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Introduction 

People in our society need to be able to ‘read the world’ around them and this includes 

those in prison. They also need to express their ideas and views in order to navigate their 

time in prison and prepare for purposeful post-prison lives. For this reason, English 

language and literacy development sits at the heart of custodial plans for those in prison 

and underpins the development of their 

http://www.shannontrust.org.uk/our-work/the-reading-plan/
https://readingagency.org.uk/adults/quick-guides/reading-ahead/
https://prison-reading-groups.org.uk/
http://www.storybookdads.org.uk/
http://offender-learning.excellencegateway.org.uk/english-esol


http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2517
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2517
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move forward and develop their abilities. This is a critical role that everyone can play in 

supporting English development: Each member of the prison team also has a role to play in 

engaging and motivating prisoners to improve their use of English, building on the abilities 

that they already have. Developing confidence and abilities in English must be positioned 

as part of a wider aim to improve lives beyond prison and, so, help to reduce the likelihood 

of reoffending.  

Where does Unlocking English fit into your role? 

 

   
 

Fred: I work in the 

chaplaincy and meet 

many prisoners who have 

difficulty in expressing 

themselves and their 

emotions. Sometimes it’s 

about helping them find 

the words. 

 

Claire – 
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Self-assessment 
 

How confident I feel on a scale of 1-5 about helping prisoners to improve their 
English 
 
 
 
 
 
What English abilities/ knowledge I would like to see them improve 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What main obstacles I encounter when trying to help them improve their English 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How I try to overcome these obstacles? 
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English development outside the English classroom 
 

Work and training 

All activities relating to training and future work include elements of (English) language and/ 

or literacy. Vocational instructors are, therefore, ideally 
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• Reading  – Think about the texts prisoners read on a day to day basis. They may not 

consider themselves ‘readers’ but there are words almost everywhere and it can be 

helpful to focus on the reading that they do in their work or training - information they 

need to carry out tasks etc to help to motivate and encourage them 

Try printing out some instructions, e.g for using a piece of equipment or carrying out a task. 

Now cut it into strips. Task is to arrange them, working in small groups or alone, into the 

right order. Focus on how they did this; perhaps by recognising key words and say that we 

don't always have to understand every word to understand the general meaning of a text 

and we can often guess what a word might mean by reading the whole sentence. 

• Writing  – People can feel particularly sensitive about writing, especially in front of others, 

sometimes because they don’t like their own handwriting or they struggle with spelling or 

punctuation. People can also have difficulty thinking of things to write, their writing may 

lack order or cohesion and they might not know how to differentiate between more and 

less formal styles. There are a number of things you can do to help prisoners improve 

their writing abilities outside an English classroom: 

Try providing models to copy from, e.g. if you are running a multi-skills workshop and have 

‘handover’ sheets or ‘job records’, have some completed examples to share. Discuss the 

style (perhaps quite factual or informal) and give people template to write into, so they don't 

have to worry about layout or how much they should write. 

Further support tips 

 

• Use vocational / workshop experience as a stimulus. 

Resource idea: if you are using and adapting vocational materials 

to support test development, www.hse.gov.uk  provides an 

extensive range of copyright free information to explore health and 

safety issues relating to a wide range of vocational areas and work 

places. It is very accessible as a level 1 resource and texts can be 

easily linked for comparison and extension for level 2 skills. There 

are links from this site to reports, guides

 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/
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Personal and Social Development and 

http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/t/h/the_impact_of_personal_social_development_learning_for_offenders.pdf
http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/t/h/the_impact_of_personal_social_development_learning_for_offenders.pdf
http://www.specialeducationalneeds.co.uk/emotional-literacy.html
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The following short activities can be used by prison officers, trainers, teachers and
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Ask people 

 

 wrnt  

http://www.sheffkids.co.uk/
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http://busyteacher.org/
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Discuss what information people are happy to share with others about themselves. Ask 

what you might share if meeting someone for the first time. 

