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Assignment 2
Introduction

This study explores the role, accessibility and effectiveness of culinary education in prisons in Wales, focusing on the experiences of incarcerated men. Education in custodial settings is widely recognised as a central component of rehabilitation, contributing to improved well-being, employability, and reduced reoffending rates. Recent policy in Wales emphasises the importance of creating inclusive and engaging learning environments that support individuals in becoming “job-ready” and capable of sustaining employment upon release (Welsh Government, 2024). Within this context, culinary education represents a form of vocational learning that combines practical skill development with opportunities for creativity, responsibility, and personal achievement.

The central research question guiding this study is: In what ways do inmates perceive culinary education as shaping their confidence in learning and motivation for self-improvement? Existing research highlights that participation in prison education can enhance mental well-being, increase engagement with learning, and improve post-release outcomes such as employment and reduced reoffending (Prisoners Education Trust, 2024). Additionally, food-related activities—including cooking and nutrition education—have been identified as valuable components of prison curricula, supporting life skills development and broader rehabilitative goals (Food Matters, 2024).

This study aims to investigate the perceived psychological and educational benefits of culinary training among incarcerated males in Wales, with particular focus on confidence-building and motivation for self-improvement. By examining learners’ perspectives, this research seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of how vocational education can support meaningful personal development within prison environments.

Literature Review

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative techniques to examine how incarcerated men in Wales perceive culinary education and its influence on their confidence and motivation for self-improvement. This approach is well suited to the complexity of prison education, as it captures both measurable outcomes—such as engagement and skill development—and subjective experiences, including identity, confidence, and personal growth. In the Welsh custodial context, there is increasing emphasis on rehabilitation through education and employability-focused training, making it important to evaluate not only whether programmes are effective, but how they are experienced by learners.
The qualitative component of the study will involve semi-structured interviews, enabling participants to share their personal experiences of culinary education in depth. This method allows for the exploration of how individuals interpret their learning journeys, including how culinary training may influence their confidence, self-worth, and attitudes toward future goals. Qualitative approaches are particularly valuable in prison education research because they capture the nuanced and often transformative aspects of learning that are difficult to quantify. For example, Cleere (2020) highlights how prison education can support desistance by fostering a sense of identity change and personal agency. However, qualitative research is often criticised for its limited generalisability due to smaller sample sizes and the potential for researcher interpretation to influence findings (Glazzard et al, 2025).
The quantitative component will complement these insights using structured questionnaires designed to measure levels of confidence, motivation, and engagement among participants. This enables the identification of broader trends and relationships across a larger group, strengthening the reliability and comparability of the data. Quantitative evidence consistently demonstrates that participation in prison education is associated with positive outcomes, including improved employability and a reduced likelihood of reoffending (Ministry of Justice, 2023). However, such approaches are sometimes criticised for reducing complex human experiences to numerical data, potentially overlooking the depth of personal change. Additionally, self-selection bias remains a limitation, as individuals who engage in educational programmes may already possess higher levels of motivation (Berglund, 2020).

Integrating both qualitative and quantitative methods is a central strength of the mixed-methods approach. By bringing together statistical evidence and personal narratives, the study can offer a more comprehensive and balanced understanding of the role of culinary education in prison contexts. This triangulation process strengthens the study’s validity by enabling findings to be cross-checked across multiple data sources. As Creswell and Clark (2018) argue, mixed-methods research is particularly effective for examining complex social issues because it provides both breadth and depth of understanding. This is especially relevant in custodial environments, where a range of institutional, social, and individual factors shape educational experiences.
Despite its strengths, the mixed-methods approach also poses challenges. It is more time-consuming and resource-intensive than single-method designs, requiring careful planning to ensure that both qualitative and quantitative data are collected and integrated effectively. There is also a risk that one method may dominate, undermining the balance of perspectives. Furthermore, in prison education, structural constraints—such as limited access to programmes, variations in delivery, and institutional restrictions—can affect the consistency and comparability of data (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2022). These factors must be considered when interpreting findings.
Overall, the mixed-methods approach is justified as it enables a nuanced and critical exploration of culinary education among incarcerated males in Wales. By capturing both measurable trends and individual experiences, this method provides a robust framework for understanding how culinary training may influence confidence and motivation for self-improvement

Sampling 

This study will utilise a purposive sampling strategy, supported by elements of convenience sampling, to recruit incarcerated males in Wales who are currently engaged in, or have recently completed, culinary education programmes. Purposive sampling is appropriate as it enables the researcher to deliberately select participants with direct experience of the phenomenon under investigation.
This ensures the data is closely aligned with the research question, as only individuals who have taken part in culinary education can provide informed reflections on its influence on confidence and motivation for self-improvement. 
Purposive sampling is commonly employed in qualitative and mixed-methods research, particularly when the goal is to generate in-depth, context-specific insights rather than broad generalisations. As noted by Uwe Flick (2018), this approach enables researchers to concentrate on information-rich cases that offer a detailed understanding of social experiences. Likewise, Louis Cohen et al. (2018) contend that selecting participants based on their knowledge and relevance to the study strengthens the validity of findings in educational research. In the context of prison education, this method ensures that participants’ lived experiences of learning programmes remain central to the study.

