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Abstract 
 
Reoffending rates among young men in custody have consistently been a cause for 

concern (Brown and Millar, 2020). However, research has yet to identify a model used 

in a carceral environment that can address the complex needs exhibited by young men 

to facilitate the desistance process. In Northern Ireland, Hydebank Wood became the 

first Young Offenders Centre (YOC) to transform into a Secure College, a model that 

sought to place education at the heart of efforts to meet the needs of young men (aged 

between 18-21/24) in custody and enhance their ability to desist from crime (Ministry of 

Justice, 2014a). This is the first study to explore the transformation of a YOC into a 

Secure College. Using an exploratory qualitative, multi methods approach, consisting of 

49 semi-structured interviews and a 25-day unstructured participant observation period, 

this study sought the perspectives of detained young men, staff and management to 

examine whether they believed a Secure College model can enhance the ability of young 

men to desist from crime. Although the Secure College model was found to have greater 

potential than the YOC model, it was also found to have similar weaknesses. Five key 

principles were identified as guiding the transformation, which sought to humanise the 

carceral space and promote the development of pro-social identities through 

engagement in educational and vocational programmes. The mechanisms through 

which engagement in these programmes were supposed to promote desistance are also 

identified and discussed. Based on the findings, the transformation appeared to be 

successful in providing a more humanised custodial space, increasing the provision of 

educational and vocational programmes, as well as developing greater links with the 

community. Yet, the manner in which the transformation was conducted increased 

mistrust, uncertainty and disengagement among some staff and young men. It is argued 

that while the Secure College’s new educational model had the potential to meet the 

needs of the young men and enhance their potential to desist from crime, there was a 

gap between its policy rhetoric and the reality of its operationalisation. For instance, not 

all young men had access to every programme, with those considered to be high risk 

restricted in what programmes they could access. Many young men deemed high risk 

stated that in reality their daily regime in the Secure College remained largely unchanged 

from their past experience of being detained in the YOC. Moreover, the findings stress 

how a Secure College model needs to be designed to take account of the disadvantaged 

positions that many young men experience if their capacity to engage in programmes 

and their potential to desist from crime is to be maximised. Additionally, the study 
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enhances our understanding of the challenges that arise when undertaking penal reform. 

Drawing on these findings, suggestions are put forward to improve the ability of a Secure 

College to meet the needs of young men, enhance their potential to desistance and 

successfully undertake transformational change in a carceral space. It should be noted, 

however, that this data was collected during the early stages of the transformation, which 

can be a time fraught with additional challenges, unease, insecurity and demoralisation.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
Hydebank Wood is the detention facility for all young men aged between 18-21 years 

in Northern Ireland and, in some cases, young men may remain until the age of 24 

(CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2013). Hydebank Wood is part of the adult criminal justice system 

and is under the control of the Northern Ireland Prison Service (NIPS) (DOJNI, 2011). 

Young men aged under 18 are managed separately as part of the Northern Ireland 

youth justice system, with a separate juvenile detention centre used to detain these 

youths, when necessary (Chief Inspector of Criminal Justice in Northern Ireland, Her 

Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons and the Regulation, The Quality Improvement 

Authority and The Education and Training Inspectorate, 2013). Although, Hydebank 

Wood is part of the adult criminal justice system, the NIPS and other justice related 

organisations tend to recognise that young men aged 18-21 have distinct needs from 

adult men aged over 21 (CJINI, 2013; PRT, 2011). Young men aged 18-21 are seen 

to be in a developmentally distinct period of their lifespan, whereby individuals 

experience changes in interpersonal relationships whilst beginning to navigate toward 

stable adult roles and independence (Arnett, 2000). In recognition of these unique set 

of needs, young men aged 18-21 are detained separately from adult males aged over 

21 in NIPS, with adult males being detained in Maghaberry Prison and Magilligan 

Prison (CJINI, 2018; CJINI, 2022). While Hydebank Wood detention facility is under 

the control of NIPS, it is worth noting that NIPS work in conjunction with a variety of 

other providers (including government, private, community and voluntary 

organisations) to meet the needs of the young men in their care (CJINI, 2019).   

 

Up until 2015, Hydebank Wood was called Hydebank Wood Young Offenders Centre 

(HBW YOC) and its mission statement was to “improve public safety by reducing the 

risk of offending through the management and rehabilitation of offenders in custody” 

(DOJNI, 2011: 1). However, as part of the devolution of justice powers to the Northern 

Ireland Assembly, a commitment was given to undertake a review of the NIPS (Butler, 

2017). The Prison Review Team (PRT) (2011) was formed to undertake this review 

and made 40 recommendations intended to transform the NIPS into a more effective 

prison service capable of reducing crime. Within the PRT (2011) report there was an 

emphasis on desistance and the promotion of desistance from crime, with the PRT 

(2011: 72) recommending that HBW YOC “should become a Secure College, offering 

a full programme of skills-based activities and one to one support, with a multi-

disciplinary trained staff group, and working in partnership with a range of external 

providers and agencies”. Despite the lack of a clear definition of a Secure College, it 
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was argued that it should be “focused around education and skills training, with 

specifically trained staff, working in collaboration with colleges, employers and the 

voluntary sector” (PRT, 2011: 66). The PRT (2011) argued that HBW YOC and its 

education provision were not sufficient to meet the needs of the young men or enhance 

their potential to desist from crime. They came to the conclusion that the needs of the 

young men would be better met, and their ability to desist from crime enhanced, by 

moving away from a YOC model to adopt a Secure College model instead (PRT, 

2011).  

 

Secure Colleges aspire to ensure that individuals leave custody equipped “with the 

motivation, self-discipline and independence to commit to further studies, training or 

employment” and to ultimately terminate their criminal careers (Ministry of Justice, 

2014a: 6).  The idea of a ‘Secure College’ was proposed as part of an intended reform 

programme in England and Wales to address criticisms that had been made of Young 

Offender Institutions (YOIs) and Young Offender Centres (YOCs) there. Indeed, in 

2014 the Criminal Justice and Courts Bill had proposed the transformation of all 

English and Welsh YOIs/ YOCs into ‘Secure Colleges’ (The Ministry of Justice, 2014b). 

The Ministry of Justice (2014a: 7) published a ‘Plans for Secure College Rules’ 

consultation document whereby it proposed that: 

 

“Secure Colleges will equip young offenders with the skills they need to stop 

offending and to become law-abiding members of society. Secure Colleges 

were to put high quality education at the core of a regime, to educate and 

provide rehabilitative services for young people. From the outset of a young 

person’s sentence, Secure Colleges were to ensure that they are looking 

ahead to prepare young people to return to and resettle in their communities.”   

 

In this document, it was stated that a Secure College should ensure that young people 

partake in a minimum of 30 hours of educational activities per week, which address 

the needs of young people in custody and give them the skills they need to reduce 

their reoffending (The Ministry of Justice, 2014a). It was recommended that young 

people were assessed on entry to a Secure College and that Individual Learning Plans 

(ILPs) were to be used to guide their sentences and were continually reviewed and 

contributed to by all those working with the young person in custody (The Ministry of 

Justice, 2014a). Safe and timely access to a healthcare assessment was to be 

provided on entry to the Secure College and to healthcare services for the duration of 

their time in custody (The Ministry of Justice, 2014a).  
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The intention was to use the ‘Plans for Secure College’ consultation document to feed 

into the development and design of the transformation of a YOI in the East Midlands, 

England, which was scheduled to take place in 2017 (The Ministry of Justice, 2014a). 

Yet, calls to transform YOIs and YOCs into Secure Colleges in England and Wales 

were halted in 2015 as a result of the global financial crisis and the need to embark on 

cost-saving initiatives in the justice sector (Akhtar, 2015). However, by this stage, the 

Northern Ireland government had accepted the recommendations of the PRT’s (2011) 

report and given a commitment to implement all 40 recommendations, including the 

transformation of HBW YOC into a Secure College. Accordingly, HBW YOC became 

the first establishment to be transformed into a Secure College in the UK.  

 

In February 2014, a new governor was appointed to HBW YOC to lead its 

transformation into a Secure College (DOJNI, 2014b). As part of this transformational 

change, the NIPS promised to collaborate with outside educational providers to 

improve the diversity of staff working with the young men, the range of programmes 

on offer and to broaden the available curriculum (NIPS, 2012). It was stated that the 

focus of the Secure College at Hydebank Wood would be on education, with a view to 

better meeting the needs of the young men and facilitating their ability to desist from 

crime (DOJNI, 2014b). HBW YOC began to be called Hydebank Wood Secure College 

and a competitive tendering process was conducted to ensure that a team of qualified 

teaching staff were given responsibility for the delivery of education and vocational 

provision at Hydebank Wood Secure College (Ministry of Justice, 2014c). On 

completion of this tendering process, the Belfast Metropolitan College (BMC) was 

appointed to review the delivery of education and to provide a new programme of 

educational and vocational programmes to better meet the needs of the young men, 

enhance their skills and employability, as well as aid efforts to promote desistance from 

crime (DOJNI, 2014b; Northern Ireland Executive, 2014). Supported by EU guidelines 

for education in prisons, Hydebank Wood Secure College adopted a ‘contract model’ 

of education (Baldursson, Karsikas and Kuivajärvi, 2009), whereby teachers are 

employed by an educational authority and contracted to a custodial establishment to 

deliver educational and vocational programmes.  

 

Yet, despite the enthusiast belief that a Secure College model would be better able to 

meet the needs of imprisoned young men and promote their desistance from crime, 

no research exists on the use of a Secure College or the transformation of a YOC or 

YOI into a Secure College. This research makes an original theoretical contribution to 



 

 
 

11 

knowledge by being the first study to explore the transformation of a YOC into a Secure 

College, and by examining if the Secure College was experienced as meeting the 

young men’s needs and enhancing their potential to desist from crime by the young 

men themselves and key staff. More specifically, the overall aim of this study was to 

examine if a Secure College model can enhance the young men’s potential to desist 

from crime by answering, the following research questions: 

 

1. How was the transformational change at Hydebank Wood Secure College 

envisaged, implemented and experienced?  

 

2. How did key staff assess the new educational model as meeting the needs of 

the young men and enhancing their potential to desist from crime?   

 

3. How did the young men perceive and experience the Secure College as 

meeting their needs and facilitating their ability to desist from crime? 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. Following on from this chapter, chapter two 

critically reviews exiting literature related to this topic. A profile of young men in 

custody is provided, outlining the needs of these young men.  Given the age range 

of the young men in this study, special attention was paid to the needs of young men 

in the emerging adulthood stage of development. Next, how these needs are 

generally responded to in custody in the UK was reviewed before moving on to focus 

specifically on Northern Ireland. A description of the regime and conditions in 

Hydebank Wood YOC is provided to critically examine why this establishment was 

judged to be in need of reform, with an outline provided of how a Secure College is 

thought to promote desistance from crime. Some of the key factors believed to 

influence the desistance process are then reviewed, as well as an explanation of how 

education in custody is thought to act as a ‘hook for change’ to promote desistance. 

Following this, some of the challenges associated with undertaking penal reform are 

reviewed to understand some of the issues that can influence how penal reform is 

experienced and responded to. The chapter then concludes by stating the study’s 

overall aim, its research questions and how the study makes an original contribution 

to new knowledge.  

Chapter Three provides a detailed account of the research methodology used to 

conduct this study. The qualitative exploratory multi methods research design, 

involving semi-structured interviews and unstructured participant observation, is 
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described and justified. This is followed by a detailed description of the study’s 

sample and recruitment. How the data was collected and analysed is described next, 

followed by an account of how the ethical issues encountered in this research were 

addressed. This chapter concludes with a reflexive account of how the research 

process was experienced.  

The next three chapters present the study’s research findings. Chapter Four focuses 

on how the transformational change at Hydebank Wood Secure College was 

envisaged, implemented and experienced. This chapter provides an in-depth 

exploration into how the Secure College model sought to humanise the carceral 

space by introducing free movement, removing the use of stigmatising language, 

revamping the aesthetics of the carceral space, developing a holistic learner-centred 

curriculum and increasing community involvement with the young men. It examines 

the reality of operationalising the transformational change and how this was 

envisaged by management and experienced by staff and the young men. The 

findings show that there were a number of issues that arose as a result of the way in 

which the transformational change was undertaken and experienced. Both staff and 

the young men were not knowledgeable about the rationale for the transformation or 

how the Secure College model was intended to achieve its objectives. Concerns 

were expressed about a lack of staff and resourcing which both young men and staff 

believed undermined and limited the ability of the Secure College to meet the needs 

of the young men and promote their ability to desist from crime. A lack of interagency 

communication and coordination was also evident, which hindered the 

transformation being implemented and experienced as envisaged. Further issues 

arose due to the philosophical tensions associated with transforming a YOC into a 

Secure College model, with these tensions affecting how the young men and staff 

perceived and reacted to the transformation.   

Chapter Five explores whether key staff assessed the new educational model as 

meeting the young men’s needs and enhancing their potential to desist from crime. 

This chapter begins by highlighting the five main mechanisms of action that emerged 

from the findings of this study. How the educational model sought to support pro-

social identity development, build efficacy and agency, support socialisation, promote 

psychological well-being and enhance the young men’s skillsets is explored. An in-

depth discussion of staff’s efforts to operationalise the new educational model and 

the young men’s experiences within education are provided. However, the findings 

highlight how operational issues (such as the lack of information, support, training, 
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resources and coordination experienced by staff), lead staff and the young men to 

perceive the new educational model to be chaotic. While staff and the young men 

could see the potential benefits of the new educational model, how it was 

operationalised resulted in a gap between its aims and delivery. This gap left both 

the young men and staff reluctant to conclude that this new model of education was 

truly meeting the needs of the young men or enhancing their potential to desist from 

crime. Philosophical tensions were also evident in balancing considerations of risk 

with need in determining programme availability and placement, adding to some of 

the disillusionment that some young men felt with the regards to the new educational 

model and its ability to meet their needs or promote their desistance from crime.  

Chapter Six focuses on how the young men perceived and experienced the Secure 

College and the extent to which they believed the Secure College model could meet 

their needs and enhance their ability to desist from crime. Based on the findings, it is 

argued that how the young men perceived and experienced the Secure College 

model was determined by their ‘positioning’ in their ‘worlds’ inside and outside of the 

custodial establishment. A minority of young men explained that they felt that the 

Secure College model could meet their needs and enhance their potential to desist 

from crime. Yet, this minority tended to present with less complex needs and 

displayed higher levels of capital which enabled them to maximise their engagement 

with the Secure College model and benefit the most from the opportunities it offered. 

In contrast, the majority of young men felt that the Secure College was limited in its 

ability to meet their needs, engage them in rehabilitative efforts or increase their 

ability to desist from crime. This majority presented with more complex needs and 

lower levels of capital. This ‘positioning’ meant that these young men were 

disadvantaged as they were less able to engage with and benefit from the 

opportunities provided. They felt that the Secure College was limited in its ability to 

meet their needs and enhance their ability to desist from crime as it did not address 

the wider societal and structural factors contributing to their disadvantaged positions 

or driving their offending behaviour. In this regard, the Secure College model was 

believed to be similar to a YOC. Both staff and the young men believed that there 

needed to be greater efforts to address the young men’s positioning to enhance their 

capacity to engage with the available programmes and maximise their potential to 

desist from crime.  

Drawing on the three findings chapter, Chapter Seven discusses these findings and 

highlights the study’s original contributions. Drawing on the findings, it is argued that 
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while the Secure College model is an improvement on the YOC model, it remained 

limited in its ability to engage the young men and enhance their potential to desist 

from crime due to a number of weaknesses in how it was envisaged, implemented 

and experienced. While the transformation was successful in providing a more 

humanised custodial space, increasing programme provision and enhancing links 

with the community, a prioritisation of risk over need meant that access to 

programmes could be restricted for those deemed high risk. The implications of this 

tension between risk, need and programme placement, alongside how the young 

men’s positioning could influence their engagement with programmes and potential 

to desist from crime is discussed.  The experience of transforming a YOC into a 

Secure College is also used to offer new insights into how existing models of 

organisational change can be adapted and expanded to enhance our understanding 

of how to promote successful transformational change in a carceral setting. Finally, 

insights are offered for how these issues can be managed and addressed going 

forward before the chapter ends with a brief conclusion.    

  



 

 
 

15 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

The Profile of Young Men in Custody 
 

Young people in custody, internationally and across the United Kingdom (UK), are 

predominately men, and are considered one of the most vulnerable groups in the 

population (Gleb, 2011; Hagell and Shah, 2019; Bui and Deakin, 2021). Indeed, many 

young people who become involved with the justice system may be considered victims 

themselves due to histories of trauma and a “broad range of psychosocial problems 

and decreased opportunities, including educational, social and occupational” 

opportunities (The Royal Australasian College of Physicians, 2011: 8). Smith, Dyer 

and Connelly (2014) found that most young men in custody had experienced 

significant trauma, including parental death and exposure to domestic violence, and 

most had experienced exclusion from school and had no educational qualifications. 

Jacobson et al. (2010) highlight that young people in custody, including young men, 

face a range of social and health problems including troubled and disrupted family 

lives, poor educational attainment, learning difficulties, mental health issues and 

substance misuse problems. Additionally, most young men in custody present with 

challenging behavioural needs (Martynowicz and Quigley, 2010), learning difficulties 

(Youth Justice Board, 2005; Loucks, 2007; Ministry of Justice, 2017), poor educational 

outcomes (Stephenson, 2007), school expulsion (Tye, 2009; Ministry of Justice, 2017), 

mental health difficulties, substance misuse problems (Redmond and Dack, 2009; 

Ministry of Justice, 2014a; Ministry of Justice, 2017) and low levels of numeracy and 

literacy skills (Talbot, 2010; CJINI, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons and the 

Regulation, The Quality Improvement Authority and The Education and Training 

Inspectorate, 2013). 

 

Individual factors associated with youth offending center around developmental 

issues, such as age (Shader, 2003; Gann, Sullivan and Ilchi, 2015), gender (Carroll 

and Meehan, 2007; Earle 2011), cognitive impairments, including immaturity and 

impulsivity (Young Persons Probation and Irish Youth Justice Service, 2009; Ministry 

of Justice, 2014c; OMS, 2015), as well as mental health and substance misuse issues 

(Criminal Justice Inspection Northern Ireland (CJINI), 2012). Research consistently 

finds high levels of mental illness, substance misuse and additional learning needs 

among young men in custody (Office for National Statistics, 1997; Smith, 2005; 

Lennox, 2014; Prison Reform Trust, 2014; Indig, Frewen and Moore, 2016). Higher 
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rates of self-harm have been found among young men in custody in the UK in 

comparison to their adult counterparts, along with increased experiences of violence 

and bullying (The Ministry of Justice, 2017; CJINI, 2020). In Northern Ireland, there 

were 819 self-harm incidents among detained young men between 2012-2017, 

accounting for 21% of all self-harm incidents among the prison population (DOJNI, 

2017). Studies further suggests that the prevalence of learning difficulties among 

people in custody in the UK ranges from 20% to 30%, depending on the definition of 

the concept and the assessment tool used (Loucks, 2007). In addition, Talbot (2008b) 

asserts that people who suffer from learning difficulties are three times more likely than 

those who do not have such a diagnosis to suffer from mental health issues, such as 

depression or anxiety. In Northern Ireland, 21% of young men and women in custody 

identified as having a learning difficulty and over 54% are diagnosed with 

communication difficulties (CJINI, 2014). Despite the lack of more recent figures, it is 

estimated that 34% of people entering custody have the literacy level of a nine-year-

old child, with 51% reporting the same level of numeracy skills (Northern Ireland Prison 

Service, 2014).  

 

The familial environment for these young men may also be a source of low parental 

support and affection, deprivation, poor supervision, low socioeconomic status, and 

parental criminality (Omboto et al., 2013). Research has found that if family members 

are engaged in criminal activity, young men and women are more likely to offend (Audit 

Commission, 1996; McGregor et al., 2010; Auty, Farrington and Coid, 2017;). Murray 

and Farrington (2008) suggest that young men and women whose parents experience 

custody are three times more like to exhibit antisocial behaviour. Seymour (2013: 51) 

highlights how “adolescents are reliant on parents and family members to provide for 

many of their physical, social and emotional needs and are therefore vulnerable when 

a nurturing and stable environment does not exist”. Young men and women in custody 

report more experiences of the foster-care system, alcohol or drug misuse in the family 

home and parental incarceration (Uggen, et al., 2005; Hughes, 2012; Murray and 

Farrington, 2013). Indeed, studies have found that over half of young people, including 

young men, involved in the justice system experience unstable living arrangements 

(e.g. hostel accommodation and residential care) (Goldson, 2002; CJINI, 2008). 

Seymour (2004) highlights how people who are homeless are over-represented in the 

custodial population and how a lack of stable accommodation can increase the risk of 

offending (Seymour and Costello, 2005).  
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Socio-economic status interlinked with educational achievement is another key factor, 

which can impact on a young person’s proclivity to engage in criminal behaviour 

(Esperian, 2010; Frey, 1999; Sander, Liebenberg and Munford, 2020). Those who 

struggle academically have an increased likelihood of turning to crime (Seydlitz and 

Jenkins, 1998; Carroll and Meehan, 2007; Kennedy 2013; Seymour, 2013). The Youth 

Justice Board confirms that 86% of young men and women in custody have been 

excluded from school (Kennedy, 2013). People in custody who report having no 

qualifications are more likely to be reconvicted compared to those who hold 

qualifications (6% v’s 45%) (Ministry of Justice, 2012). Gallagher (2004) argues that 

exclusion from school, anti-social behaviour, and substance misuse are interrelated 

among many young men and women in custody. These educational experiences 

however contribute to further exclusion, due to having fewer prospects in the labour 

market, which create structural barriers that put young men and women at an 

increased risk of reoffending (Hawley, Murphy and South-Otero, 2013).  

 

Moreover, those who reside in areas of high crime and deprivation are more 

susceptible to engaging in crime (Audit Commission, 1996; Hines and Williams, 2007; 

Livingston et al., 2014). Community risk factors, such as anti-social peer groups, can 

contribute to offending (Ministry of Justice, 2009; Osgood et al., 2013). Chung and 

Steinberg (2006) have linked community disorder and socialisation within a deviant 

peer group with involvement in youth offending. Similarly, Barry, Madsen and DeGrace 

(2015) argue that peers are a significant source of influence for young men and women 

and their involvement in crime. O’Mahoney (1997) argues that people in custody 

typically come from areas of deprivation, with studies suggesting that people often 

import the values and beliefs that dominate communities into custodial spaces (Gover, 

MacKenzie and Armstrong, 2000; Dye, 2010). A link can be made between 

disadvantaged communities and criminal activity, in terms of social cognitive learning, 

where individuals may have an increased propensity towards criminal behaviour by 

observing and adopting the criminal actions, values and beliefs of their peers and 

others within their communities (Sampson, Raudenbush and Earls, 1997; Ludwig, 

Duncan and Hirschfeld, 2001). Research has found that the majority of young men and 

women in custody across the UK grow up in low socio-economic communities (The 

Howard League to Penal Reform, 2010) and experience ineffective parenting (PRT, 

2011).  

 

Given the significant levels of adverse experiences and needs exhibited by young men 

in custody, it is not surprising that they often report low levels of capital (Barry, 2006). 
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Bourdieu (1984) differentiates between four types of capital: economic, social, cultural, 

and symbolic. Economic capital refers to the financial means that people can access 

(Bourdieu, 1984). Given the low levels of educational attainment exhibited by young 

men in custody and the disadvantage they and their families’ experience, these 

individuals often have limited opportunities to access legitimate economic capital 

(Barry, 2006). Barry (2007) suggests that for young men and women who come from 

socially deprived backgrounds, without employment, crime tends to be the sole 

alternative source of economic capital. Social capital is defined as the valued 

relationships that provide access to resources and a sense of belonging (Pearrow, 

Sander and Jones, 2019). For young men and women, families are a source of social 

capital but peer networks can also play a dominant role (although this may be transient) 

(Barry 2007). Given the higher prevalence of parental incarceration, substance abuse 

in the home and care experience found among young men and women in custody, it 

is not surprising that they tend to have lower levels of pro-social social capital and may 

be more likely to develop criminogenic peer networks (Barry, 2006).  

 

Bordieu (1984) conceptualised the term ‘cultural capital’ to include a person’s 

accumulated skills and abilities that they have amassed from their upbringing, 

education and social standing, claiming that cultural capital is important for social 

mobility. “Cultural capital is the legitimate competence, qualifications or status and 

comes from knowledge of one’s cultural identity in the form of art and education in 

particular” (Barry, 2007: 12). Unsurprisingly, the socially deprived communities that 

young men and women detained in custody tend to grow up in, coupled with their 

experiences of intergenerational crime, school exclusion and low levels of educational 

attainment, tend to limit the extent to which they exhibit cultural capital (Barry, 2006). 

Symbolic capital refers to the accumulation of the other three types of capital and is 

relational as it depends on other people recognising and bestowing recognition, 

prestige and credibility onto a person (Bourdieu, 1984). In this way, symbolic capital 

can refer to the resources available to someone through their reputation, prestige and 

how they are viewed by others (Bourdieu, 1984). As young men in custody tend to lack 

the three other forms of capital and often experience stigma within society due to their 

involvement in crime, their ability to access symbolic capital is also often limited. 

 

Research argues that young men and women experiencing disadvantage need to be 

supported in building capital to enhance their life opportunities and develop pro-social 

identities (Côté and Levine, 2002; Côté, 2016). Unfortunately, the detention of young 

men and women can have a profoundly negative effect on their subsequent behaviour 
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as “prison sets them back even further” (Uggen et al., 2005: 3). Vella (2005) refers to 

an ‘infantilising process’, whereby those detained are stripped of their decision-making 

abilities, choices, plans, opinions and initiative, and are expected to conform to the 

rules of the custodial setting. Nelson and Barry (2005) argue that when young men 

and women do not consider themselves ‘adults’, they are more likely to engage in risk-

taking behaviours. It well known that the successful transition to adulthood is more 

challenging for young people with a history of criminal activity as it interrupts a critical 

time of capital formation, potentially affecting the development of romantic 

relationships and employability, two factors associated with desistance from crime for 

young men (Ashkar and Kenny, 2008; Audit Commission, 2010; Gooch, 2017; Harper 

and McLanahan, 2004; Harrison and Stevens, 2012 Laub and Sampson, 2001). Where 

identity markers, such as employment and romantic relationships, are not present, 

Massoglia and Uggen (2010) argue that offending behaviours persist and present 

obstacles for adult identity formation.  

 

 

Emerging Adulthood  
 

Arnett (1997, 2000, 2003, 2004) proposes a distinct developmental period between 

adolescence and adulthood called emerging adulthood (age 18-25/29), which he 

suggests has arisen as a result of an elongated period of role exploration from late 

adolescence onwards. Arnett (2000) claims that identity development is a key 

psychological task during this time as young people seek to establish adult identities. 

Côté (2000) argues that access to capital is key to supporting identity development, 

especially during emerging adulthood. In particular, Thornberry et al. (2013) refers to 

emerging adulthood as a ‘criminological crossroads’ for those involved in crime, 

whereby individuals can either opt to shed themselves of their criminal identities or 

continue engaging in crime and become further involved in the criminal justice system. 

 

Neurological, psychological and criminological research has shown that young people 

in the emerging adulthood stage of development are still undergoing many biological 

and psychosocial developments during this time and are not yet fully mature in their 

cognitions, emotions or behaviours until their mid to late twenties (Prior et al., 2011). 

Neuroscience research explains that human brains are not fully mature until the age 

of 25, which can explain why emerging adults can struggle with cognitions, such as 

positive decision making, levels of impulsiveness, peer pressure and risk-oriented 

behaviours (Cauffman and Steinberg, 2012). During emerging adulthood, the brain is 
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still developing higher-level processes, such as executive functioning, a set of mental 

skills including flexible thinking skills and self-control (Wood et al., 2018). Steinberg 

(2005) explains that under calm situations, also referred to as ’cold cognitions’, 

emerging adults can make judgments similar to their adult counterparts. However, in 

emotionally charged situations, referred to as ‘hot cognitions’, emerging adults can 

encounter difficulties in forming judgments and exercising self-control, similar to their 

adolescent counterparts. Life-course health research argues that this developmental 

period is distinctly different from adolescence and adulthood, whereby emerging adults 

have greater choice and opportunities for identity exploration as they no longer have 

specific guidance and structure offered by families, schools and social services. Yet, 

this period can present challenges to the young person who lacks resources and 

capital, and have mental health difficulties, leading to negative life course trajectories 

(Wood et al., 2018). King, Massoglia and MacMillan (2007) argue that successfully 

assuming an adult identity is key to supporting the desistance process. 

 

Yet, it is evident that young men in custody exhibit a myriad of needs and significantly 

low levels of capital, factors found to reduce the potential for desistance and increase 

reoffending (Barry, 2007). Liebling (2012: 65) argues that these young men are 

particularly vulnerable due to their “troubled histories and complex unmet needs”. 

Young men in emerging adulthood present a distinct set of needs, whereby they are 

not fully mature and need support in developing thinking and decision-making skills 

(Prior et al., 2011). Indeed, it has been suggested that if young men and women in the 

criminal justice system are not fully mature then they should be considered less 

culpable than elder adults and dealt with accordingly by the criminal justice system 

(Farrington et al., 2012). Most young men in emerging adulthood involved in the 

criminal justice system exhibit low levels of self-control and aggression, which needs 

to be addressed through appropriate interventions focusing on self-regulation 

(Shechory-Bitton and Zohari, 2020). Moreover, most have experienced multiple 

traumas throughout childhood and adolescence (drug-abuse, violence and criminal 

activity in the home), contributing to mental health and learning difficulties, which 

require additional supports (Shechory-Bitton and Zohari, 2020). For these reasons, 

Lindell and Goodjoint (2020) highlight the need for more developmentally appropriate 

responses for emerging adults involved in the justice system. This profile of detained 

young men and the specific needs associated with emerging adulthood emphasises 

the importance of responding to offending behaviours in a manner that helps to 

address the needs of young people and support capital formation, if their ability to 

desist from crime and reduce their reoffending is to be encouraged (Prison Reform 
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Trust, 2012). The British Medical Association (2014: 24) argue that “the complex 

interplay of challenging family circumstances, peer group pressures, emotional 

conflict, mental health problems and poor educational achievement present enormous 

challenges” for young men and women in custody and those who work in services 

designed to respond to them. Graham and McNeill (2017) argue that the justice system 

needs to consider the needs of people in custody in order to support crime reduction. 

In particular, Healy and O’Connell (2008) argue that their basic needs (e.g. safety and 

wellbeing) must first be met in order to enable them to focus on growth needs (e.g. 

identity and self-exploration) which may facilitate desistance and a reduction in 

offending behaviour. As a result, the majority of young men involved in crime during 

emerging adulthood require help to develop their cognitions, regulate their thoughts, 

emotions and behaviours, as well as build capital if the desistance process is to be 

promoted (Woods et al., 2018). 