Differentiation 2 - Sharing information with others (more able/ confident written 

communicators) 

 

Using the acrostic approach above, ask everyone to revise their sentences, first for a job 

search website, then for an interest group online (e.g. about gaming). Now ask them to 

write about a friend, ag

 

 a n

 

 

 

ic

 

a
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English used in daily life and work 

Language underpins everything we do in life and work, starting with our childhood family 

relationships, then our friendships and, later, the social relationships we form beyond our 

immediate environment. Without effective language abilities, we can struggle to function as 

members of society.  Effective language use, therefore, empowers individuals. There are 

lots of resources to support prisoners’ language development on the Excellence Gateway, 

including a

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2139
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2141
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2142
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2140
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Activity 

Ask people, in pairs, to think of things they have done over the last 24 hours. Then ask 

them which of these 
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Promotion and development of effective speaking and listening approaches should be 

included throughout vocational 
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How you ask the question 

When asking questions consider the 

following: 

 

 

 Do the words you’ve chosen give the listener the best chance of a 
positive response – How well are your questions worded? 

 Does your body 

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf1283
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Prior reading experience 

Do you know what reading activities prisoners have undertaken before going to prison? If 

not, you could use the Wheel of English to stimulate discussion. Valuing their prior 

knowledge and experience and getting them to recognise their existing skills and 

knowledge is an important part of the learning process and is something which all prison 

staff can do to some extent.  

 

 
 
 

CPD Activity: What reading do prisoners 
have to do when they are with you? How can they 

 

C

P

D
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Strategies to support reading 

• Normalise the idea that as readers we all can improve our skills at all stages of our 

reading journeys. 

• Draw prisoners’ attention to written language and model reading it and allowing them 

to follow the print as you do so. 

• Demonstrate and allow practice of using images, headlines and sub-titles to predict 

meaning. 

• Provide texts with good ‘readability’ (e.g. plenty of spac.02  0 0 1 353.23 612.67 Tm.75 612.67 
ET
 EMC  /P <</MCID 5131167 Tm.75 612.67 
ET
 EMC  /P <</MCID6>> BDC BT
1 0 0 1 343.15 612.67 Tm
 0.048 odelwa06 Tm
[uTm
[( )] TJ
ET
BT612.67 Tm
 0.048 

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/


https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-for-work/offender-learning
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-for-work/offender-learning
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/using-books-learners-prisons-lesson-plan
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/using-books-learners-prisons-lesson-plan
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/developing-reading-skills-prison
http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/R/e/Readability.pdf
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✓ Job applications and writing at work 

✓ Writing to family and friends 

✓ Official forms, for example applying for housing 

✓ Private notes, lists or diaries 

There are a range of approaches you can use to make a huge difference 

http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2517
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2517
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report writing. There are many more examples available via the Skills Workshop24 (just 

search for writing frames). 

Explore ways of expressing ideas; 

collect different ways of saying the 

same thing. Try and get prisoners to 

make rough notes and jottings to 

get some words on the paper. If 

appropriate, get prisoners to share 

ideas – Ask: ‘What would you 

write?’

http://www.skillsworkshop.org/
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/legal-issues
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/poetry-prison-lesson-plan
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2470


https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/524013/education-review-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/524013/education-review-report.pdf
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Dame Sally Coates made some clear recommendations for the future development of ICT 

that supports learning in prisons to help address issues about infrastructure and
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● Would you read this from beginning to end? Where would you start? What 

would your eye look for? What would make you ‘click on’ to read more? What 

do you expect to find by clicking on the menu items across the top? 

● What kind of writing might you do on a site like this (think about functions like 

searching and entering information). 

 

3. Facilitate discussions about changes taking place in the 

world around us. For example, typing skills may not be 

needed as much as they have been over the last few 

decades. People are more and more interacting with 

computers/ mobile technologies by talking to them directly - 

what does this mean for the development of speaking and 

listening skills? What kind of work will robots be doing in the 

future? Discuss the need for more coders and 

programmers in the workforce as a result. 
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10m  You are going to set up a discussion. Note that discussion in pairs 
and small or larger groups provides an excellent opportunity for 
prisoners to assemble their thoughts, choose appropriate words, 
gain confidence and fluency and engage in active listening.   
 
