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The Education and Training Foundation has had a new remit from summer 2014. This has 

been to consider the workforce development needs of the offender learning sector. As a 

result of the new remit, the Foundation commissioned a review as part of developing its 

long-term vision for meeting the needs of the Offender Learning sector, more specifically: 

• Updating ‘The Improving Access to Offender Learning in the Community’ publication. 

• Exploring the Foundation’s offer to identify existing resources and programmes which 

may support prison managers, educators and leaders in their work. 

• Assessing the Foundation’s on-line leadership toolkit for relevance.  

• Promoting the Professional Standards for teachers and trainers in the education and 

training in England by producing a resource guide mapped to the professional 

standards.   

• Gathering intelligence on the key issues that the offender learning sector faces – to plan 

a programme of support. 

 

Challenges 

As a result of the review undertaken between September and November 2014, the 

following challenges were identified: 

1. Low Professional Status/Morale 

There appear to be inherent structural challenges within Offender Learning which are 

mitigating against its success with regard to the status of its membership within the prison 

estate. As the UCU ‘Prison Educators’ Report findings state: 

‘The career and role of prison educators suffers from having a lower professional status 

than that of teaching staff in Further Education (FE) Colleges or in Adult Education.’ 

2 Organisational Improvement 

There is a cultural challenge peculiar to this sector, in that education is not the key priority 

or main focus for the prison estate. Security has to outweigh education from the senior 

manager’s perspective, so the challenge for Heads of Offender Learning & Skills (HOLS) is 

not just how to improve the service or develop their own skills, but how to enhance the 

perception of the importance of OLASS.  

‘Major concerns included restricted access to ICT, the loss of teaching time due to the 

movement of students within the prison environment and restrictions on the use of 

specific teaching resources.’



 

3 Staff Development 

Whilst there has been provision that has benefited the sector through organisations such 

as NIACE and LSIS, whether through fully funded programmes or through grant 

supported improvement programmes, there has been little available recently, which has 

impacted the sector. 

Some of the key gaps in provision staff identified were:  

 a lack of regular professional CPD for tutors in education provision 

 training for non-OLAS staff, e.g. workshop instructors (aka Band 4) including initial 
training 

 access to coaching and mentoring 

 improving the awareness of employers and supporting employers to recruit 
offenders  

 

4. Technology & On-line Resources 

With the introduction of Virtual Campus a few years ago, it was felt that the answer to the 

technology embargo within the prison estate might finally have come to an end. This, 

however, has not proven to be the case yet, with issues over limited resources and relevant 

tools being available, and/or staff not having the requisite technology skills to create more 

timely and engaging content themselves.  

 

Recommendations 

The challenges identified led to the following recommendations and a work programme to 

be undertaken before the 31st March 2015, funded by the Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills. 

1) Professional Status  

PET has recommended that with regard to the development of teachers and their CPD, 

that there is the need for an overarching strategy for the development of prisoner teaching 

excellence to realise a shift towards critical mass. This would require a clear map for 

teacher development and for teacher leadership development from initial training and 

entry through to higher levels of expertise and support for CPD.  

 

They also felt there may be value in having some accreditation or kite-mark for expertise in 

prisoner teaching to signify this specialist status, though it may have to be delivered in a 

modular or bite-size form. 

  



 

2) Staff Development 

The isolation issues, which limit development within the sector, relate to leaders and 

managers as well as practitioners, and need to be addressed - ideally through collaborative 

working and/or some blended training approaches. The feedback is very clear about the 

types of support which would be welcomed, such as: mentoring, coaching, improvement 

projects, training packages/resources, regional workshop and networking events – 

especially if delivered by consultants or specialists with an expertise in Offender Learning. 

 

3) Organisational Improvement 

Whole Organisational Approach 

We would recommend provision that supports encouraging a co-ordinated and strategic 

approach to organisational improvement. From our experience, any significant change that 

is sought within an institution requires senior management buy-in and support.   

 

4) Supporting Employers  
 
A programme of support for employers so that they can better understand how to 
effectively recruit offenders and provide the support in the work place. To provide 
opportunities for employers to share effective practice with other employers that are 
recruiting and supporting offenders in the work place successfully.  
 
5) Improving the use of Technology 

Increasing the awareness of on-line resources that are available to facilitate CPD in an 

engaging, flexible and cost-effective way is as important as an awareness of the learning 

resources available to use with learners.  

 

6) Blended Training 

As regards the use of the Toolkit – or similar resources – for CPD, requests have been 

made for guidance on their effective use. Traditionally, on-line resources have been used as 

a form of ‘distant’ or ‘remote’ learning, that is, the learner sits in front of the screen and 

works through the materials in isolation. It has been suggested that workshops supported 

by the Toolkit might be an effective way of demonstrating the blended 

approach. 

 

  



 

Work programme (December 2014 – March 2015) 

The new programme of activity between December 2014 and March 2015 includes: 

 Design of an Education and Training Foundation communication strategy for 
the offender learning sector. 
 

 Development of an Offender Learning Exhibition Site - illuminating good 
practice. 
 

 Production of a quarterly newsletter to promote: the support available from the 
Foundation; case studies which show sustainable solutions to current issues; and 
showcase resources. 
 

 Updating of the Offender Learning Leadership and Management toolkit. 
 

 Creation of an Offender Learning Teaching and Learning toolkit. 
 

 Identification of offender learning sector experts to support delivery of 
programme. 
 

 Production of a clear map for  leadership development with development of a 
training needs analysis tool from initial training and entry through to higher 
levels of expertise and support for CPD manamement. 
 

 Provision of master classes for HOLSE / OLASS managers on hot topics 
(delivered by sector experts, facilitated by Foundation). 
 

 Provision of regional workshops for curriculum managers and practitioners 
related to delivering within the secure estate (co-delivered by sector experts and 
Foundation Associates). 
 

 Piloting of collaborative organisational learning (based on Dartmoor model) 
opportunities, supported by a critical friend and a professional dialogue facilitator. 
 

 Piloting of coaching and mentoring for teachers and instructors based on LSIS 
Advanced Teaching and Learning Coach programme. 

 

Future work programme (Post March 2015) 

It is hoped that the work programme started in December 2014 will be both extended and 

expanded post March 2015.   

 

If you have any ideas or want to know more then please email the Leadership, 

Management and Governance team or visit the Foundation’s offender learning webpage.  

 

mailto:leadership@etfoundation.co.uk
http://www.et-foundation.co.uk/supporting/offender-learning/

