TURNING OVER A NEW LEAF

When prisoners look forward to the end of a sentence, it is rarely with a book: 65 per cent of our prison population have a
reading age of under eight; a tenth are illiterate.
But now a pioneering scheme, through which inmates teach fellow inmates to read, is spreading the word. Matt Seaton reports.
Reproduced from The Telegraph Magazine 22 Feb 2003

middle-nged man with o durk moustache

A:ml teuches of grey in his bluck hair is
itting at & table pomng over @ red-

jacketesd book. Ancther man sitting next 1o him
poants with & ballpeint pen al keilers in the
bk, The hubbub outside reverberabes wrounsd
the room, which is bare but for the chairs and
the tuhle pushed against the municipal-yellow
wall. Both men are weanng no-label bluee jeans
and maroon sweatshirts,

“Fr-op Bleow, Grrass, Pr-oud. says the first
man, with some hesitation bul then a aote of
triumph s he completes cach word, The min's
pame is Huji. When he ran a small business in
west London, he spoke mainky Urdo, He couki
barcly speak English, kel alome read o write it
But here, in Wandsworth Prison, south London,
he is ome of more than two dozen inmates who
are learmng 10 read — or have already succeeded
in deing 50, The scheme in which they are taking
parl is the brainchild of a pecubarly lesacous
seplugenarizn, Christopher Morgun, and 15
pakd for by the charitable fund be sstablished.
the Shannon Trust.

Whatever your image of the prison-visiting
do-gooder, Morgan cuts a rather unlikely figure
in the role. A former soldier, executive in the
tobaeco industry and Farmer, he becams
involved in presen sssues almost by accident”,

“When [ retired from industry [arowsd |90,
my wife was nervous that 1'd make a nusance
of mysell aroumd the howse,” be says, "Then she
sitw an s o the paper for the Prison Beform
Trusi. asking for volunleers 1o wrile 1o
prizoners, and said. why dom't we both iy thes?
Ohut of curicsity, mather than any expectation of
choing any good, 1 thought I'd grve ola s

A Few weeks Eaier, Morgan was allogated Tom
Shannon. # prisorer dedng life for murder in
HMP Maidstene. 50 began, haltingly aL firse. a
remarkahle correspondence betwesn fwo men ol
utterly different backgrounds and circumstances.
wheo wet Towemd & cenous fellowship, Though hes
letters were Mol of misspelings. Shannon proved
i netural racentewr; brusgue and blunt, vel
good-humoured and even comic, b pea-portraits
of lile 1 prison are full of incident and make
vivid, often shocking reading.

Morgan el that Shanoon’s ketters formied
“a social doecument’ thil deserved wider
circulaion. Afer numerous regection ships,

Morgan — dogged us ever — found an enthusiastic
puhlisher in Doubleday. The correspondemnoe,
with a Foreword by the former chiel inspector of
prasons Judee Stephen Tumim., was publshed as
Tnviwille Cryimg Tree in 1996,

The book was a modest hit, brielly entenig
the hestseller charts, and shifting a very
respectaile 8000 copies, But 115 valwe went
bevord that: Sir David Ramsbotham, who had
st taken wp the post of chiel inspector of
prisons, was very struck by the ook, “IE wies
hugely influential,” e sxvs. “Wiat 1 was trying
1o dor was 1o get my inspectors underneath the

radar. What Shinmon dad was give a clue 10 whar
yuestions Lo ask.”

Because Tom Shiannon could ned profin by has
preson wriling — and Christopher Morgan would
riot — the Shanmon Trast was Tounded with the
purpose of helping former bfers (o adapd 1o lile
outside prison. Al fizs, Morgan s cheel aim was 10
s the proceeds to help pul Shannon in iouch
with his ten teenage soms, with wheom he had bost
contact after his estranged wifi: went 1o live m
Americ, "1 winted 1o give him a reason for mkang
an interest i e, savs Morgan, “The problem is
that b is ternibly insttetiomahsed now”

He did sucxeed in bringing the boys over for
a renion. bui there is no continwing contacl,
Shannon and Maorgan sill correspond, but
Moerzan has had 10 accept that ‘he is not coming
oud”, His theometical rebsse date 1= lomg past but be
sidesteps all attempts (o prepare him for paroke.
It 1= us ol the outssds ne longer bas any appeal.