 

Responding to the needs of young men in custody in the UK  
 
There have been many developments across the justice system in the UK. Early 

attitudes towards detention for young people in the UK were characterised by 

punishment and retribution (Esperian, 2010). Detention involves a state of confinement 

in which the individual experiences a loss of personal liberty and can endure a number 

of psychological pains (Sykes, 1956; McGuire, 2004; Crewe, 2009; Crewe 2011; 

Crewe, Liebling and Hulley, 2014). The use of detention as a form of punishment was 

originally viewed as a form of retribution for the young person’s offending behaviour 

(Ellis and Kyo, 2018), with the young person being imprisoned in response to their 

wrong-doing and as a means of reaffirming moral boundaries (Bottoms, 1995). Hence, 

the focus of punishment was not on reducing rates of reoffending but on custody as a 

form of retribution for wrong-doing and moral error (Brontsteen, 2009). Punishment 

was viewed as involving a moral duty to penalise those who had broken society’s 

norms and conventions, as well as to reaffirm societal moral boundaries and social 

norms regarding what is acceptable behaviour in society (Kant, 1887; Durkheim, 

1893). Those in support of a retributivist view of custody can sometimes criticise the 

justice system as being too lenient in terms of its treatment of people involved in 

criminality (Ministry of Justice, 1997; Raynor and Robinson, 2009).  

 

More recently, penal policies have tended to adopt a more utilitarian approach to 

punishment and custody, justifying the use of detention as a punishment due to its 
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ability to reduce crime through incapacitation, deterrence and rehabilitation (Akhtar, 

2015). Incapacitation assumes that detaining an individual in custody will prevent them 

from engaging in further crime, while deterrence argues that custody can deter an 

individual from reoffending (individual deterrence) and others from engaging in similar 

activity (general deterrence) (McGuire, 2004). Rehabilitation refers to the idea that an 

individual’s likelihood of reoffending can be reduced through their participation in 

rehabilitation programmes while they are detained (McGuire, 2004). These differing 

philosophical views can create tensions in how we respond to young men in custody 

as well as how or if their needs are met. For instance, these differing views can affect 

the conditions that young people experience in custody and the extent to which those 

detained have access to services and supports that meet their needs. For example, 

providing supports to meet the needs of those in custody may reduce their risk of 

reoffending but such provision may also be considered to detract from the use of 

retributive justice as a form of punishment for the young person’s wrong-doing. 

Nevertheless, these different views have been seen to shape penal policy regarding 

the detention of young men in the UK (Ministry of Justice, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c).  

 
During the 20th Century, utilitarian arguments have predominately been used by 

policymakers to justify the detention of young men and women in the UK, although 

retributivists’ sentiments are still evident in society and among practitioners (Ministry 

of Justice 2014b, 2014c). In 1902, the first borstal institution was established in the UK 

to hold young men and women securely and focused on the use of corporal 

punishment, work and skills acquisition to reduce reoffending (Bateman and Hazel, 

2014). Borstal institutions were designed to focus on reforming young people through 

the use of individualised education and training, as opposed to punishment, where a 

team of psychologists, educators and social workers supported young men and 

women. Although once being described as “liberal and progressive” (Warder, 1973: 

127), borstals were criticised for being understaffed and for failing to tackle reoffending 

(Cockett, 1967). Detention centres were established in 1952 where sentences of three 

months maximum were “intended as a ‘short, sharp, shock’” for young men and women 

aged between 14-20 to deter them from reoffending (Bateman and Hazel, 2014 2). 

The use of these detention centres adopted a utilitarian view towards the use of 

custody, whereby they were intended to deter young people from crime as opposed to 

having a rehabilitative function (Ashtar, 2015). The Criminal Justice Act 1982 abolished 

the borstal system and established youth custody centres for young people aged under 

21 and claimed that committal to custody should be used as a last resort. The Criminal 

Justice Act 1988 combined youth custody centres and detention facilities to form 
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Young Offender Institutions (also sometimes known as a Young Offenders Centre) and 

established a set of rules to guide the operationalisation of these facilitates.  

 

Although, the United Nations (1990) in their ‘Guidelines on the Prevention of Juvenile 

Delinquency’, promoted the use of diversion and non-punitive imperatives in response 

to young people’s offending, the Criminal Justice Act (1993) emphasised the use of 

punitive risk-focused approaches to dealing with young people involved in the justice 

system and the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act (1994) legislated for longer 

periods of detention for young men and women. In 2008, the UK government 

committed to investing in youth crime reduction initiatives, placing an increased 

emphasis on statutory alternatives to custody (diversionary measures) with a focus on 

rehabilitation (Bateman and Hazel, 2014). Yet, nowadays, while efforts to divert young 

men and women from custody remain on-going, the majority of young men aged 

between 18 and 21 are detained in Young Offender Institutions (YOIs), also known as 

a Young Offenders Centre (YOC) (Allen, 2016). These are run by both private 

companies and the prison service and, while they mostly hold young men aged up to 

21, in some cases they can hold men as old as 24 (Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation 

Service, 2020). In the present system of detention, children under the age of 18 are 

usually held separately to those aged 18 or over in youth detention centres (Almond, 

2012). A YOI or a YOC is supposed to provide a programme of activities, including 

education, training and work, designed to assist young men and women “to acquire or 

develop personal responsibility, self-discipline, physical fitness, interests and skills and 

to obtain suitable employment after release; fostering links between the offender and 

the outside community; co-operating with the services responsible for the offender’s 

supervision after release” (HM Prison Service, 1988: provision 3.2a). These 

establishments again adopted a mainly utilitarian approach to justify the use of custody 

for young men and women, focusing on the use of punishment as means to reduce 

crime through incapacitation, deterrence and rehabilitation. Although the use of 

incapacitation was to deter the young people from reengaging in crime, the provision 

of rehabilitative programmes during their time in custody was intended to support them 

to address their needs to avoid reoffending upon their release (HM Prison Service, 

1988). More specifically, HM Prison Service (1988: provision 3.1) stated “the aim of a 

Young Offender Institution shall be to help offenders to prepare for their return to the 

outside community” equipped with the skills to avoid re-engaging in crime.  

 

To achieve this aim, a programme of educational, training and work was to be offered 

(HM Prison Service, 1988). Individual assessments were to be undertaken to support 
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the young men’s personal development and they were supposed to be given access 

to participate in educational, vocational and work activities for no more than eight hours 

per day (HM Prison Service, 1988). Evening and weekend programmes were to be 

offered, where feasible (HM Prison Service, 1988). Programme provision was 

supposed to be designed to promote personal responsibility, taking the interests and 

existing skills of the young men into account to enhance their employability and 

prepare them for their return to the community (HM Prison Service, 1988). These 

establishments were also to support the young person in maintaining family ties and 

developing links between the young men and the community to facilitate the 

development of pro-social relations with others (HM Prison Service, 1988). Where 

practical and suitable, young people were to be supported to engage in activities 

outside of the institution to facilitate their return to the community (HM Prison Service, 

1988). Relationships between the young person, the community and agencies in the 

community responsible for supervising the young men on release were to be 

strengthened, with supervising agencies providing the young men with a future 

focused sentence plan to support them on their release from the outset of their 

detention (HM Prison Service, 1988). The young men were further expected to adhere 

to the custodial regime, abide by the rules of the establishment and submit to relevant 

security procedures, with punishments being used to deter noncompliance (HM Prison 

Service, 1988). 

 

Within these establishments, there was therefore a focus on both the young men’s 

‘needs’ and ‘deeds’. A focus on the young men’s ‘deeds’ appeared to be underpinned 

by a deterrent approach, whereby the young men were discouraged from engaging in 

undesirable behaviour through a combination of punishments to deter such behaviour 

and incentives to promote engagement in desirable behaviour (Walsh, 2006; Camilleri, 

Thompson and McArthur, 2013). However, there was also an increasing focus on the 

young men’s ‘needs’ through the prevalence of rehabilitative programmes intended to 

address the young men’s needs to reduce their probability of reoffending (Cunneen 

and White, 1998; Camilleri, Thompson and McArthur, 2013). For example, YOIs and 

YOCs aspired to address the educational and employment needs of young people to 

support them to avoid reoffending when they were released back into their 

communities (HM Prison Service, 1988). Yet, Foucault (1991) questioned the extent 

to which detention in custody can be rehabilitative due to the nature of the regime, the 

power imbalances involved and the potential for abuses of power to occur. Camilleri, 

Thompson and McArthur (2013) argue that most jurisdictions encounter complexities 

in seeking to strike a balance in focusing on the needs and deeds of young people in 
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detention due to the philosophical tensions associated with addressing needs while 

also keeping communities safe.  

 

Yet, despite these ambitions, YOIs and YOCs have received much criticism for their 

limited ability to actually achieve their goals of deterrence and rehabilitation, as well as 

concerns about the safety of the young people detained within these establishments 

(HMIP, 2008; Almond, 2012; HMIP, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2013d, Allen, 2016). For 

instance, Almond (2012: 189) highlights that YOIs have been “the cause of much 

professional concern” due to their inability to meet the basic needs of the young men 

detained there (e.g. safety and wellbeing), yet alone their ability to enable the young 

men to focus on growth needs (e.g. identity development, capital formation, self-

exploration, etc.) that may facilitate desistance. Allen (2016: 538) argues “many 

dedicated YOIs have struggled to provide a safe and decent environment for young 

adults, let alone achieve any more ambitious objectives”. Indeed, in 2013 the HMIP 

found evidence of bullying in all YOIs inspected during that period (HMIP, 2013a, 

2013b, 2013c, 2013d). Moreover, these establishments have been criticised for not 

being able to promote engagement in rehabilitative programmes, as well as failing to 

properly assess and address people’s needs (HMIP; 2008; HMIP, 2013d). The range 

of vocational skills on offer within these establishments has been described as very 

limited and few young men and women were found to have attained educational 

qualifications whilst detained (HMIP, 2008; HMIP, 2013b, 2013d). In some 

establishments, libraries had been criticised for being inadequately resourced (HMIP, 

2013d). Additionally, reports highlighted the need for further pre-release and post-

release care to support recidivism while criticising the establishments for being 

inadequately resourced to provide young people with any comprehensive resettlement 

support (HMIP, 2013b, 2013c, 2013d). There were also reports of the accommodation 

being inadequate for the number of young men and women detained in these 

establishments (HMIP, 2008; HMIP, 2013d). More recently, in 2021 these 

establishments were criticised for failing to consider the particular developmental and 

neurological needs of young men and women in the emerging adulthood stage of 

development, despite research evidence demonstrating their distinct needs in 

comparison to other age groups (Prison Reform Trust, 2020). Consequently, there is 

a concern that these establishments are not responding sufficiently to the needs of 

young men and women in custody and that their complex needs can be compounded 

by their experience of custody, resulting in them being more susceptible to reoffending 

on release (Hollingsworth, 2013). 
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The Detention of Young Men in Northern Ireland 

In recent decades, there has only been one detention facility for young men aged 18-

21 in Northern Ireland, although it can sometimes hold young men aged up to 24 

(CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2013). Up until 2015, this facility was called Hydebank Wood 

Young Offenders Centre (HBW YOC) (CJINI, 2013; Department of Justice Northern 

Ireland (DOJNI), 2014a). HBW YOC operated in accordance with the Young 

Offenders Centre Rules (Northern Ireland) 1979, which were updated in 1982 (HM 

Prison Service, 1982). These rules reflected the same guidelines and rules governing 

YOIs in England and Wales (HM Prison Service, 1988). HBW YOC was part of the 

Northern Ireland Prison Service (NIPS) and its mission statement was to “improve 

public safety by reducing the risk of offending through the management and 

rehabilitation of offenders in custody” (DOJNI, 2011: 1). From this mission statement, 

it is evident that HBW YOC sought to justify the use of detention on utilitarian 

arguments, using incapacitation, deterrence and rehabilitation to improve public 

safety by holding young men securely to prevent them harming others, as well as 

deterring and rehabilitating young men to encourage desistance and reduce 

reoffending.  

HBW YOC could potentially accommodate up to 180 young men in single cell 

accommodation across four residential units; Cedar, Elm, Beech and Willow (CJINI, 

2013). On entry to HBW YOC, young men were taken to reception, whereby they 

were provided with information regarding what would happen during their initial few 

days in custody. This induction programme, occurred either at reception or on the 

induction landing and outlined the YOC regime, the roles of staff, the YOC rules and 

regulations, as well as information on visitation, the chaplaincy and healthcare 

services (Independent Monitoring Board (IMB), 2005; CJINI, 2013). The regime at 

the YOC involved an intention for the young men to be out of their cells for 9.5 hours 

on weekdays and 7.5 hours at the weekend, depending on staffing availability (CJINI, 

2013). The young men were also provided with information about the Progressive 

Regime and Enhanced Privileges Schemes (PREPS) 1  which aimed to use 

                                                        
1  PREPS is a framework used to manage the behaviour of those imprisoned in NIPS by 

rewarding conformity to rules and engagement in constructive activities. It consists of three 
levels (Basic, Standard and Enhanced). Individuals enter on the Standard level and can 
progress to the Enhanced level if they are complying with the rules and engaging constructively 
with the regime. On the Enhanced level, individuals have access to better conditions (e.g. 
accommodation) and may avail of additional rewards or ‘perks’ not available on the other levels. 
If individuals do not comply or engage constructively, they are placed on the Basic regime, in 
which they only receive their basic legal entitlements. 
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“incentives and rewards” (CJINI, 2013: 9) to motivate desirable behaviour and 

engagement in rehabilitative programmes. Further, information was provided on the 

range of education and vocational programmes available at HBW YOC, though 

participation in these activities was voluntary (CJINI, 2013). 

A predominantly ‘self-supply model’ of custodial education was used at HBW YOC, 

whereby NIPS staff held responsibility for the delivery of educational and vocational 

programmes (CJINI, 2013). A self-supply model involves justice officials assuming 

responsibility for the delivery of educational programmes to people in custody 

(Baldursson, Karsikas and Kuivajärvi, 2009). An advantage of a self-supply model is 

that staff delivering education work within the wider custodial space so may be better 

informed of the needs of the people attending education and can play a more integral 

role in addressing these needs within and outside of class (Baldursson, Karsikas and 

Kuivajärvi, 2009). Yet, such a model can result in staff becoming too integrated into 

the custodial environment and beginning to adopt approaches that are more 

authoritative as oppose to prioritising their pedagogical role (Baldursson, Karsikas 

and Kuivajärvi, 2009). In HBW YOC, NIPS staff delivered the majority of 

programmes, with some outside providers delivering specialised courses (CJINI, 

2013). Many classes were delivered in a purpose built Learning and Skills Centre 

that provided classrooms, computer rooms, staff offices and a library to support the 

provision of education and vocational programmes (IMB, 2005). Upon entry to HBW 

YOC, a ‘Quick Scan’ screening tool was used to test for dyslexia, and those 

diagnosed were allocated one-to-one tuition (IMB, 2006). Participation in educational 

and vocational programmes was voluntary, with only those who requested to attend 

classes being timetabled to attend those classes. Class sizes were often limited, to 

facilitate in-depth engagement and meeting the specific needs (e.g. behavioural, 

learning, literacy, etc.) of the young men attending (CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2013). A range 

of educational and vocational programmes focusing on literacy, numeracy, digital 

skills, employment and life skills, were also on offer and operated alongside other 

pursuits, including psychological programmes, custodial employment, sports, drama 

and charitable activities (see Appendix I) (IMB, 2013).  The Northern Ireland Council 

for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (NICCEA) or the Open University 

(OU) awarded the qualifications for the educational programmes available at HBW 

YOC. In most cases, the qualifications awarded for the vocational training 

programmes were National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). While qualifications 

were not necessarily available for participation in the other pursuits listed in Appendix 
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I, it was often possible for the young men to obtain certificates of attendance to 

confirm they had successfully completed these activities (CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2013).  

Some of the strengths associated with this educational model included its promotion 

of artistic talent, the quality of its workshop facilities, the wide range of programmes 

providing qualifications and the small staff-student ratios associated with the classes 

(CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2013). Indeed, some of the artwork created by the young men had 

won Koestler Awards, provided by the Koestler Arts charity, which promotes the arts 

in custody (IMB, 2006). Workshop facilities for vocational programmes were 

commended for being on par with mainstream colleges of further education in the 

community, as were the greenhouse facilities for the ‘Gardens’ vocational programme 

(IMB, 2006). In addition, the small staff-student ratio was commended for facilitating 

detailed engagement with the young men to address their particular needs (IMB, 

2007). However, the effectiveness of the Northern Ireland prison system had been 

called into question many times in relation to its treatment of young men detained at 

HBW YOC. In particular, criticism had been raised in relation to its effectiveness in 

tackling rates of reoffending (CJINI, Her Majesties Chief Inspector of Prisons and the 

Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority, 2011). The PRT (2011: 5) argued that 

custodial governors and staff had different visions of the purpose of custody and there 

needed to be “agreement on and ownership of the aims of the system: that prisoners 

should contribute to a safer society and reflect international best practice and human 

rights standards”. Concerns were raised about the safety of the young men and the 

extent to which HBW YOC focused on pre-release and post-release support to 

promote resettlement (CJINI, 2013). Criticism also surrounded the culture within the 

custodial setting, as many young men had reported feeling victimised by staff (CJINI, 

2013). Further, there were concerns about the adequacy of existing mental health 

services, as more than half of the young men reported experiencing mental health 

issues and staff shortages resulted in the young men spending more time in their cells 

than was recommended (CJINI, 2013).  

 

Additionally, despite the previously discussed strengths associated with the 

educational model at HBW YOC, independent inspections expressed concerns that 

the provision of educational and vocational programmes lacked strategic vision, that 

programme provision was inadequate and understaffed, as well as being of limited 

utility to the young men (IMB, 2013; CJINI, 2013). For instance, it was argued that 

many young men were unable to access the programmes/qualifications on offer, as 

their entry requirements involved a level of literacy and numeracy that most young men 
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did not possess (CJINI, 2007; IMB, 2007). Individualised training programmes were 

not used and it was argued that the needs of many young men with low levels of 

literacy and numeracy were not being met (CJINI, 2013; Include Youth, 2012; Moore 

and Convery, 2011). Furthermore, the custodial environment did not have adequate 

diagnostic tools for the identification of learning needs or barriers to learning and, as a 

result, many detained young men with low levels of literacy and numeracy were not 

being adequately supported (CJINI, 2013). The implementation of the learning and 

skills strategy in HBW YOC at this time was poor (CIJNI, 2013). The curriculum was 

out-dated and did not strive to meet the needs of the detained young men or the labour 

market (CJINI, 2013). Inspections raised concerns that the low level of qualifications 

on offer were not attractive to potential employers and, consequently, of limited use on 

release (CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2007). Moreover, a lack of coordination and communication 

across programmes and departments resulted in programmes being underutilised and 

the Learning and Skills Centre operating independently of the workshop facilities 

(CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2009). Internet restrictions were highlighted as hindering the young 

men’s ability to search for employment on release and worries were expressed about 

the young men’s low level of educational engagement and constructive activity more 

generally (CJINI, 2013; IMB, 2013). Low staff-student ratios also contributed to long 

waiting lists to access educational and vocational programmes, which was worsened 

by staff absences and resulted in some young men leaving HBW YOC before 

accessing these programmes, especially if they were serving short sentences (IMB, 

2007; PRT, 2011). Furthermore, there was some unease about the extent to which all 

staff were meeting the young men’s needs, as well as the ability of HBW YOC to 

evidence that the learning and skills needs of the young men were being met, as no 

systematic methods of quality assurance or review arrangements were in place due to 

the lack of high-level strategic management (CJINI, 2007, 2013; IMB, 2009). 

 

As early as 2005, it was recommended that a ‘Head of Education’ be appointed to 

coordinate and manage educational and vocational training in HBW YOC (IMB, 2005, 

2006, 2007, 2008, 2009). It was also recommended that education was outsourced to 

qualified teachers working in the community to enhance the quality and flexibility of 

provision, as well as reduce staff absences (IMB, 2005; PRT, 2011). It was further 

believed that outsourcing education would enhance the ability of the young men to 

continue their education in the community upon their release (IMB, 2005; 2007, 2013). 

Recommendations were made to address concerns previously expressed about the 

limited utility of the programmes/qualifications on offer. For example, it was 

recommended that specialist supports were put in place to assist the young men in 
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raising their literacy and numeracy skills and that non-accredited skills qualifications 

were provided to those detained for short periods of time (IMB, 2007). It was also 

suggested that the poor educational histories of the young men were tackled to 

promote engagement, and that specialised programmes that matched their interests 

were offered, including those supporting self-employment and entrepreneurial skills 

(IMB, 2007, 2010).  In addition, the idea of fostering links in the community to develop 

work placements to support rehabilitation was put forward (IMB, 2011).  

 

As a result, the provision of education and vocational training at HBW YOC was 

identified as in need of improvement (Include Youth, 2011; PRT, 2011). In particular, 

there were concerns about the limited extent to which young men were engaged in 

purposeful activity while in HBW YOC, the limited educational and vocational 

programmes offered, the increased time the young men spent locked in their cells, a 

narrow curriculum which was viewed as failing to meet their needs or increase their 

employability, as well as a desire to ensure that the quality of the educational and 

vocational programmes on offer were similar to those in the community (CJINI, 2013). 

Barriers to engagement with education were also noted, with 9% of the young men 

stating they felt unsafe in education and that existing supports were inadequate to 

address the behavioural issues, learning difficulties substance misuse problems and 

mental health needs the young men presented with (CJINI, 2013; Include Youth, 

2011). Moreover, 26% of the young men detained at HBW YOC felt that nothing had 

happened while they were detained there that would lead them to be less likely to 

reoffend upon their release (CJINI, 2013). As a result, questions were raised about the 

performance of HBW YOC in relation to its ability to deliver positive outcomes for young 

men (CJINI, 2013). These concerns, recommendations and proposals fed into the 

PRTs (2011) recommendation that HBW YOC be transformed into a Secure College, 

offering a full programme of educational and vocational activities delivered in 

partnership with external providers and involving multi-disciplinary staff teams. 

 

The UK government believed that a Secure College should aim to provide tailored 

educational provision through the use of an intensive curriculum with a broad range of 

activities to meet the needs and ability of young people and ensure they were spending 

their time in a constructive manner (The Ministry of Justice, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). 

Assessments were to be undertaken upon admission into a Secure College to identify 

the needs of the person and develop an individualised learning plan (The Ministry of 

Justice, 2014a). The curriculum was to address low levels of literacy and numeracy, 

the person’s educational and vocational interests, improve their life-skills, employability 
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and enhance their potential to desist from crime (The Ministry of Justice, 2014b, 

2014c). In this way, the Secure College was to ensure that individuals leave custody 

equipped “with the motivation, self-discipline and independence to commit to further 

studies, training or employment” and to ultimately terminate their criminal careers 

(Ministry of Justice, 2014b: 6). Throughout their time in the Secure College, there was 

supposed to be a focus on using education to promote desistance from crime and 

reducing reoffending (The Ministry of Justice, 2014a). Accordingly, the Secure College 

appeared similar to the YOI in that the young men could engage in education and 

would be provided with development plans for their period in custody in an effort to 

promote desistance and avoid reoffending on release. Yet, the Secure College model 

differed from a YOI and YOC in terms of the emphasis it placed on transforming the 

custodial space into an educational space and using external educational providers to 

deliver individualised tailored programmes to address the holistic needs of young 

people to support them in desisting from crime.   

 

In February 2014, a new governor was appointed to HBW YOC to lead its 

transformation into a Secure College (DOJNI, 2014b). As part of this transformational 

change, NIPS promised to collaborate with outside educational providers to improve 

the diversity of staff working with the young men, the range of programmes on offer 

and to broaden the available curriculum (NIPS, 2012). It was stated that the focus of 

the Secure College at Hydebank Wood would be on education rather than 

incarceration, with a view to better meeting the needs of the young men and facilitating 

their ability to desist from crime (DOJNI, 2014b).  

 

Promoting Desistance 
 

Desistance encapsulates the underlying causal processes that lead an individual to 

terminate criminal activity (Laub and Sampson, 2001). “Desistance is a gradual 

process which involves “a series of cognitive, social and behavioural changes leading 

up to the cessation of offending behaviours” (Kazemian, 2015: 1). The desistance 

process is thought to involve three different stages, consisting of primary desistance, 

secondary desistance and tertiary desistance (McNeill, 2016). Primary desistance 

refers to an initial crime free period in which a person does not commit criminal activity, 

while secondary desistance refers to when someone changes their identity to begin to 

conceptualise themselves as a ‘changed person’ who no longer engages in criminal 

activity (Maruna and Farrall, 2004). In other words, they have moved from the initial 
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crime free period to internalising this action to view themselves as someone who has 

left behind a life of crime (McNeill, 2016). Tertiary desistance recognises that other 

people in society also play a role in supporting desistance, with tertiary desistance 

referring to the final stage of the desistance process, whereby others recognise that 

the person has ‘changed’ and no longer view them or act towards them as an ‘offender’ 

(McNeill, 2016). In tertiary desistance, others recognise that the person has desisted 

from crime, validating and reaffirming their identity as a ‘changed person’ (McNeill, 

2016).  

 

Yet, Nugent and Schinkel (2016) do not believe that the desistance process is linear 

in nature or should be conceptualised as a sequence of events occurring in temporal 

order.  For this reason, they reframed the process and use the following terms to refer 

to the different phases of the desistance process: ‘act desistance’; ‘identity desistance’ 

and ‘relational desistance’. ‘Act desistance’ refers to the act of non-offending, while 

‘identity desistance’ refers to the development of a pro-social identity and the leaving 

behind of a criminal identity. ‘Relational desistance’ refers to others acknowledging or 

recognising that someone has changed. These concepts relate to Maruna and Farrall’s 

(2004) and McNeill’s (2016) conceptualisation of primary, secondary and tertiary 

desistance but try to avoid presenting desistance as a linear process occurring in a 

particular temporal order and it is for this reason that these terms are used in this 

research. Nugent and Schinkel (2016) catalogue relational desistance into micro, 

meso and macro level recognition. Micro-level recognition is considered to come from 

the person’s immediate setting or ’world’, the meso level refers to the wider community 

the person inhabits, while the macro-level refers to society more generally. Nugent and 

Schinkel (2016) argue that for some people, engaging in act desistance can be easily 

achieved in comparison to establishing a new pro-social identity (identity desistance). 

Nugent and Schinkel (2016) stress that if others do not support the person in their 

desistance journey, through the provision of relational desistance, then their attempts 

to desist from crime through act and identity desistance can be undermined. Without 

familial, community and societal support, Nugent and Schinkel (2016: 567) stress how 

the “maintenance of desistance” can be overwhelming and unsuccessful as people 

experience isolation, goal failure and hopelessness due this lack of support.  

 

Literature suggests that there are many factors that influence act desistance (Gleuck 

and Gleuck, 1974; Clarke and Cornish, 1985; Shover and Thompson, 1992; Thomas 

and Vogel, 2019). For example, research has found that a person’s level of maturity 

and their capacity to make rational decisions impacts on their ability to stop engaging 
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in crime (Gleuck and Gleuck, 1974; Clarke and Cornish, 1985; Shover and Thompson, 

1992; Thomas and Vogel, 2019). Steinberg (2007) asserts that cognitive development 

is a precursor to behavioural change, whereby desistance occurs as a result of 

changes in behavioural patterns that permeate late adolescence. Yet, emerging 

research suggests that during adolescence and emerging adulthood, young people’s 

brains are immature until they complete growing in their early to mid-twenties, with 

areas, such as the frontal lobe which governs decision-making processes and is linked 

with impulsivity, having not yet fully developed in young people involved in crime 

(Blakemore and Choudhury, 2006; De Buck and Pauwels, 2019). Issues with self-

regulation, in terms of controlling behaviours and emotions, and low levels of self-

control have been found to create difficulties for young men to desist from crime during 

emerging adulthood, often increasing the likelihood of reengaging in criminal activity 

(Crank and Brezina, 2019). Seymour (2013) also argues how the development of 

improved psychosocial competencies (e.g. social/emotional maturation and critical 

thinking skills) can provide young people with the skills and abilities to overcome 

obstacles to avoid reoffending. Adult men equipped with such psychosocial 

competencies can be considered better able to overcome obstacles associated with 

reoffending (e.g. peer pressure), whereas, during emerging adulthood, most young 

men struggle to consider the consequences of their actions prior to engaging in crime 

as their psychosocial development is not yet fully matured, often hindering act 

desistance (Crank and Brezina, 2019). For Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph (2002), 

act desistance is characterised by an individual’s perceived agency and a shift in their 

readiness/openness to change (subjective change). Research highlights how 

emerging adulthood is characterised by identity shifts as young people explore 

alternative identities and roles in society (Arnett, 2000; Wood et al., 2018). For this 

reason, it is imperative that young men in custody are supported to develop alternative 

pro-social identities as Thornberry et al. (2013) argues that emerging adults are at a 

‘criminological crossroads’ with regard to their future life-course trajectories. 

 

Yet, it is also argued that people need to be ‘positioned’ in a non-criminogenic space 

that supports them to cease criminal behaviour (Bottoms, 2014). Bottoms (2014) 

argues that non-criminogenic spaces that are dominated by pro-social activities can 

influence a person’s behaviour and likelihood to succeed in engaging in act desistance. 

However, as previously mentioned, many young men involved in crime have grown up 

positioned in criminogenic spaces characterised by violence, substance misuse and 

criminal activity making it more challenging for them to cease criminal behaviour or 

engage in act desistance (Murray and Farrington, 2008; Omboto et al., 2013; Auty, 
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Farrington and Coid, 2017). Studies have found that employment can provide non-

criminogenic spaces, whereby people can develop pro-social bonds that can build their 

social capital to support them in ceasing offending behaviours (Sampson and Laub, 

1997; Warr, 1998; Maruna, 1999; Uggen, 2000; Sampson, Laub and Wimer, 2006; 

Hearn, 2010; Brown, 2011). Moreover, research argues that the development of pro-

social bonds can facilitate act desistance (Farrington, 1992; Laub and Sampson, 

2001). Nevertheless, employment and pro-social bonds are not always easily 

accessible for young men involved in crime during emerging adulthood due to their low 

educational attainment, criminal convictions, learning difficulties and/or issues with 

substance misuse (Jacobson et al. (2010). As a result, most young men involved in 

crime during emerging adulthood require extra support to develop employment 

opportunities and pro-social bonds that could help cease criminal behaviour and 

promote act desistance. Laub and Sampson (2001; 2003) suggest that securing 

employment can be a potential ‘turning point’ or ‘hook for change’ and, along with 

others, suggest that securing employment is closely linked with decisions to desist 

from crime (Abeling-Judge, 2021; Blokland and Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Li and MacKenzie; 

2003). Employment can have a stabilising effect in providing an alternative peer group, 

the development of new social bonds and economic, social, cultural and symbolic 

capital (Hearn, 2010).  

 

Moreover, Weaver (2015) argues that social relationships and social context can 

influence desistance, stating that individuals need to avoid and disassociate 

themselves from social conditions and relationships that constrain them from engaging 

in act desistance. Research argues that disassociating or ‘knifing off’ criminogenic 

networks is necessary to engage in and support act desistance (Maruna and Roy, 

2007; Bottoms and Shapland, 2011; Farrall, 2014; Weaver and McNeill, 2015). Warr 

(1993) identifies a correlation between disassociation with criminogenic peer groups 

and act desistance. Research has found that the development of pro-social romantic 

relationships (e.g. marriage) can aid the ‘knifing-off’ process and further support act 

desistance among men (Rutter, 1996; Warr, 1998; Sampson and Laub, 1997; Maruna, 

1999; Uggen, 2000; Sampson, Laub and Wimer, 2006; Hearn, 2010; Brown, 2011). 

