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Abstract
This paper describes literacy provision in Wheatfield Prison in Dublin, Ireland. Literacy is provided as an
integral part of a broad education program designed to foster personal development and prepare prisoners for
post-release. The program’s originality lies in its ability to offer individualized learning programs within a
broad basket of choices that link students into the formal education sector. Participatory approaches that build
programs around students’ own experiences and motivations are favored. Literacy students are not
stigmatized or separated, and may participate in certain courses along with other inmates working at high
school diploma or further education levels. A holistic approach to education is adopted and literacy teaching
is integrated wherever possible into the broader curriculum, including Instructional Technology (IT) and
Creative Arts courses.
Literacy is primarily something people do: it is an activity, located in the space between thought and

text. Literacy does not just reside in people’s heads as a set of skills to be learnt, and it does not just reside

on paper, captured in texts to be analysed. Like all human activity, literacy is essentially social, and it is

located in the interaction between people (Barton, Hamilton, & Routledge, 1998, p. 3).

Adult Learning is primarily undertaken on a voluntary, self-motivated basis and in a context where

the learner rather than the provider is at the centre of the process. (...) Such a user-driven (approach)

challenges the predominance of institutional providers in determining the context and methodologies

of the learning experience: it transforms the power relationships between the provider and the learner

in favour of the learner and it challenges institutions to develop and implement inclusive policies and

practice and processes of learner engagement (Department of Education and Science, 2000, p. 32).

Prison Education in Ireland The Context: Wheatfield Prison

Education in Irish prisons is provided by There are currentlyjustover 3000 people imprisoned
Vocational Education Committees (VECs or locah Ireland, of whom the vast majority are male.
education authorities) that also have responsibilitWheatfield Prison was opened in 1989 and holds
for community-based further and adult educatioapproximately 370 male prisoners in two segregated
This service is provided in partnership with thgroups. The age range is wide—from 16 or over 60—
Department of Justice. Other bodies such as takhough most prisoners are in their twenties and
Public Library Service, the Arts Council and th¢hirties. Of the 370, approximately 230 use the
Open University also make a contribution but thEducation Unit at any given time. At present, sentence
VECs are responsible for the day to day managemdéarigth varies enormously, from 6 months to life
and administration of classes in prisons. Thimprisonment. Thereisa “turnover” of 15-20 per month
concept of education is a very broad one and asd 20-30 percent of the school population stay for one
founded on a number of principles that are reflectedademic year or more.
in the Council of Europe (1990) document The education Unit itself is an integral part of the
“Education in Prison.” These principles, broadlprison building. Like the rest of the prison it is modern
summarized, are as follows: and purpose built and provides good facilities,

» Basic Education and literacy work are prioritizedncluding large general classrooms, small tutorial

 all prisoners are given, wherever possible, equaloms, and special rooms for Home Economics, Atrt,

access to education; Pottery and Photography, Drama and Music, Crafts,
» education is, as much as possible, similar to thB¢chnology, Horticulture, and Science. Instructional
provided in the community; technology (IT) classes are offered and the Unit also has
» the focus is on the development of the wholen Open Learning Center. There is a large central
person; gymnasium and a theater.
e education and training have equal status. Prisoners are able to attend school during the
Education is at all times voluntary; working day, as education has equal status with work.
» the focus is as much as possible on preparifigis means that a prisoner can attend on a full-time or
prisoners for life after release. part-time basis, depending on the range of classes he