As long as the Shannon Truse still had funds.
then, it was im need of o now ciuse. Rather
than spend it in drits and deabs “on a course
here, o courss there’, Maorgan settled on the ki
al a literacy praject. Most prisons run reading
Classes, but Morgan realised that there wers far
Loo many inmitles unable or barely abl 1o read
f'or o prison’s education wing to cope with
Estimates of the exient nr"iIIili.-r;l,n;:.- among
inmates vary, depending on who you speak i,

‘Oie statshe that sticks in my mind 15 that
5 per oont of the prison population has a
reading ape of Jess than eight,’ savs Sir David.
“A very large number has no literacy at all, And
the grison service 15 nol good al tackling the
probiems of people who can't resd and wrte.

Al least one i [k, possitly a fifth, cannot
redd or write,” says Prison Officer Meil Lodge,
Trve got ar lesst 10 people who were turned
down by the cducation depariment.’ (They
didin’t hawe the reguited level of basic literacy. )
Lodge is a reliable sousee. for he sereens new
prisoners with a test specifically 1o identify
inmates who might profic by the Shannon
Trist's scheme - an adapiation of the Toe by
Tee reading programime devised by the
educational psychologist Keda Cowling,

‘It took me about
nine months. Now |
canread my own
letters — and write
them, too’

Oificer Lodge has beon a key figure in the
Sharmon Trust's success &l Wandsworth, A big,
revumad=Faced 1eddy bear of & man with scemingly
botomless reserves of enthusiasm, he was born
inn Yorkshire in the mid-Sixtics but emigrated o
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) with his Gamily in
1975} When he left school he worked in the
police force, Before moving 16 Soulh Afrca to
o privisle seeurity work. He came back 1o
Britain in [988, but sl has @ southern Alrican
aceent, Aler o decade working his wav up from
bar work 1o brewery management, he quit and
Joimed the prison service, Sl a small enamel
badge pinned on his tie bas o paetore of o beer
mug with the word “Cheers!” underneath. *As a
licensee, vou have 1o deal with people
comstantly,” he says, "Mow instead of custeamers,
I've got prisosers. But s much the same: you
need o pse o bit of empathy,.”

Lodge works i the WPLUL the vulnerable
prisener unit, Some inmates bere might ke
convicted police officers, for instance, or hit-and-
rim devers who have killed children, but the
mapority are sex offenders, “There are officers
and people within the system who prefer not to
work with sex offenders.” says Lodge. “But 10
me, they're just prisomers. You very rarely pack
up their ks and see what their offences were
You can't have axes o grind.’

In fact, it 15 in the VPL that the scheme has
been most spccessful. The YPL i fortunate,
poasibly, in kaving o more broadly based
demographic mix than other pars of the prison:
it houses & true cross-section of society, from
professionals with university degrees 1o recent
imeigranis wilk barely any English.

Abber holding a meeting 1o explain the
pregramme lale lasl vear, *1 hud probably a 90
per cent enrolment - that's 26 inmiles straight on
the scheme,’ Losipe reports. Most of them have
mow graduated. These are prsoners such as
Ciareth, 23, who keft school with ne gualificanons
whittsoever. ' coubdi’t read Tiie Dadly Telegroph
when 1 started,” he savs, Now be is studving for
it GUSE in English. and bopes o et three
(U5 Es under has belt by the time his sentence
expires next year, ‘Then. hopefully, 1 can gat back
into college — 1 want 1o do car mechanics.”

