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Abstract 
 

In recent years there has been a shift in the focus of prison education, from treatment interventions 

and learning that centres around employability skills building, to opportunities that support personal 

and social development, with the aim to position education in custodial settings as a structure that 

supports processes of desistance. Against this background, I set out to explore the impact of my 

new, non-accredited music course on learners in prison, framing music-making activity in prisons 

within the context of social and criminal justice. I was interested in understanding why impact is or 

response to the pedagogical style to teaching music that I implement.  

 

A transformative mixed methods research approach was adopted in order to practice cultural 

competence, uncover multiple perspectives, build trusting relationships with the participants and 

address the diverse needs of the prison population. Data was collected from one cohort of learners 

on a four-week music course (n=6) at HMP/YOI Portland, using methods based on learning activities 

that are a normal part of the music course, thereby ensuring ecological validity. Data analysis was 

conducted using grounded theory guidelines to sharpen the thematic analysis of qualitative data, 

ensuring a close relationship with the data and critical self-reflection of my privileged positionality as 

a white, free woman. Based on concepts of Convict Criminology, interviews with two classroom peer 

mentors were also collected. The peer mentors were positioned as  research commenters in 

this study, situated to give a broader analysis of the research topics, to establish routes to the 

representation of authentic narratives of learners in prison.  

 

This research found that music-making activities in prison can have a positive impact on participants' 

mood, self-confidence and motivation, leading to positive; changes in personal and social 

development; and shifts in self-evaluation and lower-order self-concept. There was strong evidence 

that impact was experienced by the participants, not as a result of the music alone, but because the 

pedagogy created the conditions for a space that contrasted the wider prison environment. 

Recommendations for practice are made, including the need for a pedagogy for prison education 

which recognises the value of social learning experiences and ensures that within the contrasting 

wider prison environment, spaces can be created that support positive mood states, alternative 

social reinforcement and the development of autonomy supportive relationships. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
 
1.1 A rationale for music education research in prison 
 
This research takes place in HMP/YOI Portland, a category C closed facility, with a population of up 

to 530 adult and young adult male prisoners. I have been a Music and Creative Arts Lecturer at 

Portland for four years. In October 2019 I started to deliver a new music course, which is non-

accredited and focusses on personal and social development. The programme runs for four weeks 

with groups of six learners and two peer mentors. During the course, learners are encouraged to 

self-select the music-based activities they wish to engage in. The learners set individualised targets 

and monitor both their subject specific progress and personal and social skills development in their 

reflective journals. They may decide to participate in instrumental learning, digital music production, 

song-writing, performance or recording; they may also elect to work individually or collaboratively.  

 

Before I started in my position at Portland, I had never set 

expect. I quickly learnt that, within the classrooms in the prison, the community of people I was 

y other group in society. I experienced the education 

department as a place within the prison; characterised by respect and friendliness, used for 

socialising, learning and creativity, revealing the varied, extensive and often extraordinary talents 

and strengths of the different people within it. Although the prison can be seen as an inherently 

cold, restrictive and often hostile place, within the classrooms in the education buildings I found the 

existence of an alternative narrative. 

 

As an educator and researcher in prison, I feel that it is important to share my experiences and the 

accounts of the people I work with, with multiple audiences; the research community, music 

practitioners, people that work in prisons, policy makers and the wider public. This may help to 

provide for others a deeper understanding of people in prison; many who may be challenged by the 

idea of criminality. Through research that explores music education in prison, I intend to add to a 

dialogue about criminal justice that attempts to challenge both perceptions and policies. This could 

give voice to an alternate assessment of what people in prison represent, helping others to 

recognise that; 
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The opposite of crimina

preciousness of each human life, and never allowing ourselves to give in to the temptation 

than just the one worst thing they ever did. You are. And so am I. (Jones, cited in Ali 2019) 

  

I will argue throughout this research that there is a necessity for an alternative understanding of 

criminality and the criminal justice system in the UK, with focus on a shared responsibility for 

prisoner re-entry into society and desistance from crime. This study intends to demonstrate that we 

can only truly start to recognise our collective responsibility for criminal justice once we begin to 

listen to the people that are labelled as criminals and understand the social structures that cause 

barriers for them. To give context to this study, Section 1.2 will introduce the current vision for 

criminal justice and education within prison against the backdrop of desistance theory. 

 

 

1.2 Background 
 

Historically the Western criminal justice system has reinforced retributive approaches to criminality 

(Marshall 2001), characterised by punishment and authoritarian methods of rehabilitation whereby 

erests prevail over the individual development of the 

methods have focussed 

-9). Whilst the aim of retributive justice and 

punishment is to reduce reoffending, it fails to frame individuals in the system as 

, making the assumption that people in prison need treatment, 

positioning them as risk factors and neglecting to appreciate the contextual and social factors that 

contribute to criminality (Ward and Maruna 2007). This has called for a renewed understanding of 

the factors that contribute towards desistance from crime, in order to support a transformed 

understanding of criminal justice and to recognise the role that education can play in the desistance 

process. 

 

1.2.1 Understanding desistance from crime 
 
Desistance from crime is simply defined as 

However, this understanding of desistance is problematic, because it is difficult to objectively know 
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whether someone will proceed to desist in the future (Laub and Sampson 2001). Instead, types of 

desistance have been defined in order to clarify its meaning within concepts of individual agency and 

social structure, as well as to provide different approaches to measuring desistance.  

 

crime- , LeBel, Mitchell and Naples 2004:274). 

Primary desistance does not make the assumption that the desister will continue along a crime-free 

behaviour of non- 4:274). These actions can be understood as 

, Cernkovich and 

Rudolph 2002:999). However, the contention is that crime-free periods are common for ex-

offenders (Maruna et al. 2004; Piquero 2004). Therefore, primary desistance does not categorically 

 

 

 of non-offending 

desistance still cannot be deemed as a final state of being (King 2014); however, it places desistance 

-off -

. In this case the offender is said to be experiencing the 

- , thus 

, Sharpe, Hunter and Calverley 2011:219). In some cases, 

primary desistance is said to precede secondary desistance, as the cognitive shifts experienced 

Healy 2013:562).  

 

reflexivity, and the capacity for self- , Bachman, Bushway, 

2015:210-211). This can be understood through rational choice theory, 

which suggests that desistance occurs when the offender takes an active role in deciding to end 

criminal behaviour; through adjustments in the way they make decisions and act intentionally 

(Paternoster and Pogarsky 2009; King 2014). Paternoster and Pogarsky (2009) frame this within the 

effective decision-makers first 

collect relevant information about a problem, then identify and appraise possible solutions before 

entering a final self-

in more successful life outcomes, 
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the accumulation of social, personal, and cultural capital, and a reduced risk of anti-social and self-

rnoster and Pogarsky 2009:104). However, this theory concentrates on 

understanding ex-offenders as people who are free to make rational choices, yet evidence suggests 

that many people released from prison 

al factors may have a compounding effect, whereby 

; thus, those release from 

prison may not have the opportunities 

mainstr late modernity has become 

; 

potential identity choices but receive little external guidance abo  (Healy 

2013:565).  

 

Thus, from a social justice perspective, secondary desistance becomes problematic, because it relies 

the obstacles and opportunities that they will inevitably encounter on the journey towards a new 

-

offender, and not the structural framework that surrounds them (Nugent and Schinkel 2016). 

However, nce transitions are conditioned by greater complexity than the will 

 (King 2014:34). Rather than rational agents of change, the person who has 

been involved in crime negotiates their behaviour influenced by forces external to them (Healy 

2013). Desistance, therefore, should be appreciated as the interaction between individual effort and 

social support (Farrall and Bowling 1999; Farrall et al. 2011; Healy 2013; Nugent and Schinkel 2016; 

Maruna 2017; Graham and McNeill 2018). 

 

Tertiary desistance frames desistance within the social context that increasing 

relational capital and access to pro-social opportunities and support, while reducing perceptions and 

experiences of stigma and prejudice, can increase the probability o

(Ludlow, Armstrong and Bartels 2019:34). interplay 

between individual choices, and a range of wider social forces, institutional and societal practices 

which are beyond the To successfully 

desist from crime, a person must be given opportunities to develop social capital; that is bonds, 

bridges and links to people, communities and structures within society (Albertson and Hall 2020).  By 

recognising the shared responsibility in the process of desistance, the criminal justice and wider 
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social systems can be positioned as playing a pivotal role in supporting desistance and social 

reintegration (Graham and McNeill 2018). Tertiary desistance focusses the necessity for a dyadic 

relationship between an individual and society, reframing desistance as; 

 

N

[highlighting] the structural obstacles inherent in the desistance process and the macro-

-

2017:6) 

 

However, society can only truly support desistance if there is an appreciation that structural 

problems refer not only the resources and services that ex-offenders may struggle to access, but also 

to societ  perception of criminality (Nugent and Schinkel 2016). 

 

Nugent and Schinkel (2016) recommend a move from the use of primary, secondary and tertiary 

de -

defines and differentiates between the different features of desistance 

(Nugent and Schinkel 2016:570). 

Desistance, from this perspective, is dynamic, gradual and subject to 

 and may 

2016:68). This assessment recognises that terminating criminal behaviour is not a linear journey and 

that all systems of desistance account for the likeliness of success (Goodwin 2016; Nugent and 

Schinkel 2016; Best 2019). In concurrence, Rocque and Slivken (2009) remark that; 

 

Desistance is related to many factors, internal, external, formal and informal. Some 

need help with more structural issues. In other words, we argue against a one size fits all 

approach and approaches that fail to recognise the interconnect nature of desistance 

enhancing factors. (Rocque and Slivken 2009:390) 

 

n 

relational desistance require the offender to challenge their self-perception and assert their 

desistance-orientated individual agency. At the same time wider society can help with the process of 

desistance by making structural change and challenging their perception of people in and released 
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from prison; to support people to gain social capital and recognise that a person is not defined 

wholly by a criminal conviction. 

 
1.2.2 The current vision for education in prison 
 

Adopting the desistance perspective in prison education encourages a shift in focus away from 

treatment interventions (Maruna 2017), instead recognising individuals in the criminal justice system 

as people with potential, strengths and talents (Maruna 2017). This has promoted the development 

of educational programmes that provide people in prison with opportunities to progress their 

personal and social skills and build relationships with others (Maruna 2017). In this way education 

 (Costelloe 

2014:31), recognising the autonomy and agency of people in prison and the social structures that 

are necessary to support them back into their communities.  

 

In 2016, education specialist Dame Sally Coates was commissioned to review prison education by 

the Ministry of Justice. This resulted in the publication of Unlocking Potential, a report which 

employability  should not drive the entire focus of the 

2016:ii). Instead, a more holistic approach to prison education could focus on 

curriculum design that re-engaged disenfranchised learners, focussed on supporting the talents and 

-knowledge, develop self-

Coates:ii).  

When Unlocking Potential was published however, the payment mechanism for prison education 

S offered a payment 

by results model for prison education providers, which rewarded] providers who [maximised] 

revenue by providing short, low level courses that typically [secured] high success and completion 

, Simonot and Nartey 2014:39). This, in some cases, led to issues of equity, as lower-

contrac -accredited subjects such as creative arts or Personal and 

 

The publication of Unlocking Potential paved the way for the introduction of the Prison Education 

Framework (PEF) contracts. These contracts were operationalised in April 2019, at the start of the 
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prison education academic year. Informed by the recommendations of Coates, under this new 

structure, governors, in collaboration with educational providers, have been 

), with emphasis on quality education that is 

responsive to the needs of the individual learners that make up diverse prison populations (Haigh 

and Caulfield 2018). Due to this shift there has been a renewed focus on the role of non-accredited 

programmes within prison education (Szifris, Fox and Bradbury 2018), where learning is tailored to 

the individual learner rather than to meet assessment criteria. In February 2020, Ofsted published 

the new Educational Inspection Framework, which further highlighted the holistic vision for prison 

education. Education providers are now assessed on their ability to provide learners in prison with a 

curriculum that supports them elop their knowledge and skills beyond the purely academic, 

This means that the intent of prison education must also 

support wider skills development, helping learners to engage with society (Ofsted 2020).  

When education in prison is valued as a structure that supports personal and social development 

and connection, supplementary to subject-specific skills building, it can be viewed as sitting within 

the desistance paradigm (Szifris et al. 2018). It is therefore important for practitioners in prison to 

reflect on the impact of their lessons, to identify whether their teaching and learning does play a 

role in the processes of desistance for their learners and if so, how that is achieved. With this in 

mind, in Section 1.3 I will outline my research aims. 

 

1.3 Research aims  
 

From my tetradic position, as a musician, teacher, member of the prison education team and 

researcher, I recognise the multiple objectives that can arise from conducting action research in 

prison. I want to develop a deeper understanding of my subject and frame music-making activity in 

prisons within the context of social and criminal justice. I want to reflect on my approach to teaching 

and learning and explore the impact of my new non-accredited and learner-lead course. Most 

notably, I hope to gain a better understanding of the learners that I work with in order to best 

support them in the process of desistance. In the future, this research may have the potential to 

bring about change to curriculum design within prison education systems. 

 

My focussed research aims will explore the impact of my new music course at HMP/YOI Portland 

and examine whether non-accredited music education can be used as a tool to enable learners to 

engage personal and social development and to challenge their self-perception. I am interested in 
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the connection between the experiences of the learners in my class and what is happening in the 

lessons. I want to know whether learners are impacted by engagement in music alone, or something 

else, such as the social practice of music-making or the approach to teaching and learning that I 

adopt. My focussed research questions are: 

 

Does my new music education course have an impact on the people in prison that I work 

with?  If so; 

a. What does this impact look like? 

b. What are the reasons for this impact? 

If not; 

c. Why is that? 

 
In order to address my research questions, I will firstly explore literature from diverse disciplines 

within prison research, before conducting a transformative mixed methods study with one cohort of 

learners on my new music course. As well as answering these focussed research questions I 

subsequently aim to provide another narrative regarding music education practice in prison, 

exploring its role in supporting processes of desistance. 

 

 

1.4 Summary  
 

In order to support people in prison to cease offending, rather than reinforcing retributive 

approaches to criminality, it is important to recognise the factors that are associated with desistance 

esistance is the 

interplay of internal and external factors; non-criminal individual agency and social structures that 

support the desisting individual. 

 

Education that adopts the desistance perspective focusses on recognising people in prison as 

individuals with potential, strengths and talents. Since the Coates (2016) prison education review, 

practitioners in prison have been encouraged to deliver non-accredited courses, that aim to support 

learners to develop personal, social and emotional skills which will help them to engage in 

desistance-orientated behaviours. 

 

My study explores whether the new, non-accredited music course that I deliver at HMP/YOI Portland 

has an impact on the learners that I work with, in particular if that impact could help to support 
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processes of desistance

approach to teaching music that I adopt.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 

 
2.1 Overview 
 

at the crossroads of individual effort and the provision 

prison can begin to examine the impact that 

areas within the criminal justice system can play in process of desistance. This literature review will 

first look at the broader impact of personal and social development education in prison, before 

focussing on arts-based learning, and more specifically, the impact of music learning in prison. 

Importantly, this examination of the literature will not only aim to explore what the impact of music 

learning is for people in prison, but also provide reasons for why impact may occur. 

 

Studies into the impact of music and the arts in criminal justice settings engages researchers from 

diverse disciplines. During this literature review I will examine research from criminology, 

musicology, sociology, psychology, music education and community music studies, because 

prison management, :1-2). 

 

 

2.2 The impact of personal and social developmental education for people in prison 

 
There is an association between low educational achievement and criminal activity (Lochner and 

Moretti 2004; Farrington 2007; Evans, Pelletier and Szkola 2017). This has been observed within 

criminology research, and Hesselink (2018:143) remarks that the risk factors associated with low 

- r associations, social 

isolation, early nest leaving and a low self- However, it is 

not the deficit of educational attainment alone that is highlighted as a risk-factor linked to likeliness 

of criminal activity. According to Farrington (2007:604), other personal and social factors such as  

antisocial parent, a young mother, large family size, low family income, and coming from a broken 
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There is however, a positive correlation between educational progression and the reduction of 

criminal activity (Hesselink 2018). This is because education can assist the development of individual 

agency, -

(Paternoster et al. 2015:211), 

, consequently supporting processes of desistance (Lafferty, 

Treloar, Butler, Guthrie and Chambers 2016:1).  

 

In her evaluation of education within correctional facilities in South Africa, Hesselink (2018) 

recognised that education in prison is best placed to support desistance when it engages learners, 

not only in gaining subject-specific skills, but in stimulating personal and social development. This 

could include progressing skills -

better temperament, controlling impulses, conscientiousness and a sense of 

- Similarly, in their 

review of education systems in prison in the UK and Australia, Ludlow et al. (2019:34) found that 

personal and social development courses within prison can 

. Education in prison can therefore provide opportunities for 

people in prison to develop in themselves and experience from others, desistance-orientated 

behaviours (Ludlow et al. 2019).  

 

As part of the Policy Evaluation and Research Unit at Manchester Metropolitan University, prison 

sociologists Szifris et al. (2018) found that, in order to successfully support personal and social 

development and therefore desistance, the educational course in prison must; provide an 

opportunity for change; challenge stigma and encourage empowerment; and provide a space for 

people in prison to practice pro-social identities. The research of Szifris et al. (2018) will be explored 

in the following sections, with reference to studies from other prison sociologists, as well as 

criminologists and desistance researchers to provide a deeper understanding of the criminal justice 

system. 

