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Prisoners’ Basic Skills and Subsequent 
Education Involvement
An Analysis of Individualised Learner 
Records Data in England
Olga Cara, Centre for Education in the Criminal Justice System, UCL Institute of Education, London, UK
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ABSTRACT

TheCentreforEducationintheCriminalJusticeSystem(CECJS)atUCLInstituteofEducation
recognisesthat, inordertodesignacoherentprisoneducationsystem,it isnecessarytohavean
informedunderstandingofthecurrenteducationallevelsofthelearners.Untilrecently,information
availableonthelevelsofliteracyandnumeracyskillsoftheprisonpopulationwasconsiderablyout
ofdate,andthereforeunhelpfultothecurrentcontext.However,fromthiscurrentandongoingwork
wearebeginningtogainanupdatedpictureofskilllevels.InNovember2015,CECJSreleasedan
initialanalysisintoprisoners’basicskillslevelsbasedonthe‘mandatoryassessments’inEnglish
andmathsin2014/15.Thispaperbuildsonthatanalysisusingtheofficialdatagleanedfromthe
2014/15IndividualisedLearningRecorddatabase,whichisbothconsistentwith,andsupplements,the
informationfromtheprisoneducationproviders.Thepaperisstructuredtofirstvalidatetheoverall
findingsoftheinitialreportregardingskillsleveloftheincomingprisonpopulation.Itexamines
howtheassessmentdataisusedbyproviderstoinformplacementofprisonersonappropriatebasic
skillcourses,andanalysestheprogressiontrajectoriesofprisoners.Itthendetailstheperformance
ofprisonersonbasicEnglishandmathscourses,includingtheirprogressionandachievement.The
findingssuggestasystemthatisfailingtodelivereducationtoitsmostvulnerablelearnersinprison.
Themajorityofprisoners,includingthosewiththelowestskillslevelsofEnglishandmaths,donot
progresstohigherlevelsandareinsufficientlychallenged.Ofthoseprisonersenrolledoncourses
ofstudy,onlyhalfcompleteandoftenonlyatlevelslowerthantheirpreviouslyassessedlevels.The
conclusionprovidesrecommendationsforpolicymakersandurgentlycallsformoreresearch.

KEywoRDS
Literacy, Mandatory Assessments, Numeracy, OLASS 4, Prison Education

INTRoDUCTIoN

IthasbecomecommonplaceforthemediatotalkofthecrisisinEngland’sprisons.1Yearsofausterity
policieshaveseenprisonstaffnumbersdeclinesteeply,leadingtoariseinnegativedataincluding
anincreaseinsuicidesofinmates,andofviolentassaultsbetweeninmatesandbetweeninmatesand
staff(HowardLeague,2014).

Theeducationrecordisequallypoor;in2016only35percentofprisoneducationserviceswere
ratedas‘Good’or‘Outstanding.’TheOfficeforStandardsinEducation(Ofsted)annualreportfor
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2016notesthat:‘Fortoolong,educationandtraininginprisonsandyoungoffenderinstitutionshave
notbeeneffectiveenoughingivingprisonerstheopportunitytogaintheknowledgeandskillsthey
needtoremainoutofprisonafterrelease.Around60%ofprisonersleaveprisonwithoutgoingon
toemployment,educationortraining(Ofsted,2016,p.103).’

InEnglandandWales,prisonerslosetherightsofcitizenship,suchastheirrighttovote,and
educationisnotseenasafundamentalright(Hawley,Murphy,&Souto-Otero,2013).Theavailability
andtypeofeducationforprisonersvariesaspoliticalagendaschange,withthefocuscurrentlyon
educationforemployability.Fundingforeducationwhichdoesnotimmediatelyfitthiscriterion,
suchascoursesdesignedtopromotepersonalorsocialskills,hasbecomemoredifficulttoobtain,
particularlyforthoseonlongsentencesorwhoalreadyhavehigherlevelsofeducation.Prisoners
areexpectedtotakeoutloansforhigherleveleducation(aboveEnglishLevel2/internationalLevel
3),andthesearenotavailabletosupportanydegree-leveleducationforaprisonerwithmorethan
sixyearslefttoserve(MinistryofJustice,2012).

Professionalsworkinginprisoneducationwereenthusedin2016bytheresultsofDameSally
Coates’review(Coates,2016),whichsoughttoputeducationattheheartofprisonregimes,and
giveprisongovernorsresponsibilityforeducationintheirprisons.DavidCameron’sgovernment
acceptedtheseproposals,butdayslaterthegovernmentchangedleadershipaftertheEuropeanUnion
referendum,theMinisterforJusticeresigned,andtheCoatesagendahassincebeenquietlydropped.

Thecurrentdifficultiesinstaffingappeartohaveledtoproblemsinprovidingeducation.Prison
educationis,ingeneral,providedinfacilitiesawayfromtheprisoners’cells,andsotheyneedtobe
accompaniedtoeducationbyofficers.Educationprovidersreportthatthereareofteninsufficient
officerstodothis,meaningprisonersarenotabletoattendclass.Thisleadstomanyfrustratinghours
whereeducationstaffsitinemptyroomswithnoonetoteach.ThePrisonInspectorateReporton
Wandsworthprisonconductedin2015noted:‘Severestaffshortagesacrosstheprisonresultedintoo
manymenbeingunabletoattendscheduledpurposefulactivities,orattendthemontime,because
thereweretoofewstafftoescortthemtolearningandskillsandworkactivities(H.M.ChiefInspector
ofPrisons,2015,p.50).’Thisremainsacommonthemeinprisoninspectionreports.

