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Abstract: This paper presents the educational focused outcomes of a set of workshops entitled 'Introduction 
to Archaeology’ that were delivered within a prison. The workshops were delivered as part of a project that 
seeks to explore the pro-social benefi ts and social capital (i.e. social and structural aspects that support pos-
itive identity formation) that could be developed through engagement with archaeology, specifi cally for those 
within the criminal justice system. The workshops off ered a bespoke, alternative, educational off ering within 
an adult male prison in Wales. It was designed and delivered by an archaeologist who has an established 
background in the fi eld, especially in relation to community engagement and education. The social experienc-
es of prison participants were recorded via multi—modal methods and analysed by a criminology researcher.  
The inter-disciplinary project did not specifi cally seek to consider how archaeology can off er an innovative, 
alternative prison education. However, the potential of the inclusive learning that it off ered through explora-
tion of artefacts, activity and discussion in small group environments, has been revealed. The paper outlines 
the potential of such an approach and sets out the benefi ts within wider literature on prison education, public 
archaeology and archaeology education.
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Education within U.K. Prisons
 Education, skills and work in U.K. prisons is intended to help prisoners in obtaining employment 
post-release	(Gov.UK,	n.d)	which	is	subsequently	linked	to	rehabilitation	and	reducing	reoff	ending	(Behan,	
2014).		Much	research	and	literature	exist	on	the	benefi	ts	of,	and	most	eff	ective	methods	in,	prison	education	
(see	for	example	Baranger	et	al.,	2018;	Ellison	et	al.,	2017;	Evans	et	al.,	2017;	Newton	et	al.,	2018;	Rangel	
Torrijo	&	De	Maeyer,	2019).	Whilst	all	prisons	must	off	er	education,	provision	can	vary	beyond	standard	
maths	and	English.	Several	organisations	support	the	prison	education	off	er	with	literacy	skills	(e.g.,	https://
www.shannontrust.org.uk/), academic, vocational, distance learning, and higher education including but not 
limited to The Open University https://www5.open.ac.uk/secure-environments/)) and distance learning can be 
funded and supported by the Prisoners Education Trust (https://prisonerseducation.org.uk/). At the time of the 
research, there were four education providers for England and Wales: Milton Keynes College, People Plus, 
Weston College and Novus. However, these contracts are up for tender (Prisoners Education Trust, 2024a). 
Novus (2024) who delivered education at the prison where the research was conducted, state their approach to 
learning is ‘accessible, inclusive and meets the complex needs of learners’.
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	 In general, it is often the case that prisoners feel excluded from education and find undertaking it dif-
ficult. This is in part due to numeracy and literacy skills of those within prison generally being much lower 
than the wider population (Prisoners Education Trust, 2024b). Disrupted and disengaged education trajecto-
ries are commonly epitomised in the ‘school-to-prison pipeline’ (Mallett, 2017). Despite this, much value is 
placed upon education and skills post-release (Ofsted & HMI Prisons, 2023). In 2016, Dame Sally Coates 
conducted an independent review of education within prisons in England (Coates, 2016) which highlighted 
the transformative role education can play in prisoners’ lives and supporting the community also, by reducing 
reoffending costs. A subsequent inquiry by the House of Commons Education Committee (2022) critically 
stated that despite a renewed focus upon education within prison (see also Prisoners Education Trust, 2024b), 
opportunities for major culture change had been missed. Additionally, the same inquiry highlighted a long-
term decline in prison education and participation. Issues with quality of education (Ofsted, 2021), staffing 
shortages impacting upon access to education, and lack of education places continue (HMI Prisons, 2024). 
Despite the substantial positive benefits of prison education it is underfunded, impacting upon the quality and 
breadth of education offered (Prisoners Education Trust, 2024b). This undermines the ability to better meet the 
needs of a diverse group of learners. This current state of prison education is a significant issue when effective 
education in prison can have numerous personal and social benefits beyond reducing reoffending. 
	 Narrow definitions of rehabilitation have been criticised (McNeill, 2012) and are not the focus of 
the article here. However, we recognise that a positive educational experience can indirectly facilitate and 
support pro-social bonds as well as social skills that enable the development of confidence, empathy, and re-
spect (Cleere, 2021). Pro-social capital can be developed through participation in civic life alongside positive 
supportive relationships. Developing such skills in this way facilitate personal change and a more conformist 
lifestyle (Cleere, 2021). Stable social bonds in relationships or to employment or education can contribute to 
the process of desistance from crime (Maruna, 2001; McNeill, 2012). There is therefore a space for education-
al opportunities that foster pro-social approaches, and the Prisoners Education Trust (2024b) have urged the 
Government to broaden the curriculum to engage more prison learners.
	 Despite the research and the recommendations, for the most part, there remains a focus on the econom-
ic, vocational view of prison education even when there is increasing advocacy for a more liberal approach (in 
which social value is fore fronted). For example, Flynn and Higdon (2022) contrast formal prison education 
focused upon skills (rather than reform), and a more informal experience of learning within which prisoners 
can engage on their own terms. They argue that education can support prisoners’ skills and opportunities to 
produce conditions within which they can move away from social stigma, marginalisation, and a criminal past. 
However, as we have highlighted, the current prison education conditions exclude many. The Coates (2016) 
review brought to the fore the interplay between liberal and vocational education, where the former concen-
trates on the development of the individual as a unique personality through exposure to a range of disciplines 
and opportunities to grow both intellectually and emotionally. The primary concern of the latter is with pre-
paring people for working.
	 We approach this debate from the standpoint that there is a complex dialect between the two.  Coates 
(2016) argued that the importance of prison education was lost and set out a vision that included the develop-
ment of skills but also emphasised the importance of personal and social development. This is something we 
wanted to investigate in terms of how archaeology might offer opportunities to support individuals in their 
personal and social development, but we have also identified how it can help develop key numeracy and liter-
acy skills. Coates (2016) advocates the provision of curricula such as arts and sports and learning facilitated 
by ICT – to be of value during the sentence not just focused upon employment upon release. The review called 
for greater accountability of prison governors and the promotion of education as well as the need for educators 
to realise the potential of students within prison. More recently though, the House of Commons Education 
Committee (2022) indicates that there is still much to be done to achieve this on an effective scale.
	 There are many challenges however, on the path to an improved system of prison education, especially 
if the desire is to create positive academic, vocational and pro-social learning experiences.  Not least because 
data shows that over a third of the custodial population have a learning disability or challenge. Although 
screening about the prevalence of neurodivergence is flawed and varies across prison sites, it is estimated 
that around 50% of the adult prison population have a neurodivergence (Criminal Justice Joint Inspectorates, 
2021). Those who do may struggle to engage within formal education settings and processes, and relevant staff 
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training to understand suitable adjustments is important. Additional barriers to engaging with prison education 
include prior marginalisation and exclusion, the length of sessions and limited pay. The Prisoners Education 
Trust (2024b) have argued that providing opportunities that interest and inspire will promote engagement and 
there should, therefore, be a broader educational offer and encouraged improved links between prisons and 
local colleges/universities to facilitate this.
	 It is within this context that this research project emerged. Inspired by recent discourse surrounding 
the social benefits of archaeology (see for example Everill & Burnell, 2022; Little & Shackel, 2007; 2016; 
Rockman & Flatman, 2011; Schofield, 2024) and by a previous project undertaken by one of the authors (Pud-
ney 2017a; 2017b), the pilot phase of the project involved twelve archaeology workshops, delivered by an 
archaeologist within an adult male prison. The workshops were designed for individuals with varying levels of 
educational attainment from National Curriculum in England, Secondary Key Stages 3 to 4 (KS3/4; typically 
from ages 11-16 years). This was agreed in discussion with the prison learning and skills team and in line with 
typical educational levels across the general prison population.
	 The research aims of the project were simple: to investigate if and how archaeology can offer pro-so-
cial experiences for prisoners. The research team included an archaeologist (Caroline Pudney) and a criminol-
ogist (Jayne Price). With a background in professional archaeology, higher education and public archaeology, 
Caroline’s role was to design and deliver the workshops. With experience as a social researcher, specifically 
relating to those within the criminal justice system, and higher education (hereafter HE) professional, Jayne’s 
role was to assess and evaluate any pro-social outcomes. participants’ experiences of learning were captured 
through interviews, in-class observations and outputs from learning. As already articulated, although the proj-
ect did not specifically set out to address archaeology’s potential in terms of prison education, there arose clear 
implications, especially since inherently, the workshops were educational. They were based around archaeo-
logical activities that a student of the discipline might undertake in a classroom or lab/workshop scenario and 
were designed and delivered in discussion with a member of staff overseeing education, skills and employ-
ment at the prison (which in turn was structurally situated within the remit of reducing reoffending).
	 This paper outlines the workshops, pedagogic approaches taken in its design and delivery, the learn-
ing and discovery environment fostered and its challenges. Additionally, it explores how pedagogic practices 
taken from archaeology and its delivery in HE and community contexts can benefit prison learners. Whilst 
it does not seek to offer a specific discussion around desistance, it shows the positive outcomes of the work-
shops which may offer relevance to this process. Conclusions relating to the potential of archaeology as a 
cross-disciplinary subject that can help develop basic numeracy and literacy skills as well as assist personal 
and social development are made. The paper ends by outlining areas for improvement and consideration for 
future phases of this and similar projects. 