 

2.2.1 An opportunity for change 
 

To encourage desistance-orientated behaviours, personal and social developmental education is 

 

(Szifris et al. 2018:46). MacPherson (2018), drawing on his own experience having served time as an 

inmate in a Scottish prison, explains;  
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Succinctly, a hook-for-change is an instigator for transformation that is subsequently used by 

the individual to catalyse desistance, intentionally or otherwise. In this way, a hook-for-

change functions as a foundation upon which the person can begin to build a crime-free 

lifestyle. (MacPherson 2018:11) 

 

Researchers at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice in New York, Evans et al. (2017), found that a 

person who associates their identity with the criminal label is more likely to act with criminal 

behaviour. Yet sociologists Giordano et al. (2002:1002) suggest that 

. Educational implementation can constitute a hook for 

 impact 

. The consequence of this is that 

education can give learners in prison the opportunity to assert their individual agency, 

new identity, or reinforce a previously valued identity, that does not revolve around being a 

prisoner  or criminal  

 

However, in addressing the deficits of agency-centred theories of desistance, Healy (2013) 

recommends that 

demonstrate a readiness to change. The learner has to be 

selves and are accompanied by an emotional maturation p

mutual responsibility between the person in prison 

al. 2002:1000). Based on the results of a qualitative study with British adult male prisoners, Hughes 

(2012) explains that; 

 

For some prisoners, negative self-assessments of educational ability, influenced by a 

confluence of educational histories and socio-economic backgrounds, may lead to the 

 

 

McNeil and Weaver (2010) suggest that the hook for change that education can offer a person in 

prison is therefore pportunity 

and the availability of opportunity itself. 
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2.2.2 Challenging stigma and encouraging empowerment 
 

Many people in prison do not feel that conventional opportunities are available to them after 

release; however, education can aim to validate a person in 

employable member of the workforce who is capable of 2018:56). This 

concept surpasses the idea that prison education can enhance employability through gaining 

qualifications and skills

-perceive as 

having social value. 

 

Whilst it is important to recognise that educational qualification can help people in prison to self-

perceive as being capable of achieving goals after release, it is also imperative to address the 

reasons why a person in prison may not feel qualified to add value to society in the first place.  

Multidisciplinary scholars identify three key issues that could be responsible; stigma, self-stigma and 

labelling. Criminal justice researchers 

conviction experience stigmatization through societal reactions as well as their own self-

upon conviction, people obtain the stigmatizing label 

and after release, people can experience marginalisation from normal community activities as well 

as employment opportunities (Evans et al. 2017). Psychologists Corrigan and Walton (2009:231) 

explain that this process can lead to self-stigma, the ing in 

diminished self-esteem and limited self- -stigma is a three- awareness of 

, Larson and Rüsch 

2009:75). Evans et al. (2017) explain that within criminology and sociology this is often referred to as 

labelling theory, where; 

 

According to labelling theorists, public disapproval of the criminal label alters the self-

 The 

result of this social exclusion is that the label becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. (Evans et al. 

2017:5) 

 

Consequently, people identified as a criminal or offender are more liable to behave in a way 

homogenous to that label (Evans et al. 2017). Corrigan et al. (2009:75) argue that labelling leads to 

people are dissuaded from pursuing the kind of opportunities that 

are fundamental to achieving life goals because of diminished self-esteem and self- . 
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Education can have a notable positive impact on a person in prison, because it attempts to 

counteract the negative effects of stigma, self-stigma and labelling. This is achieved if education can 

help individuals to surmount social and personal deficits and pursue goals without the internal 

barriers that self- Evans et al. 2017:18). In dichotomy to self-stigma is self-

empowerment, which encourages a person to contest stigma and create positive visions for the 

future (Corrigan et al. 2009). Gaining qualification through education, that increases empowerment, 

self-esteem and self-confidence, may encourage the person in prison to critically challenge 

preconceptions of their criminal identity (Evans et al. 2017). 

 

However, stigma removal achieved through prison education alone is not the entire solution for 

facilitating a desistance informed future. Criminal justice researcher Stone (2016) found that in 

helpful ot

and learners in the prison classroom can help to remove the negative effects of stigma, as a teacher 

may be able to really are  (i.e. good and normal) when others 

Stone (2016) defends that even if a prisoner self-identifies as 

experiencing transformation and receives structural support from practitioners within prison 

education, meso and macro-level societal challenges exist, that may, regardless, act as a barrier to 

opportunities for a person after they are released from prison. 

 

2.2.3 A space to practise pro-social identities 
 

-  (Szifris et al. 2018:46), education 

positive, pro-social environm  (Szifris et al. 2018:58). 

Within criminology, the educational spaces in prison are best understood in contrast to the wider 

prison environment, where, according to Sloan (2016:161), the prevailing culture requires prisoners 

-

-social hyper-masculine 

 are a learned reaction that inmates must embody in order to succeed in prison 

(Szifris et al. 2018:57). Jewkes (2005:46) describes that 'for most inmates, peer group respect, 

individual status, and access to scarce resources all rest on a reputation for aggressiveness and 

Jewkes (2005:46) also reveals that many prisoners are also said 

-  



The Personal and Social Impact of Non-accredited Music Education in Prison 
© Copyright, August 2020, Natalie Betts 

20 

Researchers at the Institute for Research in Criminology, Community, Education and Social Justice at 

De Montfort University in Leicester found that educational spaces, in contrast to the wider prison 

, Warr, Bennett and 

Smith 2014:71). Their positioning causes them to be; 

 

Quite rare emotional spaces within the prison. These spaces whilst still heavily permeated  

by discourses of discipline and power (security for instance) can also be thought of as 

nexuses of welfare  spaces in which the central concern is one of care not control, where 

interactions are predicated upon learning, mutual respect, creativity and personal 

development rather than surveillance and constraint. (Warr 2016:19) 

 

The characteristics of the educational environment are still reliant on skilful preparation and 

-social 

that can occur within an effective classroom environment can encourage prisoners to experience 

and develop their pro-social identity (Warr 2016:19). In their longitudinal study with people engaged 

in education in a New Zealand prison, criminal justice researchers Morrison and Bowman (2018:103) 

found that identity shift is emphasis pro-social 

student  achiever  . 

 

The development of the pro-social identity is linked to desistance and a reduction in re-offending 

(Paternoster et al. 2015; Paternoster 2016; Morrison and 

Bowman 2018). In their review of criminology literature regarding desistance theory, Paternoster et 

al. (2015:214) found that a newly emerging pro-social identity or possible self then triggers a change 

-social things like 

conventional empl

potential pro-

enhancing the prospect of opportunities post-release due to the development of social capital 

(Paternoster et al. 2015:215).  

 

However, Nugent and Schinkel (2016), who reported on the desistance journeys of adult male 

offenders released from prison in Scotland, found -level and 

beyond available to all desisters (e.g. access to employment and active citizenship), a cognitive 

transformation -  (Nugent and Schinkel 2016:580-581). 
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Again, this highlights the necessity for the external structures to support the desisting individual; 

where identity change needs to be supplemented by non-criminal opportunities and relationships 

for the ex-offender (Paternoster et al. 2016). Ultimately, the non-criminal identity must be 

consolidated by membership in social communities, as it is the balance between the emerging pro-

social identity and how that identity is perceived within society that can act to reinforce the 

desistance process (Nugent and Schinkel 2016). 

 

 

2.3 An introduction to the impact of arts-based and music learning on people in 
prison 
 
In their critical review of empirical research into arts-based programmes in prison, criminology 

researchers Cheliotis and Jordanoska (2017:1) found that arts-based initiatives have grown in 

popularity within prison education systems and are regularly delivered with personal and social 

development . Arts-based 

programmes in prison can include art, poetry, dance, drama and music and Cheliotis and Jordanoska 

(2017:2) discovered 

transformative function for prisoners, acting as a catalyst  for positive psychological and attitudinal 

 

 

Hesselink (2018:143) argues that the arts classrooms in prison may provide a more personalised 

-size-fits-

s Psychologist Kougiali, along 

with criminologists Einat and Liebling (2017) conducted a meta-synthesis of literature regarding art-

based programmes in prison. They found that, unlike other prison rehabilitation-based programmes, 

designed to target and alter a specific problematic behaviour, such as substance misuse, 

anger, poor problem- -

-orientated behaviours 

and futures (Kougiali et al. 2017:4).  

 

 

Criminology ethnomusicologist Herrity (2018:47) suggests that 

for exercising agency to shore up the self, to perform identity as a social actor and to form narratives 

t in 
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prison inspires change, because through musical development learners are given the opportunity to 

experience individual agency and social interactions, factors associated with desistance from crime. 

In concurrence with Herrity (2018), the research of music educator Henley (2015) in particular, 

found that it is the relationship between emerging personal and social skills developed through 

musical learning that impacts a changing of criminal identity, consequently supporting processes of 

desistance. 

 

 

2.4 The music or the pedagogy? 
 

The impact of music and music education programmes on people in prison has been explored by 

researchers and practitioners working within community music, music education, criminal justice, 

music psychology, philosophy and ethnomusicology. The following section will explore the outcomes 

of studies by researchers from these diverse fields, as well as surrounding research into criminology 

and the criminal justice systems. The combined research highlights the impact of music on people in 

prison towards personal development such as increased self-confidence, emotional regulation, self-

expression, motivation, self-worth, well-being and positive mood, as well as social development such 

as teamwork, social and communication skills, connection, trusting relationships and empathy. 

Specifically, the following sections will explore whether it is access to and engagement in music 

alone that impacts the personal and social development of prison learners, or if instead, any impact 

experienced is the consequence of the pedagogical approaches to teaching music in prison. 

 

2.4.1 The impact of music on people in prison 
 

One line of thought suggests that it is the access to music alone that has a positive impact on people 

in prison because it offers an opportunity for emotional escape. In a study by philosopher and 

cognitive scientist Krueger (2019:62), prisons are described as 

In the Western world, outside of prison, people are able to access digital music easily and instantly, 

-specific soundworlds specifically to regulate 

Krueger 2019:56). However, this is not a 

predisposed privilege for people in prison. Whilst some inmates have access to CD players in their 

cells, it is difficult to avoid the damaging and invasive environmental sounds.  
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Herrity (2018:41) argues that restricting access to music can have a significant and detrimental 

impact for people in prison, 

environment music can offer sensory liberation, which may provide; 

 

A means of repairing the rupture to self-narrative presented by the prison sentence. By 

providing emotional respite as well as social exchange, music enhances wellbeing and offers 

a means of maintaining connections with the outside. (Herrity 2018:47) 

 

Giving people in prison access to music could enable a person to reconstruct their environment and 

actively influence their emotional consciousness, helping them to connect with their identity and 

experience a harmonious relief (Krueger 2019). By disrupting the prison experience, music access 

impactive spaces where prisoners can escape to and use as a way to cope and regain 

al. 2017:4). At the same time, 

ethnomusicologist Garcia (2019:7) found that 

others to survive the volatil

environment often leads to the dehumanisation of incarcerated people (Garcia 2019), music spaces 

2018:45). 

 

Understanding the value of access to music in prison signifies how important spaces for learning 

music could be within the custodial settings. Music education could further attempt to address the 

structural issues of the environment, providing safe spaces for emotional outlet. Without this space, 

 As well as this though, access to 

music within educational spaces in prison could also positively impact learning outcomes. Based on 

the research of psychologists Lawendowski and Bieleninik (2017), music in prison has been shown to 

help people to experience positive moods states. This is important because, when used in the 

educational context, mood enhancing music could have notable impact on encouraging personal and 

social development learning.  

 

Within psychology, Bless and Fiedler (2006:70) explain 

self- Thus, 
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creating a space that promotes positive impactive states such as happiness, excitement and 

inspiration can; 

 

Give the individual the backing-up for assimilative strategies, characterized by knowledge-

driven creative and exploratory behaviour in the learning domain and independence of 

external norms in the social domain (Fiedler and Beier 2014:50-51) 

 

Learners experiencing a positive mood are therefore more likely to be able to engage in tasks and 

learning that is new to them and practice social behaviours that enable them to create relationships 

with other learners (Bless and Fiedler 2006). 

 

Positive mood states can also positively impact learning that aims to challenge self-perception and 

transform self-concept, such as art-based, desistance-focussed programmes. Psychologists 

Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt and Routledge 

have distinct consequences for self- -concept is 

negative or positive. The Mood Congruency Hypothesis (Sedikides 1992), recognises that; 

 

Mood will impact the self in a congruent manner. That is, sadness will elicit negatively 

valenced, whereas happiness will evoke positively valenced, self-relevant cognitions (e.g., 

memories, judgements, expectations) and/or self-directed behaviours. (Sedikides 1992:277) 

 

This could be important within the context of education in prison, especially for learning that aims to 

support desistance, because mood mediates how a learner recognises and perceives themselves; 

self-judgements are mood congruent (Sedikides 1992:276). If access to music in prison can positively 

there may be other psychological benefits, such as heightened optimism 

and self-belief which could alleviate social and self-stigma and help people to engage in positive self-

reflection (Lawendowski and Bieleninik 2017). 

 

2.4.2 The impact of pedagogy in the prison music classroom on people in prison 
 

Whilst access to music can have positive psychological impact, helping an individual in prison to cope 

and engage positively with themselves and their surrounding environment, framing music as a 

resource to be used within education places the personal experience of music engagement in the 

social context. In a metasynthesis of research into music activity and education in prison, Kougiali et 

al. (2017) found that the positive impact of music programmes in prison was not caused by music 
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alone; rather music acted as a channel through which learners could experience and build 

relationships with the facilitator and other members of the group. This perspective recognises that 

 it offers its power only by the virtue of how it is taken 

. Henley (2019) recommends that to fully understand the impact of 

music learning in prison it is necessary to look at the ways in which pedagogical approaches 

influence socio-musical processes and interpersonal connections within the prison music classroom. 

 

Learning music is a social practice and music pedagogies can be understood within sociocultural 

learning theory. Vygotsky (1978) argued that human activity is artefact-mediated and goal-

orientated. In the music classroom, learning is achieved through mediating; physical cultural 

artifacts, such as the instruments; as well as symbolic cultural artifacts, like the language used to 

communicate ideas and the music being made. Group music learning therefore activates social 

interaction as individuals rely on each other to negotiate and make meaning of cultural physical and 

symbolic artefacts, in order to achieve goals and targets. Criminal justice and the arts researchers 

Anderson and Willingham (2019) remark; 

 

Music making in social settings relies on relational interaction. Risks are taken where trust 

and safety are felt. Creativity thrives where risks can be taken without threat or 

vulnerability. Relationships, connections, interaction with others all form the basis for 

reflecting on and making sense of who we are and what we are called to do. (Anderson and 

Willingham 2019:181) 

 

so that learners can achieve music-based goals and find meaning in music as a subject, but music can 

also foster an environment that helps learners to develop personal, social and emotional skills 

through socio- From this perspective, 

the stimulus for the impact of music on people in prison 

  

 

The following sections will explore the impact of the relationships that develop through sociocultural 

music pedagogies in prison, in particular how pedagogy is used to positively impact; individual 

agency; community and social skills development; and building social capital beyond the prison 

walls. Finally, I will discuss some of the limitations of research that evidences the positive impact of 

music in prison, with reference to issues of positive pedagogy as highlighted by Krönig (2019). 



The Personal and Social Impact of Non-accredited Music Education in Prison 
© Copyright, August 2020, Natalie Betts 

26 

2.4.2.1 A pedagogy that supports individual agency 
 

The relationship between the facilitator and their learners is argued to be central to the personal 

and social development impact for learners engaged in music activities in prison (Kougiali et al. 2017; 

Cohen and Henley 2018; Henley 2019). This is because, using music as the educative tool, a 

facilitator can practice a pedagogy that; develops the conditions for their learners to practice 

autonomy and personal agency in the music classroom; and creates a safe space for learners to 

engage in new activities, exposing them to new possibilities. 

 

According to the criminologist and sociologist Sykes (1958), the withdrawal of autonomy is 

po , which occurs as incarceration deprives people of 

opportunities for independence and autonomous decision making. Wortley (2002:214) describes 

that the  restrictions, and to the indignity 

-image because [it reduces] the prisoner to the weak, 

helpless dependent statu  

 

In contrast, the relationships between music facilitators and the people in prison that they work with 

-judgmental, encouraging creativity rather 

than employing a unid Music education 

researchers Cohen and Henley (2018:158) explain that this is of particular importance within the 

context of prison, because it 

This leads to an equitable, democratised classroom where learners can experience 

the 

undermines the traditional balance of power between staff and prisoners and reduces the social 

 (Kougiali et al. 2017:15,20).  

 

In a study which focussed on the experiences of 207 young offenders incarcerated in Dutch juvenile 

correctional institutions, criminologists van der Laan and Eichelsheim (2013:438) found that when 

staff were ed 

opportunities for personal control and autonomous decision making. Within psychology the impact 

of autonomy supportive learning environments has been explored. Ryan and Deci (2000) explain 

that within educational settings, the notion of autonomy support denotes to environments where 

learners are respected as self-determined people who are qualified to make their own decisions 

(Ryan and Deci 2000). 
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Niemiec and Ryan (2009) state that autonomy supportive 

environments encourage a learner to participate in independently motivated action that; has a 

meaningful rationale to them; allows them to adopt their own perspective, which is valued by 

others; and gives them the opportunity of self-initiation, choice and exploration within the learning 

topics. Importantly, opportunities for autonomous  personal 

and social 

- This suggests that it is not 

engagement in music alone that has impact on a learner in prison, but the experience of having an 

autonomy supportive relationship with the music group facilitator. 

