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Beginnings… the 
history of prison 
education

• ‘I have also to report, that a school is 
established in the ship, which is attended 
to, and some of the ignorant are beginning 
to read.’ Thomas Price, Chaplain of the 
Zealand Convict Ship, January 1st 1812

• ‘…several of them, who before were 
scarcely acquainted with their letters, have 
been restored to liberty, able both to read 
and write with correctness, and it is 
presumed, have carried back with them 
more profitable and industrious habits…’ 
William Tate, Chaplain, Captivity, December 
31st 1815



Education at 
Warwick County Gaol

• ‘…active members visited the prison, and 
observing the want of emulation and of all 
desire of improvement which prevailed 
among prisoners, were forcibly struck 
with the applicableness of the National 
System to their peculiar circumstances ….’ 
Fourth Annual Report of the National 
Society… (1816)



Education at Millbank 
Penitentiary and Newgate Gaol

• Millbank Penitentiary – from 1816, prisoners taught in 
the corridors in groups of 16

• Newgate Gaol – a school for boys from 1815; a school for 
women and their children from 1817



1823: The 
legislative moment

• 1823 Gaols Act, Section 10 (10):

• ‘Provision shall be made in all 
prisons for the instruction of 
prisoners of both sexes in 
reading and writing, under such 
rules and regulations, and to 
such extent as to the Justices 
may seem expedient’

• (note: Justices = local 
magistrates, who were in charge 
of local prisons until 1878)



Consequences:

• Increasing number of prison 
schools

• Appearance of data on prisoner 
literacy

• Growth of prison libraries



Prison school 
curriculum

• Growth – from instruction 
in reading and writing, to 
include arithmetic, and 
geography, history and 
science

• Pentonville in the 1840s: a 
curriculum that matched 
or surpassed the state 
supported elementary 
schools

• From c.1865: a narrowing 
to instruction in the basic 
elements (matching trends 
in elementary education 
outside the prison)



The delivery of 
education within 
the prison

• Need/ desire to deter and punish

• Need to manage bodies 
(timetabling etc)

• Need for prisoners to work

• Short prison sentences

• Consequences of separation



The value of 
studying the past

• History is very interesting, imaginative 
exercise, intellectual pursuit

• Our world today, especially institutions, 
are shaped by their past. (Prison 
education isn’t a new thing; it is bound up 
with the rise of the modern prison)

• History provides a vast reservoir of human 
experience

• Studying the past makes the present 
strange



The birth of the 
BOC

• c.2013 – connections with Prisoners’ Education 
Trust

• Prison University Partnerships – need for route 
into degrees/ qualifications

• HE fees and the exclusion of OU Access courses

• 2016 Coates Review and the new Prison 
Education Framework

• OpenLearn courses through Virtual Campus

• AHRC Follow on Funding (OU & PET)



Making the BOC

• The (dream)team!

• Ros Crone & Dan Weinbren (OU)

• Colleagues from Open Media Informal Learning 
(OpenLearn)

• Francesca Cooney (PET)

• Nik Jones and Leah Humphries, and others

• Covid pandemic!

• Pilot at HMP Leeds – producing an offline version



What we made

• Level 0/1 course (introduction to learning 
at HE level)

• 8 sessions; total = 24 hours

• Range of materials: teaching text, exercises, 
primary sources (evidence), bespoke audio-
visual assets

• Assessed via quizzes: formative (sessions 1, 
2, 3, 5, 6, 7) & summative (sessions 4 &8)

• Successful completion – award of a digital 
badge



A flexible approach 
to prisoner 
learning

• Online and offline

• 7 bespoke films = standalone mini series on the 
history of the prison, can be delivered through 
prison television

• Both free and freely available

• Standalone course OR can be included in a larger 
course run by another provider

• Plugs into the OU systems through YXM130 
Making your learning count (a low cost way for 
students to count study from open educational 
resources towards at OU qualification, i.e. OU 
Open degree)



Next steps

• We need willing learners! 

• Prisoners, 

• Anyone working in the prisons sector especially those involved in the delivery of 
education

• Anyone interested in prisons or prison history

• We would love to work directly with providers and institutions

• We need feedback – to improve and to do more in this space

• Talk to us directly, surveys for anonymous feedback (hard copy and online), plans for a 1-
year post-launch event


