--
helping prisoners “to cope with their senlences™
something that would not be an educational objective on
the outside, and which may not always be explicitly stated
Gilthough 1 can be implicity in relation o penal policy
gencrally, What tis objective recognizes is the reality i
prison lends to damage people snd elforts need Lo be made
(by all disciplines, presumably ) o minimize the damage. It

should be obvious that the person overwhelmed by prison
will be unlikely to progress in uny way. Thus, a prisoner
might speak of his need 1o “keep my head together,” of
“not eracking up,” or getiing “cooler” when ungaged in
something like art. Oflen, education, like other services.
may be able to do no maore than help o prisoner “kecp his
head ahove water.” espectally ina short-term siteation, but
this may be no small feat. It s imponant o recognize this
reality and to support any work within regimes thal can
help “minimize the detrimental effects of imprisonment”
(Council of Egrope, 1987, Rule 633, Education contributes
o this, und to cnabling prisoners “cope with thewr
sentences,” in particular moarcas Hike the arts. physical
education, aerobics. yoga, and nwany  “normalizig”
activities from computers o cooking, bot also through
virtually all othee subjects. courses and activitics.

Another point is that the second objective-helping
prisonees “achieve personal development™—is a very
wide, and possibly a very deep. one. it s certianly muore
Far-ranging than the ebjectives olten st for education in
the community, and indeed often set Tor penal policy in
general. But the phrase, which is taken rom a government
report on our prisons in the nud-80s {The “Winlaker
Repon™), does encapsutate the well-recognized orientu-
tion of adudr educstion in general. with ws focus o “the
whale person,” and supports the wide-ranging curmculum.

The third and fourth ohjectives listed above look wthe
time beyond the prison, in tune with Couneil of Earape
and other penal perspectives, but there is a specilic
aducation dimension o this in seeking L have educators
“establish the appetite and capacity for Turther education
after release.” The imperatve o help prisons prepare for,
and successtully manage, their lives after release tmphis
that edocators must work in close coliesion with othes
disciplines who also should have this Tocus.

The *Treatment Objectives” of the Council of Europe

We have seen that giving educationad activities «
majer role within regimes. and alowing cducation to he
avery wide-ranging and varied phenomenon, (s strongly
supported by Council of Europe recommendations, as
expressed in the 1990 repory, Eduction in Prison. Even
more impuortantly. the main “policy document”™ of the
Council of Furope on prisons m general, the Enropen
Prixon Rules, concurs Tully with this perspectve. as e
b scen iF we Jook at the “treatmient ohjectves™ set ont i
these Rules.

There is o clear assumption W the Buropean Prison
Riles LTEPR Y that, in general, prison damages people and
should be vsed as a lasts vesort. and, where used, the
“suffering inherent™ in imprisonment should  he
minimized. (EPR, 1987). Tulkens ¢ TY8R) suys ol the EPR
that, following the revision of Y87, they now

explain, as o owerer if you go o nsing
imprisonment vou have at least to ey hird o
make it as hurmless and as positive as possible tor
the prisoners. Therefore: listen 1o them, take
account of their opinions, make ther co-operate
and assume responsibitities: on the other hand, do
not be over-ambitious as o what can be achicved

34
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or what can be promised, but olfer prisoners
consequently realistic and attainihle opportuni-
ties, chanees, activities and help which meer their
needs and stimulate ther interesls,

This brings out some crucial characteristics of the
EPR philosophy which can be seen more fully in the
Rules gnoted betow, One s the idea that there may be
some seope 10 prisans W offer prisoners opportunities to
develop themselves Glthough this s not to deny “the
detriraental etfects ol imprisonment.” not should the
scape Tor such positive action be exaggerated—the
overriding Tact is that prison 1s usually o destructive

process ). Another feature of the EPR is the advocacy of
sericus participation by the prisoner bused on respect

Sfor his or her human dignity. Tulkens says.
What comes 10 the fore in pasticular v that
prisoners should  be listened 10 and  thew
agreement or willingness shoold be sought i
connecton with deaisions. This wocans... the
prisoner should no longer be seen as an objec of
treatment but as a responsible subject.

These core features of the EPR may be found in Rules
5,64 and 63, Rule 3 states:

The purposes ol the treatment of persons 1n
custody shatl he such as to susiain their health
and sell-respect and. so far as the length of
senience permits, o develop their sense ot
responsibility and encourage those attiudes and
skills that will assist them o reurn w saciety
with the bet chance of leading kaw-abiding und
self-supporting lies alter their releasce.