Yet, studies show that for young men involved in crime during emerging adulthood, 

peer networks often provide a sense of belonging and are a primary source of support 

due to the young person’s lack of employment and stable accommodation (Shechry-

Bitton and Zohari, 2020). As a result, knifing off can be more difficult for these young 

men and therefore, they require additional support if they are to ‘knife off’ criminogenic 

networks.  
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Le Bel et al. (2008) argue that both cognitive growth and the occurrence of life-

changing social bonds (such as obtaining employment, ‘knifing off’ peer groups and 

developing pro-social romantic relationships) play a role in supporting identity 

desistance. Identity development is a key task for young men during emerging 

adulthood (Arnett, 2000), whereby different identities are explored and identity shifts 

occur in an effort to assume an adult identity. Given that this period of the lifespan has 

been referred to as a ‘criminological crossroads’ (Thornberry et al., 2013), whereby 

young people either dissociate with their criminal identity or continue their criminal 

trajectories, is it key that young men are provided with the support to achieve identity 

desistance and assume pro-social adult identities during this period. In order to commit 

to a new conventional identity, research highlights that people need to be able to 

engage in cognitive appraisals, whereby the new pro-social identity is considered to 

be more beneficial than the old criminal identity (Burke and Reitzes, 1981; Vaughan 

2007). Interventions developed to support young men in emerging adulthood to 

explore such pro-social identities need to consider the specific neurological needs and 

abilities of young people during this period of the lifespan if they are to be effective in 

enabling young men to engage in such cognitive appraisals. Gove (1985) further 

claims that cognitive growth is necessary for young people to experience the shift from 

egocentrism to caring for others in order to internalise pro social values. Again, such 

shifts can be challenging for young men in emerging adulthood to make given their 

specific needs and abilities so providing additional support can assist them to make 

these cognitive shifts to facilitate identity desistance. Giordano, Cernkovich and 

Rudolph (2002) highlight how people need to internalise anti-crime attitudes to support 

identity desistance. This will in turn allow for the development of a pro-social identity, 

which is considered the key task in identity desistance (Maruna, 2004a).  

 

Maruna (2001) argues that exploring the self-concept can facilitate identity desistance. 

Studies highlight how identity exploration and identity change are key factors in 

supporting identity desistance (Graham and Bowling, 1995; Maruna, 2001; 

Paternoster and Bushway, 2009; Rocque, Posick and Paternoster, 2014). Paternoster 

and Bushway (2009) stress that committing to a new conventional identity through 

intentional self-change tends to result in disenchantment with criminal activity and a 

spoiled criminal identity. Exploring the self-concept may be considerably challenging 

for young men in custody during emerging adulthood. As previously mentioned, these 

young men’s peer networks are perceived as being a critical source of support and 

assistance, as well as providing them with a sense of belonging and protection 
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(Shechry-Bitton and Zohari, 2020). Given the volatile nature of carceral spaces, this 

protection is particularly important. Committing to a new conventional identity would 

require these young men to disassociate themselves from these peer networks when 

these networks provide them with important feelings of protection, support and 

practical assistance. Consequently, these young men require extra support to facilitate 

this process in order for it to be perceived as achievable. Further research highlights 

the role of wider societal and structural factors, especially capital, in supporting identity 

desistance (Le Bel et al., 2008; Maruna, 2001; Rocque, Posick and Paternoster, 2014). 

King (2013: 151) highlights how identity development can be influenced by societal 

structure and interactions that can dictate future behaviours and identity. Similarly, 

Burke and Reitses (1981) highlight how such social bonds can affirm the development 

of pro-social identities, supporting identity desistance. Weaver (2013) highlights the 

importance of social capital for identity desistance. Yet, young men in custody can face 

challenges in accessing social capital due to structural barriers. Custodial spaces need 

to deconstruct the stigma of imprisonment and establish relationships with the 

community in order to allow these young men to overcome structural and societal 

barriers that can impede the accumulation of social capital.   

 

Additionally, studies show that individuals with access to greater capital tend to be 

more likely to experience relational desistance (Halsey and Deegan, 2015; Weaver, 

2015). Halsey and Deegan (2015) stress how it is important for communities to play a 

role in supporting relational desistance. Yet, McNeill (2009) argues that opportunities 

for engagement will depend on the extent to which communities are inclusive of people 

with a history of detainment and willing to provide them access to opportunities. The 

stigma associated with custody can often result in communities being unwilling to 

engage with people released from custody (LeBel et al., 2008). Seaman and Lynch 

(2016) argue that communities have a degree of responsibility in tackling the stigma 

of detainment and facilitating relational desistance. Gålnander (2020) highlights how 

communities can promote relational desistance by accepting and recognising people’s 

efforts to change. Barry (2006) argues that it is critical that young men and women 

involved in crime are provided with access to opportunities that can build their capital 

in order to support change and facilitate desistance. For young men in emerging 

adulthood, this is particularly important to facilitate relational desistance and also to 

support the development of pro-social identities, the key task associated with this 

distinct phase of the lifespan (Arnett, 2000). Decisions to reoffend may be influenced 

by a lack of opportunity, programmes, support networks, and resources when the 

person leaves custody and attempts to reintegrate back into the community (Sapouna, 
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Bisset and Conlong, 2011). Hamilton and Seymour (2006) argue that positive 

engagement with communities can help young people avoid engaging in anti-social 

behaviour. For instance, McNeill et al., (2012) argue that apprenticeship employment 

placements can support pro-social identity development, break down stereotypes of 

people with a history of detainment, tackle the stigma of employing individuals with 

criminal records and initiating openness to employing these individuals to support 

relational desistance.  

 

Maruna (2001) examines how the desistance process is initiated and continually 

sustained and suggests that reformed individuals find gratification in generative 

behaviour, assuming responsibility and taking control in defining their future 

trajectories. Generativity is a psychosocial construct and refers to the way in which 

individuals make sense of the self, in terms of desires, concerns, beliefs, commitments, 

and behaviours (Maruna, 2004b). Supporting young men in custody during emerging 

adulthood to explore, develop and commit to pro-social adult identities is important to 

enhance their desistance potential.  Yet, as McNeill et al. (2012) assert, communities 

providing opportunities to people with a history of detainment will determine their levels 

of efficacy and agency and ability to engage in generative behaviour, affecting both 

identity and relational desistance.  

 

During emerging adulthood, young people experience a profound period of change 

and transition, including, finding employment, becoming financially secure, and living 

independently (Sweeton et al., 2013). Yet, as previously mentioned, many young 

people involved in crime tend to come from socially deprived communities, lack 

educational qualifications and experience issues with substance misuse, making these 

psychological and social transitions difficult to achieve. As a result, Sweeton et al. 

(2013) argue that emerging adulthood is a pivotal period to support the desistance 

process. Côté (2000) argues that during emerging adulthood access to capital is 

pivotal in supporting identity development, especially for young people experiencing 

social deprivation. 

 

Healy (2014: 888) claims that the difference between those who reoffend and desisters 

lies in their ability to imagine a “credible future self”. Healy (2014) categorises 

‘desisters’ into three different groups: ‘imagined’, ‘authentic’ and ‘liminal’ ‘desisters’. 

‘Imagined desisters’ are described as those who exhibit low levels of agency, low 

levels of capital, few coping mechanisms, poor psychological wellbeing and have 

imagined but have yet to construct a valued alternative identity. Agency refers to the 
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actual power an individual believes they have over their lives, whilst efficacy is 

dependent on the extent to which a person perceives change to be achievable for them 

(Bandura, 1982). Healy (2014) suggests that due to the absence of any change in 

identity, ‘imagined desisters’ may be limited to only engaging in act desistance. 

‘Authentic desisters’ are defined as those who present with high levels of agency and 

capital, positive psychological wellbeing and significant coping mechanisms. They 

have successfully achieved a new credible identity, abandoning their past offending 

identities and avoided reoffending (Healy, 2014). She describes these people as 

having high levels of capital and positive psychological wellbeing facilitating 

desistance. While, ‘liminal desisters’ refer to those who have formulated a desired 

identity but do not believe that they have the capacity to assume that identity in their 

current circumstances due to their lack of capital (Healy, 2014). Given the profile of 

most young men in emerging adulthood in custody, it could be suggested that they 

may initially fall into the ‘imagined desisters’ category. However, with the provision of 

appropriate supports, such as programmes to equip young men with the skills to self-

reflect, build efficacy and agency, as well as support psychological wellbeing, it is 

possible for custodial spaces to facilitate the development of ‘authentic desisters’. 

 

In order to promote people becoming ‘authentic’ desisters, Giordano and colleagues 

(2002) propose a four-part theory of cognitive transformation in which there must be: 

1) an openness to change; 2) exposure to a ‘hook for change’ (i.e. an opportunity to 

change) which the individual recognises, values and acts on; 3) an imagined 

alternative pro-social identity and lifestyle; and 4) a transformation in the person’s 

attitudes and views towards criminal behaviour. McNeill and Weaver (2010) stress the 

need to support programmes aimed at encouraging desistance readiness so that 

people are open to change when confronted with ‘hooks for change’. Giordano, 

Cernkovich and Rudolph (2002: 1001) argue that an “exposure to a ‘hook for change’ 

and one’s attitude towards it [the hook for change] are the important elements of 

successful change”. However, Kessler (2020) states there is a lack of research on the 

desistance process during emerging adulthood, despite McNeill and Weaver (2007) 

stating interventions need to focus on reducing offending and promoting desistance 

during this period of the lifespan. Szifris, Fox and Bradbury’s (2018) argue that the 

provision of education in custody can act as a hook for change and facilitate the 

desistance process. Yet, while the provision of effective educational programmes in 

custody is believed to be important for promoting positive change and desistance in 

the lives of young people, there have been few studies examining how education in 
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custody is intended to promote desistance and patchy investment in such programmes 

(Children and Youth Programme, 2012; Ravenscroft and Hobbs, 2016). 

 

Using Education in Custody to Promote Desistance 
 

Research suggests that education in carceral spaces can help to reduce reoffending 

and promote desistance (Davis et al., 2013; Hearn, 2010; Sapouna, Bisset and 

Conlong, 2011). Studies highlight how individuals in custody tend to have lower levels 

of educational attainment than the general population, less vocational skills and a lack 

of job experience, which present challenges when returning to the community and 

seeking to desist from crime (Davis et al., 2013). This lack of educational qualifications 

and job experience can hinder the desistance process by increasing the difficulties 

young men experience in trying to obtain secure legitimate employment opportunities 

which are reasonably paid. Providing education in custody is believed to reduce 

reoffending and support desistance by enhancing people’s skills and cognitive ability 

(e.g. thinking skills), improving their ability to reflect on their actions, make pro-social 

choices and increase their employability (Hawley, Murphy and South-Otero, 2013). 

Educational programmes in custody can, therefore, help to improve the young men’s 

ability to make rational choices and consider the consequences of particular actions, 

along with supporting them to self-reflect on past behaviours. Providing opportunities 

for skill-development can also enable young men to obtain qualifications to more easily 

gain access to employment opportunities. Such skills can help people to pursue 

employment, engage in further education/vocational opportunities and more generally 

allow them to better cope with and manage the challenges they may face on release 

e.g. stigma (Hawley, Murphy and South-Otero, 2013). Moreover, these programmes 

can help young men to build capital (e.g. access to finances and development of social 

bonds) to meet their needs and support the desistance process. 

 

Education is also believed to influence identity development through transformative 

learning (Illeris, 2014). Transformative learning focuses on equipping people to 

(re)evaluate their past behaviours and begin to imagine new non-offending/pro-social 

identities (Mezirow, 1996). In particular, opportunities that result in the accumulation 

of qualifications and/or job placements can provide young men with the skills and 

experience needed to truly believe that an alternative identity and lifestyle is possible. 

As Healy (2014) argues, individuals need to believe that they have the capacity to 

assume an alternative identity to facilitate desistance from crime. This is particularly 

important during emerging adulthood as young men seek to explore and commit to an 
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adult identity (Arnett, 2000). Research has found that the ability to engage in critical 

thought and reflection plays an important role in transformative learning and identity 

development (Mezirow, 1996; Eschenbacher and Fleming, 2020). Providing 

imprisoned young men with additional supports to help them develop their cognitions, 

improve their self-regulation and enhance their ability to imagine alternative identities 

and lifestyles may therefore help to improve their potential to desist from crime. 

Moreover, the period of incarceration can present as a ‘disorienting dilemma’ for young 

men. Mezirow (1996) coined the term ‘disorienting dilemma’, to refer to when a person 

experiences a life crisis that causes them to question their personal values, beliefs and 

behaviours. The experience of custody during emerging adulthood can interrupt what 

is generally considered a phase of growth and opportunity in identity exploration and 

instead can result in a crisis situation, whereby the young man considers whether or 

not they want to experience multiple periods of imprisonment in the future. Often 

experiences of custody can trigger self-examination, a sense of alienation, an 

exploration of the cause of certain behaviours, prompt a consideration of new 

behaviours and contribute to the adoption of a course of action to implement and 

experiment with new roles. Helping young men to develop their ability to engage in 

critical thought and reflection may support them to explore alternative identities and 

encourage them to be open and ready for change. Accordingly, education in prison is 

thought to act as a ‘hook for change’ by offering people an opportunity to develop 

critical thinking, problem solving skills, increase literacy and numeracy abilities to 

enhance their employability and by providing a space to explore alternative non-

offending identities (Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph, 2002; Vacca, 2004; 

DelliCarpini, 2010; Szifris, Fox and Bradbury, 2018).  

 

As previously mentioned, levels of educational achievement, among young men in 

custody is often low (Cottle, Lee, and Heilbrun, 2001; NIPS, 2014). Young men who 

have experienced school exclusion and/or had poor academic success are 

disproportionately represented within the custodial population (Caddan and Kingdon, 

2007; Murray, 2012; Scottish Prison Service, 2013). The Council of Europe (1987: 9) 

state that education in custodial settings should “provide opportunities for prisoners to 

develop skills and aptitudes that will improve their prospects of successful resettlement 

after release”. The Council of Europe (1990: 12) highlight the importance of “equality 

to educational opportunity and cultural democracy” while European prison rules stress 

the importance of providing education that meets the needs of those detained (Council 

of Europe, 2006). The Council Europe (2006) also recommend that education in 

custody should be learner centred to take account of people’s complex needs. 
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According to the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms, access to education is a fundamental human right that plays 

a pivotal role in an individual’s development (Children and Youth Programme, 2012). 

However, in the UK research has found that some custodial institutions fail to deliver 

the minimum required teaching hours due to limited financial resources (Centre for 

Social Justice, 2013).  

 

To promote desistance from crime, it has been argued that education in custody needs 

to focus on building learning skills (e.g. thinking skills and critical thought) to enable 

people to obtain educational qualifications, vocational skills and life skills in order to 

live independently and access the job market (United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime, 2017). Research has found that educational and vocational programmes in 

custody need to incorporate skills-based modules that are applicable to the job market 

and have strong links with educational providers in the community if they are to 

promote desistance and reduced reoffending (Uggen et al., 2005). In addition, the 

provision of vocational training is considered more effective when custodial settings 

collaborate with potential employers (Liggins, 2004). Vacca (2004) argues that 

learners need to see the interconnectedness between academic knowledge and 

careers to ensure that individuals can clearly see how they are being equipped with 

marketable skills that will help them in attaining economic self-sufficiency post release. 

Such programmes can act to promote desistance when individuals are exposed to life 

events, which give them an opportunity to reinvent themselves and reaffirm pro-social 

non-offending identities (Irwin, 2008). In the UK, the curriculum for education in 

custodial environments has been found to be predominately delivered using a self-

supply model and often focuses on these educational, vocational and life skills (CJINI, 

2013; Liggins, 2004). Depending on the size, type, staff numbers, financial resources 

and approximate length of sentences in each custodial setting, the range of modules 

on offer varies (Liggins, 2004). Literacy and numeracy, social and life skills, ICT, 

cookery, art and design, food hygiene, citizenship, parenting, as well as family and 

home management, tend to dominate the educational and vocational programmes on 

offer in custodial environments for many young men (Liggins, 2004). A plethora of 

studies show that young men and women who avail of quality educational programmes 

while incarcerated tend to be more employable, and reintegrate more successfully into 

the community upon release, although it is acknowledged that self-selection effects 

may be at play (Malmgren and Leone, 2000; Vacca, 2004; DelliCarpini, 2010).  
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Loeber et al. (1991) argues that it is not the provision of educational and vocational 

programmes alone that can support desistance but also the extent to which an 

individual is open and motivated to engage in these opportunities. They add that a 

person’s willingness to engage with these opportunities may be somewhat influenced 

by their previous experience of education (Loeber et al., 1991). Indeed, this 

corresponds with Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph (2002) theory of cognitive 

transformation, which argues that both exposure to ‘hooks for change’ and people’s 

attitudes towards these hooks for change matter in influencing the potential for people 

to desist from crime. This theory suggests that individuals need to be open to change, 

if they are to be motivated to engage with education as a ‘hook for change’, whereby 

education can facilitate the development of alternative pro-social non-offending 

identities (Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph, 2002). Yet, research highlights that a 

challenge to using education in custody as a ‘hook for change’ is the learner’s 

motivation to engage (Kearney and Sellen, 2013; Panitsides and Moussiou, 2019). 

Fine (1986) argues that extensive waiting lists, the provision of limited resources and 

the negative associations most young people in custody exhibit towards education 

(due to past negative experiences) can contribute to a reluctance to engage in 

educational and vocational programmes. Moreover, research in custody has found that 

a “…failure to engage with learners in the education process risks increasing 

disengagement and disillusion (Champion and Aguiar, 2013: 11). For example, the 

failure to take account of people’s needs and negative past experiences of education 

risks alienating people and discouraging them from engaging in programmes that may 

enhance their skillset and open them up to new possibilities. If education in prison is 

experienced negatively or perceived as not being easily accessible it can reinforce pre-

existing negative associations and limit the potential for change. Kearney and Sellen 

(2013) argue that concerted efforts need to be undertaken to enhance detained young 

people’s motivation to engage in educational programmes that can benefit them. Irwin 

(2008) further highlights the value of listening to the voice of the learner to inform the 

design of educational models that can best meet their needs and support them in 

desisting from crime. Irwin (2008) outlines a range of strategies, which she found to be 

successful in engaging a disaffected population of young learners in custody. These 

strategies include the development of social and learning networks, embedded 

learning programmes, the use of information technology and wing based learning all 

delivered in an informal, innovative and creative way that did not represent the formal 

traditional teaching styles that people had previous negative experiences with. 

Moreover, Irwin (2008) argues that for education in custody to successfully engage 
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learners, the educational space needs to be perceived to be safe and not reflect the 

architecture of a custodial environment.  

 

Yet, unfortunately, the Office for Standards in Education (2013) report training and 

education in custodial settings to be of poor quality with regard to programme design 

and availability. For example, programmes had not been designed to meet the needs 

of people in custody (e.g. supporting psychological wellbeing and resolving issues with 

substances misuse) nor were programmes focused on supporting economic capital 

(e.g. building qualifications to access to job market) or social capital (e.g. building links 

with the community to develop pro-social bonds) to adequately prepare for release. 

The Office for Standards in Education (2013) claim that the UK is failing to properly 

prepare young men for resettlement and employment. Research highlights that 

educators in custodial settings are often not sufficiently trained, that there are 

insufficient spaces available contributing to lengthy waiting lists and that there can be 

issues around staff retention (CJINI, 2013; Liggins, 2004). To successfully embed an 

educational ethos in a custodial setting, professional training needs to be prioritised 

and provided (Ministry of Justice, 2016). Irwin (2008) also suggests that some staff 

may express hostility toward the very concept of education in custodial settings. 

Studies suggest that some people can feel that the opportunities and supports offered 

to young people in custody can “exceed the help offered to them” (Levy, 2004: 4). For 

example, people can often resent the opportunities made available to people in prison, 

especially those that are not as easily accessible to people in the community and 

perceive the provision of such education as a reward for bad behaviour when instead 

they believe people in prison should be punished. This can contribute to a feeling of 

hostility as tensions emerge between providing rehabilitative opportunities to reduce 

reoffending and the notion of deterrence and retribution (Braggins and Talbot, 2003; 

Levy, 2004). This tension between offering rehabilitative programmes to reduce 

offending clashes with the perception of prisons being places of punishment that 

function to deter people from engaging in crime. Such perceptions can lead people to 

believe that educational opportunities should not be offered and when this occurs 

within the carceral space, these views can disrupt the provision of programmes or 

undermine them (Lanksey, 2011). Birgden (2004) debates whether an environment 

focused on deterrence can effectively rehabilitate young people in custody. As 

Lanskey (2011: 58) asserts “as long as education […] is contained structurally and 

discursively with a paradigm of punishment and reform, it is unlikely to achieve its 

intended humanitarian and transformative potential”. In order for the custodial 

environment to be conducive to learning, staff need to be supportive and encouraging 
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in developing and increasing an individual’s sense of efficacy (the belief that one is 

capable of achieving a desired outcome) and agency (the actual power an individual 

believes they have over their lives), which are factors associated with lower rates of 

reoffending (Burnett and Maruna, 2004). Efficacy and agency are not only important 

to facilitate the learner’s motivation to engage in educational opportunities in custody 

but building high levels of both is essential in order to facilitate identity desistance, 

which is particularly important during emerging adulthood (Burnet and Maruna, 2004; 

Healy, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, while McNeill and Weaver (2010: 32) acknowledge that building critical 

thinking skills and pro-social capital can help to reduce reoffending and promote 

desistance, they also argue that there is a need to address the wider societal and 

structural factors contributing to the disadvantaged position of most young people in 

custody if desistance efforts are to be properly promoted. Most young people in 

custody are in socially and structurally disadvantaged positions to desist from crime 

(O’Mahoney, 1997). The communities most young people come from suffer from 

disadvantage, with limited capital, employment opportunities and high levels of crime 

(Omboto et al., 2013; Shechry-Bitton and Zohari, 2020). Many of these young people 

have experience of the care system (Yamat, 2020) and have experienced significant 

trauma (Smith, Dyer and Connelly, 2014). Most have been excluded from school 

(Kennedy, 2013) and report low levels of educational attainment (Smith, Dyer and 

Connelly, 2014). Such ‘positioning’ affects the ability of young men in custody to desist 

from crime. Yet, education in custody has the potential to address the disadvantaged 

positions many young men in custody find themselves in. Programmes focused on 

thinking skills can help young people reflect on their past behaviours and re-establish 

their own personal values and beliefs to facilitate the development of alternative 

identities. Educational and vocational programmes, as well as work placements, can 

provide opportunities to attain qualifications and provide access to jobs and non-

criminogenic spaces to aid the knifing-off process and build social capital. Accordingly, 

such programmes can equip people with the skills to meet their needs and support the 

desistance process.  

 

Moreover, Holland et al. (1998) argue that identity development is a continuous 

process that is shaped by the social contexts or ‘figured worlds’ people inhabit. In other 

words, Holland et al. (1998) argue that the way in which people construct their identity 

is shaped by how the world sees them (e.g. labelling) and how the individual 

understands or ‘figures’ themselves to be in the particular social contexts that they 
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inhabit. Hence, identity development is believed to be influenced by the different 

‘worlds’ that the individual inhabits and the different ‘positions’ they are situated within 

in these ‘worlds’. Custodial education can help young men to understand themselves 

differently through the provision of thinking skills programmes and initiatives that focus 

on personal and social development, whereby individuals are encouraged to reflect 

and explore their identity and self-concept. Programmes focusing on identity 

development, along with initiatives that seek to build efficacy, agency and skills 

development, can help young men to change how they view their positions both within 

and outside of the carceral space. These skills can also help young men to build and 

recognise their capacity to mobilise in and out of these positions and enter new worlds 

of opportunity that can support the desistance process.  Nevertheless, it may be 

difficult to promote desistance through pro-social identity development if the wider 

societal and structural factors contributing to most young men’s disadvantaged 

positioning is not also addressed.  

 

Davis et al. (2014: iiii) highlight that it is no longer a debate about whether education 

in custody “is effective or cost-effective but rather on where the gaps in our knowledge 

are and opportunities to move the field forward”.  As this is the first transformation of a 

YOC into a Secure College in the UK, there is a gap in our knowledge with regards to 

whether a Secure College model can meet the needs of young men in custody and 

promote their ability to desist from crime, as well as how this transformational change 

was envisaged, implemented and experienced.     

 

Challenges Associated with Penal Reform  
 
The Ministry of Justice (2016: 65) argue that “reforms to prison education should be 

[…] linked to wider prison reforms […] and evaluation of the education reforms should 

be considered as part of the evaluation strategy of the overall programme of prison 

reform”. Undertaking transformational change is challenging, especially in penal 

institutions (Butler, 2017). A number of challenges can be encountered when 

undertaking penal reform including staff being hesitant or resistant to implementing 

reforms, inadequate resourcing hindering reform efforts and institutions experiencing 

a worsening of regime and conditions before improvements are evident (Butler, 2017). 

Such challenges can hinder reform efforts, especially during the initial stages. Liebling 

and Kant (2018) suggest that custodial staff have historically been blamed for the 

failings of prisons and this has resulted in staff culture across the UK being dominated 

by a mistrust of management and scepticism towards reform (Liebling and Kant, 2018). 
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Feelings of mistrust and scepticism towards management can result in staff being 

reluctant and/or resistant to change, hindering reform efforts within carceral spaces 

across the UK (Liebling and Kant, 2018). Difficulties can also arise for management in 

motivating staff to deliver reform efforts when they fear that such change may 

jeopardise their job security and staff become pre-occupied with past practice as 

opposed to focusing on future delivery. Cox (2013; 2018) found that penal reform can 

also challenge the identity of custodial staff and their sense of agency in their own 

work.  

 

Cox (2018) points to the difficulty with which custodial staff assimilate new 

conceptualisations of young people’s offending behaviours, particularly when the focus 

is moved solely from risk to also include rehabilitation.  For example, in the past, staff 

may have conceptualised young men in prison as dangerous and their main 

responsibility being to keep them securely confined within the custodial space. 

However, as part of reform efforts, staff may be expected to recognise the young men 

as having a distinct set of needs and their role being to address these needs and 

support the young men in their efforts to desist from crime. For some staff, such 

changes can be difficult, with these difficulties explained with reference to cultural 

cognition theory, which suggests that individuals may perceive their occupational roles 

within the parameters of their own personal values/vision of society (Kahan, 2008). 

Custodial staff can hold different attitudes towards the goals of custody, from 

deterrence, to incapacitation, to retribution to rehabilitation (Cullen et al. 1989). For 

example, the stereotypical view of the custodial officer tends to be characterised as 

“anti-inmate and anti-prison reform” (Lombordo, 1985: 79), therefore, if staff’s views 

towards the purpose of custody do not align with the ethos of penal reform, efforts can 

be hampered when staff resist delivering transformational change because it conflicts 

with their views.  For instance, where an officer believes that the primary purpose of 

custody is to punish then such views can result in resistance towards reforms that seek 

to prioritise rehabilitation over punishment.  

 

Research has also found that management need to ensure that they clearly 

communicate their rationale and vision for change to make sure that staff understand 

the motivations for the reforms and what the reforms are attempting to achieve (Peters 

and Waterman, 1982). Staff need to be knowledgeable of the rationale underpinning 

the reforms in order to buy-in to and deliver change efforts (Peters and Waterman, 

1982). Furthermore, Kotter (1996) argues that change efforts need to be adequately 

resourced and monitored if staff are to feel that they are supported by management to 
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deliver reforms and that they their efforts are recognised and valued (Kotter, 1996). 

Cox (2013:1) highlights how “staff play a central role in organisational change”. Cox 

(2013) notes that resistance to reforms is often rooted in issues related to fairness, 

especially when staff are not provided with an opportunity to participate meaningfully 

in reform efforts. As a result, Cox (2013:1) states that change efforts within custodial 

spaces are often perceived as “confusing, abrupt and ever-changing”. Taxman and 

Gordon (2009) highlight that when reforms lead to increased workloads, this can result 

in the loss of staff support for change as staff have “a moderate to high sense of equity, 

which influence factors related to acceptance of change, stronger commitment to the 

organisation and better support and agreement with organisational goals” (Taxman 

and Gordon, 2009:1). Without a sense of fairness in decision-making, sufficient 

guidance, support and reassurance from management, staff can become resistant to 

change, hindering the success of reform efforts (Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 

1996). 

 

Within the context of custodial settings, progressive transformational change will 

inevitably interfere with the predictability of the regime and outcomes can temporarily 

worsen before they begin to improve. This is due to the unpredictability of roles and 

practices that occur, causing unease, uncertainty, decreased performance and 

potentially demoralisation (Crouch and Marquart, 1990; Engel and Rothman, 1983; 

Valerdi and Fernandes, 2011; Butler, 2017). Reform can often result in uncertainty and 

unpredictability in terms of roles and practices where the prison routine has been 

interrupted and staff are uncertain about what they are expected to do, leading to 

feelings of unease, insecurity and demoralisation. Indeed, feeling ill prepared and 

untrained to undertake change is not uncommon among custodial staff during 

transformational change (Cox, 2013). This phase of uncertainty and disruption persists 

until a new predictability in regime is found, which varies depending on the success of 

the change process and the extent to which they become embedded in practice 

(Butler, 2017; Crouch and Marquart, 1990; Engel and Rothman, 1983; Jacobs, 1977). 

This temporary phase of adaption is often referred to as the ‘paradox of reform’ 

(Crouch and Marquart, 1990; Engel and Rothman, 1983). Yet, often this stage is not 

acknowledged when undertaking penal reform, leaving staff to feel disillusioned with 

the results of the reform and disinclined to continue to invest in reform efforts if they 

do not feel that the efforts are having a positive outcome (Butler, 2017).  

 

General frameworks for guiding successful organisational change point to the 

importance of including the voices of stakeholders that will be involved or impacted by 
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the change process (Lewin, 1947; Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996, 

Armenakis et al., 2007). Armenakis and colleagues (2007) argue that recipients of 

change need to be motivated to support and participate in change efforts to facilitate 

successful organisational change. For an individual to desist from crime “it is not just 

the events and changes that matter; it is what these events and changes mean to the 

people involved” (McNeill, 2006: 47). Kelleher, Costello and Halpenny (2014: 1) 

highlight the importance of giving seldom-heard young people “a voice in the design 

delivery and monitoring of policies and services that affect their lives”. Chui et al. (2003) 

argue that young men and women can offer powerful depictions and invaluable 

insights into how criminal justice programmes and initiatives can better support their 

needs and support them to desist from crime. Nevertheless, research has found that 

the voices of young men and women involved in the criminal justice system are seldom 

heard or used to inform action (The Howard League for Penal Reform, 2010; Daly and 

Rap, 2019). Staff also need to be given a voice to inform the design and development 

of changes in an organisation if reforms are to be successful (Lewin, 1947; Peters and 

Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996).  

 

Perhaps then penal reform can learn lessons from the wider literature that exists on 

undertaking successful reforms in organisations. Kotter (1996) proposed an eight step 

model for leading organisational change to promote the probability of reforms being 

successful. In this model, it is argued that there is a need to establish a sense of 

urgency, form a guiding coalition and create a vision for change. Establishing a sense 

of urgency is important for those involved to understand why the reforms are necessary 

and Kotter (1996) suggests that this sense of urgency should be established at the 

beginning of the change process. According to Kotter (1996), involving the most 

informed and experienced individuals is key in forming a guiding coalition, with this 

guiding coalition used to create a vision for change. This vision for change will provide 

clarity, motivation and coordinated direction for those operationalising the change 

(Kotter, 1996). In order to promote the change process, Kotter (1996) stresses that the 

creation of a vision for change needs to be followed by communicating this vision to 

others, empowering those involved in delivering this vision and planning short term 

wins for staff to ensure successful change. Kotter (1996) believes that empowering 

staff through communication is part of facilitating change. As Bavelas and Barrett 

(1951) highlight, communication is the core of organised activity, not only in how it is 

transferred, but also the extent to which it facilitates group performance. Open 

communication is pivotal to the success of organisational change, particularly during 

the initial stages of such transformations in order to ensure that mechanisms are in 
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place to bridge the gap between conceptualisation and effective operationalisation 

(Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 2019). Indeed, existing research on penal reform highlights 

how issues with communication and staffs’ understanding of the need for reforms has 

hindered change efforts (Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 2019). 