Alongside purposive sampling, convenience sampling will be incorporated due to the practical constraints of conducting research within custodial settings. Access to participants is often restricted by institutional policies, time limitations, and security considerations. Therefore, individuals who are available and willing to participate in selected Welsh prisons will be included. Although convenience sampling may introduce bias, it is frequently employed in research conducted in controlled or hard-to-reach environments (Bryman, 2021). This pragmatic approach allows the study to be conducted within realistic operational boundaries while still focusing on a relevant participant group.
For the quantitative component, a larger sample will be recruited through the distribution of questionnaires within culinary education programmes. This enables the identification of patterns and trends in confidence, engagement, and motivation across participants. While the sample may not be statistically representative of the entire prison population, combining purposive and convenience sampling can still produce meaningful and reliable findings within the study context. According to Mark Saunders et al. (2019), non-probability sampling methods are appropriate in exploratory research where access is limited, and the research aims to generate insight rather than generalise to a wider population.
However, several limitations must be acknowledged. One key issue is self-selection bias, as individuals who choose to engage in culinary education—and subsequently in the study—may already possess higher levels of motivation or interest in self-improvement. This could lead to an overrepresentation of positive perceptions. Additionally, institutional gatekeeping may influence which participants are made available, potentially limiting diversity within the sample. David Silverman (2020) notes that access constraints and recruitment processes can shape qualitative samples, particularly in regulated environments such as prisons.
Furthermore, prison-based research often faces challenges related to sample size and representativeness. As noted by Prisoners' Education Trust (2019), participation in prison education programmes varies significantly across institutions, meaning that findings may reflect specific institutional contexts rather than broader trends. This reinforces the importance of interpreting results within the scope of the study.
Despite these limitations, the chosen sampling strategy is appropriate for the aims of this research. By focusing on individuals with direct experience of culinary education, the study ensures that findings are grounded in relevant and meaningful perspectives. The combination of purposive and convenience sampling provides a practical yet methodologically sound approach, enabling a detailed exploration of how culinary education shapes confidence and motivation among incarcerated males in Wales.

Ethics 

Ethical considerations are central to this study exploring the role, accessibility and effectiveness of culinary education in prisons in Wales, particularly as it involves incarcerated men, a population widely recognised as vulnerable due to restricted autonomy and institutional power dynamics. Research conducted in prison settings presents additional ethical complexities beyond standard human participant research, requiring careful attention to consent, coercion, confidentiality and participant welfare.
A key ethical issue is informed consent. Within prisons, the ability to provide truly voluntary consent may be compromised by perceived coercion, authority structures, or expectations of personal benefit. Prisoners may feel obliged to participate if they believe involvement could influence their treatment or access to opportunities. As noted by Simpson et al. (2025), coercion—whether overt or subtle—is a significant concern in prison research. To address this, participants must be clearly informed that participation is entirely voluntary, unrelated to their sentence or privileges, and that they can withdraw at any time without penalty. Information should be presented in an accessible language to account for varying literacy levels (Hemming et al., 2021).
Closely linked is the issue of power imbalance and vulnerability. The prison environment inherently limits autonomy, placing incarcerated individuals in a subordinate position relative to staff and researchers. This imbalance may affect participants’ willingness to express honest views, particularly when discussing the accessibility or effectiveness of educational programmes. However, excluding prisoners from research also raises ethical concerns, as it silences their perspectives (Abbott et al., 2018). This study must therefore balance protection with inclusion, ensuring participants are empowered to share their experiences without fear of repercussions.
Confidentiality and anonymity are particularly important in a closed institutional setting. Participants may fear that critical comments about prison education could be traced back to them, potentially affecting relationships with staff or other prisoners. To mitigate this risk, all data must be anonymised, securely stored, and reported in ways that prevent identification. Compliance with data protection standards such as the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is essential (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2024). Maintaining confidentiality also encourages more open and honest responses.
Another significant ethical consideration is the risk of harm and emotional wellbeing. Discussing experiences of imprisonment, education, or exclusion may evoke distress, frustration or anxiety. Trauma-informed research approaches emphasise minimising harm and responding sensitively to participants’ emotional needs (Alessi and Kahn, 2023). Researchers should conduct interviews in a supportive manner, allow participants to pause or withdraw, and provide information about support services where necessary. The principle of non-maleficence requires that the potential benefits of the research outweigh any risks to participants.
The issue of fair and equitable recruitment is also critical. Recruitment processes within prisons are often mediated by staff, which can introduce bias. For example, more compliant or accessible individuals may be selected, limiting the diversity of perspectives and potentially distorting findings about accessibility. Transparent and inclusive recruitment strategies are therefore necessary to ensure fairness and avoid gatekeeping (HRA, 2025).
Institutional approval and governance are essential components of ethical prison research. Studies conducted in prisons in Wales must obtain approval from bodies such as HM Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) and a recognised Research Ethics Committee. These processes ensure compliance with legal and ethical standards, including safeguarding participants and maintaining accountability (HRA, 2022). Researchers must also adhere to prison security protocols, which may shape how data is collected and managed.
An additional ethical issue is authentic representation and voice. Prisoners’ perspectives are often marginalised in research and policy discussions. This study, which focuses on the lived experiences of culinary education, has a responsibility to represent participants’ views accurately. Misinterpretation or selective reporting could reinforce inequalities or misinform policy. As emphasised by Liebling et al. (2019), qualitative prison research must prioritise authenticity and respect for participants’ narratives.
Researcher reflexivity and positionality are equally important. It is essential for researchers to critically consider how their backgrounds, assumptions, and interactions may shape the research process. This is especially significant in prison contexts, where disparities in power and social status can influence communication and interpretation (Jewkes et al., 2016). Reflexivity helps ensure findings remain grounded in participants’ experiences rather than researcher bias.
Finally, the principle of justice and fairness emphasises that the advantages and responsibilities of research should be allocated in an equitable manner. The study should aim to improve educational opportunities in prisons without exploiting participants. Disseminating findings in ways that inform policy and practice is an important ethical outcome (Armstrong and Ludlow, 2016).
In conclusion, this study must address a range of ethical considerations specific to prison research, including informed consent, power dynamics, confidentiality, minimisation of harm, equitable recruitment, and institutional governance. Given the vulnerability of incarcerated men and the restrictive nature of prison environments, ethical practice must be embedded throughout all stages of the research process. By adopting a transparent, respectful and participant-centred approach, the study can generate meaningful insights into culinary education in Welsh prisons while upholding the dignity and rights of participants.