 

Another way that a music facilitator in prison is able to positively impact their learners, is by 

developing a pedagogical approach that nurtures trusting relationships, building the conditions for a 

safe space within the prison environment. Often relationships between people in prison and prison 

. In their 

study of five private sector and two public sector prisons in the UK, criminologists Crewe, Liebling 

and Hulley (2011) found that adverse relationships with prison staff can have a significant negative 

impact on the quality of life of the incarcerated person. However, different types of relationships 

can develop between prison educators and people in prison in the music classroom. Community 

music researcher Higgins (2012) suggests that a music facilitator can create the conditions for trust 

erefore 

 

 

The impact of welcoming and inclusive music spaces within prison has been explored by Henley 

(2019), with reference to the Good Vibrations projects, which provide learners in prison with the 

opportunity to learn to Javanese gamelan in a group environment. Henley (2019:286) explains that 

. When learners were able to make mistakes without fear of 

punishment during the Good Vibrations programmes, they did not limit the risks that they took. The 

result being that learners were exposed to new possibilities, as they felt confident to engage in and 

experience the impact of more learning processes  (Henley 

2019). 
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2.4.2.2 A pedagogy that supports community and social skills development 
 

The relationship between the facilitator and learner is not the only social influence that can impact 

the personal and social development and changes in self-understanding of a learner in prison. Music 

pedagogies in prison can catalyse for the learners, relationships, connection and interaction with 

others, both inside and out of prison. 

 

Music education researcher Cohen (2019:7) explains that one negative effect of prison is 

disconnection; 

. 

Similarly, in their mixed methods evaluation of the Finding Rhythms charity music programme in UK 

prisons, psychologists Kyprianides and Easterbrook (2019:2) reported 

connectedness have been shown to be detrimental to survival, and reduced social contact has 

negative effects on physical and mental health [raising] the risk of ill-

important, as Jetten, Haslam and Haslam (2012:4) endorse that our mental and physical 

health is supported by social factors opens .  

 

At the most fundamental level, Kyprianides and Easterbrook (2019:2) discovered that group-based 

- Studying the interaction 

between psychological processes and the nervous and immune system of the human body, Fancourt 

(2019:186-187) found that group music-making has likeness to other psychosocial interventions 

At the same time, according to Jetten et al. 

(2012:4) engagement in group activity also develops our sense of self and personal identity: this is 

 

 Group-based activities can 

isolation and enhance adjustment, coping, and well-

-being and 

development (Jetten et al. 2012:5). 

 

Investigating issues within incarceration settings in England and Wales, Scott and Codd (2010:14) 

found that building positive social networks in prison can be challenging, as there is frequently a 

What is more, 
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criminal psychologist Taylor (2016) explains that when relationships do develop between people in 

prison they can reinforce negative behaviours. In their study evaluating the effectiveness of the 

prison system in the US, Apel and Diller (2017:248) found that 

engage in criminal behaviour when peers have positive attitudes about crime and somewhat more 

likely if peers 

influencing relationships with other people in prison can therefore lead a person to future deviant 

behaviour (Taylor 2016). This is problematic in prison because criminal offenders are living together 

and have access to communicate with each other in un-

change in the environment or the acquisition of new ways to access alternative reinforcement, 

pel and Diller 2017:251).   

 

However, music education researcher Ilari (2019:269) recommends that music-making in a group 

encourages positive 

co-regulated social pattern, where

member focusses on the independent element they bring to a performance, the interdependent 

interactions are not only key to the emergence of a sense of belonging, but also give rise to social 

well-being benefits of social engagement, connection and belonging, but also engages individuals in 

positive interactions; allowing them to experience alternative social reinforcement for non-criminal 

behaviours and practice pro-social desistance-orientated identities.  

 

One reason that music is argued to impact positive social interactions and community development 

in prison is that it provides group learners with a shared goal (Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017; Cohen 

and Henley 2018; Doxat-Pratt 2018; Haigh and Caulfield 2018). In their cross-examination of music-

making experiences in US and UK prison contexts, Cohen and Henley (2018:166) found 

social networks involves cooperation through shared common values; and it is shared common 

 Notably, Cheliotis and Jordanoska 

(2017:4) discovered that e

development of self-regu Pedagogies that 

support group music-making and performance therefore have the capacity to bring people together 

socialise and encourage them to practice pro-social behaviours. Music 

impacts the;  
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I

within the prison, to exercise empathy towards fellow participants and other prisoners, and 

to collaborate with others in the context of groups. (Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017:4) 

 

In a study by Doxat-Pratt (2018), she reviewed the impact experienced by learners who were 

enrolled on an Irene Taylor Trust (ITT) Music in Prisons week. As well as evidencing personal change 

such as increased self-confidence, motivation, self-worth and empowerment, through a pedagogy 

that supported group music-making, participants were able to develop the social skills necessary to 

their desire to play well overcame personal 

-Pratt 2018:29). In this sense the music performance provided a framework for 

cooperative skills and also gave an oppor -Pratt 2018:29).  

 

Similarly, the Good Vibrations projects revealed that 

group music pedagogies supported 

meaningf

-

group develop cooperative listening and communication skills (Haigh and Caulfield 2018:35). Thus, 

members (Doxat-Pratt 2018:29), music education researchers Cohen, Silber, Sangiorgio and Iadeluca  

(2012:191) found that it is the approach to teaching music that also has impact, helping 

. 

 

2.4.2.3 A pedagogy that supports building social capital beyond prison 
 

Practicing a positive social identity through music-based group work activities in prison is important 

towards nurturing relational desistance-orientated behaviours (Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017). 

However, some music programmes in prison have built on this, recognising that to fully support 

desistance the music activity must also aim to build social capital for people in prison within their 

wider communities (Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017; Doxatt-Pratt 2018; Haigh and Caulfield 2018; 

Herrity 2018; Cohen 2019; Kyprianides and Easterbrook 2019). Doxat-Pratt (2018:31) recommends 

-Pratt 2018:31). This is because; 

 



The Personal and Social Impact of Non-accredited Music Education in Prison 
© Copyright, August 2020, Natalie Betts 

31 

In any musical performance, the audience are more than passive observers: connections are 

general public in an audience, music can act as a mediator, or bridge, between the 

incarcerated and the free, who will one day be living alongside one another. (Doxat-Pratt 

2018:31) 

 

By performing pro-

 (Kyprianides and 

. The public performance shows the audience members 

-Pratt 

2018:31). However, this can be achieved in other ways; instead of performance during the Good 

Vibrations music projects, learners receive professionally produced CDs of their work that they can 

share with their wider communities. Haigh and Caulfield (2018:35) found this approach helped the 

people in prison engaged in the course to 

. 

 

The Oakdale Community Choir, led by music education and criminal justice researcher Mary Cohen, 

in prison through educational programs, concerts, and news stories  (Cohen 2019:9). The choir 

to support desistance; 

 

successful re-entry. Bonding is the social capital an individual derives from relationships 

within and among homogeneous groups, whereas bridging is the social capital that comes 

distant or altogether absent. (Cohen 2019:2) 

 

Engagement in choral singing with members of the prison and wider community, along with 

performances to fri
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o forge social bonds 

and bridges with their outside community. Instead, the choir aims to foster in people outside of 

 

 

Choral singing performances bring people from outside of prison into the presence of people 

in prison, making it impossible for community members to ignore the existence of individual 

lives unfolding behind bars. This peek behind the walls can prompt the development of new 

attitudes toward incarcerated individuals and deeper awareness of problems and promises 

of the prison system; it may even inspire people to think about justice in positive and healing 

ways. (Cohen 2019:5) 

 

ing connections with the 

, the Oakdale Community Choir provides a platform for those people 

 These pedagogical approaches to teaching music in prison 

ultimately aim to impact and support relational desistance; by developing both individual changes 

and social changes within the criminal justice system (Doxat-Pratt 2018:28). 

 
 
2.4.2.4 Issues of reporting the positive impact of music in prison 
 
The previous sections have outlined the positive impact that approaches to teaching music in prison 

can have on learners in prison. The wider literature explored suggests that music learning in prison 

desistance when the pedagogy fosters relationships that encourage individual agency, community 

and social skills development and helps people in prison to build social capital. However, in his 

critical review, education researcher and sociologist Krönig (2019) found that throughout academic 

discourse regarding music practices in communities, scholars are at fault of affirming and evidencing 

positive pedagogy and the positive impact of music (Krönig 2019).  

 

This may in part be because the scholars presenting their research are often also the facilitators 

involved in the music programmes and have a personal incentive to present positive data (Krönig 

2019). Alongside this, according to prison education researcher Ginsberg (2019), one other risk of 

the mindset of prison music educators is that they can adopt a saviour mentally, assuming that all 

learners in prison need transformation (Ginsberg 2019). Prison educator Fabisiak (2019) warns that 

this can lead to falsified narratives regarding music education in prison, where the facilitator is at risk 
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of engaging in  rather 

than accurately representing the experiences of the learners. It is important to recognise that any 

learner in prison that enrols onto a music programme may already have a strong number of personal 

and social skills, which they are able to display through music engagement, not develop because of 

music engagement.  

 

I  

explore prison and community music pedagogy in a way that reveals both positive and negative 

 Music education researcher 

-

. Thus, Henley and Parks (2020:8) recommend that future studies that 

explore the impact of music in prison s

outcomes, research should aim to explore the processes involved in music learning in prison and 

explore any negative impact as well as positive impact (Henley and Parks 2020).  

 
 
2.5 Summary 
 
The wider literature supports that there is a positive correlation between educational progression 

and processes of desistance, notably when prison education engages learners in personal social and 

emotional development as well as subject-specific progression. The research of Szifris et al. (2018) 

found that education best supports desistance when it provides an opportunity for change, helps to 

challenge stigma and encourage empowerment and provides a safe space for learners to practice 

and experience pro-social behaviours. However, desistance still relies on individual agency, a 

son or wider society that 

remove barriers for people to live non-criminal lifestyles.  

 

Arts-based learning regularly rejects a one-size-fits-all approach to education and instead of forcing 

change offers access to individualised opportunities for change. Music in particular, gives learners 

the chance to practice individual agency and experience social interaction. The literature revealed 

that it is the dyadic relationship between emerging personal and social skills developed through 

music engagement that supports processes of desistance.  
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Access to music alone in prison is shown to  and 

to nurture positive mood states. Positive mood states, when experienced in an educational 

environment, could improve learner self-confidence when engaging in new tasks and help learners 

to feel positive about themselves, challenging stigma. When music is positioned as an educative 

tool, it is the socio-musical processes and interpersonal connections developed through music 

learning that are shown to have the biggest impact on learners in prison. Music pedagogies in prison 

can support the development of positive relationships between a learner and their; facilitator; 

peers; and wider communities. This has been shown to impact people in prison to develop 

autonomy and individual agency, engage in teamwork, practice pro-social skills and build social 

capital beyond the prison walls.  

 

All of the research explored evidenced the positive impact of; music on people in prison; prison 

music education programmes; and prison music pedagogies. This highlights a potential limitation in 

the wider literature, where music facilitators who conduct research in prison may be susceptible to 

evidencing positive pedagogies, not reporting on the negative impact of music or misrepresenting 

the experience of the learners in prison.  

 

In the next chapter I will outline my research methodology in order to explore the impact of my new 

non-accredited music education course at HMP Portland. With particular focus on measuring 

personal and social development and changes in self-perception, whilst adopting methods that 

accurately represent the learners that I work with. 
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Chapter 3. Research Methodology 
 

As a researcher, I am concerned with how I can use my position of privilege, as a white, free woman, 

to illuminate the narratives of people in prison and support its place in conversations of social justice 

and desistance. This investigation intends to emphasise the requirement for a critique about 

limitations within prison research; where people in prison may have been subject to having their 

narrative misinterpreted, wrongly or under-represented or de-contextualised. I want to conduct 

research in prison education that promotes authentic representation, whilst at the same time, does 

not impact the learning environment. There is a call for studies within prison to prioritise approaches 

and conduct research that challenges oppression and power and instead encourages an ethic of 

 This could provide a valuable 

methodological template for other prison researchers. 

 

3.1 The limitations of music-based research in prison 
 

Before I outline my research methodology, I want to provide some background on the limitations of 

music-based research in prison. I will give my justification for why, despite its limitations, research 

into the impact of music education within prison can still provide a valuable narrative within the 

discourse of desistance, particularly for practitioners within prison education systems.  

 

There are issues with the validity and generalisability of findings from research into music in prisons 

(Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017; Cohen and Henley 2018). For example, research often provides 

insufficient detail on essential methodological conc

(Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017:5). Within sampling in particular, studies regularly provide data from 

small participant gr

by prison staff or self-

Jordanoska 2017:5).  

 

Whilst music learning in prison may encourage desistance-o

tease out the possible sole effects of music-making participation, as inmates are involved in other 

to prove whether secondary desistance has been achieved in the long-term, after engagement or 
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after release from prison. This is because research that follows participants after participation in 

music activity is rare and problematic (Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017; Cohen and Henley 2018). 

Without this longitudinal data, conclusions from music education research within prison can only 

suggest effects and claim that, whilst at the time of music engagement prison learners are able to 

develop desistance-oriented skills, attitudes and behaviours, there may or may not be positive 

lasting effects (Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017). It is key therefore that future researchers consider 

ways to examine the effects of music engagement after participants have finished programmes and 

-entry into the 

 

 

Nevertheless, even if research is not able to conclusively confirm any lasting effects of music 

engagement in prison, all research in this area remains important. Kougiali et al. (2017:3) 

 would be inaccurate to make the binary distinction and claim that some 

whereby cognitive 

 to respect that; 

 

We need a deeper discussion, where we have the humility to accept that the relationship 

between inputs and outcomes of many things that society needs cannot be directly 

measured. (Perry 2013) 

 

Ultimately, I feel that it is the prison res

For education 

providers and teachers practicing in prisons, these types of research may lead to the refinement of 

pedagogical approaches, a re-examination the curriculum offered to people in prison and further 

instil education as a structure that supports criminal justice and desistance. 

 

 

3.2 Methodology overview 
 
For my research, I adopted a transformative mixed methods approach where explorative qualitative 

approaches were used concurrently and sequentially to complement quantitative methods. Because 

of the effects that the COVID-19 pandemic had on access to participants and delivery of education 

within the UK prison system, the study, initially a two-cycle action research project, was only able to 

provide one cycle of data collection with recommendations for a second cycle (see Section 5.5). In 
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order to conduct this research, approval was gained from the Conservatoires UK (CUK) Research 

Ethics Committee (see Appendix 1). My ethical considerations are interlaced throughout this 

research methodology, as I wanted to provide an overall framework for ethical prison research. 

 

Data was collected from one cohort of learners on my new music course at HMP/YOI Portland (n=6) 

between the 06/01/2020 and 30/01/2020. Learners were able to enrol onto the music course 

regardless of whether they wanted to participate in the research: however, all participants were 

given a Participant Consent Form and, following the processes outlined in the CUK application (see 

Appendix 1), subsequently gave consent for involvement. Consent was also gained from a member 

of the senior prison management team, who acts as a gatekeeper for the participants. Each cohort 

of the music course normally runs for four weeks, or approximately 28, two and a half hour sessions, 

therefore data collection occurred within this timeframe.  

 

Questionnaires were used as a quantitative premeasure, to collect data regarding the individual 

 included a personal and 

social beliefs self-assessment. This was to ensure that all participants were seen as individuals within 

the prison environment; that no assumptions were made about individuals based on the wider 

perception of the prison demographic. Ethnographic qualitative and quantitative data was taken 

from reflective journals completed by the participants; these encouraged the participants to engage 

in conscious enquiry about their experiences on the music course and to measure any changes in 

their personal and social development and self-concept. In conjunction with this, at the end of the 

cohort, qualitative data was gathered through semi-structured, one-to-one interviews, to engage 

the participants in a macro-reflection of their experiences on the music course. The participants 

were also asked to complete an end of course personal and social beliefs self-assessment, to collect 

data to measure against the preliminary questionnaire. My intention with this research 

methodology was to engage in research that addressed 

visions of social reality which acknowledge difference and diversity whilst at the same time 

recognis  

 

 

3.3 An Ethical Framework for Prison Research 
 

As a practitioner in prison education, I considered it fundamental that this study valued and was 

responsive to the vast ethical considerations of fulfilling research in the custodial setting. There is an 

amplified responsibility for the prison researcher, who must navigate the, often-complex, needs of 
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the prisoner participant whilst simultaneously reacting intense, risk-laden, emotionally 

settings 

dynamics that can 

Bailey 2012:150, 158).  

 

However, seeing the potential research participant in prison as vulnerable may be further 

e again alienating the person in prison 

and disregarding an authentic narrative of the prison experience. For this reason, I aimed to respect 

the participants involved by positioning them as subjects in the own right, not the objects of 

research; providing them with a platform to share their narrative, offering a minority lens and 

addressing issues of social justice. Here, the projec were 

simply calculations of harm and utility, adherence for ethical guidelines, or developing excellent 

for gi

society   The task was 

finding a framework that was sensitive to the challenges of prison research, whilst giving people in 

prison safe access to participation that accurately represented their experience; thus, achieving 

ethical balance. Mertens (2012) outlines the transformative paradigm, an approach to research that; 

Provides a philosophical framework that focuses on ethics in terms of cultural 

responsiveness, recognising those dimensions of diversity that are associated with power 

differences, building trusting relationships, and developing mixed methods that are 

conducive to social change. (Mertens 2012:802) 

Mertens (2012) discusses her framework through the four transformative research assumptions, 

which I have used  and 

methodology; this will be discussed in the following sections. 

