UNIVERSITY AND COLLEGE UNION

Introduction

UCU represents over one thousand lecturers delivering education in adult prisons in England.  We also represent members working in Young Offenders Institutions.  In preparation for this response we conducted an online survey of our members working in prisons.  The survey invited their views on a selection of the questions from the consultation which we considered most relevant to the work that they carry out.  We also invited general views from members by email.  About 10 per cent of our members have responded.  The short period allowed for the consultation will have influenced the level of response.

The response below is therefore informed by the views of individual members.  However, it should be stressed that the UCU (and one of its predecessor unions, NATFHE) has a long history of active involvement with offender learning policy and has well-established structures for the representation of members’ views.  Many of the issues raised by the review have been extensively discussed within the UCU in the past and are the subject of established UCU policy.

Response

Q 1: How well do offender learners achieve and enjoy their learning?

Our members responded very positively to this question, reporting high levels of satisfaction among their learners.  This bears out the findings of the pilot study of offender learning satisfaction published by the LSC in 2008
.  The majority of learners in the pilot study were satisfied with their overall learning experience (81 per cent, including 55 per cent who were extremely or very satisfied) and felt that their course or training was meeting their needs.  Just 5 per cent of learners were dissatisfied.  On the quality of teaching, the report records that:

‘Satisfaction with the quality of teaching was also high (almost two-thirds were extremely or very satisfied), with learners rating teachers, tutors and trainers consistently highly across a range of different indicators.  Most agreed that they were treated fairly and with respect by teaching staff.’ (p. 2)

Many of our members emphasise the value that learners place on the gaining of qualifications and report high success rates where offenders are able to complete courses, both vocational and academic.

However, our members would also say that they are struggling to maintain these high standards in an environment that is increasingly hostile to effective offender learning.  We comment on the factors that have created this situation below, but in summary the barriers to progress in offender learning most frequently mentioned by respondents to our survey are:

· the competitive re-tendering system which creates instability, and encourages bad management practices, including bullying, and which also leads to cost-cutting in the pursuit of profit maximisation and attacks on staff pay and conditions;

· over-use of casualised forms of employment, leading to high staff turnover and the failure to build up experience and specialist expertise in the prison education workforce;

· lack of access for teaching staff to continuous professional development and career progression;

· a management remote from the point of delivery, especially in the case of multiple contract holders, with a consequent exclusion of staff from education decision-making and the relative isolation of offender learning from the rest of the education service;

· frustration of education and training aims by the demands of the prison regime, particularly the high level of prisoner transfer or “churn” caused by overcrowding;

· continued failure to put in place an effective system for the transfer of prisoner education and training records;

· the lack of IT provision in prisons, both for education purposes and for supporting the work of teaching staff, despite the fact that pilot exercises and experience in other countries have demonstrated that security issues can be overcome if the proper resources are invested;

· the burden of form-filling and “tick-box” bureaucracy, which together with over-complex funding arrangements, absorbs the time of tutors which would be better deployed in the classroom or workshop.

Q 2: How well do offender learners improve their economic and social well-being through learning and development?

Inevitably, our members’ response to this question is subjective.  Some report a noticeable improvement in confidence and self-worth in their learners, particularly as a result of concrete achievement in the form of qualifications gained.  Tutors have little or no feedback on the fate of their students post-release, apart from occasionally being asked for references.

However, they make a very important point.  The consolidation of the improvement in offender’s lives brought about by engagement with learning in prison is heavily dependent on the support that they do or do not receive on release.  The strains on the support services, such as the probation services, can result in missed opportunities to build on the education and training received in prison.  In this sense the educational journey of offenders can start successfully within the prison walls, only to be dissipated on the outside where, at least in principle, opportunities should be wider.  

Q 3: Should the delivery of offender learning focus more on outcomes than targets?  How should success be measured?

There is strong opposition to target-based delivery among our members.  They believe that targets can distort prison education by limiting the scope of tutors to match provision to the needs of individual students.  Also, where targets are linked to funding and to the securing and renewal of contracts it can lead to the bureaucratisation of provision and to undue pressure being placed on staff by managers, including bullying.