Introduction to Archaeology Pilot
	 The Introduction to Archaeology workshops were delivered as a pilot project and funded by the Uni-
versity of Chester with the prison as a project partner and support from West Cheshire Museums. The project 
was conducted in a Category C adult male prison in Wales. Caroline connected with the prison's gatekeeper, 
a member of the prison education and skills staff, as they both believed in the benefits of offering alternative 
educational opportunities.
	 The workshops lasted six weeks from March–April 2024 and consisted of twelve sessions. Each work-
shop introduced participants to archaeological methods as well as objects and evidence from a range of dif-
ferent chronological periods in the past from the Palaeolithic to the Victorian period – covering some 40,000 
years of human history. In the workshops participants explored archaeological skills, key debates and consid-
erations for the future.
	 Workshops were designed to be hands-on and interactive, as is customary in teaching and learning in 
archaeology. Real archaeological artefacts were brought in, including pottery that is c.2,500 years old, stone 
tools that are c.6,000 years old as well as a complete Roman cremation urn (jar) with the original, cremated 
human remains still inside. Replica objects included Roman military armour and equipment. Workbooks and 
PowerPoints were created for participants to support learning and retain for the future. All participants gained 
a certificate of attendance from the Department of History and Archaeology, University of Chester. 
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	 The gatekeeper promoted the workshops and assessed potential participants’ suitability based on its 
educational level (from KS3/4). The selection process was independent from the researchers and considered 
applicants remaining sentence length to ensure they could complete the twelve workshops. In total, over 30 
participants registered an interest, and 12 participants were assigned a place to ensure small group teaching. 
Six participants completed the full set of workshops, five left before the end (see discussion in section below) 
and one was released from prison. The research received ethical approval from the University of Chester and 
approval from HM Prisons and Probations Service National Research Committee. Workshop participants were 
not obligated to participate in the research, and this was made clear at each stage of participant information to 
ensure informed consent. All opted to participate. Pseudonyms are used throughout this paper. 
	 The workshops were advertised on an internal hub. Prisoners’ motivation to engage with education can 
be for knowledge or skill development, as well as seeking to address boredom or pass time (Behan, 2014). 
There was high participant interest in this course, due to it being ‘something different’ to the standard provi-
sion on offer:

	 Cillian: ‘Erm, just something to get me out to be fair, there was nothing really. It was just er, it did 	
	 look appealing really, I just thought it would be something else for me to do whilst I were in here, 	
	 you know what I mean?’ (interview)

	 Steve: ‘I’m in here, so I may as well learn different things and make use of my time, so to speak’ (in	
	 terview)
	 Keith: ‘… when I came into prison I thought well I’m here, didn’t want to be here, didn’t think 		
	 I should be here, but whilst I’m here I’m going to make the most of my time, learn, go to education 	
	 etc., doing what I could have done with the English and the Maths, and then I saw that on the hub, 	
	 an introduction to archaeology and I thought that will be interesting that, something I’ve never done 	
	 before, something I’d like to learn a bit about whilst I’m in here. So that was it. Just to broaden my 	
	 horizons.’ (interview)
	 Education staff: ‘The education offer in prisons is very similar in all establishments, so to offer some	
	 thing that is not seen anywhere else really raised interest levels.’ 

	 Whilst some motivations to join the workshops may have been to escape the monotony of prison 
(Cleere, 2021) it was evident that participants sought alternative opportunities to those offered within the 
prison (see also Behan, 2014). Offering choice in education, agency (Behan, 2014) and an educational provi-
sion that they can contribute to can provide some fulfilment and a sense of accomplishment (Maruna, 2001). 
Failing to meet the needs of those in prison with neurodiversity can also be a barrier to accessing education. 
There is an overrepresentation of people in prison with neurodiversity and prisons now have neurodiversity 
support managers in place (Prisoners Education Trust, 2024b). The prison where this research was conducted, 
employed an Additional Learning Needs (ALN) specialist, who could assist in addressing any special needs 
and ensure informed consent. No additional needs were reported before the workshops began, although some 
participants voluntarily disclosed neurodivergent conditions such as ADHD (this aspect is explored further 
below). The researchers, hold Fellowship and Senior Fellowship in Advance HE, a professional teaching qual-
ification (see https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/fellowship/fellowship), are experienced in working with individ-
uals with diverse educational needs and ensured that the workshop content was inclusive, following standard 
university practices. 
	 The workshops did not run smoothly in terms of logistics, with interruptions due to prison lockdowns 
disrupting two sessions. A session that was meant to utilise a training kitchen was cancelled as the facilities 
were not ready due to a re-fit. The impact upon the participants is discussed below but this also had an impact 
on the researchers, and planning required re-thinking. Making up the lost sessions also impacted broader 
workloads of the ‘day job’, since this project was being undertaken in addition to usual term-time academic 
roles. Such an arrangement would not be advised moving forwards, especially if similar education opportu-
nities are to be sustainable. None the less, with the limited budget and resources, the flexible attitude of the 
gatekeeper, the researchers, and their passion for the project ensured disruption to the sessions were at least 
partially mitigated.
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Archaeology as Cross-Disciplinary Educational Lens
	 As argued succinctly by Holtorf (2009, p. 184); "Teaching archaeology may not make for better 
schools, but it can make for better learning,"  Archaeology involves the incorporation of diverse methods and 
knowledge from a range of disciplines and brings them together through comprehensive reasoning. Archaeol-
ogy also has the power to inspire and enchant (Perry, 2019) and can be an effective hook to further engagement 
(Pudney, 2017a). It therefore has the potential to provide an innovative, alternative approach to prison educa-
tion. 
	 As a discipline that sits at the nexus of the arts, humanities, and STEM (Science, technology. engineer-
ing and maths), archaeology is well-placed to help individuals develop numeracy and literacy skills, scientific 
knowledge and understanding, as well as explore what it is to be human, including our impact in the world 
today. Education in archaeology can also incorporate the expressive arts, technology and digital skills (Hen-
son, 2000). Through archaeology, individuals not only learn the subject itself but also develop a wide range of 
skills and perspectives (Corbishley, 2011; Henson, 2004; 2017; Moe, 2016) thus achieving broader education-
al outcomes.
	 Moreover, the discipline can be taught at all levels ranging from early years to postgraduate and adult 
continuing education. While often seen to outsiders as a vocational subject, it does not have to be and instead 
can be used as an engaging lens through which to develop broader, transferrable skills and attributes. In the 
UK, archaeology currently forms part of the National Curriculum for History in England at Key Stage 2 (De-
partment for Education, 2013). Sadly, the A-Level in archaeology was scrapped in 2016 and the subject does 
not feature in the KS3/4 National Curriculum in England, the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 
2022) or The Northern Ireland Curriculum (Department of Education, 2023). There are therefore limited 
opportunities for people to experience archaeology through their educational journey and even fewer if that 
journey has been disrupted.
	 As a formal learning opportunity, archaeology is rarely offered within prisons. Where it is available 
it tends to be as HE, either via the Open University or other distance learning programmes. Elsewhere, to 
our knowledge, engagement by archaeologists with prisons tends to be done in terms of short-term outreach 
projects, or with a focus on fieldwork (excavation), the educational and/or social benefits of which are rarely 
documented. A recent project includes Wessex Archaeology's Digging for Erlestoke (Wessex Archaeology, 
2024), where prisoners were involved in excavations and analysis of the findings and thus introduced to ar-
chaeology and its methods. The wellbeing of the men was evaluated although at the time of writing, the results 
are still to be formally published. Elsewhere, another recent piece of research has been investigating the role 
of archaeology in the health and care of older people in custody (Schofield et al., 2024). The evidence so far 
suggests that there is much potential for engaging prisoners with archaeology.
	 The workshops delivered as part of this project provided an alternative education provision, in which 
participants learnt about archaeology but in doing so, also had opportunities to learn and develop skills in other 
disciplines (as will be discussed more below). This provision was valued highly by participants throughout, 
and of benefit to them: 
	 Sean: ‘just gaining knowledge about archology is beneficial, anything about history just expands my 	
	 knowledge’ (interview)