3.3.1 Cultural competence in prison research 

cognizant of the 

(Mertens 2012:804). People in prison experience what is known as justifiable 

unjustifiable 

yal 2011:237). It is therefore the 
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, in 

 

responsive to the cultural group that is going to be researched (Byrd, Lang, Cook, Edwards and 

Byfield 2017:80). 

One recommendation is that the researcher should spend time in the field among the 

4:80) as this allows them to 

frequently challenge prior assumptions four 

years, I have an understanding of 

, Torre, Boudin, 

Bowen, Clark, Hylton, Martinez, Rivera, Roberts, Smart and Upegui 2003:111). Based on this 

experience, I ensured that the cultural environment was retained during data collection; to support 

the well-being of the learners in prison, their education and the legitimacy of the results. This 

required  of the real-

 

For learners in prison, protecting ecological validity within their environment is crucial, because they 

can react negatively to change; anything that deviates from the norms of prison life and may feel 

exposing to them. As this study took place within education, it was also important to maintain the 

naturalness of the classroom. In this way the learning environment was not jeopardised; thus, 

ecological validity was 

, Hall and Wall 2013: 53,54). For the purpose of the research results, 

ecological validity allows participants to provide data within a situation that already exists, giving 

accurate portrayals of the realities of social situations in their own terms, in their natural or 

, Manion and Morrison 2018:264). This means 

the research findings to be generalisable (Leavy 2017:114). In sustaining ecological validity, my 

research was attentive to its ambitions of cultural competency, helping to expose data that ethically 

and accurately represented the diverse culture it sought to explore.  
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3.3.2 Uncovering multiple perspectives in prison research 

Next, Mertens (2012:810) 

there are different opinions about what is real based on different lenses of privilege that people 

. This is of particular importance to the prison researcher, as most who carry 

out research with people in prison are exposed to a greater level of privilege than those being 

researched. Fundamentally, it is important to recognise that knowledge about minority groups and 

communities has frequently been produced by academic, white, male researchers and; 

Their representation of minority and marginalized groups is based on their own lenses, 

intellectual positions in the academy combined with their power to know Others, these 

interpretations or representations become truth. 

realities and consciousness are invisible and not acknowledged nor recognised and, as a 

result, are protected and normalised. (Cross 2011:52) 

resulted 

2011:52). What is more, within prison research in particular, Jewkes (2011:64) states that many 

ch often 

 

 

This called my research project in 

order for me 

(Scott 2018:153). Scott (2018) advises;  

 

The prison researcher  needs to learn to feel and understand the experience of otherness, 

to evacuate silences, acknowledge that which is normally denied and attempt to translate 

into narrative form currently unarticulated stories of human life. (Scott 2018:154) 

For researchers this means cultivating humility and entertaining the idea that academic knowing is 

only one way of knowing, not the way of knowing. This has been be achieved in my research by 

looking beyond the mediated perspective of prison and by also showing reflexivity; an awareness 

that emotions, and behaviour may not only facilitate 

and (Hammersley 2015:25). By 
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doing this, my research has located that [take] into account the culture and 

diversity of Byrd et al. 2017:80).  

3.3.3 A trusting relationship between the researcher and people in prison 
 
The epistemological assumption of transformative research relies on the relationship between the 

researcher and the participants. Mertens (2012) advises that; 

 

The researcher needs to establish an interactive link with community members. This 

involves understanding the historical and social contexts, as well as building relationships 

that acknowledge power differences and support the development of trust amongst the 

involved parties (Mertens 2012:806) 

 

This is particularly important within prison, where some participants may feel hostile towards 

engaging in a research project. The participants must be reassured that the researcher can be 

trusted, not only to protect them at the moment of the research, but also to represent their 

community, after their multiple narratives have been communicated through the data. Social 

stand alongside the dominated and exploited, locate 

themselves as part of their struggle for justice and help to facilitate their critical and emancipatory 

 

My positionality was one way that was able to build trusting relationships with my research 

participants. I had already developed a connection with members of the prison community through 

teaching at HMP/YOI Portland for four years; both with the staff members and the people in prison. I 

am not a complete insider, but certainly not an outsider. Hall (2018:398) recommends that the 

trusted insider 

 conversely, an insiders

360); where the researcher 

-

tendency to dismiss the subtle nuances of meaning and practice that the outsider might recognise as 

insider status suggests closeness to the participants 

tension between being objectively neutral and being involved with 

community members (Mertens 2012:807).  

Hammersley (2015:26) recommends the prison researcher becomes a marginal native , or rather 

perhaps to make analytic use of the fact that at best one will always be a marginal native, never a 
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c insider, I was able to develop 

trusting relationships with my participants whilst retaining reflexivity, the knowledge that I would 

always be an outsider. In doing so I could 

 

3.3.4 Addressing the diverse needs of the research participants in prison 
 
The transformative methodology follows on from the transformative axiological, ontological and 

epistemological assumptions outlined by Mertens (2012); in that it supports cultural competence, 

multiple perspectives, the trusting relationship between the researcher and participants whilst 

addressing the power imbalances that exist within prison research. The aim of the transformative 

methodology is to; 

 

[Seek] to improve the situation of its participants, focussing, thereby, on issues of: agentic 

voice 

et al. 2018:34) 

 

A transformative methodology uses a mixed methods research approach; the blend of qualitative 

rate a more accurate and adequate 

(Biesta 2012:147

may or may not agree with ea -32) and therefore mixed methods 

research represents; 

 

A more comprehensive and complete understanding of phenomena to be obtained than 

single method approaches and answers complex research questions more meaningfully, 

combining particularity with generality, patterned regularity  with contextual complexity , 

insider and outsider perspectives (emic and etic research), focussing on the whole and its 

constituent parts, and the causes of effects. (Cohen et al. 2018:33) 

 

2007:220). Not all research methods will appeal to and be suitable for every participant, especially in 

prison research, where many who are researched may struggle with literacy skills or have learning 



The Personal and Social Impact of Non-accredited Music Education in Prison 
© Copyright, August 2020, Natalie Betts 

43 

needs. Thus, by using the mixed methods approach I have been able to recognise the cultural 

subsequently addressed some of the feared power imbalance between myself as researcher and the 

participants, stimulating trusting relationships, whereby I was 

(Mertens 2007:224). The consequence of this is that the data collected represents a variety of voices 

 

 

 

3.4 Selection of Participants 
 
Whilst this research purposely obtained 

2009:214), participants from that population were selected using convenience sampling. This type of 

(Cohen et al. 2018:218). The sample was drawn from those who were allocated naturally to attend 

the music course at HMP/YOI Portland. Learners are selected to enrol on education courses by the 

prison Allocations team.  Some have applied to enrol, some have been selected to attend; this can 

be part of a sentence plan or not. Cohorts are made up of six to eight learners in the music 

classroom, therefore this research hoped to collect data from a minimum of six participants (n=6). 

This approach to sampling was taken to ensure ecological validity within the data collection, by 

g studied is 

the research 

participants represent those who have followed the regular prison processes to enrol on the music 

course.  

 

There were potential limitations of using convenience sampling in attempt to protect ecological 

validity, primarily the threat of sampling error and undercoverage (Frey 2018). One side of the 

debate defends that if research takes place outside of normal processes then it lacks external 

validity, 

error could occur if convenience sampling ose characteristics (e.g. 

, whilst 

population of interest are excluded -403). However, the 
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transformative approach that my research takes, values naturalness over generalisability. This is 

because my study aspired to explore the multiple identities of people in prison, by representing 

individual voices and challenging any preconceived ideas of criminal identity. Whilst I intended to 

represent the rich and diverse demographic of learners in prison, even if the data was deemed not 

generalisable, this was not the primary concern of using convenience sampling: rather the intention 

to acquire in-

2018:219). 

 

 

3.5 Methods 
 
In order to explore my research questions, regarding the impact of my new non-accredited, personal 

and social development music course, the methods used needed to find a way to monitor the self-

perception of learners in prison as they engaged in the music course; with particular focus on the 

al and social skills development. Gore and Cross (2011) observe 

two ways in which people evidence alterations in their self-perception, through experiencing self-

concept change or self-evaluation change stract 

network of characteristics through which people 

self-concept can be evidenced when a 

transformed (Oyserman, Elmore and Smith 2012:72). There are two levels of self-concept change; 

lower-order change and higher-order change (Gore and Cross 2011). Lower-order change occurs 

the variation in self-

2011:135); for example, when self-perception is impacted by new environments or relationships. 

Higher- -concept has shifted toward 

-perception 

is not impacted by external variances. A person may also experience deviations in self-perception 

through self-evaluation change [do] not see the self as changing in content... but rather 

and Cross 2011:136). These types of changes in self-perception are operationalised as self-esteem 

or self-

(Oyserman et al. 2012:72).  

 

There are two recommended methods for measuring change in self-perception (Brinthaupt and 

reactive self-report measures [which] involve participants 
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pontaneous self-report measures [which] involve participants answering an open-ended question 

has enabled 

involved (Brinthaupt and Erwin 1992:157); collecting both quantitative and qualitative data. The 

reactive self-report measures I used have encouraged the participants of this research to self-

evaluate against themes relevant to the research questions, which has allowed me to explore 

whether the participants experienced self-evaluation change through engagement in music. The 

spontaneous self-report measures used encouraged participants to self-describe; this has enabled 

me to evidence whether engagement in music impacts lower or higher-order self-concept change.  

 
3.5.1 Questionnaires 

Preliminary and plenary questionnaires were designed to be completed by participants (see 

Appendix 2.1), in order to provide both quantitative and qualitative information. As a quantitative 

premeasure, the preliminary questionnaire collected data regarding each 

age, ethnicity, educational background and learning needs. This was to ensure that the participants 

would be seen as individuals within the context of the research. This is particularly important when 

carrying out research with minority and minority ethnic groups, as 

communities often remain hidden within generalised discourses that subsume specific identities and 

, Garland and Spalek 2004:34). While 

evidence suggests there are key characteristics that influence the likeliness of criminal behaviour 

(Prison Reform Trust 2019), it would have been an ontological misjustice to ignore the diverse 

backgrounds of people in prison. 

Both the questionnaires at start and end of the study included a spontaneous self-report measure, in 

the form of an open question. The preliminary self-report measure was collected to be analysed 

against the plenary, in order to assess the impact engagement in music -

perception. This part of the questionnaire was semi-structured, and an agenda was set but I did not 

Cohen et al. 2018:475). Participants were asked to self-

were given to support 

participants who may have low level literacy skills or other learning needs, this approach did not rely 

on researcher-provided  required subjects to respond spontaneously to a very 

Brinthaupt and Erwin 1992:147). Although having a prompt may have 

detracted from this method being entirely spontaneous, each participant was still able to 
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Brinthaupt and Erwin 

1992:148).  

The spontaneous approach was therefore used to provide data that was able to give a more 

authentic description of the self-concept of each participant; as, in using this method, the participant 

to focus directly on those 

Here, the open-ended participants to write a free account in their own terms, 

to explain and qualify their responses and avoid the limitations of pre-

2018:476).  

There were two potential disadvantages to using the spontaneous self-report measure in the 

questionnaires. Firstly, this method assumes that respondents will be sufficiently or equally capable 

However, the 

open-

answ -perception (Cohen et al. 2018:476). 

Secondly, there is the possibility 

 (Robson 2002:233). This 

van de Mortel 2008:41). In 

response to the potential threats to the validity of the 

reflective journals; solicited diaries which are 

completed as part of the normal music course. Here any changes in self-perception were 

documented through engagement with music learning, perhaps detracting from the personal nature 

of collecting information regarding self-concept and self-evaluation. This method was used to 

 (Bartlett 

and Milligan 2015:5). 

3.5.2 Reflective Journals 
 
Autoethnographic qualitative data and quantitative data was taken from reflective journals that I 

use as part of my normal music course (see Appendix 2.2). These were completed by the participants 

and encouraged them to engage in conscious enquiry about their experiences on the music course, 

documenting any changes in their personal and social development or self-perception. By 

concurrently collecting both quantitative and qualitative data I was  both 

forms of data to search for congruent findings (e.g., how the themes identified in the qualitative 
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, Clark, 

Gutmann and Hanson 2003:171-172).  

 

The diary method used within the reflective journals 

so

Adams 2014:254). Using journals within research therefore empowers the participant to 

communicate their personal narrative (Bartlett and Milligan 2015), it permits;  

 

The point of view of the participant, and can offer helpful insights into his or her thoughts, 

can signal changes over time in thinking or self-

document reasoning processes or the participant's feelings about an issue or phenomenon 

(Lankshear and Knowbel 2004:255) 

 

This is of particular importance for the transformative researcher and offers the opportunity to build 

an equitable and trusting relationship with the research participant (Bartlett and Milligan 2015). 

Unlike the questionnaires, the use of journals encouraged the participants to take more ownership 

of evidencing their experiences; they acted as reflective learning tools for individuals on the music 

course to track progression as well as research tools. Consequently, 

researcher and researched can also result in diarists feeling less judged  by their responses or less 

pressured into giving what they feel (rightly or wrongly) is the right  Bartlett and Milligan 

2015:15); this therefore offered the opportunity for an 

self-perception. 

 

The reflective journals allowed the participants to write a sequential account of the music course, 

giving them the space to reflect on any impact experienced towards personal and social 

development, and self-perception. In order to achieve efficiency, to support participants with low-

level literacy skills and to ensure this data collection tool worked within the time constraints of the 

music lessons, the reflective journals were structured. This allowed se the way 

participants report on the event, with dedicated sections of the entry within which the experience is 

dissected into focussed  (Hyers 2018:83); collecting both quantitative and qualitative 

data.  

 

Entries into the reflective journals were made by the participants before music engagement each 

day, then at the end of music engagement each day. In theory each participant would be able to 
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produce approximately 14 diary entries across the four-week course; however, this was impacted by 

prison regime and closures. The reflective journals included both reactive and spontaneous self-

report measures regarding t -concept and self-evaluation. Each journal page 

featured four sections for participants to document during every entry; Activity Completed; Type of 

Work; Mood, Self-Confidence and Motivation Scale (reactive self-report measures); and Self-

Evaluation and Self-Concept Questions (spontaneous self-report measures). 

 

3.5.2.1 Activity Completed 
 

The new, non-accredited music course that I deliver is responsive 

Each participant used their reflective journal to document their agreed individual target at the 

beginning of music activity that day, before documenting their progressed target at the start of the 

afternoon session. For the purpose of my research, the two target boxes were necessary to collect 

data regarding the music activity each research participant was carrying out each day, to be 

referenced against the other data collected. 

 

3.5.2.2 Type of Work 
 
A tick box section was included in the reflective journals, for participants to highlight whether they 

worked individually, in a group or a mixture of both, as this provided insightful data in conjunction 

with the other information collected. 

 

3.5.2.3 Mood, Self-confidence and Motivation Scale 
 

Participants were asked to respond to reactive self-measure scales in their journal for each day of 

their attendance on the music course. These were in response to how music activities during the day 

impacted three target themes; the  mood, self-confidence and motivation. These target 

themes were used for two reasons; primarily to protect ecological validity and the normal learning 

activities that occur within the music course; and secondly, because increased positive mood, self-

confidence and motivation have been evidenced as characteristics of desistance-orientated 

behaviours, as outlined in the introduction and literature review (see Section 1.2 and Section 2.4).  

 

A semantic differential scale was used to enable evaluation of each target theme against a set of 

polar opposite adjectives quantitative analysis, the 

scale was laid out with 10-points and participants were therefore able to assess their mood, self-
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confidence and motivation out of 10. The first scale on each journal page was completed on arrival 

to the music classroom, the second, comparative scale was completed at the end of music 

engagement each day.  

 

The u nnotations of 

 and also requires the participant to understand what is meant by the 

target concepts; mood, self-confidence and motivation. Brinthaupt and Erwin (1992) advise that 

when using reactive measures;  

There may be differences in understanding of terms or items attributable to a variety of 

differences among respondents, such as differences on cognitive, developmental, social or 

cohort dimensions (Brinthaupt and Erwin 1992:150) 

A reactive measure relies on the partici

terms used. To prepare the research participants to be able to complete this section of the journal, 

with recognition that many people in prison education have different learning needs, a description 

of the terms was given to, read out and discussed with each participant (see Appendix 2.2.1). 

 

3.5.2.4 Self-Evaluation and Self-Concept Questions 
 
Alongside the data gained through the semantic differential scales, the journals also enabled the 

participants to complete a spontaneous self-report, prescribed through a written activity. They were 

given two open questions; hat impact has doing music had on you today and why? ; and, hat 

have you learnt about yourself today?  These were used 

(Bartlett and Milligan 2015:21). The use of 

qualitative data in particula

2012:807); affords 

and 

Milligan 2015:72). Results from these questions were also collected to be cross referenced against 

the quantitative data evidenced through the journals; for example, I was able to evaluate whether 

participants learnt more or less about themselves in a session when they experienced large changes 

in mood, self-confidence and motivation. 

 

Whilst there are many benefits of using reflective journals and diary method as a form of data 

collection within a transformative mixed methods approach, there are also some limitations. One 
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principal 

participants that engage in prison research may find diary writing; 

 

educational abilities this may not be easy. In this case a written diary is unlikely to provide a 

helpful outlet for self-expression, in fact it may even pose a risk to a participant's emotional 

well-being by highlighting something that they are unable to do. (Bartlett and Milligan 

2015:75) 

 

What is more, written accounts alone do not afford the researcher the opportunity to explore the 

responses given by the participants, or to ask for clarification. Lankshear and Knobel (2004:255) 

therefore recommend that, reflective j - d 

in concurrence or sequentially with other methods. This affords the participants other opportunities 

to express themselves and means that a research methodology can respond to the culturally diverse 

needs of participants within prison. The reflective journals were therefore used alongside interviews. 