Success should be measured in terms of the distance travelled by offenders during their learning in prison.  This may be indicated in part by qualifications gained where that is relevant, but also by learners’ overall achievements compared to their starting points.  It is essential that measures of achievement capture the immense challenge that many offender learners present at the start of their learning in the form of initial reluctance to learn, previous experience of educational and social exclusion, often very low levels of basic skills (something that has been well-documented in successive government reports) and multiple personal problems, including high incidences of drug dependency.  There is no tougher job in education than teaching within prisons.  Seemingly small gains can in fact reflect huge effort on the part of learners and extraordinary professionalism and dedication on the part of tutors in conditions that often seem to be designed to frustrate the efforts of both.  Tick-box targets simply do not measure the reality of offender learning in our prisons.

Q 4: What is the role of the careers information and advice service in respect of offenders and how effective is it?

Our members place great importance on the provision of high quality effective careers information and advice to offenders.  It is essential to ensuring that the impact of the work that they do is maximised by leading to practical improvements in the employability of offenders and thereby in the reduction of re-offending.  Many members comment on their own informal involvement in the provision of careers information and advice to learners, often carried out in their own time.  They comment on the impact of the separate contracting of careers information and advice services (CIA) within the offender learning system.  Some feel that this has weakened the integration of CIA and education and training and has led to poorer services for prisoners.  They observe different agendas, targets and management practices between CIA and education and training providers, which can lead to a damaging disconnect.  The responses that we have received do at the very least suggest the need for a review of this area, with the aim of ensuring consistency of provision and effective integration between CIA and offender learning.

Q 5: To what extent has the introduction of the Learner Plan system (for transferring learner data as an offender moves into, through and out of custody) reduced the incident of repeat assessment and the learner demotivation to which that leads?

About 80 per cent of our members who responded to the online survey or by email report continuing problems in this area.  Some typical comments:

‘If we want to know what a student has achieved at their previous prison we generally have to contact the prison (by phone) to get this information, only occasionally do any notes reach our department.’

‘Yes repeat assessments are happening. We don't even get information from our own assessment people let alone other prisons.’

‘I think this was a much needed improvement, and shows great promise.  However, it is still in the early stages and is not being used fully by all prisons, so there is still a gap in the information we are able to retrieve. Also, any information prior to the system's introduction may be missed from the data collection, so it will be a while before we have solid, reliable information.’
The last respondent suggests that there has been some improvement, but there is no doubt that this problem remains a major bugbear for many prison educators.  It is a problem that was identified many years ago and has been commented on repeatedly by House of Commons Select Committees
, the National Audit Office
 and by Ofsted
.  

The damage done to offender learning and the frustrations, inefficiency and demoralisation that it causes tutors has been well-rehearsed and we will not repeat the tale of woe here.  The fact is that this is an administrative problem that should not be beyond the wit of government to solve once and for all.  What is required is the necessary IT resources, information for all concerned with the operation of the system, together with commitment from education and training providers and the prison authorities, nationally and locally, to making it work.

Q 6: How effectively does the provision in both custody and the community meet the needs and interests of users?

Our members have responded only in relation to education and training in custody.  They believe that they have achieved a great deal in recent years to meet offender learning needs in terms of the core curriculum of basic literacy, numeracy and ITC.  However, there are concerns that the target-driven focus up to level 2 has tended to elbow out of the curriculum the development of the “softer” but no less important life skills that are essential to offenders’ employability and future avoidance of re-offending.  Also, some members report a reduction in opportunities for more advanced study in arts and humanities, something which can often have a transformative effect on offenders’ lives.

There is undoubtedly an unmet demand from prisoners for access to vocational training in particular trades.  While there is a laudable emphasis in Next Steps in improving the relationship between education and training in prison and gaining employment on release, there is a large gap between this aspiration and the resourcing of prison education and training.  It is an inescapable fact that a serious determination to improve the employability of offenders much be matched by serious additional investment.  Since employability is the key to the reduction in re-offending, this is an investment that will pay for itself in the long run.

Q 9: What further actions should be taken to target resources in order to have the greatest impact on reducing re-offending by equipping offenders with the skills and qualifications they need to secure and sustain employment?

This is a very difficult question to answer in the current climate of high unemployment and imminent public expenditure cuts.  We do not agree that it is a question of a further targeting of resources, but rather of a need to raise the status of prison education within the prison establishment overall and to resource it more generously.  The evidence for the benefit to offenders in engaging in education and training while in custody are overwhelming
, but still only a minority of prisoners participate.  We favour some of the suggestions in Next Steps for motivating more prisoners to undertake learning, although our members believe that this should be done through positive incentives and not by means of threatened withdrawal of privileges or other punitive measures.  Dealing with prisoners in the classroom who are there unwillingly is not a way forward.  