Research Tools 

The primary research tools selected for this study are semi-structured interviews and document analysis, supported by a qualitative research design. These tools are well-suited to exploring the role, accessibility and effectiveness of culinary education in prisons in Wales, as they enable an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of incarcerated men alongside the institutional context in which such programmes operate.
Semi-structured interviews form the central data collection method. This approach allows the researcher to explore participants’ perspectives in a flexible yet focused manner. Unlike structured interviews, semi-structured interviews use a guiding framework of questions while allowing for probing and follow-up based on participants’ responses (Bryman, 2016). This flexibility is particularly valuable in prison research, where experiences are often complex, sensitive and shaped by institutional constraints. Through this method, participants can reflect on their experiences of culinary education, including access, perceived benefits, barriers, and its impact on skills development, identity and employability.
The use of semi-structured interviews is supported by qualitative research literature, which emphasises their ability to generate rich, detailed data and amplify marginalised voices (Braun and Clarke, 2022). In prison contexts, where individuals are often excluded from decision-making, this approach enables participants to articulate their own experiences and perspectives (Hemming et al., 2021). Additionally, the conversational nature of semi-structured interviews can help build rapport and trust—an essential factor when working with vulnerable populations (Jewkes, 2012). An interview guide will be designed to maintain consistency while still allowing participants the flexibility to introduce unexpected yet relevant themes. 
Alongside interviews, document analysis will be used as a secondary research tool. This involves systematically reviewing materials such as prison education policies, programme curricula, inspection reports, and organisational documents relating to culinary education in Welsh prisons. Document analysis provides important contextual understanding and supports data triangulation, enhancing both the credibility and richness of the findings. (Bowen, 2009; O’Leary, 2004). It allows the researcher to examine how culinary education is formally structured and evaluated, offering a basis for comparison with participants’ lived experiences.