The program does not include vocational trainingelects, in conjunction with the Education staff. A
which is administered separately by the prison regimenajority of prisoners would, however, opt to attend on
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a part-time basis and divide their time between school What Is “Literacy”?
and work or vocational training. Classes are offered The definition used by Irish prison educators follows
during 11 months of the year. closely that outlined by the Irish National Adult
Literacy Agency, the non-government organization
The School Program: Essential Characteristics responsible for the co-ordination and development of
We place most emphasis on engaging with tlaelult literacy work at the national level in Ireland. It
prisoner in directly addressing his educational need®ntrasts with that offered by the U.S. National Summit
This student-centered approach means that schoolAdult Literacy:
applicants are interviewed individually and a program ...an individual's ability to read, write and
is devised with their active co-operation, based on speak... compute and solve problems at levels
length of sentence, literacy level, subject preferences of proficiency necessary to function on the job
and personal goals. This initial interview forms the and in society, to achieve one’s goals and
basis of an on-going process of planning, support and develop one’s knowledge and potential.
monitoring as each individual works toward his Itis broader, more student centered, and places far
objectives. Once enrolled, students are not requiredtere emphasis on personal development, reflecting
fit into pre-ordained programs. Approximately 8@he general approach we take to education as
percent of Irish prisoners have left school before tloeitlined above:
age of 16 (O’Mahony, 1997). Experience has taughtus All good adult literacy work starts with the
that young people and adults who are already alienated needs of the individual. It respects the adult
from mainstream education need to build confidence status of the student, his/her prior knowledge,
and motivation by first addressing educational areas skills and individual life story and encompasses
that directly motivate them. aspects of personal development—social, eco-
The primary aim is to engage the prisoner in the nomic, emotional, cultural and political. It is
educational process in a meaningful way for the first also concerned with improving self-esteem and
time. This may involve, in the first instance, putting to  building confidence, and goes far beyond the
one side issues that the educator deems to be mostmere technical skills of communication. The
urgent and addressing the prisoner’s concerns. For underlying aim of good adult literacy practice is
example, adults with literacy difficulties may not to enable people to understand and reflect
initially be attracted to formal classes to improve these critically on their life circumstances, to explore
skills, but may be attracted to classes in health and new possibilities, to initiate constructive change
physical education, or the creative arts area. (National Adult Literacy Agency, 1999, p. 11).
Alternatively, students may only wish to attend This definition ensures that we place literacy
literacy classes on a one-to-one basis initially, but thprovision firmly in the broader curriculum where
become engaged in other activities as they gaitudents are offered as many learning opportunities as
confidence. With their previous negative educatigmossible: literacy is viewed as a set of enabling skills
experience, students may often make several falgkich enable adults to develop their full potential.
starts before engaging in any meaningful way in
courses. The essential factor is that they are supported How Many Prisoners Have Difficulty with
in their efforts to find areas of study that arelLiteracy? How Are These Difficulties Expressed?
meaningful to them. Specific interest areas could A national study of literacy levels within the prison
include particular subjects, vocational training, angbpulation is currently being carried out. This study will
the ability to help their children. replicate the International Adult Literacy Survey, the
Our experience shows that education providerssults of which are driving new policy developments
simply cannot be too conscious of the negative imagesghin the broader world of Adult Education in Ireland.
of education that many adults bring back with them téowever, a local survey carried out in Wheatfield in
the learning process. Many people in prison wh®93 investigated how prisoners themselves view their
initially express great antipathy or distrust towarliteracy and numeracy difficulties (Kett, 1993). The
formal courses and certification can be drawn baskirvey showed that 35 percent of those interviewed felt
into these courses on a gradual basis. The geneéhaly had problems with both reading and writing. These
“basket” of choices that prisoners are offered revolvéigures are hardly surprising, given the number of
around the following subject areas: Basic Educatioprisoners who have not completed even initial secondary
Literacy and Numeracy; Health and Physicaducation. More significant that the actual statistics are
Education; General Studies, leading to certificatiche insights into how prisoners’ (or any adults’) attitudes
where appropriate; and Creative Activities, includingp literacy change with their life circumstances. It was
Music, Drama, Art, Pottery and Crafts. clear that many only became aware of their literacy
We therefore strive at all times to integratproblems when they were sentenced. Fifty-seven percent
literacy tuition into the context of this broadepf those with reading and writing difficulties said they
curriculum. There now follows a definition of whathad these problems in prison, as against 26 percent who
we mean by ‘“literacy” and a more detailedaidthey had problems outside prison. Many specifically
description of how we teach. mentioned letter writing and official letters of request to
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the Governor. Others said that literacy problenfsrms the basis for the production of materials for other
increased the tension and frustration of prison life.  beginner readers. The student’s own words are written
A number of those who had problems with reading addwn, adapted and edited with him, line-broken and
writing pinpointed areas of practical difficulty: interview-word-processed with the aid of a computer. The
ing for jobs, filling out forms, and functional readingLanguage Experience method is relevant to both adults
Fifty percent predicted that they would have problemsé@md adolescents who are alienated from mainstream
release, in relation to employment or further educatiorculture and education, as other standard texts are often
There was a striking difference between the numberioklevant and demotivating. It allows their “voice” to be
those who had sought help outside of prison, as oppokegitimized and valued.
to inside: only 12 percent as compared with 67 percent.The topics chosen are ones that relate directly to the
One older man said that he had tried “many times to gétident’s personal experience. From a practical
help—but daily living, job, family, other things got in theperspective, this makes reading easier as the language
way” (Kett, 1993). In contrast, a large majority hadeflects the student's own speech patterns and
availed themselves of educational opportunities througbcabulary. A range of exercises to develop sight
the Education Unit. The findings of this research studycabulary and then independent reading skills can
confirm the need for the long-established priority giveslso be devised on the basis of this kind of text. The
to literacy within the school curriculum and thevritings can be personalized, but also functional: the
importance of taking the student’s priorities anttacher and student mutually determine the kind of