Surprisingly,despitetheEnglisheducationsystembeinghighlyfocusedondata,itisnotatall
clearwhattheeducationalprofileisfortheprisonssector.Itisassumedthatlargenumbersofprisoners
havelowliteracyandnumeracyskills,andhighnumbershavelearningdifficultiesordisabilities,but
accuratestatisticsaredifficulttofind(see,forexample,Alm&Andersson,1997).Theprisonsystem
hasgreatdifficultyinidentifyingtheseprisoners,doesnotroutinelyusescreeningprocesses,andis
overlydependentonself-reportbyprisoners(seeHMInspectorateofPrisonsandHMInspectorate
ofProbation,2015).BeforetheCentreforEducationintheCriminalJusticeSystemstarteditswork
onestablishingtheliteracyandnumeracyskillslevelsofprisonersin2014,themostrecentfigures
forEnglandoriginatedfromaflawedcomparativeexercisein2002and,despitetheweaknessesof
thatsurveybeingwellknown,thesefiguresareproducedregularlytosupportpolicyinitiatives(see
Brooksetal.,2001,pp.22-24andthecitationofBrooks’slaterfindingsinCreese,2016,pp.14-15
forafulldiscussion).

BACKGRoUND

Whileitiswidelyagreedthateducationcanbeanimportantelementinreducingrecidivism,the
exactwaysinwhichthisworksarestillnotclear.Asinmanyfieldsofsocialstudies,itisdifficult
toeliminateall theotherpotentialfactorswhichmightaffectaprisoner’sfuturepathonrelease,
andsomoststudiesshowingtheeffectsofeducationaregeneralratherthanspecific.Nonetheless,
ananalysisbytheCentreforEconomicPerformance(Machin,Marie,&Vujić,2010),supportsthe
ideathatimprovingtheeducationalattainmentofmarginalisedindividualscanhelpreducecrime,
andSchuller(2009)identifiedeconomic,socialandmoralrationalesforimprovinglifelonglearning
foroffenders.Behan(2014),workingwithIrishprisoners,concludesthateducationalspaceswhich
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allowstudentstovoluntarilyengageindifferenttypesoflearning,attheirownpaceandatatime
oftheirchoosing,canbeeffectiveinhelpingprisonersmoveawayfromoffendingbehaviour,while
evidenceforeffectivestrategiesareoutlinedinaNewZealandstudy(Lukkien&Johnston,2013).
Further,USstudies(Davisetal.,2013;Wilsonetal.,2000;Aos,etal.,2006)similarlysupportthe
ideathatprisonerscanreduceratesofreoffendingbyparticipatingineducationprogrammes.This
hasbeenrecentlysupportedbyajointMinistryofJusticeandDepartmentforEducationreportwhich
suggeststhatitisparticipationineducation,ratherthananysubsequentqualification,whichleads
toasignificantlylowerre-offendingrateonreleasefromprison(MinistryofJustice&Department
forEducation,2017).Tettandcolleagues(2012)makeaspecificcaseforpromotingtheroleofthe
artsinenablingprisonerstoengagewithlearning,andtheimpactthishasontheirrehabilitation
anddesistancefromcrime.Theyarguethatparticipatinginartsprojectsbuildsanactivelearning
cultureandencouragestheimprovementoforalandwrittenliteracyskillsthroughtheuseofpositive
pedagogicalapproaches.

Fromthesestudies,itisclearthateducationis,attheveryleast,apartoftheprocessbywhich
prisoners can be successfully reintegrated into society. Models of change or transition through
educationalsostresstheimportanceoftheso-called‘softskills’ofself-esteem,self-confidence,good
communicationsandself-knowledge(Schuller,2009);similarly,thePrisonerLearningAllianceTheory
ofChangesuggestfivekeybenefitsarisingfromprisoneducation:Culture,wellbeing,human-capital,
social-capitalandknowledge,skillsandemployability(Champion&Noble,2016).Whileitmaybe
thatthesebenefitsarisefromparticipationinprisoneducation,itremainsthecasethatsomeofthese
softskillsarenecessarybeforeadultsembarkonmoreformaleducation,andmaybethoughtofas
underpinningtheireducationalpotential.Self-esteemandcommunicationsskillsinparticularare
necessarytoequipprisonersintoanymeaningfuleducationprovision.Itis,therefore,notsufficient
torestricteducationalgoalstobasicskillsandvocationalstudiesandassumethiswillbeadequate.
Iftheprisonsystemistohavethedesiredtransformativeeffect,itneedstoengagewiththe‘whole
person’andseektoproducemorebalanced,moremature,educatedcitizens.