The wea of “wreatment™ here (s clearty guite different
fromn the nurrower medical usage vl their term. I has hoth
detensive and more positive qualities; it cecognizes that
the nevadve psyehological, social and physical effects of
tmprisonment must be hedd i check an tnch as possible,
while whatever openings there may be {or personal
Jesclopment must be wken.

Te summarize, then, the three kev features of the
Ewrapean Prison Rules perspective thut Lhave highlighted
all open the way for different aspects of education:

I pnsons tend 1o damage people, and this dimage
must be minimized,
prisons should oller opportunities to prisaners Lo

develop themselves.

“personal responsibility™ and sctive participation
should be fostered among prisoners with a view (o
. therr “resethement” in sell-supporting hives,”

Tuken together, these ditTerent rotes lend bucking o the
rea of inaking wide-ranging education. of the kind we at
least attempt i [reland, available to prisoners. In
particular, the methoadology of adult education which

atters choree and pariicipation in decision-makiny (o the
student, 1s exactly what is needed to promote the habit of
personal responsibility. It may also be noted that these
requirements ol the regime corresponad very closely with
the ohjectives ol prison education in Ireland, setout carlicr,

The Europeart Prison Rules Tollow through on this
view ol regimes in relation to education. Rule 77 says: A
compreliensive cducation progrimme shoold be ar-
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ranged inevery institution to provide opportunities lorall
prisonurs to parsue aleast some of their individual needs
and aspirattons.” And, as noted carlier, Rule 78 grants
cducation “the same status and basic remuneration
withio the regime as work,”

Interaction With the Community

Itis clear fromthe Evropean Prison Rules that prisoners
are seer s members ol society, or ol the community wt
large, even it they are tempaorarily somewhit cut of T from
it Ths clear from the strong  concentration on
“reseilement” urged on reghes.,

This vatdook, then, lends support to one ol the two
nutjor themes in the other Council of Europe document.
Feucation in Prison. that “educanon (in prison) shoold
he constaniy seeking warys 1o link prisoners with the
autside community”™ (PL15). That “interaction™ iy
sugpested in many ways throughout the report: teams,
performers, speakers, groups coming into the prison as
part of cducatoml activityr pnsoners gaing oul,
whenever possible, as part of an education or training
progrant, Morcover, 1t is abso continually made elear in
thas report that the norm outside s the least that can be
expected inside in relation o pravision. standards of
tiching,  library  service, ete. Such  community
mteraction adds a further dimension o the role of
cducation in prisons.

We find in lreland that education plays a vital role in
promuoting, Tor the prisoner, i sense of belonging o the
wider community. Given that alicnation from society is
venerally such a key element in crinnnality, this is an
mipartant role. It v helplud that most of those wha
priwvide education i our prisons (eachess, librarans,
artists, ctear are employed by outside badies, Maore
mmportant ds the sense they hopelully  convey of
providing a service that is the same, or close 1o the same,
ias s provided in the world owside. Thns contributes
creatly 1o the elfort woward “normalization” which
William Rentzmans (1996) describes ax one of the
crucial teatures of & pood prison regime.

Much of this might seem to those of us i Irish prison
education su abvious s oG merit mention, were it
lar some very contrary adtitudes and policics guining
credence i recent years. Most noticeably in the United
States, but also w a lesser extent in Britain and Lreland. it
is alten evident now that prisaners are nor always
reaarded s members ol the community: they are
somehnies seen as ather than us, and are ofien virtually
“bamshed™ w policy and practice. These views are
remtorced by very negitive stereotyping ol prisoners,
and by finguage and commentaries that eogender tear
and promaote attitudes of revenge. Clearly. such anitudes
run completely  counter (o the philosophy of the
Fuvopean Prison Ruden.

The choiee in policy and practice is between atbudes
of “incluston”™ and Cexclosion,” o use werminology
which is very current in the European Union. The EU
expends a great deal of money and effort o attlempts to
reduce the exclusion™ ol marginalized groups (rom
socicty, including funds toward integrating cx-prisoners,

is
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Nordic countries, in particular, hold strongest to the idea
that the prisoner is still a citizen, still a member of the
community, and we have much to learn from them about
following the implications of that view inlo practice in
penal institutions  (Svensson,  1996). Whatever the
context we are in. education has the capacity o reduce
alienation and promote normalization and inclusion
among those held in prisons.