motivations as the starting point for tuition. texts most suitable. A current publishing project in
Wheatfield is a series of interviews with students about
Organization of Literacy Provision their school days and motivations for attending classes

New school applicants are interviewed on a weekily prison. An accompanying tape is to be used for
basis throughout the year. Every effort is made thteracy awareness” training for new teachers and
respond immediately to a prisoner’s request for help witifficers. In a prison context, however, students may be
literacy. Unit officers and other staff are also encouragpdrticularly wary of using personal accounts of life
to refer potential students for help. We use informakperiences. Childhood or education can stir painful
assessment methods, or “self-report,” meaning that memories, so the teacher must exercise tact and
do not use tests or “objective” external standards gensitivity. Many other less personal topics can be
measure reading and writing skills. This informadapted to this method, including letter writing. Other
approach is very much the norm in adult literacy work students’ writings can be used as a lead in, if the
Ireland. It is also based on our own extensive experierstadent is not at a very basic level (Shrapnel-Gardiner,
of what works in practice, and is now confirmed by othd985). Newspapers, magazines and other functional
research findings (Bailey & Coleman, 1998). Thimaterials such as application forms can be selected to
research found that adults who wish to return to learniogrrespond to the student’s interests, simplified and
face a range of barriers which inhibit their participatiomdapted as necessary.
including shame and embarrassment about their lowThe Prison Education Service has produced a range of
level of educational attainment, low self-esteem andeaders in the past 20 years using the Language
lack of confidence in their ability to learn. There isxperience approach. In most cases the readers are
however, a consciousness of the need to standardizegaduced locally in Education Units and circulated to
systems, based in part on the awareness that sathers. Some have been distributed through the National
prisoners with literacy needs “slip through the net” ar&dult Literacy Agency.
do not obtain help. One element of the national study of A new development of this kind of publishing work
literacy levels among the prison population referenced wheatfield is a series of graded readers and
above is the development of a “student friendlyvorkbooks on the theme of the national lottery. In this
screening system in conjunction with the National Adutase, teaching staff have written the texts: the
Literacy Agency. After the initial interview, thevocabulary is controlled, butis based on the language
applicant is given an individualized learning plan axperience of Irish adults and uses a topic of universal
outlined earlier. Students with very basic skills whimterest that guarantees a familiar storyline. The series
cannot deal with simple texts are encouraged i® completed with audiotapes and a CD-ROM to
participate in small group sessions, although many @&mecourage independent learning (C.D.V.E.C., 2001).
ware of this form of tuition. An alternative can be offered The more traditional Language Experience ap-
in the form of one-to-one tutorials for short periods. Th@oaches to teaching literacy as outlined above can also
following case studies illustrate our approach in a madoe adapted using new technologies. Literacy students
concrete manner. and teachers in Wheatfield are currently co-operating

with others from three other European counties to

The Literacy Curriculum: Teaching Practice create exemplary materials for another CD-ROM,

including articles and debates that reflect young
Case Study 1: Language Experience prisoners’ experiences and opinions. Samples of these

This approach to teaching reading can be used imaterials are available from the Education Unit,

variety of ways, for individual and group work. It als&Wheatfield Prison.

65



JCE = \Volume52 e |[ssue2 e June 2001

Kathy Boudin (1993) refers to classroom practiogith a series of “freezes,” like video images. Thought
that depends on passivity and the rote learning todcking is linked to this technique: it provides a way of
isolated skills as running counter to what we knogetting ideas “out.” Other participants, or the teacher,
about adult learning in general and how it can be bestd articulate the individual’'s thoughts. He can be
facilitated. Like Boudin, we try wherever possible tasked to supply just a word, then a phrase, then a couple
embed literacy acquisition in a broader education that sentences. This method is particularly useful for
has at its heart problem-posing and critical thinkinguork with students whose language skills are poor.
There are limitations; some learners do not like thiith the teacher acting as scribe, the ideas can be
methodology because they find it too demanding ab@dnsformed into metaphor and presented as drama.
intrusive. However, the basic premise of increasinihe students’ own words can be extended, and their
confidence, and therefore motivation, by focusing dndividual experience transcended beyond literal
the learner’s interests and experiences holds goodrepresentation. The end product is then written up,
many students. performed, and possibly made available to other

learners, both for workshop readings and classroom
Case Study 2: Extending Literacy Skills with IT  study (Neelands, 1992).