We would also resist narrow conceptions of employability.  Education for prisoners, as for all people, has great intrinsic benefits which can permanently enrich their lives.  Prison education needs to be sufficiently well resourced to enable the tailoring of programme of learning to the needs of students, without having necessarily to link to specific forms of employment which in any case may never materialise.  Also, tutors should have the scope to challenge their students to take their education as far as they can and not necessarily be satisfied with achieving targeted, pre-defined levels of ‘employability’.

Q 10: What factors do we need to take into account in redistributing resources so that the right provision reaches the most appropriate groups of learners in custodial or community settings?

This question implies that some areas of provision are over-resourced and that redistribution rather than an overall increase in resources is the answer.  Certainly as far as prison education and training is concerned, we reject this view.  Indeed, in recent months our members have been reporting increasing pressure to reduce costs and in relation to one large provider we have been fighting job losses among tutors on a large scale.  One of our members has responded succinctly to this question, identifying the key factors as follows:

‘Smaller class sizes, high quality teaching with experienced prison education lecturers, appropriate offenders being put onto appropriate classes, which reflects their own personal learning needs and length of sentence.’

Despite the extensive data now available on the shocking incidence of functional illiteracy and innumeracy among prisoners, as well as the high incidence of learning disabilities and mental health and behavioural problems, there is a still a lack of appreciation of the demands for specialist skills that this creates among prison teaching staff.  There is an urgent need for more specialist support and training for these staff, as well as the time and facilities to enable them to meet the complex needs of individual prisoners.  This is one example of an area that needs extra resources, but not by depriving other areas of some of their resources.

Q 11: Are there aspects of learning for which the current arrangements over provide – or aspects where a different mix of provision is needed?

Our members do not identify over-provision as a problem since they believe offender learning as a whole to be under-resourced in relation to its societal importance.  However, one theme that does emerge from members’ comments is the gap, mentioned earlier, between the aspiration to equip more prisoners with vocational skills and the shortage of a wide range of well-equipped workshops and related training facilities within prisons.

Q 12: How might we achieve better value for money through redistribution of resources?  How can we best allocate resources to meet the needs of offenders seeking higher education and distance learning options?

There is some evidence from our members’ responses of a decrease in HE opportunities for prisoners, for example, less access to Open University courses because of funding restrictions.  One member from a large local prison reports that previous long-standing and very close links with the local university have virtually ceased because of funding restrictions.  He also refers to research showing negligible rates of re-offending for offenders who had pursued higher education while in custody at this particular prison.

UCU’s position on this is clear.  The encouragement and facilitation of offender involvement in higher education is highly desirable for rehabilitation and the reduction of re-offending.  It should therefore be funded by government.

Q 15: How well have partnerships between learning providers, prison staff and other agencies evolved to the benefit of offender learners?  Where partnerships have proved to be ineffective, how can that be addressed?

We do not have extensive information on this.  Some members report the development of effective partnerships with some local employers and that these are very popular potential employment routes for offenders.  There must be some doubt about the capacity to expand these sorts of partnerships significantly in the current economic climate unless government is prepared to provide effective financial incentives to employers.  Unfortunately, it would seem that partnerships with FE and HE institutions have weakened or been lost over recent years as a result of the encouragement of private providers through the competitive contract system.  This is one of the reasons why UCU has always opposed that system.  We continue to believe that offender learning should be fully integrated with our public system of further and adult education and that that is best done if further education colleges are funded to provide all prison education and training in partnerships with their local prisons.

Q 18: How might prison learning providers, and those who provide careers information and advice to prisoners, support prison colleagues in developing prison regimes progressively so that they become more realistic workplaces with training to support employment on release?

We mentioned above our concerns about the separate organisation of CIA and the problems that this can pose for effective integration with educational provision.  On the whole our members report effective involvement in supporting prisoners for prison work, for example, by delivering basic training and qualifications in areas like hygiene, cleaning, manual handling, health and safety and so on.  The scope for realistic workplaces within prisons is limited by the nature of the prison regime, which is of course outside the control of our members.

Q 19: What, if any, are the key issues that frustrate this ambition at present?

Some members report instances the very unhelpful practice of prisoners being given jobs without the requirement first to complete the relevant education and training courses.  