Appendix |
Example 1:
Fort Mitchel (Closed prison mostly For male juveniles.
16 to 21 years old, but holding about 1% over 21,
Poputation: 100):

» Computers s Mathematics

* Healih Education * Music
* Physical Education *» Horticulture
+ Crealive Writing * Yogu

* Art, Photography, Ceramics

* English. History, Geography

* Home Economics, Cralts, Parenting

s Literacy. Basic Education

* Woodworking, Woodlurning

» Alcohol and Drug Awarcness

* Addiction Counselling

* Pre-Release Course

¢ Post-Release Support Unit tor Juvenles

Example 2:

Portlagise Prison (Maximum security prison for adult
males. including paramilitary prisoners and leading
“gangland” prisoners, Population: 170):

* Yoga * Business Studies

» Computers *» Sociology

* Music * Geography

* History * Arl

* Physical Educution * Drama, Speech

* Signwriting, Cartoaning + Film Production

* Photography » Chi-Kung

+ Environmental Studies

* Educational Guidance

» Literacy, Basic Education

» Mathematics, Basic Numeracy

* English, Creative Writing

« Home Economies. Home Cralis

* Technical Drawing, Engincering Theory

» European Languoges: German, French, Spunish, Irish

* Pre-Release Course

* University Courses: Open University

Natonal College of Art& Design

Example 3:
Wheatfield Prison (Medium security Tor adult males.

holding two separated groups of about equal size, one of

which consists ol sex oftfenders and other prisoners on
“protection,” Popuiation: 360):
* Art, Photography
* Literacy, Basic Education
» English
» Social Studies. Sociology

+ Music

« History

* Drama

* Geography

» Computers
» English

» Mathematcs « Horliculure
* Open Learning Center * Science

» Metalerafl, Design, Technology

s Information Technology, Computers

+ Home Economics, Hewlth Education

* Open University

* Pre-Release Work

* Post-Release Support Unit

* Physical Education
» Irish

Appendix 11

The Dillon’s Cross Project, in Cork City, olfers pre-
and post-release support for prisoners in Cork Prison, but
aspecial feature is that members of the prisoner’s family—
usually a wife or partner—also tollow a similar conrse in
an outside community venue, The course covers arcas
such as Home Management, Jobskills, Health and
Personal Development and runs Tor 14 weeks. Prisoners
will usually do most of the caurse within prison but then
complete the later part of the course, along with their
partners, on the outside, We feel this course, and the way it
is organized, is especially helpful in enabling prisoners
nuake the transition back into fife on the outside.

The “"Moving On’ course is yun at Shanganagh Castle,
an open place ol detention Tor 16 10 21 year old young
men on the outskirts of Dublin, and this course is Fairly
typical of pre-release courses run m our prisons, Because
stays in this center can be very short-term and releasce
dutes are somewhat unpredictable, itis felt that this pee-
release course is best run very intensively over a few
days. It is a muld-disciplinary course and grew out vl
meetings between teaching, psychology. probation and
chaplainey services toexamine ways ol working together
more effectively. Essentially. the course aims at helping
the young offenders examine the issue ol stuying out of
trouble and “moving on” with their hves alter release
rom prison. They do this through group cxercises,
discussivnand art activities, Usually, ten are chosen from
applicants for this course, on the basis of their motivation
o remain crime tree on release from prison.

The “Moving On” course is offered several times 2
year. A typical course will olfer al least a day on each of
the following topics: Preparing to work as o group,
Finding work, Letsure time, Training and education,
Parenting, Addiction and pregnancy and birth, Lifestyles.

A third course concerns long-tlerm adult. men
Portlaoise Prison, our highest security prison. There, the
National College ol Artand Design (NCAD?), a university-
level college, has run an advanced wrt course sinee the mid-
80s. It covers painting, drawing, some three-dimensional
work and  ilm-making, The  students are generally
paramilitary prisoners or others convicted ol very serious
erimes. The focus ol much of the art activity is an annual
exhibition of work by the students on this course, either in
the college in Dublin or in one of the mujor galleries in
Dublin. Art, in this context, can olten be a vehicle by which
the men explore theirown lives and lind new dimensions to
themselves. Over the years, the course has facilitated grew
change and development. Several of the prisoners who took
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this course lave gone on, afler prison, o study atart college.
or o work in the art ficld and exhibit w cntical acelam,
Others hinve beeame less absorbed in an after release but
vet may have been profoundly influenced by the course,
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