Despitesomepositiverhetoric,thefactisthatprisonersfinditverydifficulttogainemployment
onrelease,regardlessoftheirEnglishandmathsqualificationsortheirvocationalexpertise.Arecent
MinistryofJusticereportfoundthat:‘Twoyearsafterreleasefromcustodyin2008,15percentof
offenderswereinP45employment,with29percentofoffendersstartingaP45employmentspell
atsomepoint in the twoyearsfollowing their releasefromcustody(MinistryofJustice,2011).’
Similarly,ADepartmentforWorkandPensionsreportfoundthatjust19percentofthoseleaving
prisonandreferredtotheWorkProgrammehavefoundajobwhichtheyhaveheldforsixmonthsor
more(DepartmentforWorkandPensions,2016,Table2.8).

Thefundamentaldifficulty is that theyhavebeenprisoners,andarerequired todeclare this
whenapplyingforajob.Manyprisonersunderstandthisfullyanddonotviewvocationaltraining
asprovidingactualemploymentskills.

Thegovernmentspendsagreatdealofmoneyonprisoneducation2,andyettherearenorobustdata
reportstodemonstratewhatproportionoftheprisonerpopulationhasLevel3andabovequalifications
orentry-levelliteracy.Thereisnoavailableinformationonwhatpercentageofprisonersdonothave
Englishasafirstlanguage,ordohaveauniversity-levelqualification.

Therearealsoquestionsaboutwhetherornotprisoneducationisdeliveredatthebestlevelsfor
prisoners.Inasmallpieceofworkconductedoneducationprovisionforyoungprisoners(under25
years)incustodialsettings,themajorityofqualificationsgainedwereataratherlowlevel(Entry
level3orLevel1)(Hurryetal.,2012).Thequestionwaswhetherthiswasagoodreflectionoflearner
profilesorwasnotsufficientlyaspirational.Inoneinstitution,around35percentoftheyoungpeople
hadinitialassessmentsatLevel1andaround25percentatLevel2orabove,yetonlyabout10percent
ofqualificationsachievedwereatLevel2orabove.
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Ifweaccepttheargumentthateducationisimportantintransformingthelivesofprisoners,then
thereshouldbeamuchgreaterunderstandingoftheeducationallevelsoftheprisoncohort,sothat
educationcanbeplannedtomeettheneedsofthatcohort.

ENGLISH PRISoN EDUCATIoN

AsbasicskillseducationinthecontextofdeliveryinthesecureestateinEnglandisparticularly
complicatedforthenon-specialist,requiringanunderstandingoftheadultbasicskillssystemandthe
waysinwhichprisoneducationiscontractedandmanaged,itisworthwhilebrieflyoutliningsome
ofthemajoraspectsofthissystem.

Educationservicesforallpublic-sectorprisons3arecontractedthroughtheOffenders’Learning
and Skills Service (OLASS) contract. The contracts offered to providers in OLASS reflect the
earlieroffenderlearningreview,andweresetoutinMaking Prisons Work: Skills for Rehabilitation
(DepartmentforBusiness,InnovationandSkills,2011).Leadprisongovernorsworkingwiththe
OLASSprovidersareabletodeterminethemostappropriateprovisiontomeettheneedsoflearners
incustody.

Atthetimethisdatawascollected,therewerefourorganisationsprovidinglearningandskills
trainingforoffendersacrosstheEnglishregions:Novus(theprisonseducationdepartmentofThe
ManchesterCollege)ranprisoneducationinfiveregions,MiltonKeynesCollegeinthreeregions,
andWestonCollegeandPeoplePlusinoneregioneach.

In2001,aspartofthenationalSkillsforLifeinitiative,corecurriculaweredrawnupforadult
literacyandnumeracy.Thesetookindividualtopics(e.g.shapeandspace)andlistedspecificskillsor
knowledgethatwouldbeexpectedatdifferentlevels.ThelowestlevelisEntrylevel1(EL1),which
progressesthroughEntrylevel2(EL2)andEntrylevel3(EL3)toLevel1(L1)andLevel2(L2).

Ingeneral,Level2isconsideredroughlyequivalenttoaGCSE(GeneralCertificateofSecondary
Education);GradeCorabove,generallyacceptedasthethresholdlevelofcompetenceintheEnglish
schoolsystem.

Initialassessmentshavebeenusedformanyyears.SinceAugust2014,ithasbeenamandatory
requirementthattheOLASSprisoneducationprovidersconductEnglishandmathsinitialassessments
whicharetermedMandatoryAssessments(orMAs)onallnewprisonersenteringthesystem.4Allthe
detailsonhowMAsareconductedarelefttotheeducationproviders.Thereisnoguidanceonwhich
producttousefortheseassessments,orwhentheyaretobeconducted,oranyothercontextualisation.
Prisonersareasked toself-declareany learningdifficultiesordisabilities,andagain theways in
whichprovidersascertainthisstatusislefttotheirdiscretion.ThedetailsoftheMAsareaddedto
theIndividualisedLearnerRecord(ILR)databasewhichholdstheeducationalrecordsofallpost-
compulsoryeducationfundedthroughtheSkillsFundingAgency(SFA).5Thisisthedatawhichwe
haveusedinthisstudy.