 

3.5.3 Interviews 
 

Interviews formed the main source of data collection for this research project. Whilst the 

questionnaires would provide information in order to understand each participant as an individual 

and the reflective journals would give, in the moment, accounts of the impact of music engagement, 

together these two methods gave structure and meaning to the interview process. Interviews were 

their reasons for responding as  I used an interview schedule to 

outline the structure of my interviews (see Appendix 2.3). 

 

In order to be culturally responsive and meet the needs of their research participants, an interviewer 

should ensure that -ended and the 

wording and sequence may be tailored to each individual interviewee and the responses given, with 

Therefore, the interviews were semi-structured, 

Participants were interviewed one at a time, within the final session 

of the music course. Each interview was split into two sections and began with asking participants 
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broad questions about the music course. The recording was then stopped, to allow time for the 

participants to read through their reflective journals, before the recording resumed and more 

focused questions were asked. This approach was adopted because the participants  knowledge may 

have been  (Johnson and Weller 

2002:491). In this way the  reflective journal was used as a prop. This is an elicitation 

technique, which is used to aid the participant to remember and explain information more 

accurately (Johnson and Weller 2002). 

 

Interviews were was in response to 

conducting research within prison, where people may be discouraged to participate due to the 

implied formality of interviews and the negative associations people in prison may feel towards 

them, as they 74). Instead of using a 

Dictaphone I used recording devices already accessible as part of the music course I deliver, to retain 

a naturalness and to avoid impacting the teaching environment. Whilst I did not foresee the 

interview method and questions posing any emotional difficulty to my research participants, I was 

aware that interviewing can make some people feel anxious, leading them to 

was therefore important for me to 

recognis

(Cohen et al. 2018:507). I had to show 

be prepared to allow the participant to stop at any point (Brooks, Riele and 

Maguire 2014:110).  

 

The i

than seeking to gain truth  about reality that exists outside of human perception, [it] seeks to 

ses 

 

This approach was adopted in order to help understand 

phenomena from the participants  perspectives, the world as experienced by the subjects, 

and with the  (Kvale 1996:52). 

Thus, I ensured that the transformative ontological assumption was upheld, rejects cultural 

relativism, while recognizing that different versions of what is bel

2012:806). 
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3.6 An ethical framework for prison research analysis 
 

The transformative mixed methods research approach that I adopted enabled the collection of 

concurrent and sequential quantitative and qualitative data for analysis. By mixing the different sets 

 identifying areas of divergence, adding clarity, raising 

additional questions, and exp  

 

3.6.1 A close relationship with qualitative data and critical self-reflection 
 
Ideas from a constructivist approach to grounded theory informed the process of analysing the 

qualitative data collected through this research; grounded theory guidelines were 

thematic analyses (Charmaz 2011:360). I have used the logic of constructivist grounded theory by 

ct abstract 

achieved through a three-stage process recommended by Charmaz (2014), which involved initial 

coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding, with memo-writing practised throughout. 

 

Unlike original models of grounded theory, namely the emergent model (Glaser and Strauss 1967) 

and the systematic model (Strauss and Corbin 1990), which encouraged explanatory, positivist 

 

2018:716). This approach to grounded theory is therefore better suited to research that is immersed 

in social justice and that utilises a transformative methodology: this is because it; 

 

(5) adopts sensitising concepts such as power, privilege, equity, and oppression, and (6) 

remains alert to variation and difference. (Charmaz 2011:360)  

 

Each stage of this process employs the researcher to understand the necessity for a close 

relationship with the data [and] to be critically self-reflective upport narratives of social 

justice (Mertens 2009:294). 

was important; it would have been antithetical to the research 

aims and design to use pre-determined codes to analyse the data. I wanted to reveal emergent 

themes and the narrative of the learners in prison, recognising that; 
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Adopting grounded theory strategies in social justice research means that we cannot import 

a set of concepts such as hegemony and domination and paste them onto the realities in the 

and understood, not as given in textbooks. (Charmaz 2014:327) 

 

Therefore, whilst I could have chosen to analyse my data in response to themes linked to desistance 

study] the data and [develop] analysis from conceptualising these data 

.  

 

:84), listening 

back to the recorded interviews and reading through the reflective journals. After using online 

transcription software, Otter, I was also able to print my interview transcripts which helped me to 

feel more immersed in the interview data (see Appendix 5). I used memoing techniques to capture 

(Charmaz 2014:162). This included keeping a notepad of considerations, using the software 

SimpleMind to map links between my ideas, as well as using voice recording software on my phone 

when I was away from my data. Any memo writing that was achieved using digital technology was 

particularly useful, as I was able to return to the files and manipulate the content; revising it via 

 dated versions of previous electronic memos to explore how 

my investigative thinking had progressed and to recognise the 

Clarke 2005:136). Charmaz (2014) recommends that memoing and memo writing 

 in grounded theory, and for this reason I 

continued this practice throughout data analysis. 

 

Using NVivo analysis software I was able to start a phase of initial coding using qualitative data from 

the reflective journals and interviews (see Appendix sections 4 and 5). This encouraged the study of 

 words, lines, segments and incidents  

(Charmaz 2014:109). Initial coding required the recognition of the value of codes that were 

 

initial codes that were more recurrent and significant and begin focused coding; selecting codes that 
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the reflective journals and interviews. Finally, theoretical coding allowed me to 

, I had to work 

to avoid the intrusion of prior knowledge guiding the process of categorisation, as theoretical codes 

 my 

assertions (Charmaz 2014:155,159). 

 

3.6.2 Using quantitative data to sharpen findings 
 

As well as qualitative data, this research also collected quantitative data through the semantic 

differential scale used in the reflective journals; as described in Section 3.5.2.3, where participants 

measured changes in their mood, self-confidence and motivation during each day of music 

engagement. This provided numerical data as participants scored changes between 1 and 10. This 

data was input into Microsoft Excel, where I was able to analyse data to provide descriptive 

statistics; calculating the mean, median, minimum and maximum and range of results in order to 

analyse individual and group results (see Appendix sections 4 and 6.1).  

 

This quantitative data was then used to sharpen findings from qualitative analysis; 

participant experienced their highest increase in self-confidence and then explore their qualitative 

ve journal entry. Through analysis of the quantitative data I could 

see when participants were working alone or in a group and this could be compared against 

qualitative data. Furthermore, the quantitative data proved useful in finding anomalies within the 

data and then reflecting on qualitative data to understand what was happening. 

 

With all statistical data it was important, under the transformative framework, that I remained 

sensitive to 

average scores without serious consideration of

2009:299). Whilst my research participants represented a group of people in prison, the sample size 

was small and my quantitative data could have led to misleading, over-generalised findings if used 

differently. 
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3.6.3 The use of people in prison as research commentators 
 
My ethical approach to data analysis also takes inspiration from Convict Criminology, which aims to 

challenge conventional findings and dominant discourses in criminal justice research (Richards and 

Ross 2001). In attempting to address underrepresentation and distorted images of incarceration, 

Convict 

 (Aresti and Darke 2018:3).  

 

One innovation of my study is the use of research commentators. In my music group I have two peer 

mentors: these are people in prison that I have selected to support me with the delivery of my 

course. They see multiple cohorts of learners engage in music activity and could therefore offer their 

unique perspectiv In the study 

the peer mentors will be referred to as Howard and Guy. 

 

The peer mentors have not been positioned as researchers in this study, nor do they act as 

participants. Instead they are positioned as commentators in order to remain true to the desistance 

 involving research subjects  

2017:15). This involved collaborative action, the peer mentors did not have access to the data 

collected from participants, instead they were situated to give a broader analysis of the research 

questions I am asking in this project. They took part in separate, semi-structured interviews in order 

to maintain a dialogue of collaboration (see Appendix sections 2.4 and 7); offering a channel to 

knowing differently  

(Brown and Brady 2020:1).  

 

Whilst this approach attempts to address the power differential in prison-based research (Brown 

and Brady 2020), I appreciate that it does not remove the imbalance in power of academic research 

altogether. This method recognises that people in prison may n

but can aim to eliminate 

academics and prisoners as co-  Gaining 

interview data from the peer mentors regarding my research questions therefore allowed me to 

uphold a transformative approach, by attempting to further establish routes to representation, to 

challenge the landscape of prison research that does not legitimise authentic narrative, as well as 

and Brady 2020:11). 
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3.7 Summary 
 

This chapter has outlined the transformative mixed methods approach taken to conduct my 

research with six participants on my new, non-accredited music course at HMP/YOI Portland. The 

methodology was adopted in order to; practice cultural competence, uncover multiple perspectives; 

build trusting relationships with the participants; and address the diverse needs of the prison 

population. The data collection methods, questionnaires, reflective journals and interviews, combine 

exploratory qualitative approaches and complimentary quantitative methods. All methods are based 

on learning activities that are used as a normal part of my music course in order to ensure ecological 

validity.  

 

Data analysis was conducted using grounded theory guidelines to sharpen the thematic analysis of 

qualitative data, ensuring a close relationship with the data and critical self-reflection of my 

privileged positionality as a white, free woman. Quantitative data was also used in analysis, to 

mutually inform qualitative information. Based on concepts of Convict Criminology, interviews with 

my two classroom peer mentors were collected. The peer mentors were positioned as research 

commenters in this study, situated to give a broader analysis of the research question, to establish 

routes to the representation of authentic narratives of learners in prison.  

 

The next chapter will introduce the six participants involved in this research and, through the mixed 

data collected, as well as the interviews conducted with the peer mentors, explore the  

experiences of my new, non-accredited music course. 
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Chapter 4. Presentation of Findings 
 
4.1 Overview  
 

Data regarding the experiences of six learners on my new, non-accredited music course was 

collected through questionnaires, reflective journals and interviews and will be presented 

throughout this chapter (the complete data set can be found in the Appendix). The findings 

represent a synthesis of data from all collection methods. This chapter will explore the personal and 

social journeys of each learner and identify whether they experienced any impact from the music 

course, through changes in their personal and social development or self-reflection. Given the 

importance of authentically representing the marginalised people that I am researching, as 

highlighted in the methodology (see Section 3), supplementary to the data collected from the 

research participants, interviews with the peer mentors will be used throughout this chapter. This is 

to give additional depth 

perspective of the impact of music on people in prison (see Section 3.6.3). 

 

 

4.2 Introduction to the learners 
 

The six people that made up the music group during this study had diverse backgrounds, like many 

of the cohorts of learners I work with in prison. The group included: 

 

 Chris: A 32-year-old Irish learner who had previously been involved in music performance, 

with experience of  at parties and raves. On the course he wanted understand how to 

play the keyboard, drums and learn about digital music production. Chris has a mental 

health condition that causes him to have cyclothymic episodes, and he also has ADHD. Chris 

had previously achieved qualifications at Level 3 equivalent. 

 

 Dave: A 38-year-old British learner, who had started to learn bass guitar in another prison 

and wanted to continue developing his skills and engage in group performance. Dave self-

declared as having social and emotional difficulties, a mental health condition and dyslexia. 

He had no previous education qualifications. 

 

 Nate: A 19-year-old learner with a Caribbean background, who has previously played the 

steel pans in a local band and was passionate about UK rap, grime and drill music. He joined 



The Personal and Social Impact of Non-accredited Music Education in Prison 
© Copyright, August 2020, Natalie Betts 

58 

the course to write original music and improve his skills on the step sequencers. Nate had 

previously achieved qualifications at Level 3 equivalent. 

 

 Pat: A 49-year-old British learner, who had played drums in a number of bands and was also 

interested in writing poetry. On the course Pat hoped to improve his technical drum skills 

and expand his awareness of other music genres. Pat had previously achieved qualifications 

at Level 2 equivalent. 

 

 Rami: A 28-year-old Kurdish Iranian learner, with English as his second language, who had no 

experience of playing music. He was interested in learning the guitar and keyboard. Rami 

had previously achieved qualifications at Level 2 equivalent. 

 

 Taylor: A 25-year-old British learner, with experience as an MC and producer, having 

released on music videos on YouTube. He was interested in writing instrumentals and new 

lyrics on the music course. Taylor has a mental health condition and 

Taylor had previously achieved qualifications at Level 1 and below. 

 

As well as the six research participants, the two peer mentors, Howard and Guy (as introduced in 

Section 3.6.3), were in the classroom throughout the course. Before discussing the data collected 

from the participants, the interviews with Howard and Guy will be used to set the scene, giving 

context to the findings. 

 

 

4.3 Setting the scene 
 
In separate interviews with Howard and Guy, I was able to ask them about their experiences of being 

in prison. First time offender Howard explained that coming to prison isolated him from his normal 

life and its familiarities, the result of this was loneliness and fear: 

 

Howard:  When I first came in, it was really frightening. Um, I felt like I've been abducted from 

my life. 

what's the worst thing can happen to me? And that would purely be based on what I 

find out day to day and people exaggerate all the time. So, I spent the first month 

thinking that I could be stabbed in the shower or raped or anything. 
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At the same time as contending with the challenges of a new and anxiety-invoking environment, 

Howard went through a period of acclimatisation. At this point prison can become familiar and 

normal to him. As Howard told me: 

 

Howard:  

forget about your life outside, not forget, you have to kind of distance it a bit. 

 

 

Howard coped with the transition into imprisonment through separating his life inside of prison 

from his life outside. He achieved this by self-administering further barriers and limiting contact; for 

example, removing the opportunity for connection with his family through visitation.  

 

For Guy, who had been to prison before, it was separation from his family that he found challenging, 

along with the strict, structural controls: 

 

Guy:  

simplest things in life. Meaning like, being able to use metal forks and knives and, 

you know hugging your family, to hug your mum. You know, being away from 

people telling you what to do all the time. You know, you kind of want your own 

space. 

 

Being in prison had not only created personal barriers for Guy but meant that he had to adapt to 

having his autonomy removed by following the rules of the environment. 

 

However, whilst Guy and Howard experienced isolation from the people close to them outside of 

prison, friendship groups helped them to develop social structures and community within prison. 

Howard explained: 

 

Howard:  What I've learned from being in here is something I didn't expect I'd learn. And that 

than some of the other friendships I've made from outside. 
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What Howard and Guy exposed through my conversations with each of them was the dichotomous 

nature of prison; the extraordinary yet the mundane; the insecure yet the secure; and the 

separation from, as well as the development of, community ties and relationships. Howard revealed 

that music within prison can exist too in dichotomy to the wider environment: 

 

Howard: In prison, most of the things that you do are what you're told to do. And even the 

most basic thing like sleep, it's poor quality, it's interrupted, with someone else 

underneath you, it smells, on a horrible bed, in a freezing cold environment with a 

exists as what you make it. So, it's the high

environment that is that for me. I can make it whatever I want to make it. 

 

In contrast to the restrictive and problematic characteristics of the prison environment, Howard 

describes how the music classroom enables people in prison to engage in activities with the ability to 

create something original. Through music, learners can regain autonomy, the freedom of choice and 

ownership. The music classroom is seen as a positive space within the wider prison environment, 

Howard told me: 

 

Howard: Being involved in music in prison. It feels like, compared to everything else, it feels 

everybody would run there (laughs). 

 

for context, the findings from the research 

participants will now be explored, focussing on the impact of music on the participants mood, self-

confidence and motivation.  

 

 
4.4 Increased positive mood 
 

Each participant in the group self-assessed their mood on arrival to the music class and was then 

asked to re-assess their mood after engagement each day. The impact of being on the music course 

meant that the group of six participants experienced an average of 16.4% positive increase in change 

of mood during each day of participation, and the average end of day measure for mood across all 

participants was 8.81 out of 10. 
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4.4.1  
 

Positive shifts in mood were, in some cases, attributed to the contrast the music classroom offered 

to the wider prison environment. Chris had been self-isolating and was apprehensive about joining 

the music class, but had been encouraged to attend by Howard, whom he knew from his wing. Chris 

was interested in learning both the guitar and keyboard, being able to sing at the same time, so that 

he could perform a song by his favourite artist, Frank Sinatra. Chris told me: 

 

Chris:  After being locked up in my cell, all night, and after the chaos on the wing, you know 

got to get on with it. 

 

Chris found that the change in environment and the opportunity to engage in a positive activity, 

against the negative backdrop of being in prison, had a positive effect on his mood. Chris 

experienced higher than average changes in mood; on average his mood positively increased by 

27.3%, from the start to end of each day of music engagement. On a day when he experienced his 

largest change in mood, from a measure of 4 to 9, he reflected: 

 

Chris:  Making my drum and bass beat and writing lyrics has cheered me up because at the 

start of the day I was getting over a long weekend of bang up in my cell, and by the 

end of the day it lifted my mood, music always cheers me up. 

 

Similarly, for Dave, music engagement helped to keep him occupied in an enjoyable and positive 

activity, instead of being confined to the wing. Dave had played guitar before, 15 years previously, in 

another prison and was hoping to rebuild his skills and learn how to play the bass guitar, in order to 

join in with a group performance. He told me: 

 

Dave:  

 

 

Escape from the prison environment was a recurrent theme linked to a positive change in mood. For 

Pat, he believed that doing music in prison had a positive impact on his well-being because he had 
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Pat: Music takes your mind away from the, just from the basic sort of boredom of life. 

Especially in prison. So, you know, your mind can be taken to other places with 

music. 

 

Engagement in music was therefore seen by these participants as a physical escape from the wider 

prison environment, but at the same time an opportunity to experience a mental break from prison 

life. For Chris, he was able use the experience of making music in prison to offload negative feelings 

that he had been experiencing in other areas of the prison. Chris explained:  

 

Chris: s not a lot for us to release any feeling or emotion. Where we supress it all the 

release it and music gave me a chance to release it. 