 

For transformational change to be successful, organisations require the commitment 

of all involved in order to ensure that policy translates to practice (Aston, Murray and 

O’Neill, 2019). Kotter (1996) argues that considerable time, effort and resources are 

required to ensure that the new vision for change is communicated to all and instils a 

shared sense of the organisation’s future. Next, Kotter (1996) believes that 

empowering those involved in implementing the change involves the identification and 

removal of barriers that may prevent staff taking action during the change process, 

while short-term wins can recognise and validate staff’s successful efforts in 

implementing change, through for example conditioning and reinforcement (Skinner, 

1938). Positive staff-management relationships and the promotion of staff efficacy are 

viewed as being key to successful organisation change (Arnold et al., 2017). Finally, 

Kotter (1996) emphasises the importance of consolidating the new vision and shared 

sense of the organisation’s future in order to institutionalise the new approaches and 

methods of working. Kotter (1996) argues that to successfully embed the new reforms, 

the continual efforts of those involved in implementing the change should be 

recognised, rewarded and institutionalised if these new approaches and methods of 

working are to successfully change an organisation’s culture. Previous research has 

highlighted how previous penal reform efforts have failed due to a lack of 

communication, resources, staff training and support being provided (Arnold et al., 

2017; Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 2019). Kotter (1996) argues that it is critical for 

management to effectively communicate the impetus and vision for change, provide 

adequate resources, support and training to staff and validate the efforts of staff for 

organisational change to be successful. 

 

The Present Study 
 

Transformational change within carceral spaces remains under-researched, with no 

studies investigating the transformation of a YOC into a Secure College or the extent 

to which this transformation was experienced as meeting the needs of the young men 

and enhancing their potential to desist from crime. Moreover, the role of education in 

custody in promoting the ability of young men to desist from crime is also an under-
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researched topic not only in the UK but internationally (Bayliss, 2003; CJINI, 2011). 

The present study seeks to address these gaps in knowledge by exploring the 

transformation of HBW YOC into a Secure College. In doing so, it makes an original 

contribution to knowledge in three ways.  

 

Firstly, it is the first study of its kind to explore the transformation of a YOC into a 

Secure College and, consequently, offers insights into the challenges encountered 

when undertaking this transformational change and how to avoid similar challenges in 

the future. Based on its findings, it makes suggestions for how existing models of 

organisational change can be adapted and expanded to address the specific 

challenges encountered when transforming a YOC into a Secure College, enhancing 

our knowledge and understanding of penal reform efforts.  

 

Secondly, it provides an in-depth exploration of a Secure College model to investigate 

how it was envisaged as meeting the needs of the young men and promoting 

desistance from crime. Special attention is made to the new educational model that 

was proposed as part of the transformation into a Secure College to assess the extent 

to which this model was envisaged and implemented as intended. As a result, the 

findings enhance our understanding of how education in custody is intended to 

promote the ability of young men to desist from crime and raises questions about 

whether the Secure College model, as envisaged in this transformation, suffered from 

similar weaknesses as were evident in the YOCs and YOIs.  

 

Thirdly, this research makes an original contribution to knowledge by examining the 

views and experiences of young men in custody and key staff to explore how they 

experienced the Secure College model and if they felt it met the young men’s needs 

and enhanced their potential to desist from crime. These insights enhance our 

understanding about what services and supports are required to promote the potential 

of the young men to desist from crime, as well as aid our understanding of the different 

factors that can influence how people react to penal reform efforts and whether they 

perceive these reforms as being beneficial.   

 

More specifically, the overall aim of this study was to examine if a Secure College 

model can enhance the young men’s potential to desist from crime. To address this 

overall aim, the following research questions were explored: 

 

1. How was the transformational change at Hydebank Wood Secure College 
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envisaged, implemented and experienced?  

 

2. How did key staff assess the new educational model as meeting the needs of 

the young men and enhancing their potential to desist from crime?   

 

3. How did the young men perceive and experience the Secure College as 

meeting their needs and facilitating their ability to desist from crime? 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 
 

This chapter outlines the research methodology and design used to address the 

study’s aim and research questions in six sections. The first section justifies the use of 

an exploratory qualitative multi methods design, consisting of unstructured participant 

observation and in-depth semi-structured interviews, to answer the study’s research 

questions and address the study’s overall aim, as well as outlining the strengths and 

weaknesses associated with these methods. Next, a detailed explanation of the 

sample used in this study is provided, followed by a section describing the procedure 

used to conduct the research. An account of the ethical issues associated with 

conducting this research and how these issues were addressed is provided in the 

following section. Next, an explanation of how the data collected was analysed is 

provided. The chapter concludes with a reflective account of the experience of 

conducting the research. 

 

Research Design  
 

Epistemological and Ontological orientation 
 

An exploratory qualitative multi methods design was employed for this research 

consisting of semi-structured interviews and unstructured participant observation. A 

qualitative research design was deemed most appropriate for this research given the 

epistemological and ontological orientation of the study, as well as its in-depth 

exploratory nature. This study’s epistemological and ontological orientation adopts a 

social constructivist perspective emphasising the ways in which people understand 

and construct their own social worlds, upholding a view of social reality as a constantly 

shifting, subjective, individual construction (Bryman, 2016; Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison, 2018). Qualitative research designs emphasise the necessity to view the 

relationship between the individual and their social world as reciprocal (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2000; Braun and Clarke, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Literature on 

qualitative research designs highlight the importance of theorising the individual within 

their own subjective world and interpreting this from the individual’s sense of their 

meaningful reality (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Braun and Clarke, 2013; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2018). Consequently, qualitative research designs tend to understand human 

behaviour, thoughts, emotions and perceptions as being influenced by how people 

actively construct an understanding of themselves and how this influences the way in 
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which they interact with the systems and people that dominate their worlds (Silverman, 

2014; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The social constructivist perspective 

adopted by this research sought to understand how the young men and staff at 

Hydebank College constructed their own understanding and knowledge of the 

transformation of Hydebank Wood Young Offenders Centre (HBW YOC) into a Secure 

College through their experiences and reflection on these experiences. Consequently, 

this study’s epistemological and ontological orientation enabled an exploration of how 

the transformational change at Hydebank College was envisaged, implemented and 

experienced, how key staff assessed the new educational model as meeting the needs 

of the young men and enhancing their potential to desist from crime, as well as how 

the young men perceived and experienced the Secure College model as meeting their 

needs and facilitating their ability to desist from crime.  

 

Due to the adoption of a social constructivist perspective, it was important to ensure 

the research design did not isolate its examination of the transformation and Secure 

college model from the participant’s social contexts. The study’s epistemological and 

ontological orientation emphasised the need for in-depth, exploratory analyses when 

examining perceptions of the Secure College model and the extent to which it was 

believed to be able to meet the needs of the young men and facilitate their desistance 

from crime. Adopting a qualitative research design allowed for a ‘closeness’ to the 

participants’ reality through the use of less structured data collection techniques 

(Coolican, 2018; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Furthermore, qualitative field research 

allows for data collection in the participants’ naturalistic environment (Silverman, 2014; 

Coolican, 2018). Moreover, there is a wealth of literature emphasising the usefulness 

of adopting a qualitative research design to explore how people in detention 

experience and understand their world around them, their needs, penal policy change, 

as well as their ability to desistance from crime (Bosworth et al., 2005; Schlosser, 2008; 

Beyens et al., 2015; Kreager & Kruttschnitt, 2018). For all of the above reasons, the 

use of an exploratory qualitative multi methods research design was deemed to be the 

most appropriate for addressing the study’s aim and research questions. In particular, 

the use of in-depth semi-structured face-to-face interviews and unstructured 

participant observation were the qualitative data collection methods used in this 

exploratory qualitative multi method research design.   

 

 

Data Collection Methods 
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In-depth semi-structured face-to-face 2  interviews and unstructured participant 

observation were adopted as the main methods of data collection. Participant 

observation was undertaken to provide a broad insight into the reality of the 

transformational process, as perceived and experienced by the young men and staff. 

This participant observation was augmented through the use of in-depth semi-

structured face-to-face interviews, which allowed people to provide a detailed account 

of their perceptions and experiences, as well as reflect on how the Secure College 

model had been envisaged, the reality of its operationalisation and how their 

constructed social worlds may influence their perceptions and experiences of the 

transformation’s ability to meet the needs of the young men and facilitate their desist 

from crime. The use of two different methods of collecting data also allowed for data 

triangulation, where the data obtained through the interviews and observations were 

analysed to explore whether the information obtained through each method 

corroborated with the other. Data triangulation is considered to yield more accurate, 

and comprehensive research findings (Silverman, 2014).  

 

The unstructured participant observations could be considered as enabling a 

qualitative evaluation of the transformation from a social constructivist perspective. 

Patton (2003: 2) explains that qualitative evaluations provide an in-depth 

understanding of programmes and processes by observing and capturing the 

participant’s “stories, experiences and perceptions” through spending time in a setting 

to understand the social context. For Guba and Lincoln (1989), qualitative evaluation 

is rooted in the participants and stakeholders’ co-construction of their social reality. 

Such an approach assumes that there is no objective reality but that reality is 

subjectively constructed by people who are influenced by social, cultural and 

situational factors and are trying to make sense of their surroundings (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1989). By conducting unstructured participant observations, this research 

sought to understand how the transformation was being envisaged, implemented and 

experienced by examining the social context within which the transformational change 

was occurring and observing how participants’ perceptions, experiences and reactions 

varied depending on their social context. Conducting observations of how both staff 

and the young men experienced the change process facilitated an understanding of 

the constructions they formed and ensured the research did not isolate the 

examination of the transformation from the participants’ social context. Moreover, the 

                                                        
2  The data collection period of this study took place prior to the introduction of Covid-19 
restrictions. 
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unstructured participant observations provided an opportunity to investigate how the 

transformational change was being implemented to examine if it was operationalised 

and experienced as intended. In this way, the unstructured participant observations 

sought to enhance our understanding of how the transformation was understood and 

how people’s experiences, reactions and responses to the transformation could vary 

as a result.  

 

Unstructured participant observation involves the researcher immersing “him/herself 

in the social setting and may interact with the subjects… the observer will look for 

commonalities and themes to emerge and record events, conversations and 

relationships using extensive field notes” (Davies, Francis and Jupp, 2011: 70). The 

researcher needs to decide on their role and level of involvement during participant 

observations. Gold (1958) provides a fourfold typology of observer roles. ‘Complete 

observation’ involves the researcher covertly undertaking observations and actively 

participating in the setting. ‘Participant as observer’ involves the researcher being 

actively involved in the setting while participants are aware of the researcher’s role. 

‘Observer as participant’ involves the researcher being overtly present in the setting 

but not participating in the group’s activities. Finally, ‘complete observer’ involves no 

interaction between the participants and researcher (Gold, 1958). Observations that 

involve researchers fully immersing themselves in the setting have been criticised for 

lacking objectivity (Coolican, 2018; Davies, Francis and Jupp, 2011) and research has 

also found that where participants are unaware of the researcher’s role and/or cannot 

interact with them, they can become wary and this can negatively impact on the 

relationship between the researcher and the participants (Davies, Francis and Jupp, 

2011; Bryman, 2016; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; Coolican, 2018). As a result, 

an ‘observer as participant’ role was considered optimal for this research as it is 

considered advantageous in allowing participants to become familiar with the 

researcher and not being overly immersed in the group’s activities would enable the 

researcher to observe the operationalisation of and interactions within the setting from 

a distance to avoid field notes being too subjective, thereby increasing the validity of 

the data obtained (Gold, 1958; Davies, Francis and Jupp, 2011; Bryman, 2016; Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison, 2018; Coolican, 2018).  

 

However, Bryman (2016) highlights that a limitation associated with undertaking 

observations is the ‘reactive effect’, whereby people behave differently because they 

know that they are being observed. Furthermore, Webb et al. (1966) argue that 

participants can be susceptible to ‘role selection’, whereby they seek to adopt a 
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particular role in the research. To address these concerns, observations were 

conducted over a long period of time; however, this can be time-consuming for 

researchers and gatekeeper organisations (Davies, Francis and Jupp, 2011; Creswell, 

2013). Concerns have also been raised about the validity of unstructured participant 

observations given that the observations do not always lend themselves to enhancing 

our understanding of why people are behaving in a particular way or their underlying 

beliefs (Bryman, 2016). Nevertheless, despite these limitations, Beyens et al. (2015) 

argue that the use of observations within a prison setting, when combined with 

interviews, can provide more detailed insights into people’s environments, as well as 

their behaviours, perceptions, experiences and the motivations behind their actions. 

 

In-depth face-to-face semi-structured interviews consist of a conversation-like 

dialogue and involve flexibility to allow the participant guide the interview, 

acknowledging their role as expert in constructing experiential accounts of their own 

realities, while remaining on topic (Davies, Francis and Jupp, 2011; Bryman, 2016).  

Structured interviews include standardised and structured topics with closed questions 

and predefined response options, whereas in semi-structured interviews, the topics 

and questions are drawn up but questions are open-ended and the wording and 

sequence of questioning is not pre-set but shaped by the responses given by each 

interviewee (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Face to face contact when 

conducting interviews can help to develop rapport (Seidman, 2019). Developing 

rapport and gaining interviewees’ trust is essential if participants are to feel willing to 

provide accurate, complete, and in-depth responses to the questions asked 

(Breakwell, Hammond and Fife-Schaw, 1995; Schlosser, 2008; Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison, 2018). In comparison to focus groups where several people come together 

to engage in a conversation about a specific topic, in-depth face-to-face semi-

structured interviews allow individuals to disclose personal information and views 

safely in private. In-depth, semi-structured interviews also allow for issues that may 

not have been anticipated to be explored, while ensuring that important topics related 

to the research questions are addressed (McBride, 2013; Coolican, 2018; Seidman, 

2019). It is important that people feel free to raise other issues that they have not been 

asked about but which they believe are related to the topic of interest (Coolican, 2018). 

Schlosser (2008) stresses the importance of giving interviewees the greatest liberty to 

discuss what they identify as being important for influencing their lived experience of 

imprisonment. Literature on prison research also argues that people in prison can 

benefit from partaking in interviews as they are provided with an outlet to speak about 

their lived experiences (Patenaude, 2004; Abbott et al., 2018). For all of these reasons, 
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in-depth face-to-face semi-structured interviews were considered the most appropriate 

type of interview for this study. 

 

In-depth semi-structured interviews have been criticised because their findings can 

have limited generalisability, yet the focus of qualitative inquiry is not on generalisation 

but to offer in-depth insight into people’s experiences and how they come to 

understand and attribute meaning within their social worlds. The success of in-depth 

semi-structured interviews in offering insight into people’s social worlds is argued to 

be highly dependent on the skills of the researcher due to their considerable 

involvement in the research process (Davies, Francis and Jupp, 2011; Silverman, 

2014; Seidman, 2019; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Research suggests that a 

successful interviewer will be attentive, empathetic and warm, non-judgmental, an 

active listener and will not be afraid of silence (Davies, Francis and Jupp, 2011; 

Seidman, 2019). Gray and colleagues (2013) highlight the importance of commitment 

by both parties involved in the interview to the research and suggests this commitment 

can be increased when both the researcher and the participant are cognisant of the 

importance of the research project and the mutual benefits that can be gained from 

carrying out and participating in such a study (Gray et al., 2013). This should allow for 

both the researcher and the participant to recognise the meaning of the process 

(Bryman, 2016). Flexibility is also required to ensure the needs of both parties are met 

and that the data collection process takes place at a time that is convenient to all 

(Bryman, 2016; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Yet, Abbott et al. (2018) highlights the 

inflexible nature of prisons and custodial practices that often interfere in ensuring that 

the place and time of data collection are wholly convenient to participants. Schlosser 

(2008) argues that, given the sensitive nature of prison research, researchers need to 

communicate to participants their commitment to the project to ensure that people in 

prison are comfortable speaking about their lived experienced and feel listened to. 

Although qualitative research is often acclaimed for its lack of artificiality, the interview 

process can be critiqued in terms of not taking the form of a natural two-way 

conversation if not administered correctly (Edwards and Holland, 2013; Bryman, 2016; 

Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). 

 

The inclusion of an observational component helped address some of these criticisms 

associated with in-depth semi-structured interviews and increased the reliability of the 

interview data by triangulating this data with the observations of behaviours and 

actions within Hydebank College, its day-to-day operations and the language and 

colloquialisms commonly used by the participants. Observations helped build rapport 



 

 
 

58 

with potential participants enabling them to feel comfortable to take part in the interview 

element of the research study and to feel that they could disclose honest and genuine 

accounts of their experiences of the transformation and Secure College model. 

Moreover, observations informed the design of interview questions to explore issues 

that may be of particular importance to the participants.  

 

Sample 
 

Participant observation 
 
A total of 25 days of participant unstructured observations were undertaken as part of 

this study. This consisted of a five-day familiarisation period and 20 days of detailed 

observation. The five-day familiarisation period was used to enable an understanding 

of the workings of Hydebank College, the changes that had occurred as a part of the 

transformation and involved attending management and staff meetings, visiting the 

different units within the College, and observing the delivery of different programmes 

within the College. During this time, field notes were recorded and conversations were 

held with management, staff and the young men to familiarise them with the research, 

its design and myself, as the researcher. Schensul, Schensul and LeCompte (1999) 

argue that researchers need to familiarise themselves with the norms, beliefs and 

specialised language of the study’s sample in order to gain an in-depth understanding 

of the space, while Barley and Bath (2013) stress how familiarisation can be an 

effective tool in accessing the voices of young people and hard to reach groups. Berg 

(2009) highlights how familiarisation periods allow the researcher to become 

acquainted with the setting and can aid them in focusing where to undertake 

observations based on the purpose of each space. This was found to be the case in 

the current study. 

 

The familiarisation stage was beneficial in mapping the carceral space at Hydebank 

College and informing the different types of observation that needed to be undertaken 

for this research. Based on the familiarisation stage, it was decided that it was 

necessary to undertake observations across the different units and of the processes 

(e.g. induction3, Progressive Regimes and Earned Privileges Scheme (PREPS) and 

                                                        
3 The induction process provides young people at Hydebank Wood with information regarding 
prison rules and guidelines, visitation, education provision and employment opportunities 
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adjudication processes4) within the College, within all the educational and vocational 

programmes offered as part of the Secure College model, staff-management and staff-

staff meetings, as well as during weekdays and at weekends. Next, 20 days of detailed 

observations were conducted. In total, approximately 138 hours of observations were 

undertaken over the 25 days. The 20 days of detailed observations were undertaken 

across 11 days between July – August 2016, followed by five days in November 2016 

and four days in December 2016. Observations were undertaken on weekdays 

because a full schedule of programmes and activities were timetabled between 

Monday to Friday and most key processes (e.g. induction, PREPS and adjudication) 

were conducted during weekdays. This allowed for observations to be conducted at 

least once in all educational and vocational programmes offered as part of the Secure 

College model and key processes (see Appendix II). Observations were undertaken 

at the weekends, as many of the activities involving family and community members 

occurred at this time so conducting observations at the weekend facilitated an 

observation of these activities. Observations were undertaken within all units at 

Hydebank College and of informal interactions between staff, management and young 

men within programmes, on residential landings and in the wider College. 

Observations were also undertaken both during the months when BMC normally 

delivered education within the community and over the summer months when the BMC 

were not normally involved in providing educational services in the community to 

explore if there any differences in the delivery of the educational model at Hydebank 

College during these times. 

 

These observations helped to address this study’s research questions in a number of 

ways. Observations of the wider carceral space and the different units at Hydebank 

College provided insight into the rules, regulations, processes and provision of 

programmes and initiatives. Observations of informal interactions between 

management and staff in the administration unit, during morning meetings, and in staff 

rooms enabled exploration into how management were handling the transformational 

change, how the Secure College was being envisaged and delivered, as well as the 

different ways in which staff were responding to the changes. Observations of all the 

educational and vocational programmes offered as part of the Secure College model 

revealed the realities of delivering these programmes and how the young men and 

                                                        
4 When an offence occurs at Hydebank wood, the young person involved in the offence (e.g. 
failed drug test/ act of physical violence) along with prison staff attend a hearing with the 
governor (independent adjudicator), who decides if the young person is guilty or not guilty of 
the offence. 
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staff reacted to and engaged with these programmes. In particular, these observations 

helped to identify the varying levels of need exhibited by the young men, the young 

men’s capacity and motivation to engage (albeit in a limited manner), and the ability of 

the new educational model provided as part of the Secure College was able to meet 

their needs and facilitate their desistance from crime. Observations of informal 

interactions between the young men and staff also revealed their views towards the 

transformation, the Secure College model, NIPS more generally and the BMC.  

 

In-depth semi-structured interviews 
 

A total of forty-nine in-depth face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with the young men and staff working at Hydebank College and/or who were involved 

in the design and delivery of the Secure College model. These forty-nine interviews 

consisted of 32 interviews with the young men and 17 interviews with staff working at 

different levels within the NIPS and the BMC. Table 1 (overleaf) provides a more 

detailed breakdown of the semi-structured interview sample characteristics. 

 

Table 1: Semi-structured interview sample characteristics 
 
Sample Cohort Position Number of interviewees 

Young Men5  ‘Basic’ 4 

 ‘Standard’  18 

 ‘Enhanced’ 10 

Prison staff NIPS employees 10 

 BMC employees 4 

Management NIPS & BMC (HQ and 

local) management 

3 

Total  49 

 

The 32 young men interviewed for this research were aged between 18 and 24 years 

and were stratified into clusters determined by their Progressive Regime and 

Enhanced Privileges Scheme (PREPS) level. PREPS is a behaviour management 

model used by NIPS to encourage, support and reward the young men for engaging 

in rehabilitative programmes and conforming to prison rules and practices. There are 

                                                        
5 The number of young men on each of the different levels of PREPS interviewed for this 
research was reflective of the overall number of young men on ‘Basic’, ‘Standard’ and 
‘Enhanced’ regime levels within Hydebank College at the time of data collection. 
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three levels of PREPS, ‘Basic’, ‘Standard’ or ‘Enhanced’, with these different levels 

tending to reflect different profiles of needs and abilities. Sampling from the different 

PREPS levels facilitated a representative cross-section of the different profiles and 

needs of the young men across the different units within Hydebank College and how 

they perceived and experienced the transformation and Secure College model.  

 

Young men enter PREPS on the ‘Standard’ regime level and can progress to the 

‘Enhanced’ regime if they engage constructively with rehabilitative services and 

comply with rules and requests. Young men on the ‘Enhanced’ level, have access to 

better conditions (e.g. accommodation) and may avail of additional rewards or ‘perks’ 

not available to those on the other levels. If the young men do not comply or engage 

constructively with the regime, they may be demoted to the ‘Basic’ regime, in which 

they only receive their basic legal entitlements. Research indicates that those who are 

on the ‘Basic’ level of PREPS tend to experience greater issues with drugs and self-

harm, presenting with more complex needs than those on the ‘Standard’ or ‘Enhanced’ 

regimes (Butler, McNamee & Kelly, under review). Those on ‘Basic’ are also more 

likely to have a history of being punished through the prison disciplinary process, 

suggesting possible problems with controlling and regulating their behaviour (Butler, 

et al. under review). Moreover, people’s experience of imprisonment can vary 

significantly depending on which regime they are on, with people’s access to 

accommodation, visitation, services and supports varying depending on whether they 

are on the ‘Basic’, ‘Standard’ or ‘Enhanced’ regime (Bottoms, 2003). Accordingly, 

sampling from the different PREPS regime levels ensured that young men with 

different needs and abilities were included in the sample, as well as capturing how the 

young men’s experience of the Secure College could potentially vary depending on 

their PREPS regime level.   

 

A total of 17 NIPS and BMC staff were also interviewed to explore their different 

experiences of the transformational change, how the Secure College model was 

envisaged, how they believed the new educational model could meet the needs of the 

young men and facilitate their desistance from crime. Beyens et al. (2015) argues that 

when undertaking prison research, studying more than one side is possible and even 

recommended from a social constructionist perspective.   

 

A non-probability sampling approach was used to recruit interviewees. A limitation of 

a non-probability sample is limited generalisability as not every individual in the 

population of interest has had an equal chance of selection. However, this is not 
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problematic for qualitative research where the ultimate goal when utilising such an 

approach is not to generalise but to obtain in-depth exploratory understanding of a 

particular phenomenon. Another weakness associated with this sampling technique is 

the possible lack of control researchers can experience over the participants selected 

due to the self-selective nature of the sampling technique (Gray, et al., 2013). 

However, to overcome this drawback different groups were sampled to ensure 

heterogeneity of perspectives (prison managers, prison staff and young men, which 

were further stratified by PREPS level). Stratified purposeful sampling was used in this 

research, as its aim is to generate in-depth understanding and insight into topic areas 

with a focus on variations within the sample (Patton, 2002; Palinkas et al., 2013; 

Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Stratified purposeful sampling involves the 

researcher selecting specific individuals from different groups within a specific 

population for their relevance to the research topic, often employed in studies of 

deviance (Gray et al., 2013). A benefit of stratified sampling is that it allows for diversity 

in the sample, based on phenomenal variation (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  

 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were used to clarify the criteria for participant strata 

selection. Inclusion criteria for the staff tiers of the sample, required that participants 

had been involved in designing or delivering the Secure College model, had been in 

their current position for a minimum of one year (ensuring that they could provide 

knowledge of the Secure College model), had the capacity to give informed consent 

and had voluntarily agreed to participate in the research. Inclusion criteria for the young 

males required that they had been incarcerated for a period of at least three months 

(to ensure they had experience of the Secure College model), were drawn from across 

the different PREPS levels, had the capacity to give informed consent and had 

voluntarily agreed to participate in the research. Potential interviewees were excluded 

from participating in the interviews if they did not meet these criteria. Another exclusion 

criterion used for the young men was if they were in the Safer Custody Unit when the 

research was conducted, as it was believed they did not have the capacity to consent 

at that time due to their mental health needs and being considered too vulnerable by 

NIPS to leave their cells. Sampling selection was carefully adhered to in order to avoid 

researcher bias.  

 

Procedure 
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Prior to collecting any data, information leaflets (see Appendix III) were dispensed 

among staff and young men to inform potential participants about the proposed study 

in various locations around Hydebank College to try and ensure that all people were 

aware of the research and its aim. Informal information sessions were also held across 

the College to inform the young men and staff about the nature of the research and 

what it would involve.  During these sessions, people were provided with an 

opportunity to ask any questions that they had and it was also possible to engage with 

young people who had low literacy skills to explain the information contained with the 

information leaflets to ensure they were fully informed about the nature of the research. 

Ethical approval for conducting the research was obtained from QUB (Appendix IV) 

and NIPS (Appendix V), with no monetary incentives offered for participation.  

 

Prior to any observations being undertaken, I again introduced myself to any 

participants present within the spaces intended for observation at that given time. 

Participants were again informed about the aims of the study, what to expect while I 

undertook observations and were given the opportunity to opt-in or opt-out, where 

possible, if they did not wish to participate. Participants were informed that I would not 

seek out interaction with them but would present as an onlooker. Where potential 

participants sought to opt out, I intended to leave the space and move to the next 

observation location, returning to that space at another time to conduct an observation. 

However, at no point during the observations did any participants choose to opt out of 

the research. Each observation day consisted of between approximately five to eight 

hours. Verbal permission to undertake the data collection was obtained from the 

participants. In order to reduce the possibility of interviewer effects, I refrained from 

engaging in note taking during the observations and sought to build rapport with the 

participants. Davies, Francis and Jupp (2011) highlight that note-taking whilst 

collecting data in prison settings can be obtrusive and disrupt the data collection 

process but stresses that notes should be typed up within one to two days to increase 

the reliability of the information noted. This was the case in this research, with detailed 

notes being written up immediately following completion of each observation.  

 

When conducting the semi-structured interviews, potential interviewees were identified 

during the informal information sessions and the observation period where people 

expressed an interest in participating in the interviews. A list of the names of potential 

interviewees was collated. At the beginning of each day, I was provided with a list of 

the names of a staff and young men and where they were scheduled to be. This 

allowed me to locate those individuals who expressed an interest in participating. 
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Individually, I met with staff and the young men to give them an information sheet 

specific to the interview component of the research and to discuss this information 

sheet with them to ensure they were fully informed about this element of the research 

(see Appendix VI, Appendix VII). To avoid needing to ask the young men about their 

levels of literacy, all information was read aloud to them to ensure they were fully 

informed about the research. If they continued to express an interest in participating 

and met the study inclusion criteria, participants were asked to sign the consent from 

(Appendix X). All interviews were carried out on a voluntary basis with participants fully 

informed of the limits of confidentiality and anonymity. Abbott et al., (2018: 9) suggests, 

“limits to confidentiality in the prison setting may need careful emphasis”. In all written 

and verbal communication, potential participants were informed that anonymity and 

confidentiality could not be guaranteed in situations involving harm to oneself or others, 

escape or serious illegal activity. In such circumstances, there was a duty of care to 

report this information. All other information remained confidential and anonymous. 

However, no such disclosures occurred during the course of this research. 

 

In order to guide the interview, topic guides containing a list of open-ended questions 

were developed (see Appendix VIII, Appendix IX). Aware of the importance of the 

sequencing of questions and the sensitive nature of this research, the interview guides 

contained a list of opening questions, beginning with less personal questions before 

moving on to more personal/sensitive questions and then closing the interview with 

questions that allowed the participant to raise any issues that they felt were important 

which had not already been covered. Questions avoided overly focusing on painful or 

triggering events, which can be found to counteract the benefits people in prison 

experience from participating in interviews and speaking about their lives (Cope, 

Hochstetler and Brown, 2013). In order to ensure the validity of the interview guides, 

they were piloted on one staff member and one young man to identify 

misinterpretations and possible pitfalls prior to the beginning the collection of interview 

data. Piloting an interview schedule can also be beneficial in providing the researcher 

with experience of using the instrument and instilling a sense of confidence (Silverman, 

2014; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Based on the feedback, interview guides were 

revised, whereby language was amended and questions were reordered to enhance 

their meaning, relevance, validity and reliability. The use of complex terminology was 

avoided in consideration of the reading and comprehension difficulties that many 

young men could experience, as was the use of leading questions.  
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All interviews were carried out in different rooms on the grounds of Hydebank College. 

For the young men, interviews took place in their residential houses’ meeting room, 

where there was a camera to ensure the safety of both parties but which did not 

capture sound to ensure to align with the researcher’s ethical obligations in 

undertaking this research. Some staff were also interviewed in these meeting rooms, 

while other staff were interviewed in classrooms, workshops or offices, depending on 

which was most convenient for them but ensured comfort, safety and confidentiality. 