Al I wantad o do at school was mess abon,”
says Eddse, 3%, ~When | came here. T could read
4 Inttle bit and write a bit. but not mech,” Far
Eddic. the Shannon Trust scheme has meant thiat
ke s overcome perhaps the greatest humibiation
for the prisaner who is idliterate: being unable to
reif R poct, T started in Jume kst ysars al ook
me about nine months, But now | can read my
owm letters — and write letters. too.”

The beauy of the Toe by Toc svstem, as
envisioned by Christopher Morgan and his son
David dwhe stepped in te keep the projoct
manning when Christopher was fonced 1o take
tieme ofT om account of illness ezrlier this year),
is its cconomy and simplicicy, Instead of taking
place om an education wing, it i designed o




wiorrk on the prisoners’ own wing. which makes
it more contained and casier to run. [ reguires
nar externil lsiching sttt just Cowling's Linde
red book (the title Toe & Toe reflects how the
students’ progress 5 measuresd, one small step

at 2 timel. “The only thing 1 can realls claim is
the sdea of inmates feaching umates: the mentor
scheme,” savs Morgan.,

Prisoners work in pairs: one as menior, the
ather us “mentes, is they term it. John. one
of the key mentors in the VPL, even had
cxperience s i specialist teacher of people with
dyslexia. ‘Ii%s very fulfilling for me.” he says.
“U'm using the skills 1 consuier | have, Apan
from the fecr that 1 feel Um dosng sometling
worthwhibe, 11 does mve one a kit of & position
here — that's a frange barefit.”

Mentors are pard (E7-8 per week — the
cquivalent of three packets of rolling tobseeo
any jul's uliernative currency |, but that is not
their main motivation. To be a rusted prisoner
miguns huving more {reedom of movemment
and association, speoding less ime “haneed up’,
wnd simply kewping busy with scmedhing thas
provides job satsfaction. ‘s one of the law
Jobs with real purpose.” agrees Bob, a thoughiful
S-vear-old mentor. “With Toe by Toe vou can
s people developing - it's not only their
reading, but it alTects ther behaviour, oo
There wus one inmate who used to be vioknr.
Because he's now achieved this hevel ol success,
hes a1 much more stable creature.”

When 1 had first hesard OfMicer Lodye speaking
to am wssembly of Toe by Toe graduates a month
earlier (*Fd ke to see every one of vou going out
it the end of your sentence & better person and
a morre educaled person than the ong who came
in") | have po admar that inwardly | discouneed n
a5 rhetoric o the benefit of the non-inmates
present. After all, chis kisd of idealism 5 about
the Easl thang you expect 10 find in & prison — and
frown the lips of & prison offices, . And yet,
itgiim and again, you hear it echoed in the
testimony of the mentors and mentees themse s
s Bob suvs, with reading comes self-csieem and
a kind of “wirtwous cyele” of self-improvement,
*Mow [ cun read [feed betrer in myself savs Ban,
dia, He reads a daaly newspaper (the Sien), and has
sturted ihe Harry Potier storics.

Beasdes the remarkable Oiicer Lodge, the
shannon Trust has been fortunate at Wandswerth
in finding & governor sympatheis: 10115 cuzse
‘For me it was obvious that this was going o
wirk from the way be [Chnstopher Morgin]
sold it to me - or shared his vision.” says
Ciovernor Stephen Rimmer

Bammer (who has now left Wandswaorth and
b swcceeded by Jim Heavens) was :||'|p|_'|il_'|'.|:d
in the wake of 5ir David Ramsbotham's damning
19849 report o HMP Wandsworth, As Morgan
suvs, the prison had a tradition of proving
a “graveyard for governors’ reputations’, vet
Rimmer’s reforms and mose lberal regime seem
1o Bave borme froil As one of the mentors
comments. ‘Tt has changed beyond all recognmon.”

