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ABSTRACT

Onenteringprison,prisonerslosetheirhome,theirpossessionsandtheirveryidentityasaperson,
becoming just a number. Transformative learning through Prison-based Higher-level Distance
Learning(PHDL)canbethevehiclebywhichprisonersbegintofindanewpositiveidentityasa
student.ThisarticlearguesthatPHDL,post-secondaryself-studyusingdistance-learningmaterials,
ispotentiallytransformative,leadingtopositivechangesinpersonalandsocialidentityandmaking
apositivedifferencetolearners’livesduringandafterincarceration.Thestudyonwhichthisarticle
isbased,investigatesperceptionsoftransformativelearningforex-prisonersandprisoners(menand
women)whoweredueforreleasefrom10prisonsinEnglandandWales.Usingthe‘voices’ofthe
participants,thisarticledescribestheirlearningjourneys,themotivationtostudyandthenetwork
ofsupportrequiredtoovercometheextremedifficultiesofstudyinprison.Althoughresultsvaried
fromprisontoprison,participationinPHDLproducedpsychologicaloutcomesincluding,increased
self-awareness,positiveidentityandresilience.ThearticleconcludesthatPHDLencouragespositive
personalchangeinincarceratedstudentsthroughtransformativelearning,withraisedhopeandrealistic
aspirationsforcontinuationoflearning,employmentandabrighterfutureuponrelease.
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Education is transformational because it gives you hope, which is all that I ask for. - Jed, male 
incarcerated student, 40-49

INTRoDUCTIoN

A review of the relevant literature which defines identity, suggests that although the prison is
understoodasanenvironmentinwhichidentitymaybedisassembled(seeGoffman,1968),there
isalackofresearchwhichspecificallyinvestigateshowtransformativelearningmayaffectidentity
in theprisoncontext.Withonly1percentof thefundedcurriculuminprisonatahigher,post-
secondarylevel(Prisoners’EducationTrust,2012),higherleveleducation,mostlyreliesonself-study
withdistance-learningproviderssuchastheOpenUniversity.ThelimitedresearchonPrison-based
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Higher-levelDistanceLearning(PHDL)suggeststhatitmaybe‘transformative’(Mezirow,1997).
Thisarticlefillsagapinthatliteraturebyidentifyingthetransformativefactorsandtheireffecton
thestudent-prisoners’senseofselfandaspirationsforthefuture.

Thestudyonwhichthisarticleisbasedispartofalongitudinalstudyfrom2010to2013(seePike,
2014).Thisarticleisbasedonthein-prisonphaseofthestudywhichincludesparticipantobservation
andmultipleindividual,face-to-face,interviewswith51maleandfemaleprisonerswithin10prisons
inEnglandandWales,aswellasindividualinterviewswith10ex-prisonerstudents.Overall,this
studyhighlightsfactorswhichenablePrison-basedHigher-levelDistanceLearning(PHDL)tobe
‘transformative,’withapotentialtoleadtopersonalchange.Thepositiveoutcomesofthatpersonal
changebeing increasedself-awareness, theability tocritically reflect,developmentofapositive
studentidentitywithraisedhopesandstrong,realisticaspirationsforadifferentfutureuponrelease.

Thearticleunashamedlyusesmanyquotesfromtheparticipants to tell thestoryofpositive
personalchange,butalsotellsofthesupportof‘significantothers’whohelpparticipantstoovercome
someofthemanydifficultiestosuccessfullycompletepost-secondaryeducationthroughdistance-
learninginaprisonenvironment.Thearticleemphasisestheimportanceofthelearningenvironment
andthedifferencesinlearningacrossthetenprisons.Theconceptofa‘learning’prisonisdeveloped
(seePikeandAdams,2012),whichhighlightstheparticipants’perceptionsofagoodsupportive
environmentwhichactively supportsPHDLandnurtures a learningculturewhich increases the
potentialfortransformativelearning.

THEoRETICAL FRAMEWoRK: THE THEoRy oF TRANSFoRMATIVE LEARNING

Thisarticleadoptsthetheoryoftransformativelearning,asapotentialconceptualframeworkfor
understandinghowadultslearn.Itthenexploresthepotentialofadulthigherlearninginprisonsin
theUKthroughatransformativelearninglens.Transformativelearningcanbedefinedas‘aprocess
by which previously uncritically assimilated assumptions, beliefs, values, and perspectives are
questionedandtherebybecomemoreopen,permeable,andbetterjustified(Cranton,2006,p.vi).’

ThetheoryoftransformativelearningwasfirstdevelopedintheUnitedStatesin1978byJack
Mezirowafterheinvestigatedthefactorswhichimpededandfacilitatedwomen’sprogressintohigher
educationthroughre-entryprogrammes(Mezirow,2000b).Thefindingssuggestedthatthewomen
whoparticipatedintheprogrammeshadundergoneaperspectivetransformationintheirpersonal
developmentbybecomingmorecriticallyawareoftheirbeliefsandfeelingsaboutthemselvesandtheir
roleinsociety.InfluencedbyHabermas(1984),Mezirow(1991)differentiatedbetweeninstrumental
learninganddialogic(orcommunicative)learning.Heconsideredinstrumentallearningtobetask-
oriented problem-solving for improved performance while dialogic learning involved critically
assessingwhatwasbeingcommunicated,enablingthelearnertorecogniseunquestionedassumptions
andbeliefswhichtheyhaveheldsincechildhood.Inturn,thiscouldleadtoself-reflectivelearning,
ifthelearnerisabletointernalisethereasonsforthenewperspective.

Self-reflective learning, related to the adult learner’s identity, psycho-social history and
potentialfor individualandsocialchange,wasfundamental to transformativelearning.Theself-
reflectivelearnerispresentedwithanalternativewayofseeingthemselvesandtheworldaround
them.Self-reflective learning, in itself,wasnot considered transformationalbut it could lead to
transformation(Brookfield,2000;CrantonandHoggan,2012;Mezirow,1985,1997,2000a).Mezirow
(2003)proposedthatundercertaincircumstancesaperspectivetransformationcouldoccurwhere
transformativelearningmovesthelearnerfroma‘taken-for-grantedframeofreference’(p.59)towards
amorediscriminatingandreflectiveframeofreferencewhichcouldfitwiththeirnewknowledge
andexperiences.Transformationisnormallyagradualprocessduringwhichthelearnerwasmade
awareofalternativeperspectivesbutitmayoccursuddenlysuchasinapersonalcrisis(Mezirow,
1985,1997).Aprisonsentencecouldbejustsuchapersonalcrisis.
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