At all times, relevant security procedures and protocols were adhered to and I carried 

a ‘Blick’6 alarm in the event of emergency. With the participants’ permission, interviews 

were audio recorded as audio recordings allows for thorough, repeated examination 

and to ensure responses are accurately represented (Heritage, 1984; Fielding and 

Thomas, 2008; Bryman, 2016). All participants were reminded that the focus of the 

study was to explore their perspectives and beliefs regarding the transformation and 

Secure College model. Interview guides were used to guide the interviews and 

prompts and probes were used ad lib, as considered appropriate. During the interview 

process, I avoided displaying any judgmental cues. At the end of each interview, all 

participants were provided with the opportunity to add any information they felt was 

relevant and not addressed from the questions asked. Following this, the audio digital 

recorder was switched off and individuals were thanked for their participation in the 

research. Participants were also given the opportunity to receive a summary of the 

results of the study if they wished. The number of interviews carried out on each day 

was monitored to avoid researcher fatigue. This was to ensure that I maintained a high 

level of competency throughout the interview data collection phase. No more than 

three interviews were carried out per day. This also allowed for each interview to be 

transcribed as soon as possible after it was conducted. 

 

The ethical issues associated with this research are discussed next.  

 

Ethical Issues 
 

There are several potential difficulties that can be experienced when conducting 

research in a prison setting, including obtaining ethical approval, ensuring voluntary 

participation and informed consent, protecting participants from harm, providing 

                                                        
6 When pressed, a ‘Blick’ alarm alerts staff to act immediately to ensure the safety of all staff 
and residents at the Hydebank College.  
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anonymity and confidentiality, as well as dealing with data privacy, storage and data 

destruction concerns. These issues are explored in detail below.  

 

Ethical Approval 
 

Obtaining ethical approval can be stressful and challenging due to the potential ethical 

challenges involved and the extent to which organisations are willing to facilitate 

access (Dalen & Jones, 2010). In this case, both the NIPS and BMC were supportive 

of undertaking this research, which facilitated the process of obtaining ethical approval. 

Ethical approval was an essential pre-requisite for this project and an application for 

ethical approval was submitted to and approved by the School of Sociology, Social 

Policy, and Social Work at Queens University Belfast7 (see Appendix IV) and the NIPS 

(see Appendix V), with the BMC accepting the ethical approval obtained through QUB 

and NIPS. As part of the process of obtaining ethical approval, the research adhered 

to a number of ethical guidelines including: Queen’s University Belfast’s (QUB) Policy 

on the Ethical Review of Research; the British Society of Criminology’s (BSC) Ethical 

standards in Criminological research; the Psychology Society of Ireland’s (PSI) Code 

of Ethics; the British Psychological Society’s (BPS) Code of Ethics; and the 

Sociological Association of Ireland’s (SAI) Code of Ethics. In addition, relevant NIPS 

security and support protocols were followed during the research.  

 

Voluntary participation and informed consent 
 

Some of the primary ethical concerns involved in this project included ensuring all 

potential participants were aware that their participation in the research was voluntary 

and that they were free to withdraw from the research at any given time. Informed 

consent is another important ethical issue that must be addressed in research. It is of 

utmost importance to be open and honest with participants in relation to their 

involvement in research (Breakwell, Hammond and Fife-Schaw, 1995). Informal 

information sessions were held where the research, the data collection methods, what 

was involved in participating in the research and its voluntary nature were discussed 

with potential participants. Information sheets detailing the nature of the research, its 

voluntary nature, as well as the purpose of the proposed project, were used to ensure 

participants were fully informed before consenting to take part in the research and that 

they knew their participation was voluntary. It was also stressed to all potential 

                                                        
7 Ethical approval for this project was obtained before the School was renamed the School of 
Social Sciences, Education and Social Work.  



 

 
 

67 

participants that whether they decided to participate in the research would have no 

bearing on their treatment or interactions with NIPS or BMC so they could choose not 

to participate without any negative consequences.  

 

All information sheets and consent forms used in the research were piloted to ensure 

that the use of complex language was avoided and increase the probability of all 

potential participants understanding the information contained within these forms. In 

addition, I read out the information contained in the information sheets and consent 

forms to ensure that those with low levels of literacy and/or learning disabilities were 

informed and provided people with an opportunity to ask any questions that they may 

have about the material. Moreover, no monetary incentive was offered to avoid 

individuals feeling coerced to participate and I was mindful throughout the research to 

ensure that no participants felt coerced to participate through their interactions with 

staff, young men or with me. The potential for people in prison to feel coerced to 

participate in research through their interactions with people in more powerful positions 

has been highlighted as a key ethical concern (Dalen and Jones, 2010; Edens et al., 

2011). Further, throughout the research I reminded people that they were free to 

choose whether they wished to participate in the research, that they could decide not 

to participate or, if they did take part, that they could withdraw from the study at any 

time without any negative consequences. They were also reminded that they were free 

to decide what information they disclosed during the research and that they did not 

have to answer a question if they did not wish to. 

 

Once potential participants were fully informed about the research and its voluntary 

nature, if they were interested in participating in the research, I then sought their 

informed voluntary consent to participate. Informed verbal consent was obtained for 

the participation observation while informed written consent was obtained for the in-

depth semi-structured interviews. Informed consent refers to the process of obtaining 

people’s consent to voluntarily participate in a research project following disclosure of 

research information in a clear and concise manner (Bryman, 2016). Ethical best 

practice indicates that ideally participants should be knowledgeable about what the 

research is about, why it is being conducted, who is conducting it, what participation 

will involve, as well as the possible benefits and risks associated with taking part in the 

research before they give their informed voluntary consent to take part (Davies Francis 

and Jupp, 2011). This was the case in this research and only those who voluntarily 

gave their informed consent to take part in the research were eligible for inclusion in 

the research.  
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Protection from Harm 
 

Young people in prison are an extremely vulnerable group because of the high levels 

of need they exhibit (Muncie, 2008; Goldson and Briggs, 2021). Lee and Renzetti 

(1993) highlight how researchers often do not sufficiently respond to the psychological 

harm that may result from exploring emotional experiences. I was aware that the young 

men were a vulnerable group and that I needed to be mindful to reduce the probability 

of any harm occurring to the young men or staff as a result of their participation in this 

research. For this reason, I undertook training in research ethics to ensure competence 

and ability to ensure adequate safeguards were put in place to protect participants 

from harm, as well as minimise the potential harm that I may also experience while 

conducting the research.  

 

To protect participants from harm and minimise any potential experiences of distress 

that they may encounter while taking part in this research, several steps were taken. 

Firstly, all potential participants were fully informed about the nature of the research 

and what their participation would involve before giving their voluntary informed 

consent to participate. This meant that all participants were aware of the focus of the 

research, what the research was seeking to observe and/or question them about and 

were advised that if they thought that taking part in this research was likely to cause 

them distress they should not participate. Accordingly, potential participants could 

choose not to take part if they believed the partaking in the research might cause them 

distress. The use of personal, invasive or sensitive questions that may cause distress 

was also reduced through the piloting of the interview guides with a young man and 

staff member before data collection began, with amendments being made to the 

interview guides based on their feedback. The use of inclusion and exclusion criteria 

also sought to protect participants from harm by ensuring that only those who had the 

capacity to give their informed voluntary consent were eligible for inclusion in the 

research, with those in the Safer Custody Unit being excluded because their mental 

health issues were especially acute, affecting their ability to give informed consent and 

increasing the probability that they may experience distress.  

 

Taking these steps helped to reduce the probability of participants experiencing 

distress and helped to protect them from harm. However, it was still possible that 

someone may become distressed during the course of the research. For this reason, 

a distress protocol was also adopted. As part of this distress protocol, participants were 
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constantly monitored for any signs of distress and if in the event that any signs of 

distress were observed, the researcher planned to pause the interaction in order to 

speak with the participant and check how they were feeling and assess their 

willingness to continue with the research. As the researcher, I planned to make an 

informed assessment and recommendation regarding this, and whether it was in the 

person’s best interests to proceed with the research. Depending on the participant’s 

wishes and my assessment, their involvement in the research could be paused, 

rescheduled or suspended. Support services had also been put in place, whereby if 

anyone needed support, I could refer them to the existing psychological services, as 

well as engage the NIPS and BMC existing support services for the young men and 

staff. No participants displayed any signs of distress during their participation in this 

research, therefore the distress protocol was not required but having the protocol in 

place indicated a clear and explicit adherence to ethical and professional research 

practices. 

 

To protect myself, as the researcher, from harm, I adhered to all NIPS security and 

safety protocols in place during the data collection phase and engaged in an on-going 

dialogue with security personnel to ensure I was informed of any on-going security 

concerns and was aware of what to do in the event of an emergency. I also completed 

a security induction programme at Hydebank College during the familiarisation stage 

of my participant observation and, as a result, I was familiar with existing relevant 

security procedures and policies. Furthermore, I sought to protect my psychological 

wellbeing by taking steps to avoid research fatigue while collecting the data, engaging 

in debriefing sessions with my supervision team and availing of existing University 

wellbeing services, as and when required.  

 

Anonymity and Confidentiality 
 

Anonymity and confidentiality are additional key ethical concerns that must be 

considered, especially when carrying out research in a carceral environment (Abbott 

et al., 2018). Participants should be fully informed about the level of confidentiality and 

anonymity offered in research before they consent to participate (Davies, Francis and 

Jupp, 2011; Bryman, 2016; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; Coolican, 2018). In 

this study, only limited confidentiality and anonymity was offered to participants and all 

participants were fully informed of this before giving their voluntary informed consent 

to participate. Only limited confidentiality and anonymity was offered in this research 

as anonymity and confidentiality could not be guaranteed in situations in which 
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participants made disclosures about harm to oneself or others, an escape attempt from 

prison or involvement in serious illegal activity. In such circumstances, I had a duty of 

care to report this information to a relevant authority. However, all other information 

remained confidential and anonymous. All potential participants were made aware of 

the limited nature of the anonymity and confidentiality offered through verbal and 

written communication and, as an ethically informed researcher, I took great care to 

ensure that all potential participants understood the possible implications of this before 

giving their informed consent to participate in the research. In particular, the 

information sheets and consent forms all detailed the limited nature of the anonymity 

and confidentiality being offered to participants, clearly explaining what types of 

disclosures would have to be reported to a relevant authority and for which anonymity 

and confidentiality could not be guaranteed.  

 

Other steps taken to maintain anonymity and confidentiality included anonymising the 

interview transcripts and observation notes and avoiding the use of any personally 

identifiable information in the write up of the research findings. Abbott et al. (2018) 

stress how participants who have committed high-profile crimes can be identifiable if 

the researcher is not careful in how they write up their research findings. In this 

research, due to the small number of young men detained in Hydebank College, 

pseudonyms or participant numbers were not used because readers would be able to 

identify quotes taken from the same person and potentially identify them using this 

method. Similarly, due to the small number of staff working in Hydebank College and 

in senior management positions in NIPS and BMC, it was also decided to avoid using 

pseudonyms or participant numbers to reduce the probability of readers attempting to 

guess the identify of who participated in the research and ‘who said what’ during the 

research. For these reasons, when presenting the quotes and observation extracts 

used in the write up of this research, only broad labels as to whether it was a young 

man, NIPS employee or BMC employee are used to help ensure anonymity and 

confidentiality, while demonstrating how views could diverge between the different 

groups. All participants were also informed that while information presented in the 

research findings would be anonymised, people may still attempt to guess the identity 

of participants so that complete confidentiality and anonymity could not be guaranteed.  

 

Additionally, no-one other than my supervision team and I had access to any interview 

recordings or observation notes, with audio interview recordings being destroyed once 

they were transcribed and anonymised. Participants gave their consent for these audio 

recordings to be taken and were aware of who would have access to them. Abbott et 
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al. (2018) argues that custodial surveillance can compromise confidentiality and is 

another factor that should be considered when conducting research in a custodial 

environment. In this study, there was video surveillance in some of the interview rooms 

in which the research was conducted but participants were aware of this before 

consenting and NIPS management provided assurances that the audio function was 

switched off and recordings were not being made.  

 

Privacy, Storage and Destruction of Data 
 

The information sheets (see Appendix VI and VII) outlined the participants’ right to 

privacy and informed them about how their data would be managed. Participants were 

informed that the anonymised data would be stored securely in locked filing cabinets 

and password protected computer files on a computer file repository (e.g. Q-Drive) at 

QUB for a period of five years. Hardcopies of signed consent forms, recordings and 

notes taken during the interview phase and administrative data are stored in locking 

filing cabinets, of which only my supervisors and I have access to. Softcopies of the 

transcribed interviews, analyses on data software programmes and files containing 

administrative data are stored within password protected computer files on the Q-Drive 

at QUB. Again, only the researcher and their supervisor have access to these files. 

Participants also gave their consent for the collected data to be used for the purpose 

of the write up of this PhD and associated academic publications and presentations. 

All data was stored in accordance with QUB guidelines and will be destroyed five years 

on completion of this research in accordance with QUB policies. 

 

Data analysis 
 

This project sought to triangulate the data collected from the participant observation 

and semi-structured interviews to overcome the limitations associated with each data 

collection method, increase the credibility of the data and comprehensively answer the 

study’s research questions. Data triangulation involves the convergence of information 

provided through multiple methods to develop a broad understanding of phenomena 

and enhance the quality and credibility of research findings (Patton, 1999; Flick, 2004). 

Upon completion of the data collection, the interviews and observation notes were 

transcribed and entered in NVivo for analysis. Whilst engaging in the transcription 

process, I ensured that all transcripts were accurate, of high quality and thorough. A 

transcription notation system was generated, comprising of, for example, the 
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participants’ use of abbreviations, punctuation, and identification of the speaker to 

ensure data was accurately captured and not moulded in any way to avoid reducing 

data validity and reliability. All personal identifiable information was also removed from 

the transcriptions to protect confidentiality and anonymity.  

 

NVivo was used to code the qualitative observation and interview data. Thematic 

analysis (TA) was deemed to be the most suitable method of analysis for the data 

collected. Thematic analysis encourages inductive coding based on new themes that 

emerge from the data provided by participants, as well as facilitating the use of 

deductive coding in which codes are developed based on key themes that have 

emerged in previous research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Bryman, 2016; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2018). TA was the preferred method of data analysis for this study due to its 

ability to facilitate both deductive and inductive coding, unlike other approaches to 

analysing qualitative data (such as Grounded Theory) which may only facilitate 

inductive coding (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). The ability to 

conduct both inductive and deductive coding was beneficial for this research, as past 

studies exist highlighting key themes that can influence the ability of young men to 

desist from crime and influence how people perceive and experience penal reform 

(Maruna, 2001; Farrall, 2002; LeBel, Burnett and Maruna, 2008; Bottoms and 

Shapland, 2011; Farrall, 2014; McNeill, 2016; Nugent and Schinkel, 2016).  

 

Transcripts were read and re-read numerous times to allow immersion in the data and 

facilitate familiarisation with the data. Potential items of interest were noted through 

the creation of ‘nodes’ before the coding process began. Coding involves the 

identification of key aspects of raw data that are relevant to the study’s main research 

questions; both small and large portions of data were coded. Complete coding was 

employed to allow for data reduction through the identification of relevant concepts 

related to the research topic (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). 

Appropriate codes were attached to data that contained relevant semantic content. 

Different code words were used to indicate the relevance of different data in how it 

related to each of the research questions. These codes provided the “building blocks” 

for analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2013: 207). I ensured inclusivity in the generation of 

codes to be as thorough as possible through the data analysis process. Following 

coding, provisional themes and sub-themes were identified through an analysis of the 

data and clustering of codes on NVivo, where the identification of themes emerged 

from a selective process based on both the inductive and deductive coding of the data 

relevant to research questions. Subsequently, themes and sub-themes were labelled 
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and defined. Both the coding process and identification of themes and sub-themes 

was driven by the analytic process of TA and assisted by NVivo.  

 

This method of data analysis facilitated the unification and synthesis of the observation 

and interview data and provided an overarching lens to illustrate the importance of 

triangulating methods in comprehensively addressing the study’s research questions. 

While analysing the data, I was also aware of the importance of reflexivity and the need 

to engage in critical reflection when carrying out such qualitative data analysis (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). Some reflective considerations based 

on conducting the research are explored next.  

 

Reflective considerations 
 

Reflexive practice is critical throughout the research process to ensure quality and rigor 

(Cohen and Crabtree, 2008). Crewe (2009) highlights the importance of reflexivity in 

considering the role of the researcher in prison research. Literature on prison research 

also highlights the important role reflexivity and emotions can play in the construction 

and interpretation of knowledge on prison life (Bosworth, 1999; Liebling, 1999; Crewe, 

2009; Jewkes, 2014). During all stages of the research, I aimed to be reflexive of my 

personal views and position within this study. To this end, I used a reflexive journal 

throughout the research process as a means of noting my preconceived ideas and 

assumptions and to ensure that the research process would not be skewed by any 

potential bias. This reflexive journal was useful in drawing up the interview guides to 

ensure that questions were phrased neutrally in an attempt to elicit the most genuine 

responses. Journaling also informed and challenged my own views during the data 

collection phase and helped me to adopt an open-minded position.  

 

As this research involved individuals in prison, my own personal views and beliefs 

needed to be critically considered to avoid bias and any skewing of results. My 

‘position’ in the ‘world’ differed significantly from those young men that took part in this 

study and I sought to acknowledge my privilege, questioning how this ‘positioning’ 

influenced my views and experiences, as well as how it may have contributed to power 

differentials in my dealing with the young men and staff. Throughout my upbringing, I 

was always taught that education was the key to social mobility and self-sufficiency. 

My own journey through education was positive experience that enhanced my self-

efficacy, self-sufficiency and mobility in life, where I was fortunate enough that the 
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systems and institutions I engaged with supported my endeavours. These lived 

experiences meant that, as a researcher, I was supportive of the potential of a Secure 

College model to possibly meet the needs of the young men and facilitate their ability 

to desist from crime. However, by reflecting on this experience and my views, I was 

aware of this potential bias to influence my data collection and analyses and rigorously 

sought to ensure that this did not occur. This meant that I needed to constantly be 

reflexive throughout the collection and analyses phases to avoid any potential bias in 

interpreting the data. I was also reminded that I should be grateful that I had access to 

these privileges and experiences.  

 

Moreover, I was aware that my status as a younger female who did not differ 

substantially in age from the young men might affect who took part in the study and 

how they responded. While I believe that my gender and age helped me to be 

perceived by the young men as non-threatening or authoritative, I was also aware that 

gender norms and, possibly for some, sexual attraction may influence how they 

interacted with me. Research has found that gender can influence the extent to which 

participants engage with researchers (Lefkowich, 2019). In my interactions with the 

young men, I tended to engage in gender performance, relying on dominant feminine 

norms to engage in nurturing and compassionate exchanges, which have been found 

to be beneficial when undertaking research with men about their emotions (Haywood 

and Mac and Ghaill, 2013). While this may have helped them to feel secure in opening 

up and sharing their stories with me, it may have also encouraged masculinised 

accounts and performances. Consequently, the young men’s accounts and actions 

may have differed if a male researcher had conducted this study. However, it is argued, 

“young men in prison tend to conform to ideas of hegemonic masculinity, yet when 

interacting with outsiders (such as university researchers), their façade dissolves and 

they are relinquished with gratitude” (Toch, 1975: 15). Although the young men did not 

appear to be ‘relinquished with gratitude’, they did express their appreciation for the 

understanding and compassion expressed by me towards their experiences. Jewkes 

(2011) notes that it is not uncommon for female prison researchers to experiences 

‘wolf-whistles’ and sexual remarks in male-dominated carceral spaces.  While this did 

occur somewhat during the familiarisation stage of the observations, the familiarisation 

stage helped to build familiarity and rapport with the young men and staff, helping all 

of us to move beyond stereotypical presentations. This meant that by the time 

interviews were being conducted, ‘wolf-whistles’, ‘pigeon-chests’ and sexual 

innuendos had disappeared and the majority of young men appeared to leave their 

hyper masculine masks outside the door.  
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I also believe that it is important to ensure that young people and staff feel listened to 

and heard. I sought to form trusting relationships with the young men and staff who 

took part in this study. I wanted to create a space to voice aspirations and concerns 

about the transformation and the Secure College model. This allowed for trustworthy 

relationships to be formed and I strived to achieve beneficence to maximise the impact 

of the research by using the findings to enhance our understanding of whether a 

Secure College model can enhance the potential of young men to desist from crime 

and to make suggestions for how the needs of young men can be better met and their 

ability to desist from crime further enhanced.  

 

Moreover, throughout my upbringing and education, I have always been encouraged 

to adopt a neutral viewpoint that was compassionate towards the different narratives 

that surround people and their situations in life. I was taught to maintain a neutral and 

critical approach in seeking to understand the complex events that result in some 

people finding themselves in unfortunate circumstances. During interviews where 

stigmatised views towards imprisoned people were disclosed, I felt disappointed and 

needed to make a concerted effort to maintain a neutral position and be understanding 

of how people’s life experiences result in different viewpoints. Similarly, when the 

young men spoke about their complex and chaotic lives both within and outside of 

Hydebank College, I felt upset (at times) at how systems appeared to be continuously 

failing vulnerable people. Liebling (2001) highlights the importance of not ‘taking sides’ 

in prison research and, for all participants, I aimed to provide ‘the listening ear’ of the 

ethically informed and reflexive researcher in our interactions. Crewe (2009) argues 

that people in prison appreciate participating in research that provides them with an 

opportunity to talk and feel heard. In order to enhance my capacity to remain 

compassionate and empathetic to all, after each observation or interview, I made more 

and more use of journaling to reflect on my position and actions in considering how it 

might impact on others, the research process and myself. I also strove to focus on the 

power of research and its ability to initiate change.  
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Chapter Four: Confronting the reality of transforming a YOC 
into a Secure College: Progress, Challenges and Lessons to be 

Learnt 
 

 

This chapter examines how the transformational change at Hydebank Wood YOC into 

a Secure College was envisaged, implemented and experienced. Five key principles 

are identified as guiding the transformation in an attempt to humanise the carceral 

space and promote the development of pro-social identities through engagement in 

educational and vocational programmes. However, the findings show that a number of 

obstacles were encountered when operationalising these principles demonstrating 

some of the challenges that can limit the ability of penal reform efforts to realise their 

aims. Two main arguments are put forward to explain this finding. Firstly, the findings 

show that the manner in which the transformation was conducted increased mistrust, 

uncertainty and disengagement among staff and the young men, reducing the 

transformation’s capacity to enhance the young men’s potential to desist from crime. 

Secondly, there were fundamental tensions involved in transforming a YOC into a 

Secure College, leading both staff and the young men to be sceptical of the reform. 

The chapter is divided into three sections before concluding with a summary of its main 

findings. The first section outlines some of the challenges Hydebank Wood YOC 

encountered transforming into a Secure College, the key changes that occurred, as 

well as the aims and rationale for these changes as they were envisaged by staff and 

understood by the young men. The second section explores how the transformation 

was implemented and experienced.  Finally, the third section investigates the 

philosophical tensions associated with transforming a YOC into a Secure College. 

 
 

Humanising the Carceral Space 
 

As explained in Chapter Two, the impetus for the transformation was driven by 

recommendation 40 of the Prison Review Team’s (2011) report. This recommendation 

required NIPS to adopt a Secure College model and work with an external education 

provider to deliver educational and vocational programmes. Accordingly, NIPS did not 

have complete control over the transformation process as they had to work within the 

constraints imposed by this recommendation. NIPS management explained that they 

were not provided with any guidance on how to implement a Secure College model. 

Initial proposals had been developed in England and Wales to transform YOCs into 
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Secure Colleges and a document outlining these plans published (Ministry of Justice, 

2014a). However, due to socio-economic and political developments, these plans were 

stalled and no such transformations occurred. As a result, those who were expected 

to lead the transformation in NIPS lacked a tried and tested plan of action from England 

and Wales that they could use to guide their work. Instead, they recalled being 

dependent on their own initiative and expertise to develop an action plan to drive the 

transformation of Hydebank Wood YOC into a Secure College:  

 

The agreement was to translate for the prison reform teams… Hydebank 

Wood… to a College. … The PRT [Prison Review Team] … said that the focus 

in a Secure College should be in learning and skills but this had actually come 

on the back of a wider debate in the United Kingdom over dissatisfaction with 

extremely high reoffending rates … but there were no points of reference, 

nobody else had done it anywhere... (NIPS employee) 

 

While recommendation 40 required NIPS to tender out the provision of educational 

and vocational training at HBW YOC to an external provider, the extent to which 

managers had some level of control and ownership over this process varied. More 

senior managers at NIPS and BMC Headquarters (HQs) played a key role in 

developing the tendering documents and original Service Level Agreement (SLA) that 

shaped the provision of educational and vocational training programmes that would be 

offered in the Secure College, with local managers and staff playing a limited role in 

these processes. For example, the decision to award the contract for the provision of 

educational and vocational training to the external provider BMC was made exclusively 

by senior managers within NIPS HQs, with local managers and staff told to work with 

BMC in facilitating their access and establishing educational and training provision. 

Senior management within the HQs of both NIPS and BMC were involved in making 

key decisions regarding the SLA, with limited engagement with BMC and prison 

officers who were expected to deliver these services or the young people who would 

partake in them. This process was repeated when the SLA between NIPS and BMC 

was reviewed. One BMC employee explained that while they were informed about the 

vision of what a Secure College was planned to entail, their primary role was to 

operationalise the SLA: 

 

[Hydebank Wood Secure College= is] …all about improving rehabilitation and 

reducing reoffending… its core was about ensuring that people were resisting 

from reoffending…that was the principle behind why it was established …the 
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SLA had been agreed, prior to coming in, it’s [the role of BMC staff] really been 

about operationalising that initial contract period. (BMC employee) 

 

This top-down hierarchical approach to key decision-making processes significantly 

shaped education and training provision and the perceptions of BMC staff and prison 

officers regarding the suitability of these arrangements and what was expected of them 

in their roles. In particular, the lack of meaningful engagement that staff delivering 

these programmes felt they had in these processes contributed to staff disillusionment. 

For instance, there was a belief that some of the targets agreed within the SLA did not 

take account of the young men’s needs and challenges:  

 

Prison education had all morning and all afternoon sessions [planned] yet 

everybody knew that their [the young men’s] attention spans were very, very 

short and yet these were teachers, and they should have known better. (NIPS 

employee) 

 

As a result, efforts were made within HBW to build a consensus and agree a way 

forward to operationalise and implement the SLA, and Secure College model more 

broadly, in a manner that would best meet the targets agreed in the SLA, while also 

attempting to address the specific needs and challenges the young men presented 

with. NIPS management at HBW had established a steering group to inform and shape 

the transformational process, which included key individuals from within HBW and 

managers from both NIPS HQ and BMC HQ:    

 

A steering group which comprised of teachers, directors from (NIPS) head-

quarters and also from our learning and skills partner (BMC) … the deputy 

governor, and [Governor] of HBW… so from a blank piece of paper to at least 

getting the rudiments of a plan took two weeks… (NIPS employee) 

 

Yet, the voices of young people, as well as those of the NIPS and BMC staff expected 

to implement and deliver this transformation, were largely absent from the steering 

group, limiting their input and ability to inform and shape how the transformation was 

envisaged, implemented and experienced. Most young men were unaware as to why 

the transformation was envisaged in the manner that it was. The steering group worked 

to develop “design principles” (NIPS employee) that were used to guide and shape 

how the transformation from a YOC into a Secure College was being envisaged and 

implemented. Through the interviews and observations undertaken for this study, as 
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well as a review of prison reports, five key design principles appeared to guide the 

transformational process. These design principles included: 1) the use of free 

movement; 2) the removal of stigmatising referents; 3) the revamping of the aesthetics 

of HBW; 4) the development of a new holistic, learner-centred educational model; and 

5) increased community involvement in activities taking place within HBW. According 

to NIPS management, the overall aims of these design principles were to humanise 

the carceral space to encourage the young men to develop pro-social, non-offending 

identities that would enhance their ability to desist from crime.  

 

Introducing free movement 
  

Interviews with staff revealed that the adoption of free movement within the Secure 

College was envisaged as contributing to the establishment of an ethos that was more 

humanising and reflective of a College or educational environment. Free movement 

refers to the ability of the young men to walk between buildings by themselves, 

unescorted by staff. In addition to promoting the development of pro-social identities, 

the introduction of free movement was hoped to promote respectful, collaborative 

relationships between the young men and staff. Prior to the introduction of free 

movement, some young men felt that being accompanied between the different units 

at HBW YOC by NIPS staff made them feel labelled: “…escorted everywhere like 

fucking perverts, you know what I mean? Shite” (Young man).  Indeed, some young 

men felt that the introduction of free movement provided them with an opportunity to 

show staff that they could be trusted to comply with the new regime within the Secure 

College. In the words of one young man:  

 

Most staff are probably glad to see it you know what I mean cause… we’re not 

running around out of our heads doing fuck all… (Young man) 

 

As explained by one NIPS employee, the introduction of free movement was 

envisaged as creating a different atmosphere within the Secure College: 

 

 

As soon as you walk into Hydebank you see it, you feel it, you know? It doesn’t 

look regimented, doesn’t feel regimented, it’s quite relaxed. Go to the Cabin 

[café] and have a coffee you see them [detained young men] sitting down there 

and behaving themselves… so that prevailing atmosphere about the place is 
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working. It doesn’t feel threatening or menacing, does it feel sort of respectful?  

I think it does. (NIPS employee) 

 

Free movement was introduced for all young people, with the exception of those who 

were deemed too vulnerable due to fears for their safety arising from the nature of their 

crimes (e.g. sex crimes), their ethnicity (e.g. racism) or intelligence suggesting threats 

against them (e.g. due to drug related debts). In these cases, staff continued to 

accompany these young men as they moved between buildings. 

 

Removing stigmatising referents 
 
Deliberate attempts were also made to remove stigmatising referents in order to 

humanise the labels applied to the young men. The young men described how they 

were now referred to as ‘students’ as opposed to ‘prisoners’ or ‘inmates’: “They’re 

basically saying we are students not prisoners” (Young man). NIPS management 

envisaged that terms such as ‘prisoner’ and ‘inmate’ would be replaced with ‘student’ 

and that all young men and staff would interact on a first name basis as part of the 

transformation from a YOC into a Secure College. Interviews suggested that the aim 

of this change was to avoid reinforcing a criminal identity, reducing human qualities or 

disparaging individuals through the use of stigmatising referents. Instead, the use of 

the term ‘students’ and interacting with the young men on a first name basis was 

viewed as promoting pro-social identity development that would facilitate desistance. 

In the words of one NIPS employee:  

 

At the end of the day they are offenders but they are human beings, they are 

students and sometimes a wee bit of an arm around the shoulder can be as 

positive as a kick in the ass. (NIPS employee) 

 

The ideology behind this change in terminology is theoretically underpinned. Research 

has found that the type of language used to refer to individuals in prison can shape 

their experiences and perceived future possibilities (Ellis, 2007). Previous work by 

McNeill (2016) suggests that in systems of punishment that are void of labelling, 

individuals can more easily identify themselves, and be identified by others, as 

something other than a ‘prisoner’ or ‘offender’. Indeed, studies show that pro-social 

future selves must be reaffirmed to enhance the potential of people to desist from crime 

(Farrall, 2005). King (2013: 151) highlights how the formation and conservation of 

narrative identities can dictate future behaviour but that “narratives are conditioned by 
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social structure and social interaction, so particular life-course events can alter the 

internalised biography in ways that can have an impact upon future behaviours actions 

and identities”. While interviewees did not specifically address such theorisations, an 

understanding of how language could affect identity development and behaviour 

appeared to drive this decision to remove stigmatising referents.  