	 Dylan: ‘it’s been good, good, good overall open, mind opener, it’s not just the standard prison issue 	
	 do this do that’ (interview)

	 Rather than focus upon employability, the workshops sought to promote participants’ social capital and 
wellbeing (Coates, 2016; Nichols, 2017). The comments from the participants’ highlight its pro-social value 
to them by expanding their knowledge and confidence, and value within the course enabling them to build 
a positive identity (Burke & McNeill, 2019; Maruna, 2001). However, taking a combination of a liberal and a 
vocational approach to education, prison teaching and learning could also positively impact prisoner employ-
ability, as will be returned to below.

Approach to teaching and the learning environment
	 Positive relationships in prisoner’s engagement with education is important, yet there is often a dis-
connect felt between prison learners and teachers (Nichols, 2017). Caroline’s expertise in the field with over 
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ten years teaching experience and an employment background in community projects was highly valued: 

	 Steve: ‘You can see how passionate Caorline is, and that’s what I feed off, if someone is passionate 	
	 about something then you can kind of draw off that energy can’t you?!’ (interview)

	 Dylan: ‘everyone could see I was enthusiastic, it’s a very exciting course’ (interview)

	 Education staff: [the] difference was the passion shown by the lecturer delivering the course.  This 	
	 passion was infectious and in a very short space of time, the prisoners shared this level of interest 	
	 in the subject area. 

	 Caroline sought to build a relationship with each participant (as detailed below), and they respected 
her expertise and passion which may have been lacking for them in prior prison education. Continuous pro-
fessional development and being research active is an integral part of university lecturers’ roles for the benefit 
of teaching, yet such ongoing professional and research development is not as common in prison educators 
(Ofsted & HMI Prisons, 2023). 
	 To support participant engagement, workshops typically followed the structure of brief blocks of 
didactic teaching for context and information before moving onto an activity. Archaeology teaching meth-
ods include active participation, enquiry-based learning, discussion, debate, and reflection (see for example 
Arias-Ferrer & Egea-Vivancos, 2017; Cobb & Croucher, 2020; Debert, 2014) which can be of benefit to pris-
oners (Behan, 2014; McNeill, 2012). Studies also suggest the discipline appeals to and benefits neurodiverse 
individuals, those with learning differences and special needs (Cobb & Croucher, 2022). So, while it is the role 
of the educator to inspire within a positive educational experience (Ofsted, 2021), identify and support stu-
dents to achieve their potential (Coates, 2016), archaeology naturally lends itself to be able to design engaging 
and interactive learning. 
	 Participant interest in archaeology was encouraged through artefacts and practical activities including 
props including a shield, armour, gladius (sword) and helmet replicas (see figure 1). This proved a fun oppor-
tunity to try on the outfit and show others in different classrooms; it sparked an interest in Cillian who asked 
questions and showed good knowledge of the Romans after trying on the outfit. Caroline noted early on that 
Cillian was very bright. He would often work ahead in activities and so sought to recognise his strength and 
compliment his good work. This followed the underlying pedagogic values and ethos to try and foster an in-
clusive learning environment, engaging with participants one-to-one and prompt further exploration.

Figure 1 
Roman replica outfit
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	 The tactile nature of archaeology appealed to participants as touch can be absent elsewhere within 
prison. Object-based learning is a recognised approach in education (Dale et al., 2022; Johanssen, 2019; 
Kukhareva et al., 2020) and this practical approach helped focus participants’ attentions, supporting learning 
for some neurodivergent participants. Within prison - with strict security processes in place around what can 
be brought in, in the interests of safety - the novelty of the opportunity, the privilege to be involved in such an 
initiative and the genuine interest in the topic helped develop active engagement. The hands-on activities and 
workshop design helped with this, as did the discussion, debate, and openness permitted within the workshop 
space. In some senses it acted like a ‘safe space’, where any ideas or opinions were valid.
	 In the eighth session colleagues from West Cheshire Museums were invited to attend along with a 
Learning Technology Representative from the University of Chester. The community links were created to 
promote social bonds and social capital beyond the prison. Identifying and developing positive community 
relations can be part of ‘making good’ towards a positive sense of self (Maruna, 2001). It also served to po-
tentially reduce barriers to visiting museums and open opportunities such as raise awareness of museums and 
other free cultural activities – an important aspect brought out by projects such as those run by the British 
Museum (Samuels, 2020). 
	 This session covered information about museums and artefacts, including the presentation of evidence 
found within excavated houses. The participants explored what information can be deciphered from them 
about their purposes and means of living e.g. pottery remains have shown to be stacked in the same way as 
kitchen items in the modern day. The participants were each invited to select an item from the museum which 
they would later use to create a poster on a computer as if for an exhibition and take a 3D scan (the models 
were not printed but an example for participants was brought in, see figure 2). Not all participants were com-
puter literate and Matty, who had left the project earlier for personal reasons, came back as a peer mentor to 
show some of the participants how to use the computers and relevant software. Matty appeared keen to re-in-
tegrate with the class, on his own terms, and demonstrate his own skills and knowledge. The demonstration of 
peer-learning, confidence and respect is relevant to pro-social skills (Cleere, 2021) and demonstrates the value 
of the varied approach to engagement displayed across the workshops. 