Elicit



https://api.excellencegateway.org.uk/resource/import-pdf:16946
https://api.excellencegateway.org.uk/resource/import-pdf:16946
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Activity 2 - Recognising different 
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Time Activity Resources 
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/voices/schools/worksheets/pdf/speechstyles.pdf
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Activity 4 - Reading in 
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Activity 5 - Using DARTs to
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Time Activity Resources 

https://readingagency.org.uk/adults/news/2017-quick-reads-titles-published.html
http://readingahead.org.uk/book/10503299
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Activity 6 - Quick and slow writes 

Time Activity
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Time Activity Resources 

20m This activity will slow the writing down and enable learners to 
approach each word, sentence and paragraph with care and 
attention. 
 
Slow write 
Tell learners they will be drafting rather than writing.  Then give 
them a topic and ask them to complete a set of exercises. In his 
Blog ‘The Learning Spy’ David Didau gives the following example 
exercises (they can be simplified according to learners’ abilities): 
 
1. Your first sentence must starting with a present participle 
(that’s a verb ending in ‘ing’) 
2. Your second sentence must contain 

 



http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2470
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2470
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2470
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2470
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English assessment 

Initial assessment tools are designed to help decide which class a learner 

http://www.assessmentandtracking.com/
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http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/exit-ticket
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Equality and diversity 

To 



Unlocking English, ccConsultancy for the Education and Training Foundation, Spring 2017 
53 

Supporting ESOL learners is not simply a case of helping them to learn new vocabulary, 

grammatical constructs, etc. but it is also creating/ making the most of opportunities to take 

part in real practices. As John Sutter explains in the extremely useful ‘Teaching Adult 

ESOL’32: 

 
As this example shows, language and social practices are inextricably connected or one in 

the same.  

 

 
 

 

                                                 
32

 Sutter, J. (2009) Second Language
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● Be aware of common misunderstandings, such as Turkey / Torquay, grade A/ grey 

day. 

● Try to become aware of your role as a speaker/ writer when working with ESOL 

prisoners. For example, think about the phrase ‘It’s like Playschool’ or ‘Don’t forget 

1966!’. If you grew up in the UK, you may know Playschool to have been a children’s 

TV show and the saying ‘It’s like Playschool’ will probably mean to you that 

something is easy. Similarly, you might know that England won the World cup in 

1966 but why would you know this if you didn’t grow up here? ESOL people are 

often very happy to learn cultural 
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Supporting ESOL prisoners’ maths development 

One area that is sometimes overlooked when supporting ESOL prisoners (and ESOL 

learners in general) are the challenges they can face when developing their confidence to 

undertake maths tasks in English. These include: 

● the use of everyday words with everyday usage, for example ‘and’, ‘divide’, ‘more 

than’. 

● the use of everyday words with particular mathematical meaning, for example 

‘average’, ‘the sum of’, ‘multiply’. 

● unfamiliar or culturally specific vocabulary, for example ‘heads and tails’, ‘sleepers 

for use in gardening’ (This is relevant when answering questions in context, for 

example, ‘a sleeper is 3 meters long, 8.5cm high and 4cm deep’ The bed is 10 feet 

long. Will it fit?’) 

● mathematical terminology, for example ‘perimeter’, ‘probability’. 

● more complex language structures, for example ‘as x increases, y increases’ 

 

 
 
 
 

CPD Activity: Consider what you can do in 
light of the challenges faced above? For 
example, how would you support ESOL 
prisoners to develop their knowledge of 
mathematical terminology? 
 