 

Again, engagement in the music class provided an escape, for Chris, he was able to experience an 

emotional release causing a positive increase in his mood. 

 

4.4.2  
 

Nate had studied a music qualification in prison previously and hoped that upon joining the class this 

time he would be able to write new original songs and improve his skills with the music technology 

available. Out of all the participants, Nate experienced the highest change in mood across the music 

course; daily increases averaged at +28.9%. For Nate, music had a positive effect on his mood 

because it enabled him the opportunity to express himself, he explained: 

 

Nate: [Music] helps a lot, take your mind of certain things. And, you can express yourself 

through it. Even though you may not be good at talking to people, what you say in 

 

 

Similarly, for Guy: 
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Guy: 

personally, I find it hard to speak my emotions and say how I feel. Whereas if I write 

it down on a piece of paper and turn it into  an art, it's easier to express myself. So, 

people what kind of person I am. 

 

Where both Nate and Guy used music to benefit their mood by communicating personal narratives 

and to connect with others in the group, Taylor, who experiences social challenges because of his 

 

 

Taylor: I feel like when it comes to music it makes people a lot more, easy to approach. Like 

 

? 

 

Despite finding it difficult to speak with others in the class or to show their emotions, music acted as 

an accessible platform for Nate, Guy and Taylor to build relationships with the group, which helped 

to positively impact their mood. The ways in which the learners saw music as a tool for 

communication differed, with Nate and Guy utilising lyric writing for self-expression and Taylor using 

music to approach others and begin to build relationships. 

 

4.4.3  
 

There was a slightly higher average increases in positive mood for participants when they worked in 

a group; +19.4% overall increase during music engagement, compared to +15.4% when people 

worked individually. The reflective journal data evidences how the music course promoted group 

work, or development of individual skills towards group outcomes. 49% of the time the group 

completed sessions combining both individual and group activity, 29% of the time participants 

engaged in solely group-based work, whereas 22% of the time participants engaged in exclusively 

individual work. Chris, Pat, Nate and Rami all experienced their largest increase in mood during 

Session 12; during this lesson all learners were engaged in collaborative work leading to group 

performances. When Howard was asked how it feels to be part of a group performing together, he 

remarked: 

 

 



The Personal and Social Impact of Non-accredited Music Education in Prison 
© Copyright, August 2020, Natalie Betts 

64 

Howard: I've told you before many times, that's the, that's 

a strong feeling of togetherness, and people are playing, and even playing one note 

that's... It's like going to church and singing hymns, right? People can't sing, so what? 

It's the elation of being part of it. And that tames behaviour. It tames and it lifts 

 

 

Despite varying levels of skill in the classroom, music enabled these learners to engage as a group 

and experience the wellbeing benefits of collaborative music-making. Similarly, when was Chris was 

asked what he felt the impact of working with others in the class was, he replied: 

 

Chris: It was a joy to share that feeling with them because a lot of lads go through what I 

go through. And to see them smiling and to see, to see what it was doing for them, 

made me happy as well. 

 

Music-making helped the learners to connect with each other, in both the physical act of playing and 

the emotional outcomes that it encouraged. Howard and Chris uncover that the music classroom 

offers an accessible activity for learners to experience togetherness, both in the creation of music 

and a unified sound, but also in the collective experience of happiness.  

 

Within the class, the group members recognised the benefits of working collaboratively. Nate told 

me: 

 

Nate:  

have to work together, to make things happen, 

yourself. 

 

Likewise, Dave remarked: 

 

Dave:  

get to know people and how they are, and how you can work together with them. 

 

for you anyway. 
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And for Pat: 

 

Pat: 

been good to 

better with other inmates. Whereas I was more than happy to be behind my door 

 

 

This shows that even for those who were reticent about working with others, the interdependent 

act of making music together not only helped learners to engage with each other, but also acted as a 

source of well-being and comfort.  

 

 

4.5 Increased self-confidence 
 
All six participants assessed their self-confidence before and after music engagement each day. The 

impact of being on the music course meant that the group of six participants experienced an average 

of 13.4% positive increase in self-confidence during each day of participation. The average end of 

day measure for self-confidence across all participants was 8.84 out of 10. 

 

4.5.1 that  
 

The data evidences the range of activities that the participants engaged in, and this included; 

understanding, practising and performing vocals, keyboard, acoustic guitar, bass guitar and drums; 

creating original instrumentals using digital technology; writing original lyrics; performing; and 

recording. The participants had varying levels of previous music experience; however, they were all 

able to engage in learning activities that were new to them. The data evidences that as participants 

discovered subject-related skills, and in some cases wider skills, this positively impacted their self-

confidence. 

 

On the first day of the music course Rami refused to engage. Although he was encouraged to stay 

and learn about the activities he could join in with, he decided to go back to his wing. As Rami was 

on the allocations list for music, he was unlocked from his cell to attend the class the over the 

following three sessions. Each time he was asked if he would like to observe the class, but again he 
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refused. By the fifth class, the other learners in the room had settled in and Rami decided to watch 

what they were doing. During that session, through conversations with the other learners and 

participating as an observer, Rami decided that he would like to join the group. 

 

Rami experienced positive changes in mood, self-confidence and motivation during each day of the 

music course. Daily increases during activity averaged at +12.7% (mood), +13.6% (self-confidence) 

and +10.9% (motivation). Rami explained: 

 

Rami: At the beginning I start playing with the guitar with the group, for example singing 

the song as a group. And then I played drums, I played piano, keyboard and beats. 

 

As Rami experimented with different instruments, his reflective journal reveals that he discovered 

musical ability and ways he could express himself, and that he also began to join in with the group. 

During session 10, Rami decided to play the drums. Despite never playing them before he was 

quickly able to coordinate both hands and keep the pulse with the bass drum. He explained that 

what he was playing sounded like the Kurdish Iranian music that he normally enjoyed listening to. He 

was encouraged by the group to develop his idea and during the next session he recorded the drum 

beat along with some original Kurdish lyrics. This is when Rami experienced his highest change in 

self-confidence, and he reflected in his journal at the end of this session: 

 
Rami:  

surprised that I had the confidence that I could sing and make my own song. 

 

The session had a significant impact on him and his perception of himself, as evidenced in the switch 

of role from being an observer to being observed by others in the class. Howard witnessed this 

change too and suggested that increasing confidence in his ability to engage in the music-

making was a defining moment of realisation: 

 

Howard: His confidence grew every single lesson and as he realised that he could do these 

when he realised what he had that was him 

and nobody else, was his ethnic background. And he focused in on that and he came 

alive. And recorded, and he was doing vocals. And  it was real it worked. 

 

Rami discovered new skills and talents in himself which increased his self-confidence, yet at the 

same time the safe and social environment of the music classroom also enabled Rami to feel 
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confident to perform his music to others in the class. He was able to share his new skills, which 

fostered in his peers a mutual , by listening and 

adding other parts to his music, which may have also had a positive effect on his self-confidence. 

 

4.5.2  
 

One key finding from the data is the positive role that encouragement and recognition of talent from 

others had on improving the self-confidence of participants. For three of the participants, Chris, 

Dave and Nate, during their interviews they revealed that they had previously experienced 

disapproval and negativity from others: 

 

Dave: 

 

 

Chris: 

told enough that I was good. 

 

Nate:  

 

This not only signifies that these learners had previously experienced negativity from others, but 

also suggests that they have internalised that negativity, causing them to have low self-belief and 

self-confidence. Howard confirmed this as he told me: 

 

Howard: A lot of people in prison have been constantly run down and, and so many people 

have come from broken backgrounds. And that's another thing I've learned about as 

well, that the majority of criminal offenders generally have had very disruptive 

upbringings and constantly rundown and told that they're worthless and that 

 you call 

apple an apple, then it's never gonna be a lemon. 

 

Praise and encouragement within the music classroom was shown to challenge the negative effects 

of stigma and self-stigmatisation; helping people in the class with low self-esteem to build self-

confidence and challenge any negative labels that they associated with themselves. Howard 

endorsed that praise is an important part of rehabilitation: 
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Howard:   it 

building and confirmation that you're not all bad. Even though your behaviour has 

been bad, it doesn't mean that you are bad.  

 

Analysis of the reflective journal data suggests that Dave had low self-confidence; his average score 

at the start of each day of music engagement for self-confidence was 4.14 out of 10. His self-

confidence grew as he built trusting relationships and received support and praise from the group 

members. Dave explains: 

 

Dave: -

 

 

he remarked: 

 

Dave: 

 

 

This comment is deeply reflective and suggests that by receiving social reassurance, Dave was 

enabled to challenge his self-evaluation. Despite previously experiencing negativity which had 

caused low self-confidence, Dave was able to reconsider what he believed he was capable of and 

build self-belief that he was able to participate in non-criminal and education-based activities. 

 

Similarly, for Chris, praise and encouragement from others in the class challenged his self-worth. He 

experienced an average positive change in self-confidence of 26.4% during each day of music 

engagement. When asked about the benefits of music engagement, Chris remarked: 

 

Chris: 

to listen to what people said before when they put me down, said I was rubbish or 

th Coming into your group, and showing you what I could do and 

everybody praising me and telling me that I am talented and telling me that I am 
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good, you know it lifted up my self-

what I was. 

 

This highlights how music learning can help to create an environment that stimulates peer to peer 

praise, encouragement and alternative social reinforcement, positively impacting self-confidence.  

 

The most evocative data to show that music can positively impact self-confidence by providing 

learners in prison with an opportunity to challenge negative self-image was evidenced in the Who I 

Am reflections in the -course questionnaire, when ask to complete his 

reflection, he wrote: 

 

Nate:  . 

 

After engagement in the course he stated: 

 

Nate: 

 

 

Similarly, Dave too showed change in self-evaluation and self-concept. He initially answered the 

Who Am I question by responding: 

 

Dave:   .  

 

Then after the course he wrote: 

 

Dave: 

strong beliefs in things. And as a member of the prison council I believe things can 

be changed with support. I am kind, helpful and passionate about music. 

 
From the self-critical responses that highlighted low self-worth in the initial reflections, by the end of 

the music course both learners were able to identify positive attributes and qualities about 

themselves. This highlights a significant positive alteration in self-evaluation and self-concept 

change. 
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4.6 Increased motivation 
 

Each participant in the group self-assessed their motivation on arrival to the music class and were 

then asked to re-assess their motivation after engagement each day. The impact of being on the 

music course caused the group of six participants experienced an average of 14.3% positive increase 

in motivation during each day of participation in the music course. The average end of day measure 

for motivation across all participants was 9.15 out of 10.  

 

4.6.1  
  
For Dave, music engagement stimulated motivation and removed boredom, allowing him to 

construct of meaning in an environment that had no value to him, as the following comment 

demonstrates: 

 

Dave: I think where you re t 

working, you just lay in your bed all day, and you just lose like the will to do 

 

 

Giving the learners the freedom to choose their own activities and monitor their own progression 

was correlated with increased motivation. Chris explained: 

 

Chris: Each time I was doing better, I wanted to do better each time more. So, my 

motivation to do better grew more and more. So at the beginning of every day my 

motivation was low, but then, the more I completed learning new chords, learning 

new melodies, the keyboard, the guitar, the writing, the step sequencer, it just made 

me motivated to learn more, I want to do more. 

 

Others in the class, who wanted to continue doing music after release from prison, were able to 

create targets that would support their career ambitions. Pat set targets to explore different genres 

and practise rudiments on the drums, in order to improve his ability for when he re-joined his band 

after his release and Taylor wrote a collection of instrumentals to take away with him. In all cases, 

music engagement acted as an intrinsic motivator for the learners in prison, because they saw it as 

an enjoyable and valuable activity that related to their personal aims and ambitions.  
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4.6.2  
 

Not only were the participants intrinsically motivated by the ability to autonomously engage in 

music activities that were meaningful to them, but their external recognition and praise from others 

in the class also had a positive effect on motivation. Chris explains: 

 

Chris:  When people tell you how good you are doing it motivates you to do more. 

 

Rather than external motivators such as punishment and deadlines, the learners in the class 

experienced positive recognition from their peers in the class, which motivated them to achieve 

their goals. Nate told me: 

 

Nate: Out of nowhere, people start prais

 

 

Therefore, peer-to-peer, mutual autonomy supportive relationships were also developed in the 

classroom, as learners encouraged and supported each other with their individualised targets. At 

points throughout the course the learners took on different roles, sometimes providing autonomy 

support, sometimes receiving autonomy support. For example, Taylor told me:   

 

Taylor: I came in and found out that there was somebody on the course that likes to rap to 

sequencers. So, I sat on them for a day and worked out how to do it and just started 

making those kind of instrumentals with him. And that give him somewhere to rap 

 

 

By offering his support, Taylor enabled another learner in the class to achieve their intrinsically 

motivated goals. This was important for Dave, who relied on the social structure around him to 

accomplish his targets. On two separate entries in his journal, Dave reflected: 

 

Dave: I can do something positive with help from inmates in the class and from Natalie.  

 

I can work as a team and when I mess up I can just do it again, whereas before, 

just get up and leave. 
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Not only were learners in the group receiving autonomy support from me, as their teacher, but 

autonomy supportive relationships had been established between the learners, which positively 

impacted motivation. 

 

 

4.7  
 

The participant who appeared to experience the smallest impact from the music course was Taylor. 

Analysis of the responses from Taylor, who worked both individually and with the group throughout 

the course, revealed that he experienced a small positive change in mood, no change in self-

confidence and a negative change in motivation across the music course. Daily increases in mood 

averaged at +6.7% (mood), +0% (self-confidence) and -1.1% (motivation). However, average 

start to end of a day of music engagement across the course equalled 9 to 9.67 (mood), 9.56 to 9.56 

(self-confidence) and 10 to 9.89 (motivation), which meant that often he was unable to score higher 

after music engagement.  

 

For Taylor, who had a high level of music experience as a recording artist and music event organiser 

outside of prison, the course in prison gave him the opportunity to engage in an activity that he 

enjoyed, as he told me in his interview: 

 

Taylor: I already knew what I was capable of. But having somewhere to go and do it, and 

having somewhere to do music, maybe I feel a lot more confident in myself and it 

made me feel a lot more positive throughout the day. 

 

However, whilst engagement in music did impact his well-being whilst in prison, he did not feel that 

it helped to impact his progression. When I asked Taylor if he had developed any skills on the music 

course he replied: 

 

Taylor:   

 

Another indication that Taylor experienced less impact than others on the group was evidenced in 

his questionnaire. Before the course, when answering the Who I Am reflection, he gave a detailed 

response that highlighted positive self-concept and evaluation:  
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Taylor: X Y and now in X

love and care for my family and friends. I make music and really enjoy making things 

happen. I used to run a media channel and shoot music videos, take photos at music 

events in and around Z ganised rap battles on radio in Y. I 

determined and really believe in myself. The time in jail has given me time to plan 

lots of things like getting a job and being a bit more mature. 

 

When Tayler completed the same activity at the end of the course he answered: 

 

Taylor:  I am really motivated to make music. 

 

Conceivably then, music learning in prison did impact on Taylor, by keeping him connected to his 

identity outside of prison. As Taylor was not engaging in activities that were new to him, instead of 

experiencing significant change in his self-concept and evaluation, perhaps music acted to reaffirm 

his goals and ambitions for the future. 

 

 

4.8 Summary 
 

The six participants, along with Howard and Guy defined the challenging nature of the prison 

environment. They described prison as being characterised by fear, restriction, isolation, 

disconnection, repetition, negativity and violence. However, this chapter has revealed that within 

the prison environment my music classroom provides an educational space that nurtures 

opportunities for people in prison to regain autonomy and develop relationships. This was shown to 

positively impact the personal and social development as well as enable learners in prison to 

challenge their self-perception. 

 

Music was shown to positively impact the mood of the participants because of three predominant 

reasons; it created a space which positively contrasted the wider prison environment, offering an 

escape; it gave learners the opportunity to release their emotions and express themselves; and it 

encouraged learners to work as a group and experience togetherness. Throughout Section 4.4 music 

and develop rust with new people, communicate effectively and share feelings of joy. 
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The music course was shown to have a positive impact on the self-confidence of the learners for two 

predominant reason; through music, learners were able to discovered new skills; and group music-

making or sharing enabled learners to experience alternative social praise and encouragement from 

the group, which often challenged previously experienced negativity from others. Throughout 

-evaluation and 

self-worth as they experienced feelings of pride. 

 

Finally, the music course was shown to positively impact the motivation of the participants because 

of two predominant reasons; it gave learners the autonomy to engage in self-determined tasks that 

had personal value; and through collective music-making learners were able to give and receive 

recognition and support from others in the group. Throughout Section 4.6 music engagement was 

 and practice tenacity.  

 

Section 4.7 showed that for one learner, Taylor, my new music course appeared to have little impact 

on his personal and social development or changes in self-perception. Whilst Taylor did enjoy the 

of new learning. Engagement in music however 

did keep Taylor connected to his identity outside of prison and reaffirmed his goals and ambitions 

for the future.  

 

The following chapter will discuss the impact of my new music course in relation to concepts of 

desistance. I will explore the reasons why music had a positive impact on the learners in my class 

and also consider why, for Taylor, music had less impact on him than his peers. In particular, I will 

focus on whether it was music alone or music used within the framework of pedagogy that caused 

positive personal, social and emotional developmental changes for my learners. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion and Interpretation 
 
5.1 Overview 
 

This research aimed to explore whether my new, non-accredited music education course has had an 

impact on the people in prison that I work with. I wanted to understand whether music could be 

used as a tool for personal and social development, and to help people in prison reconsider their 

self-perception. I intended to reflect on my approaches to teaching and gain a deeper understanding 

of the people that I work with, to examine the connection between the experiences of my learners 

and what was happening in the class. In particular, I wanted to uncover whether my learners were 

impacted by music alone, or my approach to teaching music in prison.  