METHoD

Inourinitialreportintoprisoners’basicskillslevels(Creese,2015),weuseddataobtaineddirectly
fromthefourprisoneducationproviders,andusedthe2011SkillsforLifesurvey(Departmentfor
Business,InnovationandSkills,2012a,b)asacomparator.Thisallowedustocompareprisoners’
basicskillslevelswiththeskillslevelsofthegeneralpopulation.Wehavecontinuedtousethissurvey
datainthispaper.Similarly,wehaveusedtheSkillsforLifeprogrammedefinitionsof‘functional
literacy’ and ‘functional numeracy’ (Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills, 2007).
Thatpublicationdefinedtheseasrelevantindicatorsofskillslevelsthatallowprisonerstofunction
normallywithinsociety;functionalliteracyisdefinedasLevel1skillsandabove,whilefunctional
numeracyisdefinedasEntrylevel3skillsandabove.
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WeobtainedpermissionfromtheSkillsFundingAgencytousetheentireIndividualLearner
Record(ILR)datasetforallprisoners(alllearnersfundedthroughtheOffenderLearningandSkills
Servicecontract)ineducationduringtheyear2014/15.Ouraimsinusingthedatasetwere:

• Tovalidatetheoverallfindingsoftheinitialreportregardingskillslevelsoftheincomingprison
populationthatwasbasedonthedatareceiveddirectlyfromproviders;

• Toexploretheprogressiontrajectoriesofprisonersbycombiningtheirinitialassessmentdata
andsubsequentenrolmentonfunctionalskillscourses;

• Toanalysetheperformanceofprisonersonfunctionalskillscourses,includingtheirprogression
andachievement;and

• TounderstandhowtheMandatoryAssessmentdataisusedbyproviderstoinformplacement
ofprisonersonappropriatebasicskillscourses.

TheILRdatabaserecordsthelearningaims(i.e.qualificationsstudied),thelearneroutcomes,and
thefundingfortheprovider.Theselearningaimsarerecordedonanofficiallistofcoursesmanaged
bytheSkillsFundingAgency.Foreachqualification,detailsareshownoflevel,appropriateguided
learninghours,andwhatfundingcanbedrawndown(SkillsFundingAgency,2016).

TheMandatoryAssessmentsareconsideredalearningaimandarelistedonthissystem,and
providersarefundedforcompletingthesewithlearnersatthestartoftheirlearningprogramme.All
subsequentlearningundertakenbylearnerswithinthesameyearisalsorecordedonthesamedatabase
soallowinganexaminationofprogressiontrajectoriesandlearningoutcomes.

FINDINGS 1: CoMPARING DATA FRoM INDIVIDUAL LEARNER 
RECoRDS (ILR) wITH INITIAL CENTRE FoR EDUCATIoN IN 
THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SySTEM (CECJS) STUDy

TheIndividualLearnerRecord(ILR)datareceivedfromtheSkillsFundingAgency(SFA)consists
of the learningrecordsof544,368learningaimsthatcorrespondto126,143learners in theyear
2014/15.Thedataincludes74,626MandatoryAssessments(MAs)inEnglishand74,302MAsin
maths.Afterremovingduplicates,thesebecame73,515inEnglishand73,197inmaths.

ComparingtheassessmentdatafromtheILRwithourpreviousCECJSreportfindings(Creese,
2015)weseethattheresultscorrespond:

Asweanticipated,theofficialdatamatchestheinitialdatacollecteddirectlyfromprovidersvery
closely,withthelargest-butstillsmall-differencesbeingforthoseassessedatLevel1inmathsand
atLevel2andaboveinEnglish.

Table 1. Comparing skills levels between ILR data and initial CECJS Report

Skills Levels English Maths

ILR Data CECJS Report ILR Data CECJS Report

L2&above 12.7% 13.8% 8.8% 9.0%

L1 35.3% 36.2% 32.3% 33.7%

EL3 29.7% 29.7% 37.3% 36.7%

EL2 13.2% 12.9% 14.6% 14.8%

EL1&below 7.9% 7.4% 6.1% 5.8%

Notes: There were 896 (1%) English IAs and 708 (1.2) maths IAs where level was unknown
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ThedifferencesbetweentheEnglishskillslevelsofprisonersandtheirmathsskillsaremore
clearlyseeninFigure1.

Intermsofnumbersofprisoners,around15,500haveEnglishskillsofEntrylevel1orEntrylevel
2,and15,100havemathsskillsofasimilarlevel.Atthehigherendthereare9,300prisonerswho
assessedashavingEnglishskillsatLevel2oraboveand6,400withmathsskillsatoraboveLevel2.

Thisvalidatesandsupportstheearlierconclusionsreachedbythestudyteam,i.e.that,whilethe
literacylevelsofprisonersareverypoor,numeracylevelsarebroadlysimilartothosefoundinthe
generalpopulation.TheILRdataincludesself-declaredinformationonprisoners’prioreducational
attainment.Althoughwereportthisdatahere,wedonotconsiderthesefigurestobehighlyreliable,
given the lackof supportingdocumentation (i.e.certificates)andoften lackofunderstandingof
differentlevels.Thisisalsotheviewofprisoneducatorswehaveconsulted.Around19percentof
prisonersclaimedqualificationsatL1orbelow,and27percentfullLevel2orabove.Theremaining
54percentreportedeitherhavingnoqualificationsornotknowingwhattheymighthave.

Itshouldbenotedthat,whilstmorethan27percentofprisonersreporthavingfullLevel2or
fullLevel3qualifications,only13percent(English)and9percent(maths)wereassessedashaving
Level2skillsandabove(seeTable1).