 

Revamping the aesthetics of the carceral space 
 

Moreover, a revamping of the aesthetics was undertaken by NIPS management to 

promote the potential for the design and use of space at HBW to humanise interactions 

and facilitate pro-social identity development. Changes were made to signage at HBW 

to ensure it was no longer referred to as a prison site or YOC but rather a ‘campus’. 

Buildings, units, policies and procedures were renamed. For instance, the ‘Prisoner 

Development Unit’ and ‘Prisoner Development Plans’ were renamed as the ‘Student 

Development Unit’ (SDU) and ‘Student Development Plans’ (SDP). Many young men 

noted these changes saying, “They’ve [NIPS] changed the name” (Young man) of 

many units on campus. HBW YOC was renamed Hydebank College8, with NIPS 

management deciding to omit ‘Training’ and ‘Secure’ from the new title as they 

believed “it’s fairly obvious that it is secure” (NIPS employee) and were hesitant to 

over-emphasise the restrictive nature of the environment. Indeed, it was obvious that 

Hydebank College was ‘secure’ as the outside perimeter remained surrounded by 

walls, fencing and cameras.  

 

It was further envisaged that prison officers would no longer wear uniforms but instead 

wear plain clothes, similar to staff working in a College environment. Research has 

found that uniforms can promote compliance to authority (Haney, Curtis and Zimbardo, 

1973) and impose power differentials (Westmarland, 2001), therefore NIPS 

management hoped that the removal of such clothing would further support attempts 

to humanise the carceral space and interactions between staff and the young men. In 

this way, endeavours to revamp the aesthetics were envisaged by management to 

improve and humanise interactions, as well as avoid reinforcing a criminal identity, with 

this idea being supported in existing literature (Cottam, 2002; Karthaus, Block and Hu, 

2019; Cox, 2020).  

 

                                                        
8 Throughout the remainder of the thesis, HBW is no longer referred to as a Secure College or 
HBW but rather Hydebank College or College, reflecting this change in name. 
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Developing a new holistic learner-centred educational model 
 

Another key design principle driving the transformation was the adoption of a new 

holistic, learner-centred, educational model, which brought a number of changes to the 

envisaging and delivery of educational and vocational programmes. Prior to the 

transformation, prison officers delivered a set of education and vocational 

programmes, which focused on qualification attainment and engaging with the creative 

arts. Attendance was voluntary and young men were provided with opportunities to 

obtain competency based National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). As required by 

recommendation 40 of the Prison Review Team’s (2011), there was a move away from 

a ‘self-supply model’ of delivery to a ‘contract model’ (Baldursson, Karsikas and 

Kuivajärvi, 2009), whereby teachers were employed by BMC and contracted to work 

within Hydebank College. The rationale informing this change was that the 

programmes offered by BMC would be similar to those offered in the community and 

would more easily allow the young men to continue their educational and vocational 

training on release. It was also thought that the inclusion of BMC staff would increase 

the multi-disciplinary nature of the staff working with the young men to better meet their 

needs. Prison officers who had been delivering educational and vocational 

programmes up until this time remained in post until the end of their contracts and 

worked alongside BMC staff.  

 

As is common within a ‘contract model’, the SLA informed the design and delivery of 

BMC’s educational and vocational provision, as well as the mechanisms used to 

review the performance of the BMC. It was intended that the SLA would:  

 

improve accreditation level, attendance, widen the curriculum, provide 

flexibility... build employment… but also wellbeing.” (NIPS employee) 

 

This change to the provision of educational and vocational programmes fundamentally 

altered the provision and delivery of educational and vocational programmes at 

Hydebank College. For example, attendance at such programmes became 

compulsory while previously it was voluntary: “now you have to go to education” 

(Young man). Compulsory attendance meant that programme provision needed to be 

expanded to ensure there was sufficient space to accommodate all the young men. As 

most people in prison have had negative experiences of education (Ministry of Justice, 

2016), NIPS and BMC management assumed that many of the young men would avoid 
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participating in education if given the option. By enforcing attendance at education, this 

was believed to avoid the establishment of those attending as a minority group: 

 

School environment has failed them and they have failed school… so yeah, I 

think individuals need nudged off landings, I absolutely do and I don’t think that 

has been a bad thing. (BMC employee)  

 

Observations of discussions among management and staff revealed they hoped that 

exposure to educational and vocational programmes would promote an openness to 

change by building efficacy, cultivating an internal locus of control and enhancing 

skillsets, promoting an ‘agentic’ individual (Ward and Maruna, 2007). Moreover, they 

believed the employability of the young men would be enhanced through participation 

in these programmes, thereby enhancing their potential to desist from crime, as 

previous studies have found that people who are employed are more likely to desist 

from crime (Sampson and Laub, 1993; Maruna, 2001; Maruna and Farrall, 2004; 

Paternoster and Bushway, 2009).  In the words of one NIPS employee: 

 

In Hydebank it’s about making things (attendance at education) attractive. If we 

could have students leaving here in a better place obviously for a lot of reasons, 

health, mental health, understanding their own weaknesses and strengths, 

achieving accreditations, maybe being motivated and then they engage in a 

part time education... in College or are actively looking for employment then 

that would be a success. … It’s about making people employable, it’s about 

making them think they’re employable and believing it and giving them the skills 

to actually say ‘yes, I can do this, I can do this’. (NIPS employee) 

 

The SLA envisaged a holistic, learner-centred curriculum, which revolved around the 

young men’s needs, interests and goals in comparison to the YOC, where the 

curriculum was subject-centred. A learner-centred curriculum involves people 

attending programmes based on their interests and needs in comparison to a subject-

centred curriculum, whereby the focus tends to be on enhancing educational skills in 

particular subject areas, such as literacy. Best practice in prison education tends to 

promote the use of a holistic, learner-centred curriculum due to its potential to “develop 

the whole person, bearing in mind, his or her social, economic and cultural context” 

(Council of Europe, 1990: 4). It was intended in the SLA that BMC staff would assess 

the young men’s educational and vocational needs, abilities and interests shortly upon 

entering the College to inform the development of an Individualised Learning Plan (ILP) 



 

 
 

84 

that would guide their allocation to educational and vocational programmes. As one 

NIPS manager explained: 

 

It’s up for the educational manager to determine, to translate the plan into meat, 

personal preference and also there would be things that they [the young men] 

might be interested in. (NIPS employee) 

 

A broad curriculum that developed basic, vocational and life skills, as well as academic 

development was adopted. Upon arrival at Hydebank College, it was intended that the 

young men would be provided with an introductory talk outlining the educational and 

vocational programmes available and undergo educational assessments (e.g. for 

Dyslexia). There was an expectation that BMC staff would undertake a Basic and Key 

Skills Builder (BKSB) assessment with each young person within 5 days of their arrival 

to facilitate the identification of appropriate programmes to place them in. It was also 

agreed in the SLA that a ‘taster’ education or vocational training session would be 

offered to the young men within 10 days of arrival and that 95% of young men would 

have their ILPs completed by BMC staff within 30 days of arrival. These assessments, 

reactions to ‘taster’ sessions and ILPs were intended to inform what educational and 

vocational programmes the young men attended during their time at Hydebank 

College, enabling the delivery of a holistic learner-centred curriculum. ILPs were also 

planned to be updated on a continuous basis to reflect the young men’s changing 

needs and interests. 

 

Additionally, each person was to have a Student Development Plan (SDP), which 

contained information about their offending, health, support and educational needs 

(incorporating their ILPs), based on input from prison officers, psychologists, BMC staff 

and staff from other organisations working with the young men. The SLA included an 

expectation that the Head of the Student Development Unit (SDU)9 and BMCs Head 

of Learning and Skills at Hydebank College would meet monthly to review and update 

the young men’s ILPs and SDPs. These meetings were intended to improve inter-

agency communication and co-operation, as well as ensure appropriate inter-

departmental referrals were being made. Furthermore, these meetings and SDPs were 

to ensure that consideration was given to how the young men’s psychosocial and 

                                                        
9  The SDU included staff working for ‘Probation’, ‘Psychology’ and voluntary organisations, 
such as NIACRO, NEXUS NI, RELATE NI, AD:EPT, PPANI and Start 360. 
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educational needs may be affecting each other and impacting on their potential to 

desist from crime.  

 

It was envisaged that all young men would attend one education and one vocational 

programme per day, with a maximum of 8 students in a session to facilitate low staff-

student ratios and allow one-on-one support to address specific needs. Programmes 

were scheduled for 5.5 hours during weekdays, with 3 hours of educational/vocational 

activity in the morning and 2.5 hours in the afternoon. If the young men did not attend 

these sessions as expected, they were to be penalised by having money deducted 

(40p per session) from their weekly payment. However, if they attended all their 

programmes in a week, they received additional money in their weekly payment, which 

was determined by their PREPS level (Basic - £4, Standard - £12 and Enhanced £20 

per week). It was believed that this financial inducement would encourage engagement 

with educational and vocational programmes: 

 

Now you have to go to education or else you end up with no TV and what not 

and you don’t get your full wage (Young Man) 

 

While some programmes offered before the transformation continued to be offered 

during the transformation, new programmes were also offered (see Appendix I and 

Appendix XI). In addition to changes in programme provision and provider, changes 

were also made to the qualifications the young men could receive for their participation 

in these programmes. Instead of providing NVQs, the BMC offered City and Guilds 

qualifications. However, this change in qualifications meant that prison officers who 

continued to be involved in delivering educational and vocational programmes could 

no longer offer qualifications for their programmes as they were not approved to deliver 

City and Guilds training. Adjustments were also made to the awarding of qualifications 

so that completion of components of these programmes was recognised. This was 

done to allow those young men detained for short periods of time to have their 

engagement in educational and vocational programmes recognised and to facilitate 

their ability to continue with this training in the community or if they returned to 

Hydebank College10. Lastly, as part of the SLA and the envisaged delivery of a holistic, 

                                                        
10  In comparison to the YOC where the young men signed up to undertake full 
qualifications that took a considerable period of time to complete, after the 
transformation qualifications were now offered for the completion of each component 
of a programme, with the result that progress could be evidenced within a number of 
weeks.  
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learner-centred curriculum, the views and experiences of the young men regarding this 

new educational model were planned to be captured through bi-annual surveys, 

allowing a review of how well these programmes were meeting the needs of the young 

men: 

 

A stipulation within the SLA between NIPS and BMC included the need to 

assess the young men’s attitudes towards the educational provision at the 

College to provide insight into how the new educational model had been 

received by the young men and to part inform the design of the next SLA. 

(Observation excerpt) 

 

Yet, there appeared to be a gap between how this new holistic, learner-centred, 

educational model had been envisaged and the reality of its implementation as 

experience by the young men and staff responsible for its daily delivery explored later 

in this chapter.  

 

Increasing community involvement 
 

The last key design principle that appeared to shape how the transformation was 

envisaged was a desire to increase community involvement with the young men. This 

was intended to be achieved by working with a range of partners from the voluntary, 

community and private sectors to create opportunities for the young men to interact 

with community members, either through employment in various social enterprise 

initiatives or educational and vocational activities. NIPS management believed that 

such initiatives would again humanise the carceral space and encourage the adoption 

of pro-social identities by having community members acknowledge and affirm the 

young men’s non-offending identities. Moreover, NIPS management felt that 

involvement in such initiatives would further enhance their employability and begin to 

challenge the tendency for community members to stigmatise people in custody. 

Indeed, research has found that engaging with pro-social peer networks can 

encourage pro-social identity development (Raffo and Reeves, 2000) and therefore 

enhance people’s potential to desist from crime (Farrall, 2002, 2004a).  

 

The transformation sought to increase the activities and initiatives that involved 

members of the community engaging positively with the young men, with examples of 

such activities and initiatives including: ‘The Thinking Cup’, a project aimed at tackling 

intergenerational crime; ‘The Princes Trust’ who provided information sessions 
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regarding support upon release; ‘Quest’, a social enterprise project; and ‘Mugshots’ a 

commercial printing business. Informal work placements in garden centres and 

theatres outside of Hydebank College, as well as inside Hydebank College, such as in 

‘The Cabin’ café, were also available. Other initiatives involved the ‘Men’s Sheds 

Association’, church groups and members of the community involved in the local 

football league. It should be noted, however, that these initiatives were not available 

to all young men but only those who met certain criteria (e.g. were deemed to be a low 

security risk and complied with the prison regime). The ‘Men’s Sheds Association’ 

provided social interactions and skill sharing opportunities, while the church groups 

comprised mostly of older members who volunteered at the weekend to engage in 

activities such as reading and pottery. The involvement of elder church members in 

these activities was believed to meet another goal of the Department of Justice, which 

was “to reduce the fear of crime in older people” (NIPS employee). The ideology behind 

interacting with elder citizens was that these exchanges would resemble positive 

relationships with grandparents and encourage the young men to “self- regulate” to be 

“mannerly” (NIPS employee). The young men also took part in the local football league, 

providing an opportunity for them to be perceived by the community as sportsmen, 

moving the focus away from their offending. Observations of informal discussions 

between some of the young men who played football for Hydebank College revealed 

an enthusiasm for such interactions: 

 

The young men speak with enthusiasm about their involvement in this evenings 

football match with a local team. They joke about how they always have ’home 

advantage’ because all of their matches take place on the football grounds at 

Hydebank College (Observation excerpt) 

 

Management envisaged that these activities would enhance the young men’s potential 

to desist from crime, whereby community members affirmed pro-social non-offending 

identities, experiences of stigmatisation reduced and a ‘sense of belonging’ in the 

community encouraged. Developing a ‘sense of belonging’ in the community has been 

associated with long-term desistance from crime and is reliant on recognition by others 

that an individual has changed (McNeill, 2016).  

 

Yet, while the transformation was envisaged around these five key design principles, 

a number of challenges were encountered operationalising these principles, resulting 

in the implementation and experience of the transformation differing from what had 

been intended. These challenges are explored next to highlight how successful penal 
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reform efforts require adequate resourcing and careful management, if 

transformational changes are to be embedded, the disruption caused by 

transformational change minimised and the aims of penal reforms realised.  

 

Realities of Operationalising Transformational Change 
 

To achieve successful transformational change, organisations require the commitment 

of all involved to ensure that policy translates to practice (Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 

2009). Open communication can be key to obtaining this commitment and making sure 

that everyone understands the aims and objectives of the transformation, as well as 

the means used to realise this change (Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 2009). In the 

transformation of HBW YOC into a Secure College, problems with communication, 

resourcing, training, as well as inter-agency co-operation and communication were 

evident which affected the translation of the five key design principles into practice.  

 

Communication surrounding the change process 
 

From the beginning, difficulties arose with establishing a sense of urgency in 

communicating the need for the transformation. Before the transformation began, the 

relationships between NIPS management and prison officers were fraught with 

mistrust. For many years leading up to the transformation, NIPS had been criticised 

for its cost and practices (Prison Review Team, 2011). Often, prison officers felt unfairly 

blamed by management for these failings, pointing instead to a lack of leadership, 

support and training from NIPS management, as well as political interference in their 

work (Prison Review Team, 2011; Butler, 2017; Murtagh, 2018). The devolution of 

justice powers to the Northern Ireland Assembly in 2010 and the consequences of the 

global financial crisis of 2007-2008 also meant there was a greater impetus on NIPS 

to reduce its costs and develop a more efficient, compact prison service, which would 

reduce re-offending (Butler, 2017). Accordingly, the young men and some prison 

officers were cynical that the transformation was truly an endeavour to alter the nature 

of imprisonment for young males in Northern Ireland.  

 

Some young men believed that the transformation would help generate more income 

for NIPS: “They’re [NIPS] just trying to…. bring in a bit of money” (Young Man). 

Similarly, some prison staff believed that the transformation was a cost-saving 

initiative: 
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It’s all down to staff cuts basically and you know the cheapest way to run the 

prison. (NIPS employee) 

 

The offering of a voluntary redundancy programme to prison officers further 

compounded this scepticism, with many viewing this as evidence of the cost-saving 

nature of the transformation: 

 

I’m a bit cynical about how they have gone about the process of changing it 

into a College you know it’s a very good idea in principle…but when you use 

that as a spin to cut staff and to cut things it just messes the whole thing up, 

you know? (NIPS employee) 

 

NIPS management claimed that these voluntary redundancies were offered to those 

with punitive views of imprisonment and/or who would not be a good fit with the 

transformation. Yet, the offering of the voluntary redundancy programme exacerbated 

suspicions that any failings associated with the transformation would again be blamed 

on prison officers, heightening staff distrust and wariness towards NIPS management 

for most, though not all, prison officers. When talking about these suspicions and 

frustrations, one staff member explained how these experiences influenced their 

perception of the transformation: 

 

The prison service at the moment is going through a phase and its right across 

Northern Ireland, … Europe but certainly more so in the service that we are 

involved in, there has been an implementation of ‘we want one person to do 

what three were doing.’ And the numbers of people actually working in the 

prison service have … decreased dramatically and I think there had to be a 

change because it was too expensive however, I’m not a great believer [of the 

transformation]. (NIPS employee) 

 

Young men also felt that prison staff levels had decreased as part of the transformation 

but they valued the inclusion of BMC staff as they described these employees as being 

enthusiastic and motivated to help them. In the words of one young man: 

 

They understand you a bit more, they understand a bit more than the 

screws…like they’re just people who are in here to just try and help us. (Young 

man)  



 

 
 

90 

 

Yet some young men did acknowledge that a reduction in prison officers could 

jeopardise their safety, as well as that of prison staff. As one young man explained: 

 

They should have enough staff to look after themselves and the inmates… 

(Young man) 

 

Accordingly, most prison officers did not share NIPS management’s sense of urgency 

in the need for change. Observations of informal interactions between prison staff 

revealed that they viewed the actions being taken as attempts to oust older, 

challenging or critical staff, to get “…rid of the dinosaurs…” (Observation excerpt) and 

as a cost saving measure so less staff would be required to run the Secure College 

model. 

 

Most young men were also sceptical about the motivation for the transformation, 

similarly believing that the primary motivation for the transformation was financial.  

These feelings of mistrust and scepticism went unaddressed and, in some cases, were 

exacerbated through the insufficient opportunities that the young men and prison 

officers felt they had had to inform and shape the transformation. Several staff claimed 

that they were never invited to partake in any consultation meetings or briefings to 

discuss the vision for Hydebank College: 

 

No one has ever spoken about it [the transformation)]. (NIPS employee) 

 

Likewise, the young men had not been consulted or invited to take part in discussions 

envisaging the transformation of the YOC into a Secure College. When asked about 

the transformation change at Hydebank Wood, most young men revealed:  

 

 I wouldn’t know to tell you the truth (Young man) 

 

This exclusion also resulted in many prison officers feeling disrespected and believing 

that NIPS management failed to communicate with them in a manner that would 

increase their ‘buy-in’: 

 

… at no point has anyone had any staff been sat down and been told right this 

is the way we are going to do this now you know this is just…complete lack of 

… respect for staff… (NIPS employee) 
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However, NIPS management disputed this claim, arguing that opportunities for staff 

and the young men to feed into envisaging the transformation and be informed of the 

rationale for the changes made had been provided: 

 

… strategically…well communicated. There’s been open forums and even… 

listening events with staff and students in terms of the…delivery. (NIPS 

employee) 

 

BMC staff expressed similar concerns about the extent to which they had been 

consulted on the development and implementation of the transformation. Although 

BMC HQ management were involved in envisaging the transformation and developing 

the five key design principles that underpinned the transformation, BMC staff who were 

expected to deliver the educational and vocational programmes to the young men were 

not consulted. This lack of consultation created similar feelings of frustration and 

miscommunication as was encountered among the young men and prison officers. No 

open forums or listening events were organised by BMC management and no formal 

induction programme was provided. As a result, many BMC staff perceived that the 

transfer of prison education from NIPS to BMC lacked structure and co-ordination: 

 

There hasn’t even been an action plan put on a board to say this is what we 

should do, this is what we shouldn’t, let’s learn from this, let’s evaluate, let’s 

learn, let’s revaluate…we should be doing the basics and we are not even 

doing the basics. (BMC employee) 

 

Most young men agreed with BMC staff and described the provision of educational 

and vocational programmes as “disorganised” (Young Man) and “chaotic” (Young 

Man). 

 

The perceptions of those involved in the change process about how change is 

communicated can have a significant impact on how successful those changes are 

(Kotter, 1996). Real change in organisations is dependent on how development is 

interpreted (Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 2019). In this case, a perception of inadequate 

consultation, communication and involvement contributed to a lack of buy-in among 

key groups, increasing existing feelings of mistrust and scepticism and contributing to 

a reluctance to change being expressed by some staff. This was especially challenging 

for the operationalisation of the five key design principles as, if staff are to be 
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empowered to deliver change, they must buy into the rationale for change and have 

the skills necessary to enact it.  

 

Training to deliver change 
 
Prison officers also expressed concern about the lack of training they had received to 

perform the new roles expected of them as a result of the transformation. This 

perceived lack of training led some staff to feel disempowered as they were unsure 

exactly what was expected of them in their new roles and were worried if their existing 

skillsets were sufficient to meet the new demands being placed on them: 

 

There’s most definitely not enough training given to staff regarding the ethos 

behind the College. There’s definitely not enough support... there should be a 

lot more background work and that goes right from the staff on the ground, 

educating them, giving them support, giving them the programmes to be able 

to identify certain aspects and needs [of] students they’re looking after… (NIPS 

employee) 

 

NIPS management expressed a desire for all NIPS staff to be “champions of learning” 

(NIPS employee) but prison officers reported feeling that they were expected to 

implement these changes despite feeling ill prepared and not trained in what being a 

champion of learning would involve. As a result, even those who initially bought into 

the transformation began to become disillusioned and disenfranchised with regards to 

how the transformation was being implemented and experienced: 

 

No one has ever identified that role for us since the transformation in the 

College … and now the residential staff come last in the pecking order, where 

as we could actually have more [of] a positive role. (NIPS employee) 

 

The decision to outsource educational provision to the BMC added to the lack of clarity 

many prison officers felt regarding their roles and responsibilities. For instance, those 

involved in delivering educational and vocational programmes were fearful of losing 

their jobs. Such fears resulted in demotivation and disillusionment towards enacting 

the transformation as it was viewed as jeopardising their job security and roles. A fear 

of losing their jobs contributed to some prison officers becoming distracted from 

focusing on the young men and their needs as they feared for their own survival:  
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I’m prepared now, my time here is going to be short, I mean they are going to 

try and get rid of me because I’m deadwood… (NIPS employee) 

 

Other prison officers explained that the lack of clarity and training provided regarding 

what exactly was expected of them in their new roles meant that they felt uninformed 

and unaware if their efforts were working to meet the aims of a Secure College and 

enhancing the young men’s potential to desist from crime. Illustrating this feeling one 

NIPS employee disclosed: 

 

You know, our goal here is to obviously reduce the reoffending rate. I don’t 

know are we meeting the targets? Is it working? Is it helping? I don’t know is 

there a measuring stick for that like? (NIPS employee) 

 

Kotter (1996) highlights the need to provide short-term rewards to staff that implement 

change to maintain motivation to drive change forward. The lack of knowledge staff 

felt regarding whether the changes were beneficial and the lack of short-term wins to 

validate staff’s successful efforts in implementing change added to the uncertainty and 

anxiety some were feeling. Aside front the SLA agreement, staff were unclear on what 

measures were being used to evaluate the success and effectiveness of the 

transformation. While staff were aware of the measures used by the Criminal Justice 

Inspectorate, the Independent Monitoring Board and the PRT to evaluate the 

performance of Hydebank College, it was felt these measures were prison specific, 

which contrasted with the image of Hydebank being a College. It appeared that staff 

wanted measures specific to the Secure College model, which would help inform their 

actions and provide reassurance that their efforts were working to meet the aims of a 

Secure College, as envisaged by the transformation.  

 

BMC staff similarly experienced concerns about a lack of clarity around key elements 

of the transformation and inadequate training. BMC staff were aware they were 

expected to meet the targets agreed in the SLA but many were confused as to how 

they were expected to enhance the young men’s potential to desist from crime through 

educational and vocational programmes. This lack of communication resulted in some 

BMC staff feeling angry, frustrated and disillusioned at both BMC and NIPS 

management:   

 

They are just throwing as much muck at us as possible. (BMC employee) 
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According to Kotter (1996), a failure to communicate the rationale for change and how 

this change will be enacted is problematic, as it hinders the ability of staff to implement 

change. In the case of BMC staff, they expressed a willingness to implement change 

but felt ill equipped and unsupported in doing so: 

  

[BMC management] threw me in at the deep end…there were times I 

wondered, would I last…three months…it’s just been a matter of finding your 

way through it, and if you were to ask me what do I think developed the most 

I’d say resilience and perseverance. (BMC employee) 

 

Frustrations were further heightened because BMC staff felt that the changes were 

implemented without adequate training and resourcing. While BMC staff 

acknowledged teaching skills could be transferred from a community-based setting to 

an institution like Hydebank College, they felt further training was required to address 

the high level of needs the young men presented with, as well as their potential for 

violence:  

 

I think working in a prison magnifies the issues that young people would have 

in mainstream education and if the teachers are coming from mainstream 

education the issues have some capacity and they’d have some experience in 

that. But you would never meet the extent of needs that you would have within 

a custodial setting so I think in that way there could have been a lot more 

[training and resources] provided. (BMC employee) 

 

It is difficult to obtain reliable data on the prevalence of learning and communication 

difficulties among those in prison (Houston and Butler, 2019). However, people in 

prison often present with challenging and complex needs, including higher levels of 

mental health issues, self-harm, substance misuse, early school leaving, poor reading, 

writing and math skills, negative experiences of schooling and more learning and 

communication difficulties than in the general population (Prison Reform Trust, 2019).  

At Hydebank College, approximately half of the young men had low levels of numeracy 

and over one-third had low levels of literacy (Independent Monitoring Board, 2017). 

While BMC staff were trained as teachers, they were not certified in special education 

and both BMC and NIPS staff felt they required some up skilling in this domain to be 

able to properly address the young men’s needs.  
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I think the teachers need to feel more empowered I think they need training in 

the area.  (NIPS employee) 

 

Nevertheless, not all young men had specific needs so BMC staff were expected to 

teach in inclusive classrooms, whereby those with additional needs had an opportunity 

to learn alongside their peers without such needs. This was especially challenging for 

BMC staff given their limited training in this regard and as resources were already 

stretched to facilitate compulsory attendance. 

 

Another key training need identified by BMC staff was the need for them to be trained 

in control and restraint techniques to feel safe and deal with any conflict they may 

occur:  

 

I think in that way there could have been a lot more [training, resources, 

support] provided [to BMC staff]. …Dealing with high levels of conflict and 

things like that maybe should have been better supported. (BMC employee) 

 

BMC staff expressed fears for their personal safety, with these fears reducing the 

mental capacity they had to focus on meeting the young men’s learning needs or to 

encourage desistance. As BMC staff were not accustomed to working with imprisoned 

young men, their attention was divided between their fears that the young men may 

pose a risk to their personal safety and their desire to help them learn and live law-

abiding lives. These divided emotions were further exacerbated when BMC staff 

received conflicting messages from BMC and NIPS management regarding whether 

they should teach when they were not wearing a safety alarm (known as a ‘Blick’). 

BMC management expected BMC staff to continue teaching if a safety alarm was not 

operational or available, “Education never stops, that is the policy” (BMC employee). 

However, NIPS management stressed “under no circumstances do you teach without 

a Blick” (BMC employee). These conflicting messages increased scepticism and 

cynicism that BMC management were concerned about their wellbeing, leading some 

BMC staff to feel that BMC management were predominantly concerned with meeting 

their targets in the SLA agreement:   

 

They are too bogged down in statistics and unfortunately I know in terms of 

investment … organisations are judged by statistics and the main statistic 

seems to be the landing policy, let’s get everyone down off the landings and 

down to education. (BMC employee) 
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Most young men also felt that there was greater emphasis placed on getting the young 

men off of the landings as opposed to the outcomes of attending education and 

peoples’ personal safety: 

 

I think that’s why we have to go to education so they can keep everyone off the 

landings… (Young Man) 

 

Resourcing the change process 
 

An additional theme influencing how the transformation was implemented and 

experienced by the young men and staff was resourcing. The literature on successful 

organisational transformation stresses the importance of adequately resourcing 

change (Kotter, 1996; Chan, 1997). As previously outlined, prison officers and the 

young men felt that one of the main motivations driving the transformation was to 

reduce costs. As a result, they questioned the extent to which the transformation could 

achieve its aims of promoting the potential of the young men to desist from crime 

through the provision of educational and vocational programmes, as they questioned 

whether these were adequately resourced. Most young men felt that the College was 

under resourced and that there were “not enough staff” (Young man) or “no regular 

staff” (Young Man). NIPS staff felt that lack of adequate resources at the College 

resulted in it being unable to achieve its aims: 

 

The College, there’s nothing there, it’s flat in the water, it’s dead in the water... 

(NIPS employee) 

 

Similarly, BMC staff felt that more resourcing was required to meet the educational and 

vocational needs of the young men: 

 

The needs are so great and so complex and yet…resources are so limited. 

(BMC employee)  

 

Observation of programmes run by BMC staff revealed that meeting the needs of an 

inclusive classroom that was under resourced placed a strain on the ability of BMC 

staff to enhance the young men’s ability to learn yet along encourage desistance, as 

they were distracted trying to ensure that all young men were engaged in some form 

of constructive activity rather than using this activity to promote desistance: 
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The BMC staff member appears under pressure in trying to cater for the needs 

of all students within the programme. One group do not have the literacy skills 

to engage in the activity and another group of young men do not wish to engage 

and keep attempting to leave the classroom, distracting those who appear to 

want to participate in the programme. The staff member attempts to undertake 

three separate activities that meet the needs and interests of each group 

regardless of the nature of the programme. (Observation excerpt) 

 

As previously mentioned, the young men experienced the delivery of education and 

vocational programmes to be chaotic, yet they could also see that attending these 

programmes could potentially be beneficial. In the words of one young man: 

 

It’s better for people, it gets you out of the room, mixing with people and 

talking… it’s better to be talking to people and all just getting on with your 

day…the time goes quicker. (Young Man)  

 

Moreover, the way changes were enacted contributed to a perception of an increased 

workload. Both prison officers and BMC staff felt that there was “a lack of central co-

ordination” (BMC employee) and many changes were implemented “ad hoc” (NIPS 

employee), with the result that their work felt “more like a circus now” (NIPS employee) 

due to the disruption and unpredictability that came with the transformation. This 

disruption and unpredictability was also felt by most of the young men. As one young 

man reported: “It’s sort of chaos” (Young Man) 

 

 For many staff, the increased workloads arising from the transformation seemed to 

cause resentment and reduced their capacity to enhance the young men’s potential to 

desist from crime, as they were consumed with navigating the unpredictability and 

disruption caused to their normal routines, roles and practices, and felt unsupported 

by management. Many staff appeared to be preoccupied with protecting their jobs, 

addressing the confusion over their roles and/or expressing their anger at the 

perceived lack of support from management, hindering inter-agency communication 

and co-operation.  For instance, many prison officers felt that the introduction of BMC 

staff and compulsory attendance at education and vocational programmes increased 

their workloads. They explained that as BMC staff were not trained in control and 
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restraint techniques11, prison officers were required to be present during the delivery 

of education and vocational training programmes to ensure the safety of BMC staff and 

the young men. As one NIPS employee explained:   

 

…horticulture… we had to put an officer up there as well because they brought 

in these [BMC] teachers and the teachers are used to dealing with people that 

want to be there you know, it’s a lot harder when you are sending people up 

that don’t really want to be there you know. (NIPS employee) 

 

When prison officers had requested that BMC staff were trained in control and restraint 

techniques, they were informed by NIPS management that there were insufficient 

resources available to provide this training, adding to a perception of inadequate 

resourcing. BMC staff were aware that some prison officers resented the inclusion of 

BMC staff due to the increased workload it involved for prison officers and the threat it 

posed to the job security of some officers:  

I think there is a threat, like people feel kind of threatened in here by potentially 

a college [BMC] coming in here and [taking] over running it… (BMC employee) 

 

BMC staff also resented how prison officers had access to control and restraint training 

while they did not, despite their desire to avail of this training. These perceptions and 

emotions contributed to the emergence of tensions between these two groups, which 

hindered inter-agency co-ordination and collaboration and led to divisions between 

staff:  

 

They [NIPS staff] viewed the people coming from Belfast Met [BMC] as a threat 

and that threat was then delivered on a personal basis and you just had to get 

on with it, and just say ‘look this is happening’. (BMC employee) 

 

The young men also felt these tensions between NIPS and BMC. As one young man 

disclosed: “The [BMC] staff and the prison service, there’s tension” (Young Man).   