 

In this chapter I will explore the impact that the group of learners experienced in my class and 

notable impact and look at the reasons why my approach to teaching may have not supported his 

development. I will outline my implications for practice, by attempting to articulate the elements of 

my pedagogy that appeared to have a positive impact on my learners, whilst taking into account the 

limitations of my study and recommendations for future research in custodial settings. Notably, 

within this chapter, I will explore the impact of this research with regards to conversations of 

desistance.  

 
 

5.2 The impact of non-accredited music education on my learners in prison 
 
In response to r  people in prison that I 

, throughout the findings there is evidence to suggest that 

people engaged in my new non-accredited music course experienced positive impact in personal and 

social development and positive changes in self-evaluation and self-concept.  

 

As well as experiencing positive changes in mood (see Section 4.4), self-confidence (see Section 4.5) 

and motivation (see Section 4.6), the participants involved in this study also evidenced changes in 

their personal and social development throughout the findings (see Chapter 4). Personal 

developmental impact from engagement in music was evidenced as different participants 

demonstrated the ability to; actively engage in learning; set targets; plan time positively; build and 

develop new skills; achieve tasks; use creativity; overcome challenges; focus; effectively manage 

mental health issues; practice tenacity; gain self-control; and create positive visions for the future. 
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The group also experienced social developmental impact from engagement in music, evidenced as 

different learners were able to; join in with group activity; work and communicate with others; share 

positive feelings and joy with others; share skills with others; and give and receive praise, 

encouragement and support. This suggests that, through music participation, learners in prison are 

able to develop their individual agency and social capital, which, as discussed in Section 2.2, could 

support processes of desistance. Furthermore, as participants recognised development in both their 

musical ability and personal and social skills, this supported them to challenge their self-perception, 

through changes in self-evaluation and lower-order self-concept; evidencing feelings of pride, 

recognition of self-worth and demonstrating self-belief. Of course, as each learner came to the 

course with a different personal biography and individualised aims and ambitions, their experiences 

of the course and the impact they felt differed. 

 

Whilst overall my research suggests that the participants experienced positive impact towards 

personal and social developmental changes and alterations in self-perception, because data was 

only collected from participants during enrolment on the music course and did not follow learners 

after course completion, this research cannot indicate that the participants engagement in my music 

course in prison had a sustained impact on their self-perception change. My study indicates that, 

during the music course, participants demonstrated changes in the self-evaluation of their skills and 

abilities, and lower-order self-concept change impacted by situational factors, my findings cannot 

confirm whether participants experienced changes in higher-order self-concept change. As discussed 

earlier (see Section 3.5), higher-order self-

is not impacted by external and environmental influences; instead shifting to a more generalised 

self-understanding (Gore and Cross 2011). Within the narrative of this research, participants have 

shown situational changes in their self-perception from being in the music classroom. What is 

omitted however, is evidence to suggest that changes in self-evaluation and self-concept were 

retained by participants after the music course had finished. 

 

 

5.3 The pedagogy, not just the music 
 
In order to answer research question 

in prison that I work with, what are the reasons t is key to understand that for the 

participants involved in this research, all personal and social development and changes in self-

perception took place within a social and educational space that was created through my 

pedagogical approach to teaching music in prison. 
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My study evidences a clear dichotomy between the wider prison environment and the educational 

space that was created through my approach to teaching music in prison. During their interviews, 

when reflecting on the prison environment, learners 

 and an  (see Chapter 4). The learners were seen to use 

this space to manage their emotions, express themselves, build relationships and support each 

other. This validates the research of criminologists Crewe et al. (2014) and Warr (2016), as discussed 

in Section 2.2.3, who found that educational spaces, in contrast to the wider prison environment, 

rather than surveillance and constraint  (Warr 2016:19). 

 

Importantly though, Szifris et al. (2018) advised that giving a person in prison access to different 

space through education does not directly mean that the environment will be positive and pro-

social; the conditions of the space have to be prepared and managed by the facilitator (see Section 

2.2.3). Corroborating the research of Ansdell (2004), Kougiali et al. (2017) and Henley (2009), as 

discussed in Section 2.4.2, framing music as a tool to be used within a pedagogy that encourages 

socio-musical processes and interpersonal connections supports learners to develop their personal 

and social skills, not by learning music but by learning through music. My findings therefore suggest 

that the impact learners experienced during my new music course was not just the result of having 

access to music, but instead the sociocultural pedagogy used, which created the conditions for a 

space that contrasted the wider prison environment.  

 

I was able to construct this space within the prison environment, in part, because the course was 

non-accredited. Supported by the Coates (2016) review of prison education, as discussed in Section 

1.2.2, I had the freedom to deliver a course that supported the autonomy, talents and aspirations of 

the individuals in my class, rather than designing teaching and learning exercises to meet 

qualification criteria. This enabled me to adopt an approach to facilitation and build relationships 

with my learners like those examined by Kougiali et al. (2017), as discussed in Section 2.4.2.1; where 

nonauthoritative and nondirective approaches to teaching music in prison help to contrast 

surrounding power structures within custodial environments and lead to equitable and 

democratised learning spaces.  
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The elements of the pedagogy that were shown to create a positive space within the prison 

environment, and therefore have the biggest impact on my learners, were associated with 

promoting positive mood states, alternative social reinforcement and autonomy support 

relationships. This will now be explored, and I will also discuss how my approach to teaching 

positioned my course as a structure within prison that could support processes of desistance. Then I 

will address research question 1c., and consider why, for one participant, music did not appear to 

have notable positive impact. 

 

5.3.1 A pedagogy that positively impacted mood states 
 

By reflecting on the data collected linked to positive increases in mood (see Section 4.4), there were 

three elements of the pedagogy which appeared to facilitate positive mood states and subsequently 

impact the personal and social development of the participants. The pedagogy supported learners 

to; a. engage in an enjoyable activity in a positive environment in prison, which acted as a form of 

escape (see Section 4.4.1); b. engage in activities that encouraged self-expression (see Section 4.4.2); 

and c. work as a group (see Section 4.4.2).  

 

As discussed in Section 2.4.1, Krueger (2019) recommended that access to music in prison can offer 

an escape, helping people in prison to re-organise their environment and create spaces for regulated 

emotional consciousness. Similarly, Garcia (2019) explained that access to music in prison could help 

people to survive the difficult environment. As my new music course is non-accredited, rather than 

engaging in a curriculum of music that demanded the learners to study certain genres, the group 

were able to explore music that they personally valued and enjoyed. As well as this, Herrity (2018) 

found that music could offer sensory liberation and help people in prison to re-connect or stay 

connected with their identity. The pedagogy evidenced in my study allowed learners to engage in 

self-determined music activities, rather than meeting the criteria of a qualification. Because of this 

some learners were able to focus on writing original lyrics, using music as a communicative tool to 

express their identity and build connections with others. Accessing, learning and performing music 

that held personal value to the learners therefore had positive impact on their moods. 

 

The other element of the pedagogy that was evidenced to positively impact the mood states of the 

learners in my class was the facilitation of group music-making. As discussed in Section 2.4.2.2, 

sociocultural music pedagogies encourage relationships between learners in a group. This 

counteracts the isolating effects of imprisonment, allowing learners to develop communication 

skills, build a positive social identity, engage in teamwork, recognise collective responsibility and 
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receive support from others (Cheliotis and Jordanoska 2017; Doxat-Pratt 2018; Haigh and Caulfield 

2018). In my class, learners were supported to engage in group music-making tasks with a shared 

goal, and this, validating the research of Cohen and Henley (2018), encouraged learners to 

experience shared feelings of joy and participate with positivity. 

 

5.3.1.1 Positive mood states and desistance 
 
As addressed in Section 2.4.1, being able to create an educational space that supports positive mood 

states can encourage learners to feel confident enough to engage in new tasks and social situations 

and also to reflect on themselves in a more positive light (Bless and Fiedler 2006; Sedikides et al. 

2006; Fiedler and Beier 2014). This suggests that the reason learners in my class were able to engage 

in a number of new and challenging activities and build and maintain relationships in the classroom 

was, in part, because they were experiencing positively valenced mood states. As well as this, some 

learners in the classroom also experienced positive shifts in their self-evaluation, and this may have 

also been because their mood state aroused positively valenced self-perception.  

 

If prison educators across the curriculum can create the conditions for positive mood states, by 

adopting a pedagogy that allows their learners to engage in enjoyable activities, ensuring 

opportunities for self-expression and encouraging group work, they may create more chances for 

learners to self-reflect and perceive themselves in a positive light. This may impact the learners  self-

belief that they are capable people that can engage in new tasks and maintain relationships, 

therefore supporting the development of individual agency and social capital, two elements of 

desistance (as discussed in Section 1.2.1). 

 

5.3.2 A pedagogy that encouraged alternative social reinforcement 
 

By reflecting on the data collected linked to positive increases in self-confidence (see Section 4.5), 

there were two elements of the pedagogy which appeared to encourage alternative social 

reinforcement and subsequently impact the personal and social development of the participants. 

The pedagogy supported learners to; a. access a safe space to discover new skills (see Section 4.5.1); 

and b. experience praise and encouragement from others (see Section 4.5.2). 

 

As discussed in Section 2.4.2.1, Henley (2019) recommends that the music facilitator must create a 

safe and trusting environment in order to enable learners in prison to take risks in both subject and 

wider skills development. Learners in my class were able to accessibly participate in music 
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engagement is to participate in any capacity, 

whether by listening, rehearsing or performing. Because of this, along with being able to 

autonomously set their own targets instead of conforming to learning activities necessary to meet 

assessment criteria, the learners in my study experienced a safe space where they could try new 

activities and not be afraid to make mistakes. By feeling comfortable to try new activities and take 

risks, my teaching approach encouraged learners to work and share together without fear, providing 

a platform for equitable and positive relationship building in the classroom.  

 

As group members, the participants took on pro-social roles, labelled as musicians and team 

members rather than criminals, which, corroborating with the research of Corrigan et al. (2009) and 

Evans et al. (2017), is linked to providing opportunities for developing social capital, challenging 

stigma and self-stigma and experiencing empowerment, which can support learners in prison with 

processes of act and identity desistance (see Section 2.2). Through accessing social learning activities 

and sharing their new skills, the learners were able to receive praise and encouragement from 

others in the group, or alternative social reinforcement, that is reinforcement of positive, non-

criminal behaviour. This not only had an impact on the  self-confidence, encouraging them 

to challenge previous incidents of negativity from others, but also helped with the development of 

other personal and social skills and positively influenced their self-perception. 

 

5.3.2.1 Alternative social reinforcement and desistance 
 

Creating the conditions for alternative social reinforcement in prison education could have a wider 

impact on learners by supporting processes of desistance. In Section 2.4.2.2 I explored the idea that 

negative relationships between people inside and outside of prison can reinforce negative 

behaviour. Apel and Diller (2017) found that people are more likely to engage in criminal activity if 

their peers have positive attitudes towards crime or have offended themselves. Within prison, 

people who have committed crimes live together and are able to build relationships in unmediated 

spaces and this, as Taylor (2016) found, can lead a person to future deviance as a person 

experiences social reinforcement for negative behaviour. 

 

This study has revealed that education in prison can create the conditions for alternative social 

reinforcement. This can be achieved when there is an emphasis on collaborative work in classroom 

that creates space where people in prison can practice social skills such as recognition, support, 

praise and encouragement for non-criminal, desistance-orientated behaviours. This consequently 

personal and social development and self-perception in 
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my class and for this reason I believe that, as an approach to education in prison it has the potential 

to support processes of desistance. 

 

5.3.3 A pedagogy that encouraged autonomy supportive relationships 
 
By reflecting on the data collected associated with positive increases in motivation (see Section 4.6), 

there were two elements of the pedagogy which appeared to encourage autonomy supportive 

relationships in the classroom, which subsequently impacted the personal and social development 

of the participants. The pedagogy supported learners to; a. autonomously set targets and engage in 

meaningful activity (see Section 4.6.1); and b. experience recognition and support from others 

(4.6.2). 

 

In Section 2.4.2.1, I discussed the theory that incarceration leads to the removal of autonomy (Sykes 

1958). However according to the criminologists Paternoster and Pogarsky (2009) and Kind (2014) the 

ability to assert personal agency and make decisions relates to secondary desistance (see Section 

1.2.1). On my music course, again because learning is non-accredited, rather than taking a 

unidirectional approach to teaching, I gave the learners the freedom to set their own targets and 

complete learning activities of their choice. This allowed me to develop autonomy supportive 

relationships with my learners, whereby they were able to assert their individual agency as I 

supported them to achieve their individualised targets. 

 

What is interesting for me is that the  and additional skills development was not 

only impacted by the autonomy supportive relationships that I was able to build with them, but also 

the autonomy supportive relationships they were able to cultivate with each other. Relationships 

where autonomy support is present tend usually feature a dynamic of power, with the partner 

providing autonomy support being in a position of authority, such as a teacher, and the person 

receiving that support is in a non-dominant position, like a learner (Deci, La Guardia, Moller, 

Scheiner and Ryan 2006). Whilst I present myself as having an equal level of power to the learners 

within my class by encouraging learner-led activity, my status will always be one of authority as 

ultimately, I have a responsibility to control the class. This, therefore, does not allow my learners to 

engage in and practise providing autonomy support within that relationship dyad, because the 
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What this research furthers reveals therefore, is that because group music-making can develop a 

community of cooperation, trust and support within prison (Doxat-Pratt 2018; Haigh and Caulfield 

2018; Henley 2019), learners in my class were able to develop peer-to-peer, mutual autonomy 

supportive relationships, where they were able to give and receive autonomy support (see Section 

4.6.2). This appeared to further positively impact motivation and the learners personal and social 

development as they worked together to support each other. 

 

5.3.3.1 Autonomy supportive relationships and desistance 

I believe that the findings of my study have significant implications for the way that teachers should 

understand autonomy supportive environments within prison education. There is a compelling case 

to be made, not only that approaches to teaching should encourage personal and social 

development and self-perception change in the learner through an autonomy supportive 

relationship between the teacher and learner. Supplementary to this the teacher should aim to 

facilitate an environment where learners engage in group in order to give and receive mutual 

autonomy support within peer relationships.  

Deci et al. (2006) studied the impact of both receiving and giving autonomy support within close 

friendships and relationships. They found that whilst receiving autonomy support benefits needs 

satisfaction, well-being and motivation, as does giving autonomy support to another; 

If Person A gave something meaningful to a friend (e.g., autonomy support), Person A would 

be likely to experience a sense of competence in having had the friend receive this offering, 

a sense of relatedness to the friend because relatedness involves caring for as well as feeling 

cared for by a friend, and a sense of autonomy because Person A would be freely and 

volitionally doing something that he or she valued (viz., giving to the friend). (Deci et al. 

2006:313) 

Mutual autonomy support can positively impact autonomous motivation. What is more, it can 

2006:325). An autonomy supportive relationship between peers in the class could not only enhance 

well-being. As well as this, it could give learners in prison the opportunity to practice giving 

autonomy support, arguably a skill that promotes social responsibility and could therefore act to 

support processes of relational desistance. 
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5.3.4 A gap in the pedagogy 
 

does not have an impact on 

the peop  I will reflect on one learner, 

Taylor, who did not appear to experience notable impact from engagement in my music course. This 

could have been because the research methods used did not accurately capture all impact. For 

example, learners were only asked to measure their mood, self-confidence and motivation on arrival 

to class and then at the end of each lesson. If the first scale was completed on the wing, before 

attending class, the results may have been different; perhaps providing a more precise portrayal of 

the impact of music engagement against the wider prison context. However, I want to explore the 

idea that music engagement in fact did not have a great impact on Taylor and reflect on why that 

may have been. 

 

In section 2.4.2.4 I introduced the research of Krönig (2019) which suggested that often academic 

discourse regarding music practices in communities is at fault of affirming and evidencing positive 

pedagogy. I also referenced the work of Ginsberg (2019) who argued that often prison music 

educators can adopt a saviour mentality, assuming that all learners need transformation. As 

discussed earlier in Section 4.7, Taylor joined the course with notable music experience and 

evidenced strong and positive self-evaluation and self-concept in his questionnaire. One reason why 

Taylor may not have experienced notable impact from the music course is that he did not need 

transformation. Any impact that was evidenced through my research regarding Taylor, related to 

music engagement helping to reaffirm his identity and motivate him to pursue his music career after 

release from prison. This corroborates with the work of Morrison (2018:103), who found that 

education can function as the catalyst for some learners, not to form a new identity, but to 

achiever   (see Section 2.2.3), as well as the research of 

Section 2.2.1). 

 

Yet, perhaps there is a gap in the pedagogy for learners like Taylor. Even if learner-led, autonomy 

building, non-accredited courses can impact many learners in prison who may have low educational 

background, learning needs or low self-esteem among other complexities, how do prison educators 

still ensure impact for higher achieving or more self-confident learners in prison? Reflecting on my 

research, in particular on 

previously accessed. Because of his 

background and experience  he was a skilled musician - Taylor could have taken on more 
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responsibility in the classroom. Instead of the nondirective approach I took with the whole class, 

perhaps I should have given Taylor more accountability and asked him to engage in peer mentoring 

activities. Whilst I defend that not all learners in prison need transformation, any person can gain 

increased self-understanding through new learning. What I failed to support Taylor to do was to 

engage in activities that were new to him 

notable impact from the music course. 