FINDINGS 2: FUNCTIoNAL SKILLS ANALySIS: MANDAToRy 
ASSESSMENT AND ENRoLMENT oN CoURSES

Whiletherearemanysmallandlow-levelEnglishandmathsqualificationstakeninprison,thisstudy
looksonlyatFunctionalSkillsqualifications.Thesearemature,well-understoodandrecognised
qualificationsusedwidelyintheadulteducationsector.TheyrangefromEntrylevel1throughto
Level2.

TheprisonauthoritiesdonotcollectdataonhowmanyoffendersdonothaveEnglishastheir
firstlanguage.Therewere,however3,622learningaimsforESOLrelatedlearning,mostlyshort
coursesandatquitelowlevels.Mostoftheeducationproviders,however,tendtoenrolESOLlearners
onFunctionalSkillsEnglishlearningaims,sothisfiguretellsuslittleoftheextentofESOLneed
inprisons.

Therewere28,378EnglishFunctionalSkillsand26,631mathsFunctionalSkillslearningaims
(enrolments) recorded.Table2shows thesplit forenrolmentsfordifferent levelsofEnglishand
mathsFunctionalSkillslearningaims.

Figure 1. Prisoners’ English and maths skills’ levels
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AspecificobjectiveofthisstudywastoanalysetherelationshipbetweenthemandatoryEnglish
andmathsassessments(MAs)andsubsequentenrolledstudyprogrammes(levelandsubject).6Ifwe
comparethelearningaimsdatawiththeMAdata,wedonotseethesmoothprogressionintended.
Inthepost-compulsoryeducationsectorasawhole,SkillsFundingAgencyguidanceisthatlearners
shouldbeenrolledonalearningaimonelevelhigherthantheirassessedlevel,i.e.thelevelatwhich
theyareconsideredtobecurrentlyoperating.So,alearnerwhoisassessedasbeingatEntrylevel3
wouldbeexpectedtoenrollontoacourseatLevel1.

WethenlookedattheMandatoryAssessments(MAs)versuslearningaimsforallprisonerswho
didanEnglishormathsMA.Table3showsthat31percentwereassessedashavingEntrylevel3
skillsinEnglish.Ifwelookatallthoseprisonerswhoenrolledonafunctionalskill,37percentwere
enrolledontoaLevel1Englishcourse.Similarly,while35percentwereassessedashavingLevel1
Englishskills,only21percentofthoseenrollingonfunctionalskillswentintoLevel2courses–and
itislikelythatmanyofthosewillhavealreadybeenassessedatLevel2.ThemathsMAproportions
andlearningaimproportionsshowthesamepattern.

Theseglobalpercentagessuggestthat,ingeneral,forbothEnglishandmaths,farfewerprison
learners are enrolled on Level 2 courses than might be expected (given Skills Funding Agency
guidance),while theproportionsenrollingonEntry level3andLevel1coursesarehigher than
mightbeexpected.

Weanalysedthisapparentunder-enrolmentofprisonersoncertainlevelsinmoredetail.For
English,wefindsignificantnumbersofprisonersenrolledoncoursesatlevelsbelowwhatwould
beexpected.Forinstance,ofthoseassessedashavingEnglishskillsEntryLevel3,only51percent
weresubsequentlyenrolledonanEnglishfunctionalskillsLevel1learningaim,while41percent
wereenrolledonlowerlevelcoursesand7percentonhigher.Enrolmentsonmathscourseswere
generallyslightlymoreinlinewithexpectations,thoughthereremainsignificantnumbersenrolling
oncoursesbelow,orevenwaybelow,whatwouldbeexpected.

Theseresultssuggestthatalltoooftenprisonersareenrolledoncourseswhichprovideinsufficient
challengeandsofailtomakethesortofprogressintheirEnglishandmathsskillsthatwemight

Table 2. English and maths Functional Skills learning aims by level, 2014/15

English Functional Skills Mathematics Functional Skills

No. of Enrolments % No. of Enrolments %

Level2 5837 20.6% 5425 20.4%

Level1 10549 37.2% 10954 41.1%

Entrylevel3 6611 23.3% 7526 28.3%

Entrylevel2 3448 12.2% 2132 8.0%

Entrylevel1 1930 6.8% 594 2.2%

Totallearningaims 28376 100% 26732 100%

Table 3. Comparison of English and maths MAs and learning aims
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expect.Byenteringprisonersonlowerlevelcoursesthantheyshould,thislackofprogressisdifficult
todetectwhenlookingatoverallsuccessfigures.

ThereisaproblemforprisoneducationproviderswhohaveprisonersassessingatLevel2,as
therearenofullyfundedEnglishormathsoptionsforlevelshigherthanLevel2.Consequently,there
arelimitedopportunitiesforprisonersassessedatLevel2tomakefurtherprogressinEnglishor
maths.GCSEprovisioniscurrentlynegligibleinprisonswithlessthan100engagedinGCSEEnglish
andmathsqualificationsacrosstheentiresystem.Nonetheless,theremustbeasuspicionthatby
enteringprisonersoncoursesbelowtheircapability,educationproviderscanimprovesuccessrates,
animportantindicatoratthetimeofthisresearch.Selecting‘lessdemanding’coursesforprisoners
couldboostprovidersuccessrates.InGeneralFurtherEducationprovisiontheSkillsFundingAgency
checkthevalidityofcourseplacements,somethingitisextremelydifficulttodoinaprisoncontext.