There = another, more Prigmatic redson u."h1_.
the Shannon Trust's scheme should appeal o
prison authorties, A& magor ohstecle Geed by
prison education s1aff is that. despite a nising
popilatson, their bucdsers are alwavs the first 1o
[l prey 1o cost-cutting, AL Wandsworth iself. as

Prisoner Jim learns to read, under the guidance of his mentor, Bob.
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‘One inmate used
to be violent. Now
he’s achieved this
success, he’s
much more stable’

a prson officer comiiies off the recond. 'Education
hits been slashed.” Toe by Toe. tughn by
prisoneTs (o prisoners, reprasents o marvedlously
gifickent programime, reguiring ealy a meodese
investmenl of prsoner ofTeers” time, *117s
inonomons — 1 just facilitace.” mssis Lodee,

The plan now 15 1o wse the expenence gained
it Wandsworth as o ternplate to roll out the
scheme matonwids, Sumifcint hurdizs remain:
while Toe by Toe has been & resoundmg seccess
in the WPL at Wandsworth. a parallel effort in
the muin prison has largely foondered due 1o the
st hility of the population, (On o remand
wing, where there 54 high emover of
prizeners: things are more difficult. ) The other
pitor scheme. at Wormwouod Scrubs, kas also
been frustraied - chiefly by the disruption
caused by a major refurbishment of the prison
Lanlsc following a highly critical inspection). Jan
Wilcos, a governor who has been the Trest's
miin contact at the Scrubs, says that she hopes
1o see Lhe scheme rebunched when their lifers’
wing is re-cstablished. "We've got the will 1o do
it." she says, “but there's so much going on a1 the
miornent here; Arst we've gol fo ger somne stbaly

Bevause the success of Toe by Toe dependds on
the continuity of the mentor-mentee relatonship.
it can eurish in wings where there is o steady,

long-term popadation. But the role plaved by
prison officers is just as vitul, Earfier this year,
Meil Lodge wion a Butler Trust award for bus
work on the scheme in Wandsworth (the Butler
Trust is a chanty which recopnses the work of
stall invokved in the care of prisoners). Since
thens another warder, an officer mumed Susan
Healy, has had considerable sweosss at HMP
Bullingdon. mear Bicester in Oxfordshire,
eslaihishing reading groups on all five wings.
Such motivated indaviduzls are exsentsal,

The Shannon Trest now has the backing of
the prison service, from the odlice of the director
generil Martn Marey (seom 1o be comimissiones
for the correctsonal services) down, 11 has also
sevured solid funding. Sl Sir David
Ramshotham sounds a choutionary nobe, 1 never
til 1o wonder at the prison service's amazing
kimack of not using good things,” be savs, “The
British public doesa’t realise haw much is
ursiderpunned by the voluntary sector, Withowt i,
everyihing good would geind o a hall’

Tor this end, Christopber Morgan is plinning
to re-launch Shannon's reading programme aarly
nexl vesr, wilh The aim of recruiting a group of
volunteer representatives o speread the word
around Brlwin's prizons, Cructally, ulso, he has
succeeded in bringing on board the Prison
Oiicers Asoctation, which. under its new
chairmun. Colin Moses. is koeen 10 foster
a dhifferent image of tsell from the old Labour
bloady-mindedness of the past, Individual
witrelers can shill be cynical about initiatives from
‘do-gooders”, Morgan acknowledges, but with
the Bgcking ol their own association he hopes
more will give the Toe by Toe scherme @ 1ry.

“The change in the guws is overwhelming,”
Susan Healy recently weote o Morgan, -1 see
stmiles, |see shvness disuppeit, | see withdrasn
men change w confident men. 1 would just bke 1o
siy @ bag Lhamk you tor all the peopls’s Hves this
is affecting in a positive way. That includes mane.
Ko naner have heew churmged. For farther
aformerion Whand e work of tle Stamnen Truse,
wrife Ty PO By 236, Crxcforg X2 XL
(O TO-24 ] 07209 i w, Aive st IRad T WS ar i
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