Two of the projects outlined above are using new C. Hearing great language and text. Students can
technology to extend students’ learning opportunitierm part of a group working toward a production of
However, most adults with literacy difficulties have none of the great texts in the English language. The
experience of IT and are often initially intimidated by ifocus in this instance is not primarily on the learner’s
The use of computers in literacy classes can eaditgracy skills, but on his role as a member of a group.
dispel their fears: students can be introduced to simflee text is made accessible to him by reading aloud or
keyboard and word processing skills as reinforcemesftering a version on tape or video. For example, a
for writing. We have also found that the Open Learnirrgcent project adapted Shakespeare’s “The Winter's
Centre is crucial in encouraging literacy students Tale” for performance to both prison and outside
widen their involvement in educational activities. Thaudiences. The literacy students involved formed their
Centre provides open access to a range of multi-median interpretation of the story, adapting the universal
materials and is staffed by teachers who hatleeme of betrayal and adultery to their own
experience working with literacy students, becausaperience. The learner's own spoken version was
those students who are unwilling to work in a grouppen recorded by the teacher, using the Language
context can often be persuaded to take sessions thEsgerience approach described earlier. One student
As the work is individualized, no group pressure is feliescribed his experience in these terms: “I think
and students may progress at their own pace. Mayone that hasn’'t done this should give it a go.
closed bad spellers and others struggling to cope withere’s loads of language and it's so different that you
mainstream courses take advantage of suppoan buzz with it. | sing ‘He has stockings and smocks
materials to improve their basic skills. and slippers’ and | get great enjoyment out of it”

(Wheatfield Place of Detention, 2000).

Case Study 3: Literacy and Drama

Drama workshops are offered as part of a broad Moving on: Progress to National Certification
creative arts curriculum in Wheatfield. These workshops and Beyond
are open to all students on a weekly basis. Drama carOf course, a significant number of our literacy
provide a rich source of qualitative experiences fstudents never progress to external certification and we
literacy students that build on and extend their existimgver try to enforce this. Wherever possible and
skills (Hunt, 2000). appropriate, however, we encourage students to

A. Using Drama as a methodology for puttingroceed toward national certification. We use either
learning in_context. Drama can be used to creatandard high school examinations that hold real
imaginative realities to practice and extend familidcurrency” in today’s Ireland, or a relatively new form
functional literacy “routines.” For example, role playsf certification for adults who have dropped out of the
on topics such as buying and selling a car, looking fof@mal system and which can be completed in modular
flat, or meeting a potential landlady, can be built aroufiorm in three to six months. The education system
other work on form-filling and letter writing. This kindallows students access to a wide range of vocational
of work challenges students’ shyness and builds seadfialifications that are interlinked and can be used as
confidence. Most importantly, it provides a livingstepping stones for further study. Some of these courses
context for learning, within which skills can be practicecelate to Health, Nutrition, Cookery, and Physical
and experienced. Education, and they often attract those who are not

B. Creating Plays by using students’ experiencenitially prepared to admit to needing help with literacy.
Ideas that students bring can be worked through usigr further details on these courses, contact the
a range of drama techniques including improvisatioNational Council for Vocational Awards on their
freeze framing, and thought tracking. Freeze framingebsite: www.ncva.ie. These courses offer another
involves stopping the action and making “stiltway in” to adults who have had previous negative
pictures” with the body. A story can be constructegkperiences of education.
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Students work together in groups with the teacherwvery real drawbacks and difficulties demand resilience to
an atmosphere of informality that differs significantlpvercome. Nothwithstanding this, it is our considerable
from the standard classroom approach. As for basixperience that a participatory approach fostering
literacy students, the needs and interests of the grggusonal development can be a real agent for change
are paramount. The teacher must attempt to build @mong prisoners.
existing strengths, using a “student centered approach”
rather than teach the course in a conventional way. References
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