Figure 2
Artefact and its 3D scan
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	 The use of technology including 3D scanning and, in another session, VR headsets to move around 
an archaeological site, was of real interest to participants. Many men from other education sessions would 
enquire what we were doing and this generated further interest in the workshops, which was further encour-
aged by the positive responses of the participants. The use of technology enabled participants to reflect upon 
its benefits to archaeology as a discipline, but also the pace of change within society owing to technological 
advances:
	 Sean: ‘technology, about how it’s going, erm, obviously the benefits of been able to not go out and 	
	 having to like, find out the information that you can find out through the VR headsets and stuff.’ (in	
	 terview)

	 Steve: ‘it’s not just archaeology; it’s opened my eyes to so much. Even this [3D scan] I’m like wow’

	 Dylan: ‘I learned how to 3D scan!’ 

	 This activity demonstrated how archaeology was used to promote reflections on sense of self and so-
ciety. Keith did not feel digital skills were wholly accessible and encouraged through the prison, whilst he did 
not feel they were necessary to him, he saw their value for others:

	 Keith: ‘I’m 59 so there’s not probably many more skills that I can pick up on. I’m not good at artis	
	 tic stuff, that’s not me, I’m good at writing, that sort of thing, but artistic, and messing about with 	
	 computers in an artistic, graphic sort of way, … that’s not me, you know it’s given me a little bit of 	
	 an interest in what you do, but I’m too old for that like, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks that’s 	
	 the next generation you know or the generation further back than me. […] now with the technology 	
	 side of it, using that 3D imager you know and I’m not going to pick up enough on that and to be hon	
	 est, I’m probably at an age where it doesn’t interest me. The younger lads coming in, that’s the future 	
	 for them, but for me, it’s not the future for me’

	 Digital learning for prison learners is important (Prisoners Education Trust, 2024b). It was clear that 
whilst aligned with archaeology to demonstrate real methods and research technologies, the experience was 
exciting and useful for technological skills development within society and to education. 
	 In most sessions, participants were given the option to respond to tasks through writing, drawing or 
verbally to acknowledge individual learning needs (see figures 3-5). Participants had workbooks, upon which 
Caroline reviewed progress and engagement levels; providing positively comments and feedback rather than 
marking work. It also afforded an opportunity to reinforce engagement and support participant development 
on their learning journey (Pike & Hopkins, 2019). The interaction with their written work was requested by 
some participants and it seemed to encourage them to complete activities.

Figure 3
Example of activity for participants
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Figure 4
Graph following on from this exercise

Figure 5
An exercise using images
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Such recognition is important for participants’ positive sense of self, contributing to pro-social skills. Upon 
receiving positive feedback, participants were proud, with some stating that they had been practicing it within 
their cells, thus showing wider elements of personal development outside the classroom. 
	 The overall workshop environment was also notable. In the periods of activity there could be both a 
lively room filled with conversation and discussion and at other times a silent room as participants focused on 
the task at hand. After the first session attended by Keith, he shared the following feedback to an education 
staff member:
	 Keith: ‘I just wanted to comment to say how good the archaeology course is. The 2 lecturers who run 	
	 it are excellent. The course has been so interesting & informative. I have never seen inmates take 	
	 such an active interest in a prison lesson before’

Participants and other staff members would often comment on the difference in atmosphere between the ar-
chaeology and other classrooms:

	 Education staff: ‘I think the course was brilliant!  I’ve never seen a group of prisoners so engaged 	
	 in an activity, and the fact it was in a classroom makes it even more incredible!  In the majority of 	
	 classes, prisoners are restless, don’t particularly want to be there and their behaviour in the class 	
	 reflectsthis.  This wasn’t the case in the archaeology course and the engagement levels were higher 	
	 than anything I’ve seen in a prison.’

	 Whilst prisoners had varied motivations to attend the workshops the content was stimulating and this 
maintained engagement. Whilst there were some challenges within the workshops as detailed below, they 
were managed within the workshop space.

Social engagement, learning differences, and their impact on the learning environment
	 It was important to try and foster a positive environment in which participants felt comfortable that 
they belonged. Given her training, knowledge and experience as an educator, Caroline was sensitive to par-
ticipants’ needs, adapting pace and content, taking frequent breaks and asking for feedback about participant 
understanding throughout: 

	 Steve ‘I’m a slow burner me, so some things you taught me in the first week, I won’t get until the 		
	 third week’

To help support different abilities within the group, information was repeated, and participants began each ses-
sion with two-way recaps. Additionally, mechanisms were employed to adapt the traditional classrooms with 
visual reminders to support participants, for example, a chronology timeline they created together displayed 
around the room. 