 

Inter-agency Communication and Collaboration  
 

                                                        
11 Control and Restraint training teaches staff how to control and restrain a person, as a last 
resort, in extremely dangerous situations, while informing them about health, safety and human 
rights legislation. 
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Observations revealed little interaction between BMC staff and prison officers involved 

in delivering education and vocational programmes. ‘Turfism’12 was evident, with both 

prison officers and BMC staff feeling the need to prioritise protecting their occupational 

roles to ensure their job security and demonstrate their value to their employers. 

Consequently, a silo mentality began to develop, whereby many prison officers and 

BMC staff worked independently and were no longer solely focused on the needs of 

the young men but were also trying to protect their own jobs, roles and responsibilities. 

For example, observations of informal discussions between staff revealed that while 

the SLA required BMC and NIPS staff to meet monthly to review the young men’s 

SDPs and progression on these plans, no such meetings had taken place in the 

months prior to or during the data collection period. This resulted in the young men’s 

SDPs remaining incomplete and negatively impacting on the delivery of a holistic, 

learner-centred model of education that could enhance the young men’s potential to 

desist from crime. In the words of one BMC employee:  

 

I think their tutors, their sentence managers … who is Head of Learning and 

Skills, there should be more robust meetings with them you know, to talk about 

the whole package. Not just the students in here getting their qualifications, it’s 

about their mental health issues, their own personal issues about lots of 

different things, I mean there is whole packages there to be looked at. Yes, I 

think that is something that needs to be greatly improved. I don’t think there is 

enough co-ordination there between the whole thing. (BMC employee) 

 

These fractured relationships and resultant limited inter-agency communication and 

collaboration meant that in reality staff from both BMC and NIPS felt unprepared and 

unsupported by their own management and each other in implementing the 

transformation.  

 

Additional challenges also emerged over the management of risk, with responsibility 

for difficult decisions sometimes being passed between NIPS and BMC, with both 

displaying a reluctance to assume responsibility for making decisions that may prove 

publically or politically risky. For instance, obtaining internet access for the young men 

was problematic. As one young man put it: “we’re not allowed to do our level 2 ICT 

because you need to get access to email on the internet and we’re not allowed” (Young 

                                                        
12 ‘Turfism’ involves individuals putting in place protective boundaries in order to preserve their 
positions or programmes as opposed to being focused on the organisations overall goals (Kiser 
et al., 2001) 



 

 
 

100 

Man).  BMC staff required internet access to be granted to the young men to complete 

certain training e.g. the Information Computer Technology (ICT) course. Nevertheless, 

it became apparent that there was a reluctance among BMC staff and management to 

take responsibility for deciding who should be given internet access due to the potential 

backlash that may occur if the young men misused this access to engage in 

inappropriate behaviour or illegal activity. One BMC employee explained: 

 

The problem is that with this contract being very new, I don’t think that anyone 

has taken the responsibility to say ‘here’s what we should do’. So [NIPS] IT 

services [at Hydebank College], they’re saying ‘it’s a [BMC] college issue’, the 

College [BMC] are trying to say it’s a teacher issue and I am trying to say ‘well 

it’s not my position to make that decision’… So we are at a bit of a standoff, 

…to kind of sort out what is acceptable. And obviously there is issues, someone 

might be able to bypass certain things and so on and access sort of sensitive 

information or something so again. … So I don’t really think it is my place to be 

responsible. I think that is a decision that needs to be made at a higher level. 

(BMC employee) 

 

Both NIPS and BMC appeared reluctant to take responsibility for allowing the young 

men internet access for fear of the potential political/public backlash that might be 

associated with such a decision. Yet, this demonstrated some of the philosophical 

tensions involved in attempting to transform a HBW YOC into a Secure College that 

went unaddressed but nonetheless affected how the transformation was implemented 

and experienced. Indeed, some staff described working in Hydebank College as “the 

hamster wheel” (BMC employee) due to the recurring difficulties associated with 

resolving concerns that contained some potential for political/public backlash, 

resourcing issues and the impact these problems had on their ability to do their work.  

 

Philosophical Tensions Impacting the Transformational 
Change 
 

As Hydebank College remained a part of the wider criminal justice system in Northern 

Ireland, philosophical tensions arose in implementing the transformation. Despite 

attempts to humanise the carceral experience, by law it remained a YOC. Young men 

were sentenced or remanded by the courts to be detained there, often against their 

will, with the expectation that they would be held securely, minimising the risks they 
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posed to the community. The young men were often summoned to attend court 

proceedings and meetings with solicitors, with the result that their attendance at 

classes was often disrupted. As a result, efforts to humanise the carceral space were 

limited by the requirements of the wider criminal justice system. In particular, the young 

men’s continued interactions with the wider criminal justice system often undermined 

efforts to promote non-offending identities by the continued use of stigmatising and 

labelling language used elsewhere within the criminal justice system. In this way, 

philosophical tensions were evident in the contrast between the transformational 

changes that Hydebank College was endeavouring to undertake and how the wider 

criminal justice system continued to interact with the young men.  

 

Further, despite efforts to humanise the aesthetics of the carceral space, many areas 

still resembled that of a prison. For example, grilled security gates separated 

residential landings from one another and outdoor spaces. Observations of vocational 

programmes revealed that the areas in which these programmes took place were often 

cordoned off with a locked grille that only NIPS staff could open and close. The 

education building was void of natural light and most classrooms were windowless. 

Considering the architectural design of these spaces, both the aesthetics and condition 

tended to resemble that of a prison more than a College. These design features tended 

to focus on ensuring people were held securely rather than encouraging transformative 

learning. As one BMC staff member put it, “we have here too no windows, [it] doesn’t 

enhance people’s learning….” (BMC employee). Philosophical tensions were further 

evident in the use of free movement during the school day but yet the young men were 

locked in their cells once the school day ended. As explained by one young man: 

 

Some people call it College; other people will call it ‘Hydebank Wood Jail’. Like, 

in my eyes I’d still look at it as a jail like, cause if it’s a College they should take 

the bars down from the windows, take the fencing down from the surrounding 

property like and we all know that day will never come like so it’ll not. We’ll keep 

the gates up, cause if all the fencing comes down then you’d be able to just 

walk about freely, walk out under the main building and just jump in a car and 

that’s you eh?  (Young man)  

 

NIPS management were mindful that they were still required to act as a place of 

detention within the Northern Ireland criminal justice system and decision-making 

appeared to be influenced by political and public considerations. Informal discussions 

with management and staff revealed that key to decision-making was an attempt not 
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to undermine or delegitimise the work of the criminal justice system, NIPS or the 

transformation to avoid losing public and political support for this work or funding for 

their activities. These concerns subsequently impacted on programme accessibility 

and resource availability as risk assessments framed how the young men’s needs 

were responded to. For instance, as previously stated, concerns about the potential 

for the young men to engage in offending behaviour if given internet access limited 

their ability to achieve level one and two City and Guilds qualifications in their ICT 

course. Such factors influencing decision-making demonstrated the philosophical 

tensions involved in the transformational process as politicians, the public and wider 

criminal justice professionals expected Hydebank College to hold the young men 

securely and reduce their offending, while participation in educational and rehabilitative 

programmes may involve opportunities for individuals to offend. As one BMC 

employee explained:  

 

Marrying those things [an effective educational curriculum for a prison 

population with the legal ties that accompany imprisonment] … are very 

challenging… (BMC employee) 

 

To inform their decision-making and reduce the risk of offending behaviour while 

participating in programmes, NIPS management used the PREPS framework to guide 

programme placements. NIPS management made the decision to limit access to 

certain programmes and opportunities, such as access to community initiatives and 

external work placements, to only those young men who had reached the ‘Enhanced’ 

level of PREPS and had demonstrated their ability to comply with prison rules and 

instructions. Consequently, the young men on the lower levels of PREPS were very 

aware that the opportunities at the College were not available to all and that their ability 

to comply with the prison regime and instructions of staff could influence programme 

availability. In the words of one young man: 

 

I don’t really know about outside work or nothing because I never had a chance 

to...get out and do that because I kept fucking about in here. (Young Man) 

 

Although ‘readiness’ was also considered in determining programme suitability, there 

was a tension in the ambition of providing opportunities to all evident within the ethos 

of the Secure College model and the reality of risk assessments influencing 

programme accessibility and resource availability.  
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Observation of education and vocational programmes revealed that several young 

men on the ‘Basic’ level of PREPS attended the programmes run by prison officers 

(who had control and restraint training), with these classes occurring in those parts of 

the College that still resembled a prison, due to the use of grilled security gates and 

other security features. Young men on this level tended to be the most difficult to 

manage, as they often presented with the most complex behavioural and learning 

needs. While these young men were still attending education and vocational 

programmes, their presence in workshops that continued to resemble a prison 

hindered efforts to humanise the carceral experience and promote non-offending 

identities. While it is understandable that the most experienced staff trained in control 

and restraint techniques were working with these young men, interviews revealed that 

these young men were aware that they were being treated differently to others and 

that they had less access to programmes and activities delivered by BMC staff in areas 

that were less secure. These young men spoke of how most of the opportunities 

available at the College were “only for C5 [young men living on Cedar 5 which was an 

‘Enhanced’ residential landing]” (Young man). Consequently, it appeared that the need 

to ensure these young men were held securely influenced their programme placement 

and, as a result, what opportunities were available to them to enhance their potential 

to desist from crime.  

 

Moreover, for some prison officers, their philosophical beliefs regarding the purpose of 

imprisonment and responsibilities of prison officers affected their willingness to 

implement the proposed changes to humanise the carceral space. Chan (1997) argues 

that working practices in criminal justice organisations are not just influenced by staffs’ 

working conditions and surroundings but also internal factors linked to how staff 

perceive their job, schemas regarding their roles and responsibilities, as well as their 

beliefs and values. Prison staff can hold different beliefs regarding the goals of 

imprisonment, from deterrence, to incapacitation, to retribution, to rehabilitation, and 

this can affect prison officer culture (Cullen et al., 1989). In the UK, some have argued 

that prison officer culture is dominated by a mistrust of management, scepticism 

towards reform and resistance to change (Liebling, 2007; Liebling and Kant, 2018). 

Crewe (2011) argues that prison officer culture matters because staff satisfaction in 

their work can affect the outcomes people in prison experience. Liebling (2007) 

suggests that staff who hold more traditional views of prison officer culture tend to hold 

more negative attitudes towards those imprisoned and can often be preoccupied with 

issues of safety (Liebling, 2007). Indeed, some prison officers were found to stress the 

importance of deterrence if young people were to desist from crime, believing that the 
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transformation would be unsuccessful because it lacked an emphasis on deterrence. 

In the words of one NIPS employee:  

 

I mean it [transformation] wouldn’t deter me […] it wouldn’t deter me from 

coming back you know? (NIPS employee) 

 

At Hydebank College, for those prison officers expressing more traditional views of 

prison officer culture, care seemed to be contractual. In other words, problems were 

more likely to be resolved when the young men were compliant. As part of the 

transformation at Hydebank College, prison officers were expected to wear plain 

clothes, support free movement, avoid using stigmatising language, nurture 

relationships with the young men and community, as well as enhance the desistance 

potential of the young men in a non-contractual manner. Some prison officers openly 

disclosed that they resisted initiatives that involved changes to how they perceived 

their roles and responsibilities, acknowledging there had been a “lot of resistance” 

(NIPS employee) to parts of the transformation. These tensions were also evident to 

the young men, affecting their experience of the transformation: 

 

Even them staff, the screws, they would say ‘this is not a fucking College you’re 

in jail, now get into your room’ you know what I mean? See, you understand 

like it’s madness they would stand slammin’ against your door and all…some 

staff have the craic in the education unit and then soon as you’re back on the 

landing that’s you. It’s all just starts over again. (Young Man) 

 

Some prison officers explained how their own philosophical beliefs regarding the 

purpose of imprisonment and how those imprisoned should be treated conflicted with 

the new roles they were being asked to perform, as well as concerns that these 

changes would jeopardise the safety of the young men in their care. This led some 

NIPS staff to express discomfort with some of the activities undertaken during the 

transformation and a belief that a firmer approach to managing behaviour was 

required, if the young men’s potential to desist from crime was to be realised. One 

NIPS employee disclosed: 

 

If you keep pandering to bad behaviour, well then all you’re going to get is bad 

behaviour. And when you have fifty people in a house, you know, you can’t be 

pandering to one of them because then you’re neglecting forty-nine. Maybe I’m 

wrong, maybe I’m old school but, that’s the way I see it like, I wouldn’t put up 
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with that behaviour from my kids at home so I don’t want to put up with it here. 

(NIPS employee) 

 

Some prison officers felt that humanising the language used at Hydebank College 

jarred with their perceived job roles and views on the purpose of imprisonment. They 

found the changes in terminology difficult, as they believed these changes often 

conflicted with the reality of the young men’s situation. For instance, some prison 

officers disagreed with calling the young men students:  

 

They want us to call them [the young men] students, and I still can’t get my 

head around that because up here we deal with the high offenders that are in 

for murder and things and it’s very difficult to refer to them as students, now it 

takes a lot of getting used to I’ll just say that. (NIPS employee) 

 

Some prison officers felt this change in language was not necessary to achieve the 

goals of transforming a YOC into a Secure College.  

 

I don’t particularly oppose the notion of a ‘College’ but I don’t think that [it] is 

necessary to achieve what the goals are, which is ultimately to enhance these 

students’ lives. (NIPS employee) 

 

The young men disclosed that they tended to have better relationships with those staff 

that had bought into the transformation: 

 

There’s about 60% or 70% of the officers buying into the idea of it being a 

College where as you have the other 30% or 40% who will still use the full 

regime and they’ll never change probably. […] So you find obviously between 

the inmates and the officers, the ones that buy into it that we get on a lot better 

with the officers now, you know we talk a lot more to them, which is obviously 

a good thing you know? (Young Man) 

 

Yet, like some of the prison officers, many young men also resisted being called a 

‘student’ as they agreed that it did not reflect the reality of their situation: 

 

Apparently, we’re students but if we were students, students don’t have 

numbers and let out at certain times, [it’s] balls… (Young Man) 
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Prison officers expressing traditional views of prison officer culture tended to believe 

that prisons should be places of punishment and that the role of prison officers was to 

maintain order and control, more so than to rehabilitate individuals or potentially 

encourage the desistance process. For these prison officers, the transformation was 

especially challenging. NIPS senior management had foreseen that some officers may 

struggle to adapt to the transformation and it was for this reason that a voluntary 

redundancy programme had been offered. However, as previously explained, offering 

this redundancy programme had reinforced the belief among some young men and 

staff that the transformation was a cost-saving exercise and heightened mistrust that 

any failures would be blamed on prison staff rather than those responsible for 

envisaging the transformation. Nevertheless, prison officers who expressed these 

views were also aware that they were required to go along with the proposed changes 

if they wished to retain their jobs: 

 

I think that they have unwillingly had to go along and I mean it’s their job, they have 

no choice in the matter. This is your role now and this is what you will do I mean 

they have no choice in the matter but I mean there has been a lot of resistance… 

an element of that you know resistance to change, but also resistance to change 

they don’t agree with. (NIPS employee) 

 

Likewise, BMC staff experienced their own philosophical tensions. Although they were 

not requested to embark on the same cultural shift as NIPS staff or make changes to 

the terminology they were accustomed to using, working at Hydebank College did 

present BMC staff with a cohort of students with a different set of needs. BMC staff’s 

philosophical views regarding imprisoned young men seemed to affect their ability to 

promote education and desistance. It was apparent from the accounts of some BMC 

staff that they held preconceived notions about the characteristics of ‘prisoners’, 

believing that these young men were dangerous and that additional safety precautions 

were needed in order to protect BMC staff working at Hydebank College. These fears 

were evident when BMC staff raised concerns about the lack of training they had 

received in control and restraint techniques. These fears were also reinforced through 

the wider public perceptions of those in prison, the focus of criminal justice agencies 

more generally on risk of violence and offending behaviour, as well as the use of 

architectural design features, such as grilled gates and other physical security 

features. In these ways, some BMC staff’s own philosophical views about those in 

prison affected how they viewed and enacted their role at Hydebank College. Most 

young men recognised that BMC staff struggled to fulfil their roles at the College, often 



 

 
 

107 

describing the delivery of education as chaotic but nevertheless, they empathised with 

BMC staff and reported more humanised relationships with these staff:  

 

They try their best like, throughout the week they try their best to help you… 

my relationship with them is all good. (Young Man) 

 

The philosophical beliefs held by the young men about the criminal justice system, 

purpose of imprisonment and prison officers also affected how they reacted to the 

transformation. As outlined previously, many of the young men were suspicious about 

the impetus for the transformation and efforts to humanise the carceral space, 

believing that the purpose of these changes was to save money. Some young men 

were sceptical of the transformation and criticised the labelling of Hydebank as a 

‘College’ believing that ‘ it’s just to make the jail look good, that’s what it’s for’ (Young 

Man). Research suggests that young men involved in the justice system often develop 

a lack of trust towards authority (Hinds, 2007; Hinds and Murphy, 2007) and this was 

evident in how the young men in this research viewed the NIPS and prison staff. They 

recognised the contradiction of attempting to present Hydebank as a College, when it 

was only accessible to ‘study’ there through the courts, attendance at classes were 

compulsory and they continued to be locked in their cells at weekends or when classes 

were finished. One young man stated: 

 

We aren’t in College. I was sentenced to a jail, I wasn’t sentenced to a College, 

you know what I mean? So does that mean I can go out there and get my 

fucking student loan (for) what I’m in here for, I mean it’s a pack of balls…it’s 

just a pile of shite. If you ask me it’s a jail. If it’s a college there shouldn’t be any 

lock ups, you know what I mean? There shouldn’t be anything like that. […] 

They’re just making themselves sound better (Young Man) 

 

Tensions were also evident when disputes arose between the young men and prison 

officers, with prison officers retaining power to impose their will on the young men if 

they did not comply with their requests. The use of such power and the ability of prison 

officers to use physical restraint and detain the young men contrasts with what would 

be permissible in a College environment in the community.  

 

Consequently, the philosophical beliefs the young men, BMC and NIPS staff held 

about imprisonment, those in prison and the role of prison officers mirrored the differing 

views that can be found among members of the public, with prison staff being 
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especially mindful of how victims of crime may perceive the transformation. While 

some of these philosophical tensions may have been addressed by including all of 

these key stakeholders in the envisaging and implementation of the transformation, 

others relate to larger societal questions regarding what is perceived as the legitimate 

work of prisons, the criminal justice system, prison officers and how those in prison are 

conceptualised. Moreover, as the transformation was limited to Hydebank College and 

not extended to the wider criminal justice system, any progress that was made to 

promote pro-social non-offending identities could be undone through the young men’s 

experiences with the rest of the criminal justice system or wider society.  

 

Summary  
 

At the time of data collection, the young men, prison officers and BMC staff were still 

in the process of adjusting to the transformation and it did not appear that a new 

predictability of regime, roles and responsibilities had yet been found. Accordingly, 

Hydebank College may have been experiencing the ‘paradox of reform’ (Engel and 

Rothman, 1983; Crouch and Marquart, 1990), whereby changes initially result in a 

decreased performance before improvements can potentially occur. Nonetheless, the 

findings suggest that while efforts had been made to consult, communicate and 

engage some of the key stakeholders involved, omissions had been made with key 

groups feeling as though they had little involvement in envisaging the transformation, 

reducing their understanding and buy-in into it. This absence had contributed to some 

of the challenges that were encountered in the implementation of the transformation, 

resulting in the transformation being implemented and experienced in a different way 

than was envisaged. In particular, challenges were experienced around 

communication, resourcing, training, as well as inter-agency co-operation and 

communication, which hindered the transformation being implemented and 

experienced as envisaged. The capacity of staff to focus on meeting the needs of the 

young men and promote their ability to desist from crime also appeared to have been 

reduced due to the disruption, uncertainty and unease that staff experienced as a 

result of the manner in which the transformation was conducted. This in turn affected 

how the young men experienced the transformation with many young men recognising 

the impact of the transformation on staff and describing this impact as contributing to 

a chaotic regime. Nonetheless, many young people welcomed some of the changes 

that had been made and saw the potential of the transformation if a new predictability 

of regime could be found, programmes and staff were adequately resourced, and 
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some of the philosophical tensions associated the transformation resolved. These 

findings highlight how it can be difficult for penal reform efforts to achieve their aims if 

they only address one component of the wider criminal justice system, are not 

adequately resourced, carefully managed, or if there is no consensus within society 

regarding the purpose of imprisonment and how those in imprisoned should be treated.   
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Chapter Five: Operationalising a Secure College’s Educational 
Model: Design, Delivery, Policy and Practice 

 
This chapter explores how key staff assessed the new educational model introduced 

as part of the transformation from a YOC into a Secure College and if they felt that it 

met the needs of the young men and enhanced their potential to desist from crime. It 

is argued that while this new educational model had the potential to meet the needs of 

the young men and encourage the young men’s potential to desist from crime, how it 

was operationalised resulted in a gap between its aims and delivery. This gap is 

attributed to the challenges encountered while implementing the transformation and 

the underlying philosophical tensions associated with transforming a YOC into a 

Secure College without also addressing wider societal attitudes, perceptions and 

beliefs. The chapter is divided into two sections. It begins by exploring the mechanisms 

of action13 through which the new educational model underpinning the Secure College 

was supposed to meet the needs of the young men and promote their desistance from 

crime, as envisaged by NIPS and BMC management. These mechanisms of action 

emerged from the findings and offer unique and innovative insight into the vision for 

the College model and how it had been intended to be operationalised. Following on 

from this, the extent to which these mechanisms of action operated as envisaged is 

examined. The chapter then concludes with a brief summary outlining the chapter’s 

key findings.  

 

Enhancing desistance potential through education 
 

The new educational model was envisaged by NIPS and BMC management as 

meeting the needs of the young men and enhancing their potential to desist from crime 

through the use of a holistic, learner-centred curriculum (as described in the previous 

chapter) and the following five main mechanisms of action: 1) the development of pro-

social identities; 2) building efficacy and agency; 3) promoting resocialisation; 4) 

supporting psychological wellbeing; and 5) enhancing the young men’s skillsets. How 

exactly NIPS and BMC management envisaged these mechanisms of action working 

is explained next.  

 

                                                        
13  Mechanisms of action refer to the underlying logic and mechanisms through which a 
programme/model of intervention is designed and delivered to promote change (Parsons, Shils, 
& Smelser, 2001). 



 

 
 

111 

Supporting the development of pro-social identities  
 

Szifris, Fox and Brebury (2018: 58) argue that prison education can offer "a ‘hook’ for 

change” by encouraging individuals to reconceptualise their criminal past and form an 

alternative non-offending identity. Transformative learning involves the acquisition of 

new knowledge and skills, which shift how people evaluate past behaviours and ideas, 

transforming how they interpret and make sense of themselves and the world around 

them (Mezirow, 1996). The new educational model in Hydebank College sought to 

engage the young men in transformative learning, whereby they would be encouraged 

to evaluate past, behaviours, ideas and re-interpret themselves and the world around 

them. Through participation in the educational and vocational programmes offered in 

the new educational model, the young men were encouraged to engage in 

transformative learning and develop pro-social identities. In the words of one NIPS 

employee: 

 

That’s the trick, finding out who they are and then how can they maximise who 

they are to have a better outcome… in terms of adolescence and this identity 

crisis and who am I? Where do I belong? What do I want? And all those 

different pieces of the self-portrait, you know that the average adolescent would 

have support with along the way, and maybe the way in which education can 

be used as a vehicle to guide and support this process. (NIPS employee)  

 

In programmes, such as ‘PSD and Employability’ and creative-arts based activities, 

the skills needed to engage in self-exploration (e.g. reflection) were taught and 

opportunities to engage in identity exploration provided.  Observations undertaken in 

the ‘PSD and Employability’ programme demonstrated that the tasks the young men 

engaged in sought to help them to differentiate what characterised their past offending 

identity from a future pro-social identity in which they had desisted from crime: 

 

The young men engage in paper-based exercises. There are three stick men 

that represent their past self, current self and future self. The young men are 

asked to use words to describe their sense of identity at different points in time. 

(Observation excerpt) 

 

Observations of the ‘PSD and Employability” programme showed that BMC staff used 

worksheet activities to support the young men to reflect on and define their past, 

present and future selves to encourage identity exploration. Furthermore, for those 
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who were fathers, programmes such as ‘Being Jack’, encouraged these young men to 

reflect on whether they experienced an identity shift when they became a father and 

to explore the identities they aspired to develop as a father. Some young men 

disclosed how fatherhood had encouraged them to reconsider their future identities 

and seek support at Hydebank College to help them desist from crime: 

 

I’ll have my second child here in two months. And, there’s too much to lose 

now…far too much is lost. It’s not fair on them out there, so it’s not, definitely 

not, and if I don’t change [now], when am I going to change… the way I look at 

it. (Young man) 

  

Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph (2002) refer to fatherhood as a potential ‘turning 

point’ in terms of how men in prison perceive themselves and in how they can be 

perceived by others.  

 

The ‘PSD and Employability’ course also aimed to develop young men’s critical 

thinking skills, encouraging them to (re)evaluate past behaviours and explore non-

offending identities. However, some young men struggled to define past identities, 

engage in critical reflective thought or conceptualise a future self that had desisted 

from crime. Additional programmes were to be offered to these young men by the SDU 

to address these needs and enhance their potential to desist from crime. Example of 

some of these additional programmes included the ‘Enhanced Thinking Skills’, 

‘Adapted Enhanced Thinking Skills’ (ETS), ‘Good Thinking Skills’, and ‘The Cognitive 

Self-Change’ (CSC) courses. Yet, many of these programmes were reliant on the 

young men having sufficient interpersonal and communication skills to be able to 

adequately participate in such programmes. Observations of the young men in 

programmes and interacting with one another on landings revealed that many of them 

struggled with articulating and communicating their thoughts and emotions. Research 

has found that it is common for individuals in prison to experience problems with 

language, communication, and expression (Bryan, Freer and Furlong, 2007; Irish 

Prison Reform Trust, 2020).  

 

Creative arts-based programmes were used to support those young men who could 

struggle with articulating and communication their thoughts and emotions. Creative 

arts-based programmes sought to help the young men articulate and express their 

thoughts, emotions and hopes for the future, as well as provide them with an 

opportunity to engage in identity exploration through creative arts-based methods. 
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These engagements played a key role in both initiating and revisiting ‘identity 

exploration’. Albertson (2015) highlights how creative arts-based programmes can 

provide a platform for self-exploration, potentially facilitating desistance. Observations 

in ‘Art Therapy’ revealed that young men explored their identity by illustrating aspects 

of their identities or future selves through painting, an activity that did not require 

literacy and was more easily accessible to the young men. For example, in ‘Art 

Therapy’ the young men communicated what defined them as a person through sketch 

and paint: 

 

The young men were asked to paint their interests, what defines them as 

individuals, what makes them happy, what their dreams and hopes for the 

future looks like. The young men illustrated a range of different items, mostly 

cars and designer clothing. They enthusiastically explained these illustrations 

to their art teacher and classmates and how they intended to attain such 

luxuries on release. One young man explained how he intended to open up a 

‘Mechanics’ shop and build a successful business to be able to buy the ‘car of 

dreams’. This exercise encouraged the young men to explore their future 

trajectories and how they could make their hopes and dreams a reality.  

(Observation excerpt) 

 

To further encourage the development of pro-social identities, the young men were 

encouraged to use their newly acquired skills in Hydebank College. For instance, the 

young men in ‘Painting and Decorating’ used their skills to refurbish the education unit, 

providing an opportunity to see themselves as ‘painters’ or ‘decorators’ and receive 

recognition and approval from others for using these skills. Moreover, community 

members were encouraged to recognise and promote non-offending identities through 

their participation in programmes such as, ‘The Barn’ or ‘The Cabin’, as well as during 

work placements, such as in ‘The Thinking Cup’. In these programmes, the young men 

worked and interacted with members of the community, allowing them to be viewed 

and treated as shop assistants, cooks and baristas as opposed to ‘criminals’ or 

‘prisoners’. In the words of one NIPS employee: 

 

 

I suppose, bringing the outside in, is trying … to filter that language, you 

because I guess one of the things with the boys is …labelling, ‘everyone looks 

at me and says I’m a criminal you know, I’m always going to be a criminal’. 

(NIPS employee)  
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The young men involved in such initiatives felt that these opportunities helped affirm 

the possibility of a future pro-social non-offending identity. One young man spoke 

about how the manager in his work placement was supportive of his endeavours to 

maintain a pro-social identity on release and offered employment as a means of 

meeting his needs and facilitating his desistance efforts: 

 

They have done [promised employment on release], there’s so many things 

they’ve done for me since I’ve been working there like it’s unbelievable do you 

know what I mean? I don’t think it would have happened if it had of been just 

me by myself trying to do it, I just don’t know but they certainly helped me out 

a lot. (Young man)  

 

Similarly, in interactions within Hydebank College, efforts were made to reaffirm pro-

social identities and avoid the use of stigmatising labels. As previously explained, one 

of the key design principles driving the transformation was the avoidance of using 

stigmatising referents. In particular, prison officers were required to change the 

terminology used in their dealings with the young men to avoid the use of stigmatising 

labels that may reinforce a criminal identity. Both NIPS and BMC staff were expected 

to develop supportive and respectful interactions with the young men that would 

encourage the development of pro-social, non-offending identities to enhance the 

young men’s potential to desist from crime. Through humanising the carceral 

experience NIPS and BMC management sought to reduce ‘us and them’ interactions, 

which could be stigmatising and undermine efforts to promote and affirm pro-social 

identities among the young men: 

 

It’s not a ‘them and us’…we need to change. These people are human beings, 

we know that, but they are capable of so much more… despite the bad things 

that they’ve done… (NIPS employee) 

 

As one employee pointed out “a lot of it is about just …treating people with a bit of 

respect…” (NIPS employee). Butler and Drake (2007) highlight how respectful 

interactions can affect identity by enhancing feelings of self-esteem and self-worth, as 

well as demonstrating how a person is perceived and regarded by others. As on young 

man disclosed: “We’re not asking to be best mates, we’re asking for mutual respect…” 

(Young Man). Given the ongoing and daily interactions between the young men and 

staff in Hydebank College, this change was believed by management to have 
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significant potential for influencing how the young men perceived themselves and how 

they believed others perceived them. Nevertheless, in order to begin to develop 

alternative non-offending pro-social identities, the young men needed to feel motivated 

to change and that they had the capacity and opportunities to change.   