On a more general level, the dominance of the requirements of the prison regime, particularly security, continues to cause problems in many establishments.  Our members fully understand and respect the need for security, but the importance of their own work is not always appreciated and fully supported by prison managements (although relations with prison officers is usually very good).  Much can depend on the effectiveness and influence of individual heads of learning and skills.  A stronger lead from the Prison Service on the importance of offender learning would help, together perhaps with more collaborative joint training between prison and education managers, which should improve mutual understanding and communication.

Over the last few years the UCU has promoted the need for a procedure to protect our members from arbitrary and usually permanent exclusion from prisons for alleged security breaches.  A procedure affording them some basic rights in these circumstances is currently with the Department for Justice for agreement.  The consistent application of this procedure within the system and its strong backing by governors will send an important and encouraging message to prison educators that they valued as colleagues who deserve respect and fair treatment.

Q 22: How might we increase the use of technology in offender learning to make effective use of recent developments?

As we had expected, this question produced a big response from our members.  Rather like the transfer of prisoner records, the highly restricted access to IT for teaching purposes within prisons is a long-standing source of intense frustration for ICT tutors.  The frustration is compounded by the popularity of ICT among offender learners and the extremely good results obtained in the form of qualifications and levels achieved, albeit over a range of computing that would be considered very narrow in an average primary school.

This comment from a member is representative:

‘Prison security is a major headache where IT is concerned - in light of recent high profile data losses this is understandable, however, still a major hindrance.

A lot of resources are web based something we as yet still do not have access to despite being part of the west midlands test bed and having had virtual campus machines installed for over 12-18 months now with no-one having accessed them yet. Even then the limited net access will be restricted to one class only. 

I believe there is good enough technology out there to restrict and control offenders’ access to the outside world via the WWW yet still allowing them to access many FREE online educational/learning materials such as the BBC site.

Digital cameras/video recording equipment that the learners can use to stay in touch with technology but also to further access learning in areas such as photography and video editing perhaps.’

It is clear that modern technology can overcome many if not all of the potential security risks involved in a more extensive use of IT and the internet in prisons.  We are aware that work is going on in this area, but our members fail to understand why it is taking so long to crack this particular nut.  The potential educational benefits of doing so are very considerable.

Q 26: How effectively does the provider engage with users to support and promote improvement?

Our members are split about 50:50 between those who report little or no effort by providers to gain feedback from learners and those who report use of satisfaction surveys or student feedback forms.  However, even where the latter is done, there is often very little feedback or discussion of how learners’ views might inform future practice.  This is clearly an area where improvement is needed, including, very importantly, in the provision by providers of relevant CPD for their teaching staff.

Q 28: Has the perceived gap of professionalism between the teaching workforce in offender learning compared with those in other settings narrowed, and to what extent might this be further improved?

Regrettably, we have to report a negative response to this question.  Here is a typical comment from a member:

‘No. Prison educators are treated as second class to FE teachers and third class to school teachers. Our pay and benefits does not reflect our work and dedication. We are the poor relation in education. Offender learning fails to attract dynamic new blood due to the poor surroundings and pay.’

In recent years prison education has become a more stressful, pressurised occupation, mainly as the result of the involvement of for-profit providers intent on extracting as much gain as possible from the contracts that they have won
.  They are often run and managed by people for whom educational values are not always the overriding ones and who are geographically remote from the classrooms and workshops where the education and training for which they are responsible takes place.  They have also been allowed to cut corners in provision usually by the adoption of poor employment practices which have resulted in a deterioration in working conditions and career prospects for many of our members with an inevitable knock-on effect on their morale and their ability to achieve the high levels of professional performance to which they aspire.  The pricing out of many FE college providers from prison education has led to a greater degree of separation of offender learning from the rest of the education system and a corresponding professional isolation of many of our members.  Unfortunately some of the remaining FE college providers have recently resorted to copying some of the worst practices of their commercial competitors.  The UCU contemplates with horror the likely impact on prison education of the public expenditure cuts currently being contemplated by government.

Q 29: How has the alignment of offender learning within similar learning in mainstream colleges benefited learners?

As stated above, our main concern is the loss of direct links to colleges following the part privatisation of provision and the introduction of the competitive tendering system.  However, at least in terms of the qualifications framework, a more consistent alignment of prison education with the general system has helped.  It is essential that prisoners are able to continue their education post-release in as seamless a way as possible and also, of course, crucial that employers understand and recognise any qualifications that they have gained in custody.