FINDINGS 3: FUNCTIoNAL SKILLS ANALySIS: PARTICIPATIoN

Thedatarevealedahighnumberofprisonerswhodonotenrollonanyfunctionalskillslearningaims
duringtheirstay.Forexample,while5,802prisonerswereassessedwithEnglishatEntrylevel1,only
1330(23percent)actuallyenrolledonafunctionalskillslearningaim.Inmaths,only15percentof
thosewhoassessedatEntrylevel1actuallystartedafunctionalskillslearningaim.

Figure2 illustrates thatprisonersassessingwithEntry level1(EL1)orEntry level2(EL2)
EnglishskillshaveaslightlygreaterchanceofenrollingonaFunctionalSkillthanthoseassessing
atthesamelevelsinmaths.Lessthan15percentofprisonersassessingatLevel1oroveractually
enrolonaFunctionalSkill.

FINDINGS 4: FUNCTIoNAL SKILLS ANALySIS: ACHIEVEMENT

AchievementisdescribedontheIndividualLearnerRecordsinthefollowingterms:

• Completed and Achieved:Theprisonercompletedthelearningaimandreceivedthequalification.
• Continuing With the Learning Aim, Where the Learner Has:

◦ undertakenanassessmentbuthasnotyetreceivedaresult,7or
◦ transferred(eithertoanothercoursewiththesameproviderortoanotherprovider).

Figure 2. Percentage of prisoners enrolling on a Functional Skills qualification by level of MA
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• Completed and Not Achieved:Theprisonercompletedthecourseofstudybutdidnotpass
thefinalassessment.

• Withdrawn:Inthiscategorythereisafieldforreasonforwithdrawal.

Approximately one third of those who start functional skills learning aim are withdrawn, a
farhigherratethanweseeoutsideofprison.Ontherecord,themostoftenstatedreasonis‘dueto
circumstancesoutsidetheprovider’scontrol.’Themainreasonforthishighnumberislikelytobe
shortsentences,withprisonersleavingprisonbeforecompletingtheircourseofstudy.Wemight
alsoexpecthighnumbersoftransfersasprisonersarefrequentlymovedtootherestablishments,but
thisdoesnotseemtobethecase.Thisagainseemspuzzlingandinneedoffurtherinvestigation.

Wehavecalculatedpassratesbycomparing thosewhocompletedandachieved toall those
whocompletedandnotachieved.Numbersofwithdrawalsandofthosecontinuing(whichincludes
transfers)areexcludedfromthesefigures.

Usingthiscriterion,wefindthatpassratesforEntrylevellearningaimsarehigh,generallyclose
to90percent,andinlinewith(orevenbetterthan)thepost-compulsoryeducationsectorasawhole
(SeeSkillsFundingAgency,2016b).Level1andLevel2ratesareslightlylower.

Wehavealsolookedatqualificationachievementrate(QAR)comparingthosewhocompleted
andachievedtoallthosewhoenrolled(excludingcontinuingandtransfers)andheretheratesare
muchlowerthanintheFEsectormoregenerally.Theseanalysessuggestthatthemainchallengeis
tokeepprisonersoncoursesratherthantheirachievement(seeTable4).

Manyprisonersgoontoenrolonfurtherfunctionalskillslearningaims.Thismayhappenquickly,
afteratransferforinstance,orafteragapofseveralmonths.Whilemanyprisonersachievetheir
secondlearningaim,thenumberwhoachieveinthirdandsubsequentlearningaimsfallsrapidly.
So,forexample,forEnglishfunctionalskills,6,252prisonersgainedaqualificationintheirfirstor
secondlearningaimbutonlyafurther188successfullycompletedtheirthirdorfourthlearningaim.

AsillustratedbytheQARfiguresabove,itisclearthatmanyofthosewhodostartfunctional
skillslearningdonotcompletetheirqualification.Figures3and4analysethefirstfunctionalskill
learningaimonly,andshowthat,forEnglish,justunderhalfofthoseprisonerswhoenrolledon
functionalskillslearningaimdidnotcompleteit.Formaths,44percentofprisonerswhoenrolled
didnotcomplete.

Thismeans that,of the27,267prisonerswhoassessedashavingEntry level3mathsskills,
4824enrolledonamathsfunctionalskillscourse,and2135actuallycompletedandachievedamaths
functionalskill.

Moreglobally,therefore,wecanseethatofthe73,515prisonerswhocompletedtheirEnglish
MA,only6,233actuallycompletedafunctionalskillslearningaim,around8percent.Formaths,
ofthe73,197prisonerswhocompletedtheirmathsMA,just6,375completedafunctionalskills
learningaim,around9percent.Whilesomeofthosewhofailedtocompletetheirfirstlearningaim

Table 4. English and maths functional skills pass and qualification Achievement rates

English Pass Rate QAR Maths Pass Rate QAR

EL1 87% 45% EL1 89% 55%

EL2 87% 51% EL2 90% 58%

EL3 84% 50% EL3 81% 50%

L1 77% 46% L1 77% 49%

L2 80% 49% L2 87% 56%

Total 82% 48% Total 82% 52%
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willhavegoneontoenrollandcompleteothers,weknowthenumbersachievingsubsequentlearning
aimsarefairlylow.