Figure 6 
Participants working together on an activity

	 Activities and discussions (see figure 6) valued lived experience and informed perspectives. For exam-
ple, participants were invited to draw the layout of their house in a session about excavations to prompt dis-
cussions about what assumptions future archaeologists may make about their way of living (see figure 7). Ar-
chaeology was used in this way to explore the past and consider the future (QAA, 2022). Participants informed 
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us that they really valued this educational space where there was rich conversation about the subject area and 
‘everyone paying attention’ to one another (Tony, interview):

	 Dylan: ‘It’s, it’s engaging in here, it’s not like a normal class, everyone just talks over each other, this 	
	 was a listening and engaging and very, you know, you’ve got to be there, you’ve got to be in the class 	
	 to know what it’s like’ (interview)

	 Sean: ‘just having people with the same sort of mindset that you can talk to about it, so you can actu	
	 ally get a conversation out of it, so expanding my knowledge […] everyone’s got an opinion and it’s 	
	 just like, just like seeing every aspect of it like, by listening to everyone’s, everyone’s side of it.’ (inter	
	 view)

Figure 7 
Activity drawing on lived experience

	 Showing prisoners that their contributions were valued, working together and showing mutual respect 
contributes to the development of self-esteem and confidence. Such pro-social skills can support prisoners in 
overcoming future challenges (Burke & McNeill, 2019; Cleere, 2021; Pike & Hopkins, 2019). 
	 For some the workshops became a useful distraction, from other education provision or interventions, 
challenging ‘pad mates’ and prison lockups. Steve told us he ‘missed’ the workshop when it was cancelled due 
to lockdowns, that he was ‘learning loads’ and shared this with his family when they came to visit, thus re-
flecting the positive development of social bonds. One participant also created a poster (see figure 8) showing 
its value and interest to them beyond the learning environment.

Figure 8 
Poster created by participant in art class
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	 However, there were tensions present. At the end of the first activity within the first session, three 
participants opted to leave. They later informed the gatekeeper that it was due to one participant’s behaviour 
of constantly interrupting. Whilst this participant was engaged with the workshop content throughout, partic-
ipants found him to be disruptive and a ‘know it all’. Two other participants subsequently left the workshop 
citing personal reasons but mentioned the ‘clashes of personalities’ impacting upon their wellbeing. Tony said 
the interference put him in a ‘bad mood’ (interview) and wider participants’ frustrations were expressed within 
the class and interviews: 

	 Keith: ‘No, the only thing I haven’t enjoyed, and it’s nothing to do with you guys, you know. It’s the 	
	 disruption in the class, from you know, the other lad, who won’t shut up, he knows more about it then 	
	 you, you know.’

	 Interviewer: ‘Is that typical in education here?’

	 Keith: ‘No, no, that’s the first time I’ve come across it, other lads can be disruptive but they’re disrup	
	 tive in the fact that they don’t want to learn, so they’ll sit in the class with their arms folded, they’ll 	
	 just mutter to their mate or something, I don’t want to be here.’

	 Sean: ‘…the challenges with, even with people in the classroom as well, because obviously the envi	
	 ronment we’re in people are quite loud’ (interview)

	 Whilst this environment did prove challenging for participants, it also allowed them to develop pro-so-
cial skills and social capital. With the support of Caroline who sought to de-escalate tensions verbally and 
encourage participation from all rather than one dominant personality, the individual sought to deal with the 
challenging environment and overcome their frustrations rather than leave the classroom as they were engaged 
with the workshop. In discussion with the gatekeeper about how to best manage the situation, we agreed that 
removing participants would not be effective as this could replicate prior disrupted education and serve as a 
de-motivational approach (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2024). We sought equality of participation, not 
wanting to exclude nor dissuade anyone:

	 Education staff: ‘The only challenge I found with the course was that there was one prisoner who was 
very disruptive to the rest of the class, which took a little bit of the shine off a very positive experience for the 
rest of the prisoners.  The prisoner does have additional learning needs, and his behaviour reflected this, and 
I always want to be inclusive allow all of the prisoners to have access to these great opportunities.  However, 
at the same time we lost a few prisoners from the course who struggled to be in a class with someone who 
behaved in this way.  This is a really difficult situation to manage as nobody is in the wrong.’
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	 While some aspects of the situation will resonate with all teachers, any event that could damage a 
student’s relationship with education and the positive opportunities presented can be detrimental beyond their 
learning (Nichols, 2016). It is important to provide support and adjustments as expected within wider educa-
tional sessions, rather than a focus upon disciplinary actions which are commons within prison. The tension 
highlighted the importance of being responsive within sessions to individual and group needs. It also high-
lighted how teaching and learning are a two-way dialogue in which there also exists the continual professional 
development of the teacher through reflective practice (as fore fronted by Sellars, 2012, see also CJJI, 2021).  
	 Neurodiversity can especially impact upon experience within education settings with many in prison 
having been excluded from school, leading to issues with any future engagement with education.  Neurodi-
vergence, learning difficulties and learning challenges are also prevalent amongst the prison population. (CJJI, 
2021; House of Commons Education Committee, 2022). Whilst assessment screening was seemingly taking 
place across the institution, it appeared there were issues with the identification of learning needs, difficul-
ties or disabilities as we were not made aware of any before commencing the sessions, but some participants 
self-disclosed within it. We asked participants how we could best support them and followed inclusive learn-
ing practices, but participants also sought to self-manage through getting up and moving around. Creating an 
enabling environment for neurodiversity needs within prisons include specialist teaching, sensory facilities, 
peer mentors and support groups (CJJI, 2021; HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2024). Whilst techniques used 
within archaeology can be beneficial (Cobb & Croucher, 2022), more is needed to be done within prison 
education to assess and support those with ALN. Last year, neurodiversity support officers were put in place 
across all public prisons to support the identification of neurodiverse learners and improve their access to ed-
ucation (Gov.UK, 2024). Future evaluations may indicate how successful they are.
	 The tensions demonstrate the varying educational needs of a group of learners, heightened within the 
environment, as by its very nature, prison is challenging. As previously mentioned, two sessions across the 
six-week period were cancelled due to staff training/wellbeing days which meant entire day lock up for pris-
oners. Throughout the delivering the workshops, participants’ ongoing frustrations and issues associated with 
the prison regime became evident. This included short notice of lock up, tensions exacerbated in close settings, 
turmoil of issues occurring outside the prison and the emotion of deeply missing loved ones – some of whom 
they appeared to have lost contact with. The gatekeeper advised some participants that the tensions they were 
experiencing within the classroom may be mirrored in day-to-day life outside of prison, such as working with 
others they may not get along with:
	 Dylan: ‘Key things that I’ve learned, listen to others, take in what everyone is saying around you, 	
	 don’t just be objective to one way opinion, especially when you’re listening to someone who’s lived 	
	 it, been there, been on telly, time team and actually got real life experience, that’s wisdom, that’s dif	
	 ferent’ (interview)