 

 
 

 

It is important to note

https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-for-work/offender-learning
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Learning difficulties and/or disabilities (LDD/SEND) 

There are relatively few specific teaching techniques for

http://www.lddnavigator.org.uk/
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** There are some excellent guides to using plain English at the Plain English Campaign’s 

website34. You will also find the guide to readability35 (referenced

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/
http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/R/e/Readability.pdf
http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/dyslexic/definitions
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As well as facing challenges with short term memory, linear thought and speed of 

information 

http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/
http://www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk/
http://www.dyslexia.uk.net/
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Digital Technology 

For learners with LDDs, technology is frequently used as no more than an
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Working towards accreditation in English  

There is a range of qualifications that prisoners can work towards to demonstrate their 

abilities in English. These qualifications are pitched at different levels from the national 

literacy and ESOL core curricula (shown here alongside the equivalent maths levels):  
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http://offender-learning.excellencegateway.org.uk/working-sector
http://offender-learning.excellencegateway.org.uk/working-sector
http://offender-learning.excellencegateway.org.uk/working-sector
http://offender-learning.excellencegateway.org.uk/working-sector
https://booking.etfoundation.co.uk/
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English on-line learning modules  

The Education and Training Foundation have developed 11 modules to support teachers, 

trainers and all practitioners to develop their personal English confidence and abilities. The 

module titles are: 

1. Grammar 

2. Reading critically 

3. Evaluating writing 

4. Writing effectively and clearly 

5. Writing for impact 

6. Speaking 

7. Listening and understanding 

8. Planning and Developing Writing 

9. Reading with Appreciation 

10. Crafting your own Writing 

11. Critical communication awareness 

 

They can be accessed at http://www.foundationonline.org.uk, in the Maths and English 

section. 

 

http://www.foundationonline.org.uk/
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The Professional Standards for Teachers and Trainers 
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Self assessment 
 

What particular English skills do prisoners use when they are with me?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can I make my prisoners feel good about the English skills they use well?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What questions can I ask to help my prisoners improve aspects of their English?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can I get prisoners to work together in pairs or small groups to improve their 

English?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On a scale of 1-5, how has this guide increased my confidence in helping my 

prisoners with their English? 
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http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf1283
https://api.excellencegateway.org.uk/resource/import-pdf:16946
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/casual-conversation-lesson-plan
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/casual-conversation-lesson-plan
http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/R/e/Readability.pdf
https://readingagency.org.uk/adults/quickreads/
http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/L/e/LetsTalkAboutMoney_1.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/
http://www.chlfoundation.org.uk/resources.htm
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/informational-page/Using%25252520books.pdf
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/attachments/informational-page/Using%25252520books.pdf
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/poetry-prison-lesson-plan
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/teachers/teaching-english-work/offender-learning/poetry-prison-lesson-plan
http://www.excellencegateway.org.uk/content/etf2470
http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/exit-ticket
http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/t/h/the_impact_of_personal_social_development_learning_for_offenders.pdf
http://shop.niace.org.uk/media/catalog/product/t/h/the_impact_of_personal_social_development_learning_for_offenders.pdf
http://www.specialeducationalneeds.co.uk/emotional-literacy.html


http://www.skillsworkshop.org/category/literacy/functional-skills-english
http://www.skillsworkshop.org/sites/skillsworkshop.org/files/resources/e3l1l2texttypesmatch.pdf
http://www.skillsworkshop.org/sites/skillsworkshop.org/files/resources/e3l1l2texttypesmatch.pdf
http://www.skillsworkshop.org/sites/skillsworkshop.org/files/resources/ll2purposeoftextcardgame.pdf
http://www.skillsworkshop.org/sites/skillsworkshop.org/files/resources/ll2purposeoftextcardgame.pdf
http://www.skillsworkshop.org/sites/skillsworkshop.org/files/resources/ll2purposeoftextcardgame.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CQx9sN3GaZo
https://managementui.excellencegateway.org.uk/sites/default/files/Usinggenretodevelopreadingandwriting.pdf
https://managementui.excellencegateway.org.uk/sites/default/files/Usinggenretodevelopreadingandwriting.pdf