Theremaybemanygoodreasonsforthislowrateofparticipation;manyprisonersareonvery
shortsentencesandtherewillbeinsufficienttimetoengagewitheducation,andtherewillalways
beacohortwhowillnotengageineducationiftheyhaveachoice.Otherswillbelostinthechurn
whichissuchafeatureoftheprisonsystemandtheymaybeinprisonswhichdonotofferappropriate
courses.Nonetheless,thefiguresdosuggestthatalargenumberofprisonersareslippingthroughthe
systemwithoutanysignificantengagementinEnglishandmathseducation.

Figure 3. Outcomes for all English functional skills enrolments

Figure 4. Outcomes for all maths functional skills enrolments
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DISCUSSIoN oF FINDINGS

ThedatagleanedfromtheIndividualisedLearnerRecorddatabasesupportsthefindingsfromthe
CECJSinitialstudyintothemandatoryassessmentsthatwhiletheliteracylevelsofprisonersare
verypoor,numeracylevelsarebroadlysimilartothosefoundinthegeneralpopulationThisisnot
altogethersurprising,astheCECJSstudywasbasedonproviderdata,whichwouldalsohavebeen
thebasisoftheproviders’ILRsubmissions.Therearetwowaysofviewingthisresult.Itiscertainly
reasonabletoconclude,assomanydo,thatprisonersingeneralhaveverypoorEnglishandmaths
skills.However,ifyoucomparethoseskillswiththegeneralpopulation,thenitisclearthatthemore
seriousdeficitisintheprevalenceofprisonerswithEntry-levelEnglishskills.Wewouldsuggest
thatthisshouldbeapriorityforprisonauthorities(Creese,2016).

AlthoughthereisagreatdealofdataavailableontheILR,therearesignificantproblemswith
establishingthevalidityofsomeofthatdata.Itwouldbeveryinterestingtounderstandprisoners’
previouseducationrecords,forinstance,butthepriorattainmentdataisentirelyself-reportedand
withoutanyfurthervalidation.Thefiguresheresuggestthatoveraquarterofthecohortclaimprior
qualificationsofLevel2orabove,whileforthesamegrouponly13percent(English)or9percent
(maths)areinitiallyassessedatLevel2orabove.However,41percentclaimnoqualifications,and
this tooseemsunlikely,given theageprofileandcurrentqualifications-orientedschoolssystem.
Onesolution to thisproblemmightbeamore routinemethodof linking the ILRwith themain
schoolsdatabase,theNationalPupilDatabase.Thiswouldalloweducationstafftoseeacontinuity
ofeducationalexperiencewithoutrelyingonpersonaltestimony.

NoneoftheofficiallycollecteddatarecordswhetherEnglishisaprisoner’sfirstlanguageornot.
Thisinformationmustbevital,notjustforaprisoner’seducationbutforallcommunicationswiththat
prisoner.WhilethedatadoestellussomethingaboutthenumberofEnglishforSpeakersofOther
Languages(ESOL)learningaims,alltheprisoneducationprovidersprefertoenrolESOLlearners
onEnglishFunctionalSkillscourses.Providers,suggestthesearemoreappropriatecoursesforthem,
whichmaybethecase,butatthetimeofthisresearchthereweresignificantfundingincentivesfor
educationproviderstouseFunctionalSkillsratherthanESOL-specificqualifications.

Close analysis of progression through educational levels suggests that there is insufficient
challengeforprisonersthatentereducation.Toooftenprisonersareenrolledoncoursesbelowtheir
capability.This isparticularly,noticeablefor thoseprisonerswhoshouldbeenrolledonLevel2
coursesbutareenrolledonmuchlowerqualifications.Thedatacannotsupplyreasons,butwesuggest
severalpossiblecauses.ItispossiblethatthereareinsufficientteachersqualifiedtoteachLevel2in
prisons,asthereismoredemandforEntrylevelandLevel1teaching.However,itmaybethat,by
enteringprisonersoncoursesbelowtheircapability,educationproviderscanimprovesuccessrates.
Thisiscertainlypossiblegiventhehugeturnoverofprisonlearnersthroughthesystem,meaning
thatisverydifficultfortheSkillsFundingAgencytomonitorstandards.

Thenumberofprisonerstakingstandardsecondaryeducationqualifications(GCSEs)inEnglish
ormathsisverysmall,lessthan100duringtheperiodofthisstudy.Thismeansthatthosewhoare
assessedatLevel2havenoprogressionrouteopentothem.OLASSeducationprovidersareslowly
consideringhowtomeettheconsiderablelogisticalchallengeofofferingGCSEqualifications,but
thenumbersgoingthroughthesystemremainverysmall.