	 Steve: ‘[I learned to] listen more, pay attention more, and dunno, respect other people a bit more’ 	
	 (interview) 

	 For the participants, being able to adopt or develop pro-active roles whilst within the prison contribut-
ed to pro-social skills and positive identity.  Steve was a very calm influence on the group and mentioned that 
he along with Keith were sometimes accommodated with more disruptive prisoners to reduce tensions. Whilst 
Steve acknowledged challenges, he saw this as an opportunity for personal development, demonstrating the 
broader social value of education spaces and opportunities presented such as these workshops. Prisoners may 
desire to learn from and move away from criminal past and have something to show for their time in prison 
(Maruna, 2001). Offering an engaging and inclusive education experience can provide an opportunity to es-
cape from the challenges of prison life (Cleere, 2021).
	
Discussion  
	 The workshops and associated research project set out to identify how archaeology can offer pro-social 
experiences and opportunities for prisoners (see Price & Pudney forthcoming). In doing so, we also found that 
it created some significant insights into prison education. As outlined above, the approach sought to promote 
individuals as active participants through practical activities, a key aspect of archaeology teaching and learn-
ing. By bringing artefacts into the prison, participants were invited to apply their learning to archaeology and 
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promote a positive educational experience for those who are likely to have had a disrupted experience previ-
ously (Flynn & Higdon, 2022). 
	 Change can be difficult to measure in this context (Behan, 2014; McNeill, 2012), and we do not seek to 
represent this course and wholly rehabilitative, the positive effects of engagement with it are clear. Participants 
and staff members valued the workshops, and while for differing reasons, their comments reflect the need and 
desire for longer term positive educational investment within prisons:
	 Keith: ‘I say to people, I’m on this course, if it comes up again, do it’

	 Matty: ‘that’s a pat on the back for you’

	 Education staff: ‘The main benefit was to give the prisoners a thoroughly positive experience in an 	
	 education setting.  This would have been the first course many of the prisoners had completed from 	
	 start to finish and at least one was awarded his first ever certificate.  This particular prisoner has 	
	 now enrolled onto a lower-level maths course, which is something he said he would never have done 	
	 prior to completing the archaeology course as he said he never saw himself as someone who could 	
	 sit in a class and learn.’

	 Whilst we cannot lay claim to this course of workshops being entirely transformative (see for example 
Behan, 2014; Best et al., 2021; Pike & Hopkins, 2019), the quote above demonstrates how offering a bespoke, 
alternative, educational opportunity, distinct from traditional academic content can encourage prison learn-
ers, who may have disjointed prior educational trajectories, to access education. By engaging with particular 
educational elements such as maths (counting, creating percentages and displaying results in graphs), the 
workshop content promoted participants’ confidence in their skills to undertake further study. Being involved 
in workshops that supported pro-social development can also support with processes of desistance (Maruna, 
2001; McNeill, 2012).
	 The series of workshops invited participants to engage with the community by bringing in staff from 
local museums and the University, thus developing wider social bonds and social capital. In turn, this allowed 
them to see opportunities to positively contribute within the community and make amends (Maruna, 2001; 
Cleere, 2021). Participants saw the investment in them to learn and develop, and they felt valued within the 
space the workshops presented – a form of pro-social labelling (Burke & McNeill, 2019). Developing such 
positive identity in this space, away from a past negative identity, can be part of a gradual contribution to 
future desistance (Maruna, 2001). The nature of this type of activity therefore aligns with Coates (2016) per-
spective that it is often the arts and alternative education provision that are most celebrated. They are, howev-
er, often one-offs. Based on the limited evaluation presented here and supported by the multitude of positive 
education experiences being offered across the heritage sector in the UK, we would advocate for its inclusion 
in the curriculum to be reconsidered.  It certainly appears to have potential within prison education, and an 
ongoing aim of the project will be to develop this potential further. 
	 The workshops may not have been so successful if met with different attitudes of prison educators and 
personnel, those who we worked with were wholly supportive of the workshops and continue to encourage 
their development and future inclusion. Unfortunately, at the time of writing, funding has not been sourced to 
support this. This raises issues of sustainability; a barrier we wish to address. The prison education staff were 
frustrated that there appeared to be a ‘lack of ambition’ to change the current education provision, which is 
heavily focused upon qualification and employment outcomes rather than engaging alternatives. Education 
staff felt that the workshops had numerous advantages for both individuals, the prison community, and society, 
including improving behaviours:
	 Education staff: ‘Several of the prisoners who completed the course have very poor behaviour in oth	
	 er areas of the prison.  The fact that this course has completely changed their behaviour, even if it’s 	
	 only when in the lessons, will show them that they can change the way they act and there are benefits 	
	 to this.  This can only be of benefit to the community as they will eventually be released back into so	
	 ciety, and the aim is for them to have a different perspective and conduct themselves in a way that dif	
	 fers to what led to them being sent to prison.’