Q 30: How effectively do teaching, training and assessment support learning and development

Obviously, good teaching, training and assessment are essential to effective learning.  Teaching in prisons is a particularly challenging task requiring specialist skills and experience.  At the moment the system relies on – and sometimes exploits – the dedication of teachers to their students and their belief in the importance of the work that they do.  There is an over-reliance on the use of casualised employed staff, such as part-time hourly paid and a neglect of serious workforce development.  More recently, we have seen aggressive attacks by both private and college providers on the pay and conditions of service of our members working in prisons.  This is not a recipe for maintaining a high quality, professional workforce and for attracting new able teachers into this difficult, but potentially very rewarding, specialism.

The UCU would like to see workforce development built into provider contracts and rigorously policed through a compliance regime with real teeth.  This should include a requirement both to encourage tutors to undertake continuous professional development, but also to ensure that CPD appropriate to their work is available to them.  This is simply not happening at the moment.  Also, the uncertainty built into the system by the contract re-tendering process militates against the establishment of a stable employment environment in which expertise can be built up and retained, and in which staff can feel that they have career progression opportunities within prison education and training.  These are not just “trade union” points – they are essential to effective teaching, training and assessment and ultimately to the achievement of the government’s crime reduction targets.

Q 37: What question would you have liked us to ask that we haven’t posed and what would your response be?

UCU very much welcomes this review and is very pleased to have been given the opportunity to contribute.  A dialogue between practitioners and policy-makers is very valuable for both and we hope that it will be continued and expanded.

However, we are disappointed that there are no direct references in the consultation document to the role of teaching staff.

The morale of our members in prison education is at all-time low.  The following quotes convey some of the reasons for that:

‘Over the last ten years I have watched as prison education was contracted out, first to local FE colleges, then to larger colleges further away, and, most recently, to a vast FE college who now have an effective monopoly on education in the sector.  Since the creation of OLASS, more and more bean counters have been employed, elaborate administrative and auditing systems put in place, loading prison teachers with a crushing weight of paperwork to deal with. There is no perceptible improvement in outcome. The prisoners and their educational needs are actually the last people to be considered.  Recently the College have made, and continue to make, savage cuts to prison education departments in order to maximise their profits. Prison teachers, a dedicated lot who believe in what they are doing, are now facing far worse pay and conditions than teachers outside and it is becoming difficult to recruit and retain suitable staff.’
‘I love my job, but the name on my payslip has changed three times, as I and my colleagues are bundled up and sold on to the lowest bidder each time the contracts are up for renewal. Yet my loyalty is to the prison I work in, and the prison staff, colleagues and learners I work with.’

‘Why is prison education put out to tender every four/five years as each tender is unsettling for staff and good professional staff leave with every change of employer? Just look at latest tender and how many good staff have now left education.’
‘Funding - It should be flexible - local to the prison and not invested in large organisations that then cream off the investment by underpaying the staff and providing little or no funding for resources and staff training.  If it stays in the hands of those whose only concern is to make profits then it might as well close down now.’

‘How does your employer ensure it attracts and retains the best staff to educate offenders given that re-offending has been demonstrated to be directly reduced by engagement with education?  They don't - they create inequality and disparity with our mainstream colleagues through savage cuts in salary and terms and conditions for a job that is if anything harder than an equivalent role outside. Ultimately this will result in second class teachers populating prison education which is the very place you need the best.’
� National Learner Satisfaction Survey: Offenders Learning and Skills Service Pilot.  LSC January 2008


� e.g. Meeting needs? The Offenders’ Learning and Skills Service.  Committee of Public Accounts, 2008


� 2008 report on the Service


� e.g. Learning and Skills for Offenders Serving Short Custodial Sentences.  2009


� It has been estimated that the financial returns from prison education results in a 25% reduction in the £12 billion total cost of offending by ex-prisoners in the first year (John Bynner (2009), Lifelong learning and crime: a life-course perspective, IFLL Public Value Paper 4, NIACE, p.9).





� In 2008 UCU conducted a major survey of occupational stress experienced by


its members. Members in prison education consistently reported lower wellbeing


than the average for the target group (which included the education sector) in the Health and Safety Executive’s survey Psychosocial Working Conditions in Britain in 2008. Their well-being was also consistently lower than measured among UCU members working in further and higher education. (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ucu.org.uk/media/pdf/d/f/ucu_pestress_dec08.pdf" ��www.ucu.org.uk/media/pdf/d/f/ucu_pestress_dec08.pdf�)
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