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Evaluate to what extent prisons in England and Wales provide a rehabilitative culture for offenders



While prisons in England and Wales have the responsibility of keeping offenders off the streets they are required to offer rehabilitation for in the inmates in an attempt to lower the prison population for the future by reducing the recidivism rate. In this piece of writing I will critically analyse and evaluate the way in which prisons offer a rehabilitative culture for inmates. There are many different ways in which the prison systems offer methods of rehabilitation for inmates, for example in England and Wales rehabilitation is primarily done through the prison and probation services, however there will also be co-operation from other public bodies such as the police and numerous voluntary organisations (Taylor R, 2022). Although every prison in England and Wales will have some form of rehabilitation, the majority will rely on a lot of voluntary organisations, charities and trusts in order to gain rehabilitation. One example of an organisation would be the Prisoners Education Trust (2023) who’s main aspiration is to educate some of the prisoners who might not have received the best education throughout school. There is a massive diversity of different options for education ranging from GCSE’s, A-Levels to Open University Modules. These courses have the aim to give inmates employment options when they leave prison as if they are unable to earn a living wage legally there is a possibility they could fall back into criminality to earn money. Given how toxic and hostile some prison environments can be it is entirely possible that people will be unlikely to willingly attend these courses and sessions as it may seem as ‘feminine’ to the other prisoners and so to save their reputation people may be put off from attending.

Although the most common method of rehabilitation is education and other skills which will prove to be beneficial when outside the prison system, the government is working hard to find other key skills and jobs which convicts could learn to help them secure jobs when they leave prison. An example of job opportunities which is created inside prison is kitchens and laundries (Gov.uk, 2023). Although this job doesn’t seem the most complex, for some inmates it might teach them a few beneficial skills which could really help them when they are released from prison. More often than not, some prisons will allow the inmates to help create clothes, furniture and even work on electrical engineering. If a prisoner is deemed to be a low enough risk, they might even allow some inmates to work within the community (Gov.uk, 2023). The availability of workshops and work experience classes will obviously vary dependant on the category of prison and on an individual inmate basis as some inmates cannot be trusted. It is also important to note that there are also different prisons in order to pursue various kinds of rehabilitation. One example of this would be a resettlement prison. A resettlement prison is a more relaxed environment for inmates, and it is a prison in which prisoners would be sent in order to prepare them for their release back into society. Clinks (2022) states that 87 prisons in England and Wales are resettlement prisons aiming to bring convicts closer to society so that when they leave they won’t be reincarcerated again. We are also told that the Ministry of Justice would like 80% of convicts inside resettlement prisons to be released into society with no issues (Clinks, 2022). Despite the aims of gradually reintegrating prisoners back into society there is inevitably a stigma around prisoners that is difficult to break. Whether the public can accept that the prisoner has changed or developed an understanding of the impact of their actions may not matter if society is not willing to allow them the chance to prove it.

In 2021, the Ministry of Justice (2021 [1]) introduced the Prisons Strategy White Paper which is a strategy aiming to cut crime and protect the public using a more modern and secure prison estate which is then specifically designed to help rehabilitation with prisoners. There are numerous positives to having this in place, such as there will be a zero-tolerance approach to drugs as the new technology in place will make it near impossible to bring drugs into the prison. One example of a prison which has a variety of different workshop and technology is HMP Five Wells. HMP Five Wells was opened as of the 4th of March 2022, with the main purpose of the prison to not only hold prisoners, but to help rehabilitate them and teach them skills and jobs which they could potentially follow on the outside when they get released from prison. HMP Five Wells was the first ‘smart prison’ to be opened inside of England and Wales and has proven to be beneficial with up to 24 different workshops for the prisoners to take part in and learn different productive skills (Ministry of Justice, 2022 [1]). Although this prison was the first one built with the new technology and workshops, the Government has allocated an extra 550 million to reduce reoffending and 3.75 billion in order to create another 20,000 prison spaces available. With these investments, the Government has stated that they plan on opening another 6 prisons with all of the new successful technology and workshops within the next 5 years in order to create more space for the convicts and to try and help cut the reoffending rates (Ministry of Justice, 2021 [2]). The government play a big part in the rehabilitation of convicts however another important role is various charities and trusts throughout the prison system. There are numerous charity organisations and trusts which all play various parts throughout, for example some charities may try and educate individuals in order to help them in the future, however there are also certain charities that protect prisoners’ rights and make sure that the way there are living is fair and acceptable. One example of this would be the Howard League of Penal Reform. This charity has proved to be crucial in the history of the prison systems as in the past they were a key role in the abolishment of corporal and capital punishment (The Howard League, 2023). This may not seem beneficial to the rehabilitation of offenders; however it plays a massive role as the way prisoners are treated inside the prison system. The opportunities they are given are absolutely essential in order to help with rehabilitation as without these opportunities, when they eventually finish their sentence and leave the prison system, they would struggle to abandon their previous ways and could then have a higher chance of reconviction as they would not know any other way. 

In England and Wales, the Ministry of Justice (2022 [2]) states that as of October 2020 to December 2020 the recidivism rate for adult offenders was 22.7% whilst the recidivism rate for juvenile offenders was 29.2%. This shows us that juvenile systems have a more common reoffending rate as over 1 in 4 juveniles will end up back in the prison system. The Ministry of Justice (2022 [2]) also states that adults which have been released from custodial sentences have a proven reoffending rate of 54.9% which shows us that over 1 in 2 people will end up back in the prison system if they are serving a custodial sentence which is less than 12 months. This could be stated as the English and Welsh prison system not giving as much support, however it could also be a case that anyone who is serving a sentence less than a year might believe that because it’s a small sentence being carried out, there’s no need for them to attend the workshops and courses which is being provided inside the prison system. Following this, the Prisoner Learning Alliance (2020) states that around 47% of people who are incarcerated in a Prison in the UK has no prior qualifications. We are also told that 59% of convicts have truanted from school, whilst another 42% were permanently removed or expelled. Most criminals will struggle to change their pathway due to prisons being often perceived as schools for crime. This allows individuals who have received a short sentence will interact with other criminals who potentially could share criminal activities which they could pursue when they finish their sentence, meaning that the prison systems rehabilitation programs and courses will be failing to those who are not interested. 

In conclusion, given the current reoffending rates there is proof that there is meaningful progress being made in order to help with the rehabilitation of offenders however, we have also been shown that there is still plenty of work which needs to be conducted in order to make the prison culture more rehabilitative. With the introduction of the new ‘smart’ prisons, this should drastically help the provide a rehabilitative culture throughout the prisons as there will be a lot more opportunities for the offenders to be educated and taught various skills and life skills which they will be able to take away from prison and can use to set themselves on the correct career pathway after their release. We are also shown that statistically, there has been a current drop in the reoffending rate such as the Ministry of Justice (2022 [2]) states that there has been a 1.9 percent points decrease in the current quarter in comparison to the same quarter a year before, which shows overall, the reoffending rate is dropping. Even though there are many positives about the rehabilitation offered throughout the prison systems in England and Wales, there is also a lot of work needed in order to achieve a better and more efficient rehabilitative culture. One example of this would be that statistically if someone is serving a sentence less than a year, there is over a 50% chance that they reoffend which is proving that although there are currently numerous organisations and charities in place to aid in the rehabilitation of inmates it could also be down to the individual inmate on what they take from counselling sessions, work experience or schooling in prison as these rehabilitative measures can only be the most successful if they are properly engaged with. 
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