14

Journal of Prison Education and Reentry , Vol. 9 [2025], Iss. 1, Art. 11



	 Archaeological activities and opportunities are not frequently available to marginalised groups, in-
cluding those involved in offending behaviour and it is evident that there are pro-social opportunities and 
the potential to positively impact the lives of individuals (see Price & Pudney forthcoming). The workshops 
provided a positive education space and an opportunity for participants to attend the library to loan and return 
a weekly allowance of books. Many requested this time weekly. They took out books of personal interest 
and others linked to archaeology. Several archaeology titles were also recommended for the prison library to 
purchase. The approach to teaching an alternative subject supports Coates (2016, p. ii) assertion that "employ-
ability" should not drive the entire focus of the curriculum. Beyond the classroom, participants’ literacy skills 
were also developing as they engaged with reading and writing within their cells. 
	 In terms of employability, basic qualifications are insufficient (Flynn & Higdon, 2022) it is also in-
creasingly apparent that wider social and personal skills are desired by employers. This is, for example, ev-
ident in the guidance given to universities by the Higher Education Academy (Cole & Tibby, 2014), where 
the development of subject specific and generic attributes as well as life skills and a sense of the value of the 
attributes held are paramount (Bridgstock, 2009). Teaching via problem solving and discovery (enquiry or 
experienced based learning) can be a way of effectively achieving this (Kolb & Kolb, 2005), and teaching 
and learning in archaeology has particularly proven effective in this sense (Croucher et al., 2008; Giles et al., 
2008). It is recommended that more value within prison education is considered beyond formal education, 
with value placed upon alternative provision that supports active learning and pro-social development. 
	 Whilst employability is the primary motivator for prisoners to engage in education, the second moti-
vator is the ability to cope with life both inside and beyond the prison (Nichols, 2016; 2021). It has also been 
argued that prisoners’ interpretations of their educational experiences go beyond education (Nichols 2016). 
Individual identity is central to this: ensuring the confidence and sense of empowerment "…through having 
knowledge, a new interest and being able to think critically and analytically" (Nichols, 2016, p. 272).  Partic-
ipants desire for a certificate at the end may have tied in with the expectation it may help them gain employ-
ment after release but also showed the value of recognising engagement and attaining skills through education. 
For some, it was the first certificate they had received. Comments about enjoying the workshops, looking for-
ward to it, and how time passed quickly during the sessions demonstrate how the archaeology sessions helped 
them cope with life inside the prison, even if it was to pass the time. The third motivating factor identified was 
family (Nichols, 2016; 2021). This was especially the case with Steve, who would regularly comment how 
what he’d learnt would be shared with his daughter and his educational development would enable him to help 
her with her homework on release, thus improving social bonds and allowing learners to see themselves in a 
positive way (Cleere, 2021; Maruna, 2001).  
	 Participants’ perspectives and lived experience was valued and applied to a subject area they had not 
studied before. They learnt from others and highlighted this as a strength of the workshops and their own 
personal development. However, it was clear that this led to tensions and frustrations at times, which were 
heightened by virtue of being within the prison. The importance of tailoring teaching and learning to individ-
uals, focusing upon de-escalation and encouraging all to participate within smaller groups was demonstrated 
here. 

Concluding Remarks
	 This project has highlighted the value education can offer during prison sentences to promote a pos-
itive educational experience that encouraged the potential of participants. The basics of accessing education 
need to be addressed and the value of a broad offer of education, to meet the needs of a diverse group of learn-
ers, promoted. Offering a broader education base allows prisoners to engage with wider interests and personal 
development of selves that is overlooked within traditional education (Cleere, 2021).
	 To promote inclusivity across prison learning, firstly, it is important that learning needs are identified 
so that they can be responded to with educator training and development. Secondly, consideration of how to 
manage and mitigate tensions by encouraging mutual respect and ensuring that all participants feel they are 
listened to. Inclusive learning might also be improved by structural issues including the length of sessions 
in three-hour blocks, as shorter, flexible sessions can better encourage participation (see also Behan, 2014; 
House of Commons Education Committee, 2022; Ofsted and HMI Prisons, 2023) and equal pay being granted 
in prison for education and work (House of Commons Education Committee, 2022; Ofsted & HMI Prisons, 
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2023) to reflect the value of education in offering comparable social benefits. Caroline’s passion for archae-
ology was reflected in their teaching delivery which participants drew from within sessions and activities. As 
detailed in this paper, participants were more engaged with these workshops than with other education classes. 
Whilst this was for a variety of reasons, it does highlight the third key point we wish to make: the importance 
of quality of teaching within prison, led by educators engaged in continuous professional development with a 
passion for their subject (see Ofsted & HMI Prisons, 2023; Prisoners Education Trust, 2024b).
	 The ‘unmeasurable’ impacts of prison education are augmented when a positive educational experi-
ence is attained. However, educational benefits need to be balanced with the social relationships, good health, 
and wellbeing of prisoners. This limited study has demonstrated that archaeology has the potential to offer 
innovative and engaging activity and education for prison learners through which their social relationships, 
sense of self, and ability to cope is also developed. Therein, it is argued that archaeology can offer pro-social 
experiences for prisoners. The task ahead of us now is to build upon this example and try and design a model 
for archaeology provision in prisons that is both sustainable and for which outcomes can be measured. It is 
hoped that the newly titled ‘Archaeology and Prison Education’ project continues to find financial support so 
that educational opportunities might be provided in prisons across the U.K. 
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