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From Crime to Classroom: Why Prison Education Still Matters
Spend any time around prison education and one thing becomes clear very quickly: for many people behind bars, the move from crime to classroom is one of the narrowest — yet most credible — paths to change. These are not glossy redemption stories or neat transformations. They are small, often fragile shifts that show learning inside prison can matter just as much as punishment outside it.
Does Prison Education Really Reduce Reoffending?
The short answer is yes — and the evidence is strong.
UK research consistently shows that education in custody reduces the likelihood of reoffending. A 2016 evidence review by the College of Policing found that people who took part in prison education programmes were around 13% less likely to be re-imprisoned within three years than those who did not. Crucially, this reduction was well beyond the level required for such programmes to be cost-effective within the criminal justice system (College of Policing, 2016).
More recently, a 2024 report from the Prisoners’ Education Trust (PET) reinforced this picture. Working with partner organisations, PET found that individuals who engaged in education during custody were more likely to secure employment on release and less likely to reoffend, particularly where learning led to recognised qualifications or vocational skills (PET, 2024).
This is not new information. A Ministry of Justice (MoJ) analysis showed that one-year reoffending rates stood at 34% for prisoners who had participated in education, compared with 43% for those who had not — a nine-percentage-point difference (MoJ, 2017). Subsequent MoJ publications have continued to identify education and employment as among the strongest protective factors against reoffending (MoJ, 2018).
In other words, the evidence does not just hint at potential — it shows sustained and measurable impact.
Beyond the Numbers: What Change Looks Like in Practice
Statistics tell only part of the story; the human changes behind them are often most visible in vocational settings. First-hand experience as General Manager of The Clink restaurant at HMP Cardiff offers a clear example of how this works in practice.
Responsibility for training serving male prisoners demonstrated how structured education combined with real-world working environments can reshape behaviour, confidence, and aspiration. Within the restaurant, individuals who had previously struggled with engagement frequently found focus and pride in learning professional standards — customer service, food safety, teamwork, and accountability.
With support from The Clink Charity, many trainees were then helped to secure employment on release, offering a practical route into work and stability. Independent evaluations show that Clink graduates are significantly less likely to reoffend than the national average, underlining the long-term value of this approach (The Clink Charity, 2023).
These experiences closely reflect PET survey findings, which show that prison education improves self-esteem, mental well-being, communication skills, and social confidence, alongside employability — all factors closely linked to desistance from crime (PET, 2024).
A System Under Strain
Despite the strength of the evidence, prison education is under severe pressure.
A House of Commons Justice Committee inquiry reported that around 50% of prisoners are not engaged in education or work, and that two-thirds of people released from custody are neither working nor studying six months later (Justice Committee, 2025).
Funding pressures have only made matters worse. Evidence submitted to parliamentary and Senedd inquiries shows that some prisons in Wales have experienced education budget cuts of up to 50%, leading to fewer courses, reduced teaching hours, and limited progression routes (Senedd Cymru, 2024). HM Inspectorate of Prisons has repeatedly warned that inconsistent access to education undermines rehabilitation outcomes and long-term resettlement (HMIP, 2022).
The consequences are predictable: increased idleness in custody and a higher risk of reoffending after release. Education behind bars has become fragile rather than guaranteed.
Why Classrooms Matter as Much as Containment
Investing in prison education is not about being soft on crime. It is a practical, evidence-based crime-reduction strategy.
Education consistently reduces reoffending by around 10–13%, meaning fewer victims and lower long-term costs to society (College of Policing, 2016; MoJ, 2017). Vocational training builds employability by developing discipline, responsibility, and teamwork — qualities employers value and that support long-term stability (PET, 2024). Learning also supports wellbeing, fostering confidence, purpose, and connection to constructive routines, all identified by the MoJ as key factors in desistance (MoJ, 2020).
When prison education is marginalised or reduced to a box-ticking exercise, one of the few meaningful routes out of crime is cut off. When it is properly resourced, the benefits extend far beyond prison walls.
A Shared Failure — and a Shared Opportunity
The conclusion is difficult to ignore. Classrooms, not just cells, should sit at the heart of how society responds to crime. Yet across Wales and the wider UK, shrinking provision and under-resourcing mean fewer people benefit — and more return to the cycle of offending.
Reversing this trend requires sustained funding, strong support for educators, and recognition that effective prison education is essential infrastructure, not an optional extra. Experience from prison classrooms and kitchens shows the quiet power of learning. Education does not erase the past or guarantee perfect futures, but it opens a door — narrow, fragile, yet real — through which people can step away from crime and toward another life.
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