Ofmostconcernisthenumberofprisoners,particularlythosewithverylowassessments,who
donotenrollonafunctionalskillsprogrammeatanylevel.Lessthanaquarterofprisonersenroll
ona functionalskills learningaim,andhalfof thosenevercomplete.While theremaybemany
goodreasonsforprisonersnotengagingineducation,suchastheprevalenceofshortsentencing,
thefiguressuggestlargenumbersofprisonersareslippingthroughthenetofeducationprovision.
Givingeducationgreaterpriorityandimportancewithintheprisonsystemmightbeawayofgaining
moreprison-widesupportforeducation.
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Sentencingpolicyreallyneedstoreflectontheimportanceofprisonersbeinggivenanopportunity
toengagewitheducationinameaningfulwayduringtheirincarceration.Itisanindictmentofprison
educationthatsomanyprisonerswithlowbasicskillscontinuetobefailedbytheprisoneducation
system.

CoNCLUSIoN

Theevidence from this studysuggests thatprisoners ineducationarenot receivinganadequate
educationalexperience.Fartoofewprisonersareengaginginformaleducationatall,andthenumbers
ofprisonerssuccessfullyachievingqualificationsareverylowcomparedtoneed.Giventheevidence
stressingtheimportanceofeducationtoprisonerrehabilitation,thissuggestsamajorfailureofthe
currentprisoneducationsystem.

ItisclearthatmanyprisonershavelowEnglishandmathsskillsonentrytoprison.Thisinturn
endorsesourpreviousconclusionsthat,usingtheSkillsforLifedefinitionsoffunctionalliteracyand
numeracy,theEnglishskillslevelofprisonersaresubstantiallybelowthoseofthewiderpopulation,
whilethemathsskillslevelsareonapar(Creese,2015).TheILRdatashowsthat20percentofthe
prisonpopulation,around15,000prisoners,haveverylowbasicskillslevels(Entrylevel1andEntry
level2),andsupportingthisgroupshouldbeamajorgovernmentpriority.Thedataalsoshowsthat
manyprisoners(over9,000Englishandover6,000maths)dohavehigherskillsandthelackofa
progressionroutethroughstandardsecondaryeducation(GCSEs)isamajorconcern.Delivering
GCSEsinprisonisacomplexproblembutneedstobeaddressedasamatterofurgency.

TheILRdatabasedoesnotcurrentlyidentifyESOLspeakers,andthereforewecannotreporthow
thisimpactsonlowliteracyandnumeracyskills.Itisdifficulttounderstandwhythisdataisnotpart
ofthestandardsetofdatacollectedfromeveryprisoneronenteringthesystem,andwerecommend
thatthisbedoneattheearliestopportunity.

Theoverwhelmingmajorityofprisoners, includingthosewiththelowestskillslevels,never
enrolonafunctionalskillscourse,eventhoseassessingatEntry level1,andthere isnodata to
explainthis.Whereprisonersareenrolledoncoursesofstudy,onlyhalfcomplete.Again,thereare
norecordstoexplainthis.Whereprisonersdoenrolandcomplete,itisoftenatalevellowerthan
theirmandatoryassessmentjustifies.CoursesaboveLevel2arerare,asfundingisfocusedonthose
withlowerskills.Prisoneducationdeservesamorethoughtfulandflexibleapproachtoitsprocesses
andfunding.Educationshouldbeapartofeverysentencingplanfromthestart.

Given the recent acknowledgement from the Ministry of Justice as to the importance of
participationineducation(MinistryofJustice&DepartmentforEducation,2017),thesefindings
contributetoapictureofasystemthatisnotonlyfailingtodelivereducationforitsmostvulnerable
learnersbutnotcontributingtotherehabilitationprocess.Ifcriminaljusticeistobeseenasmore
thansimplythrowingawaythekey,policy-makerswouldbenefitfromrevisitingpreviousinitiatives
thatfocusedonraisingtheprofileofeducationinprisonstoimproverehabilitationandreducere-
offendingrates.
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ENDNoTES

1 See,forexample:https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/aug/02/prisons-crisis-perverse-government-
reforms-prison-governors-association, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-38596034, https://www.ft.com/
content/462c4a0e-e3cd-11e6-9645-c9357a75844a, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/03/22/four-
new-jails-planned-ministers-tackle-prisons-crisis-amid/all2017

2 Accordingtoa‘FreedomofInformation’request(https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/contract_
values_for_olass_4)thevalueforthefourOLASScontractsin2013/14wasjustover£131million.

3 Thereareasmallnumberofprivateprisonswhichcommissioneducationindependently,asdoallprisons
inWales.

4 MandatoryAssessmentsaregiventoallprisonerswhoareaged18orover.Differentsystemsapplyto
youngerprisoners.

5 Seehttps://www.gov.uk/government/collections/individualised-learner-record-ilr
6 Astudyprogrammeconsistsofanumberofindividuallearningaims.Thedatawehaveanalysedisfor

Englishandmathslearningaimsbylevel(EL1–L2)
7 Inthisanalysis,thoseawaitingresultswereconsideredtobecontinuingwiththeirlearningaim.
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APPENDIX

Table 5. Glossary of acronyms

CECJS CentreforEducationintheCriminalJusticeSystematUCLInstituteofEducation

ESOL Englishforspeakersofotherlanguages

FS FunctionalSkills

GCSE GeneralCertificateofSecondaryEducation

IA InitialAssessment

ILR IndividualisedLearnerRecorddatabase

LDD LearningDifficultiesandDisabilities

MA Mandatoryassessment

OFSTED OfficeforStandardsinEducation,Children’sServicesandSkills

QAR QualificationAchievementRate

SFA SkillsFundingAgency
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