This method is particularly effective for highlighting potential gaps between policy and practice. For example, official reports from oversight bodies may present a positive view of educational provision, whereas participants may describe barriers such as limited access or inconsistent delivery. Analysing these differences can contribute to a more nuanced understanding of programme effectiveness (Prior, 2003). Furthermore, documentary sources are unobtrusive and can be analysed without placing additional burden on participants, which is ethically advantageous.
The combination of semi-structured interviews and document analysis aligns with a qualitative methodological approach, which prioritises meaning, interpretation and context (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Qualitative methods are particularly appropriate for exploratory research where the aim is to understand how individuals interpret their experiences rather than to generate statistically generalisable findings. In this study, the focus is on the subjective experiences of incarcerated men and the broader institutional environment shaping culinary education.
Data produced through these methods will be examined using thematic analysis, a flexible and widely applied approach for identifying patterns within qualitative data. Thematic analysis involves coding data and organising it into themes that reflect key aspects of participants’ experiences and the research objectives (Braun and Clarke, 2021). It is suitable for analysing both interview transcripts and documentary materials within a unified analytical framework. The approach also supports transparency and rigour when conducted systematically (Nowell et al., 2017).
Ethical considerations also inform the choice of research tools. Semi-structured interviews allow participants to control the depth of their responses, which is important when discussing potentially sensitive experiences. Participants can decline to answer questions or withdraw at any stage. Document analysis, in contrast, relies primarily on publicly available or authorised sources, reducing direct ethical risks (Tracy, 2020). Together, these methods balance the need for rich data with the responsibility to protect participants.
However, there are limitations associated with these tools. Semi-structured interviews can be time-intensive and depend on participants’ willingness to speak openly. In prison settings, responses may be influenced by concerns about confidentiality or potential consequences, potentially affecting data reliability (Jewkes, 2012). Similarly, document analysis may reflect institutional bias, as official documents often present idealised accounts of programmes rather than everyday realities (Prior, 2003). Recognising these limitations is important for maintaining critical awareness and ensuring reflexivity throughout the research process.
Despite these challenges, the selected research tools are well aligned with the study’s aims. Semi-structured interviews provide direct insight into the experiences of incarcerated men, while document analysis offers an understanding of the structural and policy context of culinary education in prisons. The integration of these methods enables a comprehensive exploration of both individual and institutional dimensions.
In conclusion, the use of semi-structured interviews and document analysis within a qualitative framework provides a robust and appropriate methodological approach for this study. These tools allow for an in-depth examination of the accessibility and effectiveness of culinary education in Welsh prisons, capturing both lived experiences and systemic influences. By combining these methods, the research can generate nuanced insights that contribute to academic knowledge and inform future policy and practice in prison education.

Data Analysis

The main analytical approach adopted in this study is thematic analysis, which will be used to examine both semi-structured interview data and documentary materials. This method is well suited to qualitative research aimed at exploring experiences, perceptions, and meanings. Considering the study’s focus on the role, accessibility, and effectiveness of culinary education in Welsh prisons, thematic analysis allows for a systematic identification of patterns across participants’ accounts, while also integrating insights drawn from institutional documents. Thematic analysis involves identifying, coding and interpreting recurring patterns within qualitative data. It allows the researcher to move from raw data to meaningful themes that reflect key aspects of the research topic (Clarke and Braun, 2017). In this study, interview transcripts will be analysed to identify themes such as access to culinary education, perceived value of training, barriers to participation, and its impact on future opportunities. Documentary data, including policy reports and programme materials, will also be analysed thematically to examine how culinary education is structured and represented institutionally. This approach supports consistency across data sources and enables comparison between lived experience and formal provision.

A reflexive approach to thematic analysis will be used, recognising that the researcher actively contributes to the interpretation of the data. This entails iterative phases such as data familiarisation, initial coding, the generation of themes, and their subsequent refinement (Braun and Clarke, 2019). Reflexivity is particularly important in this study due to the sensitive nature of prison research and the potential influence of researcher perspectives on interpretation. Maintaining awareness of these influences helps ensure that findings remain grounded in participants’ experiences.
Thematic analysis is well-suited to research involving marginalised groups, as it facilitates the representation of participants’ voices while identifying shared patterns across accounts (Guest et al., 2012). In the context of prisons, this is especially valuable, as incarcerated individuals are often excluded from research and policy discussions. By analysing their narratives systematically, the study can highlight common experiences and structural issues affecting access to culinary education.

To enhance the rigour of the analysis, several measures will be implemented. These include keeping a detailed record of coding decisions, promoting openness in the development of themes, and continuously engaging in reflexive practice throughout the research process(Lee, 2012). Additionally, triangulation between interview data and documentary sources will enhance the credibility of the findings by providing multiple perspectives on the same topic (Flick, 2018). This strengthens the overall validity of the research.
While thematic analysis offers flexibility and depth, it requires careful attention to consistency and interpretation. Themes must be clearly defined and supported by evidence from the data to avoid superficial analysis. Despite these challenges, thematic analysis remains well-suited to this study, as it enables the development of rich and meaningful insights from qualitative data.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study employs a mixed-methods approach to explore how incarcerated men in Wales perceive culinary education and its impact on confidence and motivation for self-improvement. Thematic analysis of interview and documentary data enables the identification of meaningful patterns, while quantitative elements provide insight into measurable outcomes. Together, these methods offer a well-rounded understanding of both lived experiences and observable change. Ethical considerations remain central, given the prison context, ensuring participants’ rights and well-being are prioritised. Overall, the research contributes valuable evidence on the role of culinary education in rehabilitation and its potential to inform policy and improve educational provision.
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