 

 

5.4 Implications for practice: towards a pedagogy for prison education 
 
Against a backdrop of assessment and prison regime that has historically threatened equity and 

diversity in prison education, at the beginning of this research I highlighted the changing landscape 

of pedagogies in prison. There is a shift of focus, from treatment interventions and education that 

purely cultivates employability skills, to education in prison that supports personal and social 

development and therefore, processes of desistance. This research has attempted to frame current 

practice, revealing; different approaches to teaching and learning within prison education; new 

teaching tools; and the impact of non-accredited learning and learner-led courses.  

 

What this study has revealed is that creating a space within the prison environment, that helped to 

support personal and social development and encouraged learners to challenge their self-

perception, was not just the result of giving learners in prison access to music-making. Instead, the 

approach to teaching and learning that supported positive mood states, enabled alternative social 

reinforcement and encouraged autonomy supportive relationships, positioned music as a tool for 

positive personal and social development. This is important because the pedagogy evidenced could 

inspire or provide other prison educators across the curriculum with a teaching and learning 

framework for prison education. As well as this it could help other practitioners within prison 

education to re-examine the ways in which their subjects can be used as a tool for both subject 

specific knowledge and wider development.  

 

I want to offer a short, non-exhaustive, outline of a pedagogy for prison education. Here, I aim to 

focus on the organisation of learning rather than the curriculum, as the curriculum should be seen as 

; t

instead the focus is necessarily on a constellation of influences on learning; such as social and spatial 

Vossoughi and Gutiérrez 2017:143). Whilst concepts from 

inclusive and critical education can provide a foundation for the proposed pedagogy for prison 
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the 

only leads to the construction 

of subject specific knowledge, but the re-construction, or changes in self-

identity (Vadeboncoeur, Vellos and Geossling 2011). Holland and Lachicotte (2007) state that; 

 

Identities are culturally imagined and socially reorganised types  social and cultural 

products  that are actively internalised as self-

as symbolic) and serve as motivation for action. People identify themselves with (and 

against) the socially constructed types in the various domains of their everyday lives 

(Holland and Lachicotte 2007:134) 

 

Exposure to education therefore, and the communities that can develop within educational spaces, 

social ties and meaning networks [that] offer both support 

and challenges for identity and its re-

of course, throughout this research, has been argued to be a necessity of prison education, where 

learning aims to cause 

supporting the desistance process (McNeill and Weaver 2010:45). 

 

I therefore propose a pedagogy for prison education which recognises the value of social learning 

experiences and ensures that within the wider prison environment, spaces can be created that 

support positive mood states, encourage alternative social reinforcement and promote the 

development of autonomy supportive relationships. I have highlighted that this can be achieved 

through non-accredited learning when the pedagogy supports learners to; be seen as subjects in the 

process of learning and engage autonomously in activities that are meaningful to them; have 

opportunities for self-expression; be encouraged to complete group activities with a shared goal; 

have access to a safe space to try new activities and take risks; and to experience praise, 

encouragement, recognition and support not only from their teacher but from their peers.  

The way this approach to teaching and learning manifests within the different prison classrooms will 

alter, depending on the mediating curriculum that is being delivered. However, by encouraging 

these values, prison educators can aim to create spaces within the challenging wider environment 

that foster positive mood states, enable alternative social reinforcement and encourage autonomy 
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supportive relationships; giving learners the opportunity to achieve personal and social development 

and engage in positive self-perception change that may help them to achieve desistance-orientated 

futures. As a prison educator who is passionate about the improved practice of prison educators, 

this could be an opportunity for future research; that explore if and how my proposed pedagogy 

impacts learning outcomes and experiences across the prison education curriculum. 

 

 

5.5 Limitations of research and suggested amendments 

This research was originally set out to be a two-cycle process; however due to the COVID-19 

healthcare crisis I was not able to complete the second cycle. Despite this, by reflecting on the 

relational and situational ethics of this project, I have outlined amendments I would make to future 

research in prison in order to better uphold a transformative approach. Scott (2018) discusses the 

ontological assumptions (worldview) of those plac

limited credibi

e research, it is necessary to 

s

and how this effected the data collected in this study. The limitations that I have observed within 

this study focused on; the language used in the methods; my relationship with my research 

participants; and a potential power imbalance. 

5.5.1 The language used in the study 
 
Including the semantic differential scale in the reflective journals, to collect quantitative data 

-confidence and motivation, perhaps caused the 

participants to use these pre-set themes as points of reflection in their qualitative, written entries in 

-

language would have been used if the quantitative scales were not included in the journals. If I were 

to repeat this research, the quantitative, reactive measures would be removed from the reflective 

journals. Rather than using a structured approach to the journals, a semi-structured style would 
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Milligan 2015:21). Using open 

language, with less influence. The reflective journals would, once again, be used in cooperation with 

-

Milligan 2015:21); helping me to understand language used by participants and further explore their 

narrative. 

 
5.5.2 My relationship with the research participants 
 

Out of the 177 responses collected through the mood, self-confidence and motivation scales in the 

reflective journals, only 3.4% of the entries recorded that a participant felt a decrease in one of 

these measures. It is therefore important to recognise that the participants could have been giving 

socially desirable responses. Being in the role of both teacher and researcher could have caused 

response bias, where the relationship between myself and the learner/participant may have meant 

 

 

-participant relationships may fall anywhere along a 

observation is that I have a collaborative and friendly relationship with my learners; this is 

something that I feel positively impacts learning, fostering feelings of equity and respect. However, 

within the context of research this could have led 

are recommended (Given 2008:767). Arguably, my learners could have measured increases in their 

mood, self-confidence and motivation because they wanted to sustain a positive relationship with 

me, as their teacher, and felt that their quantitative responses represented the success or failure of 

my teaching each day. 

 

5.5.3 Power imbalance in prison research 
 

One limitation of the interview method used during this study relates to the researcher-participant 

relationship and the power imbalance of doing research with people in prison. Kelman (1972) 

recognises that; 
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The power deficiency that often characterizes the subject in social research can be traced to 

two sources: (a) his position of relative disadvantage within the social system -  that is, the 

society in general and the particular organization in which the research is conducted; and (b) 

his position of relative disadvantage within the research situation proper. (Kelman 1972:989-

990). 

 

The learners in prison that took part in my research are already in a position of social inequality, 

stripped of their power. It is therefore my responsibility as a researcher to ensure that the methods 

power with

 2018:323). In order to give more 

power to the marginalised interviewee; 

 

The interviewer will need to consider greater use of informal, open ended interviews (which 

-

appropriate language) rather than highly structured interviews. (Cohen et al. 2018:531) 

 

By doing this, the researcher hopes to enable the participant to provide a self-determined narrative, 

that is told in their own words, to facilitate a more equitable relationship between interviewer and 

interviewee. The interviewer should 

phenomena and a facilitator who helps the interviewee to unfold his or her fully developed narrative 

nd Buchbinder 2005:2). 

 
For future research in prison I would therefore use in-depth interviews. Cohen et al. (2018:535) 

recommend in-

raphies, what is meaningful to, or valued by, 

-depth interviews are regularly semi-structured, 

which enables the interviewer to maintain direction and stay focused on the research questions, 

2018:535). In-depth interviews use nondirective questions, which may avoid any bias caused by 

close researcher-participant relationships. 
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questioning that centres around themes deemed important by the researcher. In this way, the 

 

 
Ultimately, to address issues of language used, researcher-participant relationships and power-

imbalance within my data collection, I am required to become sensitive to my relational dynamics 

within this research. Holloway and Jefferson (2013) recommend that; 

Relational dynamics, such as understanding and respect, have the capacity to transcend 

structural power differences. Such relational dynamics, which draw on the deep pool of 

common human characteristics, do not equalise power, but make it negotiable, rather than 

an inevitable effect of status difference. (Holloway and Jefferson, 2013:79) 

In future research in prisons I intend to fine tune my methodological approach, to give me the 

opportunity to show more understanding and respect to my participants and their personal 

narratives. Whilst never truly solving issues of power imbalance in prison research, this would afford 

me the opportunity for a more equitable negotiation between myself and the participants. Although 

I would continue to set the parameters of the enquiry, the transformative, socially just, approach 

would be better express their own meanings as part of their own way of 

 when 

(Yin 2016:144)  

 
5.6 Desistance revisited 
 

In many ways this research has evidenced that music can have a positive impact on the personal and 

social development of people in prison, allowing them to challenge their self-perception. However, 

like the majority of research within this area of study, its primary limitation is that it does not 

investigate whether the benefits of music engagement in prison have positive impact for people as 

they re-enter society. Yet I argue that research of this manner, that reveals the good, pro-social and 

humanising characteristics of people in prison, should not be neglected. Because through illustrating 

a positive image of what prison can be, it should too inspire a vision of what wider society could look 

like in the future.  

 

The criminal justice system extends way beyond the perimeter of the prison, the cells the prisoners 

inhabit and the classrooms that prison educators work tirelessly in to empower their learners. It 

encompasses every part of society; criminal justice is the responsibility of the community beyond 
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the walls. I argue that if educators can create within prison spaces for communities of care and 

development  in a hostile environment, where equipment and resources are limited and people 

typically have complex histories, challenging day-to-day lives and an unknown future  this can be 

achieved within our wider communities too. 

 

This research represents, by failing to explore the lasting effects of music engagement for learners in 

prison, the bigger issue that exists within society. Whilst there is responsibility to care for, educate 

and understand people whilst they are in prison, it appears that the level of support is not given to 

those after they walk out of the gates. It seems that much of the accountability for desistance relies 

too heavily on the individual once they are released and not the social structures that are necessary 

to support successful prisoner re-entry. In Section 2.2.2, I discussed the research of Stone (2016), 

who identified that meso and macro-level societal challenges and barriers exist for those released 

from prison. Supporting the research of Nugent and Schinkel (2016), as discussed in Section 2.2.3, I 

argue that a cognitive shift must first occur in the way that society perceives people in and released 

from prison to truly support the processes of desistance. 

 

Whilst the COVID-19 pandemic proved challenging within the practical framework of this research, it 

allowed me to engage in a heightened reflection of what it means to be socially isolated. On the 23rd 

of March 2020 in the UK the population went into lockdown and remained with restrictions until the 

end of this project. In some way, I experienced a fraction of what it may be like to be imprisoned; 

isolated from my family and the familiarities of my normal life. If anything, this challenging social 

landscape has helped me to acknowledge the importance of social belonging. I found other ways to 

communicate and share experiences with my community whilst in lockdown, and collectively we 

were afforded the promise of positive and supportive re-entry to society once restrictions were 

lifted; Many of the people in the prison I work with will re-enter society in an 

all-together different way. They will be labelled as ex-offenders or criminals, facing stigma and often 

having to resume a life, not on pause, but fractured and broken by the effects of imprisonment.  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic reminded me of the natural threats that humans face and how they impact 

health and well-being; creating barriers and causing harm within our communities and societies. At 

the same time, in May 2020, a 49-year-old African American man, George Floyd, was murdered in an 

act of police brutality in Minnesota. This sparked global outrage at the fact that humans have the 

capacity too, to inflict these types of damages on others around them. In this case, features of social 

inequalities and structural neglect, such as colour blindness and white privilege, led to mass protest, 
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because many choose to ignore that is not enough to be not racist, that we have a collective 

obligation to be anti-racist; that  

 

In this heightened moment of social consciousness, I feel that it is important to reflect on my shared 

resp

 (Esmonde and Booker 2017:ix); the ability to make choices and impose those 

choices on our world. Now more than ever I recognise my role in making the choice to support 

others and fight for equality, success and happiness for all in our global community. 

 

Within criminal justice, regardless of whether someone has made wrong choices or bad decisions, I 

believe they should always be afforded opportunity. Opportunity is what learners are given in my 

prison music classroom. If people are given access to opportunity in their communities once they are 

released from prison, more people within society may get to share in seeing, first-hand, the personal 

and social strengths of people like those that I work with. This could lead to a more collectively 

engaged social effort to support people released from prison and help more people to achieve 

desistance-orientated futures.  
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Appendix 2: Method resources 
 

Appendix 2.1: Blank questionnaire 
 

Personal Information 

 

 

White 
 
English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/British  

 

Gypsy or Irish Traveller  

Any other White background  

Mixed Multiple ethnic groups 
 

 

 

Asian Asian British 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Other ethnic group 
 

 

Any other ethnic group  

 

Do you have a disability or learning difficulty? 

 

If yes, please tick below any which apply to you: 

 

 

 

Autism spectrum disorder  

 

Speech, language and communication needs  

Other please specify:  

 

 

Other qualifications: level unknown (including 
foreign qualifications)  

Qualifications at level 1 and below  

GCSE/O Level grade A*-C, vocational level 2 and 
equivalents  

A levels, vocational level 3 and equivalents  
 

Higher Education &professional/vocational 
equivalents  
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Music Skills (SOC) 
 

 
Music experience and skills 

 

Music Aims and Ambitions 
(Select three course targets) 

 
1. 

 
2. 

 
3. 

Skill Scanner 
On a scale of 1 - 5 (1 being not confident, 5 being very confident) 

Music Skills Start of Course 
Playing the guitar 1 2 3 4 5 
Playing the keyboard 1 2 3 4 5 
Playing the drums 1 2 3 4 5 
Playing another instrument (please specify) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Writing lyrics 1 2 3 4 5 
Song writing 1 2 3 4 5 
Singing/rapping 1 2 3 4 5 
Music technology 1 2 3 4 5 
Performance 1 2 3 4 5 
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Personal and Social Beliefs: Self-Assessment (SOC) 
 

 
Who I Am 

Please write a short paragraph about yourself. What are the things that you believe are important 
about you? What are the things that define you as a person? 

 

I am  
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Music Skills (EOC) 
 

Music experience and skills 
 

Music Aims and Ambitions 
(Select three course targets) 

 
1. 

 
2. 

 
3. 

Skill Scanner 
On a scale of 1 - 5 (1 being not confident, 5 being very confident) 

Music Skills Start of Course 
Playing the guitar 1 2 3 4 5 
Playing the keyboard 1 2 3 4 5 
Playing the drums 1 2 3 4 5 
Playing another instrument (please specify) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Writing lyrics 1 2 3 4 5 
Song writing 1 2 3 4 5 
Singing/rapping 1 2 3 4 5 
Music technology 1 2 3 4 5 
Performance 1 2 3 4 5 
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Personal and Social Beliefs: Self-Assessment (EOC) 
 

 

Who I Am 
Please write a short paragraph about yourself. What are the things that you believe are important 
about you? What are the things that define you as a person? 

 

I am  





The Personal and Social Impact of Non-accredited Music Education in Prison 
© Copyright, August 2020, Natalie Betts 

128 

Appendix 2.2.1: Description of the terms - Reflective journal handout 

 

 

Mood, self-confidence and Motivation Meanings 

 

 

Mood relates to how you feel. If you have a low mood, you might 

feel sad or upset, angry or negative. If you have a high mood you 

might feel happy or joyful, excited or positive. 

 

Self-confidence relates to how much you trust yourself, your 

abilities, qualities and judgements. If you had low self-confidence 

you might not believe you are able to achieve your goals. If you have 

high self-confidence you might have lots of belief in yourself. 

 

Motivation relates to your drive do to achieve, produce, develop and 

keep moving forwards. If you have low motivation you might not feel 

like you want to do anything. If you have high motivation you might 

feel determined to achieve and reach your goals. 
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Appendix 2.3: Interview schedule 
 

 
 

Interview Schedule 

Interview type: Semi-structured 

Capture method: Audio 

Research questions: 1. Does my new music education course have an impact on the 

people in prison that work with? If so; 

a. What does this impact look like? 

b. What are the reasons for this impact? 

 

2. 

work with, why is that? 

 
Questions 
Section A: 
Impact of the 
Music course 

Has being on the music course had any impact on you, and if so, what has 
that been? 
 
Have you learnt anything about yourself during the Music course and if so, 
what have you learnt? 
 
What skills have you developed on the music course? Are there any that 

 
Questions 
Section B: 
Reflective Journal 
(Participants will be 
given time to look 
through their 
reflective journal) 

If you look through your Reflective Journal, what does it tell you about 
your journey through the music course? 
 
What effect has keeping your Reflective Journal had on the tasks that you 
have completed in the music classroom? 
 
By looking at the Reflective Journal, what effect has working with the rest 
of the group had on you? And did your role in the group change? 
 
Through being on the Music course, what have you learnt about your self-
confidence? 
 
Through being on the Music course, what have you learnt about your 
motivation? 
 
Through being on the Music course, what have you learnt about your 
mood? 
 
Was the process of keeping you Reflective Journal positive or negative? 
And why is that? 
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Appendix 2.4: Research commentators - interview schedule 
 
 

Interview Schedule (Peer Mentors / Research Commentators) 

Interview type: Semi-structured 

Capture method: Audio 

Research questions: In what ways can music be used as a tool to enable learners in prison to 

reflect on their personal and social development and challenge their 

self-perception? 

1. Does my new music education course have an impact on the 

people in prison that work with? If so; 

a. What does this impact look like? 

b. What are the reasons for this impact? 

 

2. 

work with, why is that? 

 

Questions  

 

What do you think about the opportunity to do music in prison? 

 

How does it feel to be part of the music group and group performance? 

 

Can you give an example of when you have witnessed the music class 

having an impact on a learner? 

 

Do you believe that learners can develop wider skills through music? 

 

What comes to mind w  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