 

Building efficacy and agency  
 

Factors considered important in supporting commitment to change during the early 

stages of the desistance process include the individual’s belief that they are capable 

of making and sustaining change (efficacy) and that they can make independent 

choices and exert some degree of control over their lives (agency) (Maruna, 2001). 

Most of the young men exhibited significantly low levels of efficacy and agency, 

believing that although Hydebank College could help support their individual needs, 

desistance efforts would be hindered by the lack of services, supports and 

opportunities available to them on release: 

 

All I can do is try [stay away crime], can't say I will, can't say I won’t. It’s a 

completely different ball game when I get out… once you have an offence, they 

[society] don’t give you a chance really… (Young man) 

 

Observations of informal discussions between NIPS and BMC staff demonstrated that 

they were aware that the young men needed to believe that they had opportunities to 

change, were capable of making change and that others would recognise their efforts, 

if they were to consider making changes and feel committed to desisting from crime. It 

was for this reason that many elements of the design and delivery of the new 

educational model sought to support the young men’s sense of efficacy and agency; 

the belief that they had the capacity to make change and that potentially desisting from 

crime was within their control. In the words of one NIPS employee: 

 

 

It’s a lot about their self-esteem and how they feel about themselves.  It’s a lot 

about self-worth so I think self-esteem and self-worth are quite pivotal when it 

comes to desistance…you’re moving them from a mind-set that they had 

previously to a new mind-set that they haven’t thought about before… (NIPS 

employee) 

 

Similarly, one BMC employee explained: 
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It would be for me about building confidence in people, I think the overall 

change, in terms of looking at themselves and where they want to go and where 

they want to be and realising that they have the potential to be there. (BMC 

employee) 

 

To increase the young men’s efficacy and agency, staff in the ‘PSD and Employability’ 

essential skills programme were encouraged to undertake activities which nurtured a 

sense of efficacy and agency by highlighting the young men’s past achievements and 

capacity to achieve change. BMC and NIPS management thought that recognising and 

reflecting on past achievements (e.g. the completion of primary education) and 

successes in acquiring skills (e.g. good communication and teamwork skills) had the 

potential to ground and motivate the young men to believe they were capable of 

achieving additional accomplishments and undergoing further change. In this way, 

such activities were thought to promote efficacy and agency, and contribute to the 

young men’s potential to desist from crime. 

 

Moreover, to further promote the building of efficacy and agency, many activities the 

young men undertook were deliberately designed to be task orientated and completed 

in short timeframes to promote a sense of accomplishment and nurture feelings of 

efficacy and agency. For example, in the ‘Gardens’ programmes, a prison officer 

explained how growing vegetables could build efficacy and agency:  

 

I left here on a Thursday and it was over a week before I had come back … 

and the seeds had germinated and one of the guys said to me, ‘…what are 

those?’ I said ‘They’re cabbage.’ He says to me then, ‘Anytime I think of 

cabbage I just thought of Tesco’s, because we just thought you bought them 

over the counter’…they produced and they couldn’t believe they were 

producing and we put 1200 vegetables into the kitchen there for the first year 

… that is self-esteem, … it just changes their whole personality and they just 

start believing, ‘You know what, I can do something positive, this doesn’t all 

have to be negative I can do something’… I want to give them a bit of self-belief 

and a bit of self-esteem and feel a wee bit more positive about themselves now. 

(NIPS employee) 
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Indeed, some young men acknowledged that the new educational model was more 

focused on building their efficacy and agency to help them desist from crime. As 

explained by one young man:  

 

All you hear about now is they are trying to change the way people are thinking, 

that they don’t want them to start re-offending… so I think things like that there 

do help you know because certain people obviously need to be worked with 

better and closer. (Young Man) 

 

Observations across a range of other programmes demonstrated similar task 

orientated approaches. For instance, the young men could make a wooden box in 

‘Joinery’, build a wall in ‘Bricklaying’ or decorate a wall in ‘Painting and Decorating’. 

Likewise, in ‘Barbering’ or ‘Industrial Cleaning’ tasks and qualifications were designed 

to be undertaken within short timeframes to facilitate and encourage efficacy and 

agency. Teamwork was also used to increase feelings of efficacy and agency, with 

groups being encouraged to support each other in achieving tasks. As one NIPS 

employee explained:  

 

I like a bit of team building. I like to keep a good team and I like to try and keep 

them with me but I like them to try and sort of support each other as well. (NIPS 

employee) 

 

Some staff believed that teamwork encouraged respectful interactions and the young 

men to recognise the positive outcomes of accepting help from others, as well as 

working with others, building the social skills to successfully fit into workplace settings 

on release: 

 

They have to have a bit of respect for each other, doesn’t always work you 

know but we try, we try. (NIPS employee) 

 

Changes were also made to the process of awarding qualifications. What qualifications 

were awarded was broken down into units that were achievable in shorter timeframes 

to meet the shorter attention spans of most young men and to build efficacy and 

agency. It was believed that these changes would motivate the young men to pursue 

qualifications, as well as facilitate their potential to desist from crime by building 

efficacy and agency, encouraging the developing of pro-social identities and 

enhancing their employability. In the words of one BMC employee: 
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They can normally get short wins in terms of certification, it’s that first building 

block in confidence building and you then start to have a belief in yourself and 

perhaps fundamentally that’s where you start to change… (BMC employee) 

 

Nonetheless, in addition to people feeling they have the capacity and ability to make 

changes to their lives, people must also be supported by others in making such 

changes and be given the opportunity to be different. Moreover, people need to have 

their changes recognised and reaffirmed by others. It was for this reason, that another 

key mechanism of action that was believed to be important in the new educational 

model to meet the needs of the young men and enhance their potential to desist from 

crime was supporting socialisation.  

 

Supporting Socialisation  
 

Throughout the delivery of educational and vocational programmes in the new 

educational model, efforts were made to involve members of the community in 

supporting the socialisation of the young men and challenging the stigma associated 

with imprisonment. Maruna (2001) found that people in prison often experience stigma 

on release, which reduces access to opportunities that support their desistance from 

crime. For example, employers can be hesitant to employ a person who has previously 

been imprisoned. The new educational model at Hydebank College sought to address 

this issue by including initiatives that involved community members working with and 

interacting alongside the young men, as they undertook work placements, used their 

newly acquired skills to give back to the community, engaged in sporting activities 

and/or participated in social and creative activities. For instance, members of church 

groups were invited to Hydebank College to work with the young men in reading groups 

and ceramics classes. BMC and NIPS management hoped that such interactions 

would challenge how the community viewed these young men, challenging notions of 

“us and them” and stereotypical images both groups may have held about each other. 

McNeill (2006) found that the community interactions can play a role in promoting both 

the development of non-offending identities and in supporting people’s efforts to desist 

from crime on release.  

 

The young men who experienced these initiatives reported positively on how these 

interactions with the community enhanced their sense of efficacy and promoted 

socialisation: 
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You meet new people and socialise a bit better like and your confidence builds 

up. (Young Man) 

 

Many staff in particular felt that it was important that members of the community were 

encouraged to reflect on their own attitudes and perceptions of those imprisoned. In 

the words of one NIPS employee: 

 

Getting the College to bring people from the community into the College... 

because breaking those barriers down and saying ‘these people have 

something to give’ or ‘these people deserve an opportunity’. Now if someone 

[community member] squirms [at] that opportunity and is difficult to engage 

with, they only have themselves to blame. I think the community really need to 

start looking at themselves… (NIPS employee) 

 

Observations of informal interactions between staff and community members 

demonstrated how staff encouraged community members not to stigmatise the young 

men or deny them opportunities that would otherwise be afforded to individuals with 

no history of imprisonment. As explained by one BMC employee: 

 

It’s… trying to save a lot of people from going out and people saying ‘Oh they 

are from the jail, we aren’t going to employ them.’ It’s getting that mind set to 

people outside to show them that it’s not that bad, that people do have a life 

and they are in here and they are learning from what they have done wrong to 

make themselves better. (BMC employee) 

 

Employers were invited into Hydebank College to interact with the young men and 

inform them about their businesses in the community. NIPS and BMC management 

hoped that by bringing employers into Hydebank College to interact with the young 

men, stereotypes could be broken down and opportunities arranged for the young men 

to gain employment or work experience to support their potential to desist from crime. 

Most young men felt positive about these developments. As one young man put it: 

 

Yes [I worry about getting a job on release] …cause when I get out and people 

see he has a criminal record but people can't always judge you by your past. 

Aye, they are looking at you thinking he’s in here for jail, scumbag this, 

scumbag that and they probably know everything but they don’t know what 
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people's been through like in their life so they don’t know why people have gone 

out and done what they done so that’s what I think…but definitely, when she 

[staff member] brings them [employers] in, everyone in our class goes down to 

education, sits, listen, takes down the stuff and asks the questions, so that’s a 

good thing. (Young Man) 

 

The Lyric Theatre offered employment opportunities for the young men to work 

alongside community members as ushers and opportunities were developed for the 

young men to work and interact with community members through initiatives such as 

‘The Cabin’, ‘The Barn’ and ‘The Thinking Cup’ within the College. It was hoped that 

through these activities societal stigma could begin to be tackled, that they young men 

could have access to new social networks and that non-offending pro-social identities 

would be recognised and reaffirmed.  

 

Additional activities were also undertaken to help repair and rebuild previous 

relationships with members of the community. Often this involved working with family 

members but it could also involve working with community members who may have 

been affected by the actions of the young men. Kilkelly (2007) found that young people 

with a history of offending tend to have unstable family support structures. Yet, family 

support can play an important role in facilitating desistance through the provision of 

accommodation, financial assistance, as well as social and emotional support (Farrall, 

2004b; McNeill, 2006; Weaver, 2015). Consequently, Hydebank College attempted to 

facilitate contact and strengthen the young men’s relationships with their families by 

inviting them into the College. For example, “Hydebank Choir” hosted an annual carol 

service and invited families to attend. Similarly, NIPS worked with Barnardo’s Northern 

Ireland (NI) to rebuild and repair family relationships, as well as enhance the parenting 

skills of those who were fathers.  

 

Other opportunities included volunteering activities, whereby the young men used their 

newly acquired skills to give back to the community. Observations of informal 

discussion between staff and the young men at ‘The Barn’ revealed that those young 

men in the joinery workshop donated wooden creations to be sold to the community to 

raise money for charity. Furthermore, those who partook in the ‘Quest’ programme 

volunteered their skills for use in community projects. These initiatives provided the 

young men with opportunities to demonstrate that they were attempting to ‘make good’ 

(Maruna, 2001), as well as practice self-regulation and develop new pro-social 

networks. By giving back and helping others, these activities could provide an 
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opportunity for the young men to signal their intention to desistance (Maruna 2012). 

Moreover, by acting as a helper to others, the young people could gain an improved 

sense of self, reaffirming a pro-social non-offending identity and support their 

socialisation into new social networks.  

 

The young men were also provided with opportunities to take part in sporting activities 

involving contact with the community. For example, the young men could sign up to 

Hydebank’s football team who took part in the local community football league. These 

opportunities enabled the young men to interact with members of the community and 

to be perceived as ‘footballer’ as opposed to a ‘prisoner’ supporting pro-social identity 

development and socialisation. Furthermore, these young men were offered the 

opportunities to gain qualifications provided by the FAI who worked with some of the 

young men to give them the skills they needed to become certified football coaches.   

 

These activities required the young men to exercise self-regulation and practice their 

interpersonal skills to engage in ‘pro-social’ interactions with members of the 

community and their families. Observation undertaken within ‘The Cabin’ and ‘The 

Barn’ showed how the young men were supported to develop good customer support 

and assistance skills in their dealings with members of the community. Developing 

their interpersonal skills was believed to be important for encouraging the young men 

to consider how interpersonal interactions can often be transactional and influenced 

by how each person behaves towards the other. One NIPS employee explained: 

 

Their social maturity, their emotional maturity, their regulation is low too…and 

often you see an offender coming up and asking for something there’s no social 

graces really its very often a bit gruff, it can sometimes come across as a bit 

menacing, threatening that’s how you look at it from a justice lens [but]…it’s 

very often because he doesn’t know how to ask in another way. (NIPS 

employee) 

Most young men reported that an opportunity to socialise with member of the 

community was “the best job you can have in here” (Young Man). One young man 

reported: 

 

Then you’ve got the Cabin, You’re flat out in there, you’re cooking, you’re 

serving. Depends who’s in, if the public are in they’ll be coming in for a big three 

course meal and all…you have to cook all three course[s], you have to serve it 

and then wait to collect all their dishes and then you have to like go and order 



 

 
 

122 

their teas and coffees who wants what all the different coffees and then make 

all the different coffees and bring them down to them. It’s mad like but I like it 

because, that there, it's like a proper café you would work [in] outside. It’s giving 

you experience. (Young Man) 

 

NIPS staff also spoke about how beneficial these initiatives were in helping the young 

men to improve their social skills and develop new social networks:  

 

A lot of the men are very self-centred and it’s getting into that and letting them 

see, it’s not all about you, it will only work if you give something back to 

somebody else as well. (NIPS employee) 

 

NIPS and BMC management hoped that these socialisation initiatives would meet the 

young men’s needs and enhance their potential to desist from crime by improving their 

social skills, strengthening their social relationships, tackling societal stigma, 

reaffirming pro-social non-offending identities and providing access to new social 

networks and opportunities. Yet, participation in such activities required significant 

psychological resources. Maslow (1943) argues that unless an individual’s 

physiological and safety needs are met, they are unlikely to be motivated to improve 

their relationships with others or address issues such as esteem, identity development 

or achieving their full potential.  

 

Supporting Psychological Wellbeing 
 

Healy (2014) highlights how agency, social capital and psychological wellbeing all 

contribute to a person’s ability to mobilise from being an ‘imagined’ to an ‘authentic 

desister’. She describes ‘imagined desisters’ as those who exhibit low levels of agency, 

social capital, few coping mechanisms, poor psychological wellbeing and have 

imagined but not yet constructed a valued alternative pro-social identity. In contrast, 

‘authentic desisters’ are defined as those who present with high levels of agency, 

social capital, significant coping mechanisms and positive psychological wellbeing 

(Healy, 2014). NIPS and BMC management recognised the need for Hydebank 

College to be perceived as a safe space and for the young men to display positive 

psychological wellbeing if they were to have the capacity to begin to consider desisting 

from crime. Yet, the young men did not perceive Hydebank College to be a safe space. 

They did not believe that staff could keep them safe and instead relied on peer 

protection to avoid being bullied.  
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One young men disclosed that due to a lack of peer protection, he remained 

on his landing, refusing to attend education due to fears of being bullied and 

experiencing physical violence. (Observation excerpt) 

 

As a result of being pre-occupied with issues of safety, the young men had limited 

capacity to be able to focus on or engage in classroom activities. If the young men 

were to be able to mobilise from ‘imagined’ to ‘authentic desisters’, they needed to feel 

safe to avoid being preoccupied with such concerns. Staff recognised that if people 

feel unsafe, they prioritise protecting themselves and do not have the capacity to focus 

on other endeavours, such as, learning new skills or exploring their identities.  

 

In terms of how the young men supported their own psychological wellbeing, most 

young men disclosed that the only way that Hydebank College could be a safe space 

was by having peer protection: 

 

The only support you have in here is your mate…if you don’t have mates you’re 

screwed, simple as. (Young Man) 

 

One young man who claimed to have no peer support at Hydebank College choose to 

opt out of education and remain confined to his cell: “partly to do with feeling safer” 

(Young man). Many young men described having the same peer network within and 

outside of the College and while this helped them to feel safer within the College, it 

also limited their ability to explore and engage in identity change. In the words of one 

young man:  

 

Like people in here, have loads of mates that they would be mates with outside. 

They’re all in here with them. How are you really meant to behave? (Young 

Man) 

 

In their endeavours to promote feelings of safety and support psychological wellbeing, 

NIPS and BMC management sought for staff to minimise bullying, violence and 

victimisation. For instance, NIPS sought to accommodate all the young men in single 

cells, where possible. Being detained in a single cell has been found to increase 

feelings of safety, privacy, dignity and wellbeing (Muirhead, Butler and Davidson, 

2021). Efforts were also made to ensure that staff monitored educational and 
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vocational programmes for instances of bullying, violence or intimidation. In the words 

of one NIPS employee: 

 

It’s getting people… feeling that ‘education is a safe space for me’; it’s not a 

threatening space. (NIPS employee) 

 

Small staff-student ratios in classrooms sought to ensure that staff could manage 

behavioural issues, support wellbeing and ensure the classroom was a safe and 

constructive space. In implementing compulsory attendance at educational and 

vocational programmes, NIPS management also believed that this would ensure the 

young men were constructively engaged, supporting their psychological wellbeing and 

reducing their rumination on negative emotions and/or potential to engage in harmful 

behaviours (e.g. anxiety and/or self-harm): 

 

If they’re not stimulated, if they’re bored kind of thing, they can become 

troublesome and also if their day and their minds aren’t filled with positive 

things, then they kind of get filled with negative things […] What we were 

offering was in a sense respite because we were developing a regime where 

everybody would be out of a cell, off a landing, out of a wing, out of a block and 

then activities 5 days a week, morning and afternoon. So […] I suppose I would 

say that happiness was the empty room [empty cells/ empty landings/ empty 

blocks]. (NIPS employee) 

 

Services were also available to those who were struggling with their mental health 

through, for example, telephone access to the Samaritans (24-hour emotional support 

helpline) and programmes provided by the SDU (see Appendix XI). Programmes 

involving nature and art were also offered to support psychological wellbeing, and 

there were several programmes that could be undertaken outdoors, including, 

’Gardens’, ‘Horticulture’ and ‘Animal Husbandry’. Reddon and Durante (2019) argue 

programmes that involve individuals coming in contact with nature can benefit an 

individual’s psychological wellbeing, improving mood and behaviour. Some young men 

revealed aspirations to work “outdoors…just in the air like” (Young man) because they 

felt that it supported their wellbeing. ‘Gardens’ and ‘Horticulture’ both involved the 

young men working outdoors, undertaking landscaping and the production of fruit and 

vegetables. Programmes involving animals have also been found to positively impact 

on individuals’ mood and behaviour, by nurturing a sense of responsibility and trust 

(Mercer, Gibson and Clayton, 2015). Such programmes were offered at Hydebank 
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College, with ‘Animal Husbandry’ requiring the young men to care for dogs, goats and 

chickens, as well as raising livestock in outdoor spaces at the College: 

 

We have sheep and goats and chickens and dogs …you know they brought 

them in for therapeutic reasons. (NIPS employee) 

 

Other therapeutic interventions to support the young men’s psychological wellbeing 

included a number of creative arts-based programmes (e.g. ‘Art and Pottery’, ‘Art 

Therapy’ and ‘Ceramics’). Most young men reported the therapeutic benefits of 

engaging in creative-arts based programmes: ‘It’s my therapy, art’ (Young Man).   

 

NIPS management also believed that relationships between prison staff and the young 

men needed to be positive to promote psychological wellbeing. To support the young 

men in their ability to establish healthy relationships with people more generally, 

programmes such as ‘Building Better Relationships’ were offered, that provided them 

with the skills to repair, develop and sustain relationships. In addition, initiatives such 

as ‘The Cabin’, ‘The Barn’, marathon and hiking training provided opportunities to 

work/train alongside prison staff, nurturing relationships between staff and the young 

men. Both NIPS and BMC staff were expected to provide pastoral care to improve the 

young men’s psychological wellbeing. An observation of a young man’s interaction 

with NIPS staff highlighted how such initiatives provided a safe space for open 

communication:  

 

At the Cabin…the young men appeared to be talkative with a NIPS staff 

member… NIPS staff member asked the young men about their mood. The 

young men appear open to engaging in this conversation. One young man 

discloses how he feels frustrated with the monotony of imprisonment. NIPS 

staff member provides some alternatives to counteract the monotony of 

imprisonment. (Observation excerpt) 

 

NIPS and BMC management felt that if the young men were engaged constructively 

during the day and they felt safe, their psychological wellbeing would be supported 

and they would have the capacity to engage in identity transformation and build new 

skillsets. Most young men agreed that ensuring they were constructive engaged during 

the day and off the landing would support their psychologically wellbeing: 
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it’s good… it gets you off the landing, being on the landing all day drives you 

insane. (Young Man) 

 

However, most young men did not believe that staff could keep them safe at Hydebank 

College, although they did appreciate positive relationships with staff that would 

facilitate open communication. Instead, most young men tended to rely on their peer 

networks within the College for feelings of safety, with their psychological wellbeing 

tied to the extent to which they felt they could rely on the support of their peers in the 

College. 

 

Enhancing Skillsets 
 

While enhancing the young men’s skills was envisaged as helping with identity 

exploration and reconceptualisation in the new educational model, it was also deemed 

essential to increase the young men’s employability and ability to access services and 

supports on their release. To meet the needs of young men, the educational and 

vocational programmes aimed to address possible gaps in their educational and 

vocational skills (e.g. literacy, numeracy, ICT, etc.) to improve their ability to obtain 

employment and access services and supports on their release. Given that existing 

research indicates that those who are employed and engaging with services are more 

likely to desist from crime (Savolainen 2009; McNeill et al., 2012), NIPS and BMC 

management believed that enhancing the young men’s vocational and educational 

skillsets would increase their potential to desist by enhancing their employment 

prospects and ability to engage with services upon their release.   

 

As part of the new educational model, staff sought to inform the young men of how 

educational and vocational programmes could meet their needs. For instance, 

observations of the ‘PSD and Employability’ programme revealed that engaging the 

young men in tasks, such as the composition of Curriculum Vitaes (CVs), not only 

taught them how to write their CVs but also encouraged them to recognise their 

existing skillsets and their capacity to obtain employment. One young man explained 

that knowing how to construct a CV made him feel better equipped to access the job 

market:  

 

I hadn’t even a clue what a CV was, so I didn’t. Now, I learned how to work 

around it and how to fill out a CV and it’s one of the most important things… 

because you get a CV, you have a better chance of getting a job. If you have 
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no job, you are sitting on benefits all your life and I don’t want that…So, I’d 

rather have a job than sit on benefits, you know what I mean and work for my 

money, instead of doing crime for my money or taking money off of the 

government. (Young Man) 

 

Such activities helped the young men to identify areas they could improve on and 

enabled staff to communicate the value of educational and vocational programmes in 

meeting their needs. For example, observations within programmes revealed that 

when young men disclosed low literacy levels, staff had the opportunity to demonstrate 

how available programmes could address this need and enhance their employability. 

Research has found that many young people with a history of offending tend to have 

low levels of educational attainment, literacy and numeracy, hindering their potential 

to desistance from crime (Seymour and Costello, 2005; Talbot, 2010). In describing 

the literacy levels of the young men at the College, one NIPS employee stated:  

 

Most of them can’t read or write, they’ll hand you a request and you’ll have to 

decipher what they are trying to tell you. (NIPS employee) 

 

Observations of informal discussions between staff revealed that the new educational 

model considered literacy programmes to be essential in promoting the young men’s 

potential to desist from crime not only by enhancing their employability but also by 

facilitating their ability to access and engage with available services and supports. This 

is significant as a lack of literacy skills can impede the ability of people to complete the 

forms required to apply for a job or access stable accommodation, social benefits or 

make contact with children in the care system. Factors such as housing (Edgar et al., 

2012), stable income (Bottoms and Shapland, 2011) and familial support (Farrall and 

Calverley, 2006) are important as they have been found to encourage and support 

desistance from crime. For this reason, there was an emphasis on literacy 

programmes in the new educational model, with an ‘English for Speakers of Other 

Language’ (ESOL) programme introduced to meet the literacy needs of those for 

whom English was a second language.  

 

Digital literacy and numeracy programmes were also available. Digital literacy 

programmes sought to improve the young men’s ability to use ICT as many services 

and supports (e.g. applications for housing needs, social welfare or educational 

programmes) required an understanding of and access to technology. Research has 

highlighted how digital literacy and use of ICT has the potential to facilitate desistance 
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from crime, as well as reduce social isolation on release (Reisdorf and Jewkes, 2016; 

McDougall et al., 2017). Observations undertaken within the ICT programme revealed 

that it sought to provide the young men with the necessary skills required to access 

the Internet, send emails, submit online job applications and, for some young men, 

support their children’s academic development as increasingly children’s homework 

involved digital literacy.  

 

Observations of the numeracy programmes showed how these programmes aimed to 

develop the young men’s ability to understand and work with numbers to improve their 

ability to manage their finances and enhance their employability. NIPS and BMC 

management believed that developing the young men’s numeracy skills would help 

them to desist from crime by improving their ability to obtain employment and reduce 

the probability of them being detained in the future due to the poor management of 

their finances. The Prison Reform Trust (2010) report that many people with a history 

of imprisonment often reoffend due to poor finances. As explained by one BMC 

employee: 

 

In terms of providing Maths and English and ICT, I think, you know, we are all 

aware that they need to have that as a basic, and we would actively 

encourage… them [the young men] to get (these qualifications) and trying to 

demonstrate in the class how the application of English or ICT or Maths comes 

into it (employment) and get them thinking about those things. (BMC employee) 

 

Similarly, vocational programmes sought to provide the young men with skills to 

enhance their employability and develop pro-social non-offending identities. The 

number of physical workshops available, the skillset of existing prison officers involved 

in delivering educational and vocational programmes, as well as the SLA with the BMC 

determined the provision of vocational programmes. Some, though not all, of these 

vocational programmes offered the young men the opportunity to earn City and Guilds 

qualifications but a minimal level of literacy and numeracy skills was usually required 

before the young men could obtain a City and Guilds qualification. Vocational 

programmes that were less reliant on high levels of literacy and numeracy were also 

offered, as well as those that provided the most promising pathways to employment 

for individuals with a history of imprisonment. For example, ‘Gardens’ and ‘Painting 

and Decorating’ sought to provide the young men with skills that would allow them to 

set up their own businesses, while the ‘Quest’ programme provided information on 
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grants that the young men could apply for to help them set up their own business. 

Some young men felt:  

 

…it [the College] really opens your eyes…if I was still out there I wouldn’t have 

the guts to go and try…now if I got out, I wouldn’t be afraid of trying…so I want 

to open up a business, a few different types, in anything really… (Young man) 

 

Other examples include ‘Hospitality and Catering’ where the young men could learn to 

become a chef and ‘Industrial Cleaning’ where they would learn to become a 

professional cleaner. Links had been developed with employers in the hospitality 

sector, such as, ‘The Clink Charity’, and dry-cleaning companies, such as ‘The 

Timpson Group’, who were considered to be significant employers of people with a 

history of imprisonment. One BMC employee highlighted the cleaning industry as a 

pathway into employment: 

 

My job in here is to change you from a life of crime into a life of grime, there’s 

money in dirt. (BMC employee) 

 

By enhancing the young men’s skillsets, these programmes sought to not only 

increase their employability but also their ability to access services and supports that 

would facilitate their desistance from crime as well as the development of pro-social 

non-offending identities. However, during data collection it was apparent that these 

mechanisms of action were not always operating as envisaged and, as a result, staff 

and the young men were often hesitant about the extent to which the new educational 

model could meet the needs of the young men or enhance their potential to desist from 

crime.  

 

Policy Rhetoric versus Reality 
 

While some staff and young men felt that the goals of the new learner-centred, holistic 

educational model had the potential to meet the needs of the young men, as well as 

promote desistance from crime, the mechanisms of action underpinning the new 

educational model did not work as envisaged due to the philosophical problems 

associated with the transformation more broadly, as well as wider challenges 

associated with how the transformation was introduced and managed. Consequently, 

the policy rhetoric of the new educational model tended to differ from the reality of its 
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implementation, affecting how staff and the young men assessed its ability to meet 

their needs and promote desistance from crime.   

 

Troubled transformation: operationalising the new educational model 
 
As previously explained, many NIPS and BMC staff responsible for implementing and 

delivering the transformation did not understand the design principles underpinning the 

transformation, feel involved in the change process or empowered to enact change. 

While they were aware of the broad policy objectives of the new educational model 

and wider policy aims of the transformation, they lacked knowledge of the mechanisms 

of action underpinning the new educational model and how the changes to the delivery 

of educational and vocational programmes were supposed to better meet the needs 

of the young men and promote desistance from crime beyond what they had previously 

being doing in the YOC. As one NIPS employee put it “…the ethos is there… [but] in 

practice it’s poor” (NIPS employee). As a result, most staff felt they were expected to 

deliver educational and vocational programmes despite not having a clear 

understanding of their role, what was expected of them or how exactly activities were 

supposed to promote desistance. Interviews revealed that most staff agreed with the 

general ambitions of the transformation to humanise the carceral space and use 

educational and vocational programmes to encourage the young men to desist from 

crime. However, beyond delivering their classes, staff were unsure how they could play 

a role in facilitating desistance or how the activities they were involved in would 

contribute to promoting the potential of the young men to desist from crime. As 

disclosed by one NIPS employee: 

 

No one has ever spoken about it [how the new model of education would 

promote desistance] … (NIPS employee) 

 

This lack of knowledge meant that many staff were unaware of the mechanisms of 

action underpinning the new model of education and instead felt that the 

transformation and delivery of the new model of education was “chaotic” (BMC 

employee).  

 

The perception that the transformation was insufficiently resourced and that they had 

not received the appropriate training further exacerbated this perception of chaos and 

feeling among staff that they lacked knowledge and were uncertain of what was 

expected of them in their new roles. In the words of one NIPS employee:  
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We got no training. Well, I certainly got no training in the transformation of the 

College. (NIPS employee) 

 

While some BMC staff were concerned that prison officers who were delivering 

educational and vocational programmes were not trained to be teachers, prison 

officers were concerned that BMC staff lacked the training needed to maintain authority 

in their classrooms and, subsequently, questioned their ability to progress the young 

men’s education in a meaningful manner: 

 

Some of them [prison officers] aren’t trained to work in a College. They’re 

trained as prison staff not trained to come in and handle students and work in 

a college. (BMC employee) 

  

You see her [BMC staff] at the vending machine buying them stuff so, because 

she doesn’t know that side of it [discipline] and […] so she is doing as best as 

she can but it’s not helping them [the young men] because they are just running 

rings around her. (NIPS employee) 

 

Observations of programmes showed that BMC staff often struggled with behavioural 

management in programmes and this resulted in most of their time being spent trying 

to manage the young men as opposed to having time to promote educational 

engagement or promote their ability to desist from crime. Accordingly, the capacity of 

BMC staff to meet the educational and vocational needs of the young men or promote 

desistance was reduced by the effort involved in trying to maintain order and ensure 

everyone was involved in some sort of meaningful activity.   

 

There was also a concern that the decision to make attendance at educational and 

vocational programmes compulsory may have hampered the ability of the new 

educational model to achieve its objectives. Many NIPS and BMC staff felt that forcing 

the young men to attend programmes was disruptive to those who genuinely wanted 

to engage and improve their educational and vocational qualifications, as well as 

added to the challenges staff experienced trying to deliver these programmes. In the 

words of one NIPS employee: 
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It’s like having an unruly class…Our problem is that I would say about 90% of 

the people here (in education) are that sort of category (don’t want to learn and 

are disruptive to other students). (NIPS employee)  

 

BMC staff similarly spoke about the challenges involved in attempting to meet the 

needs of those who genuinely wanted to learn, while simultaneously attempting to 

manage those who were there because they were required to attend: 

 

So, you know, I’ve got students coming to me that want to learn and in this 

environment I’ve got students coming to me because they are told to come to 

me and they don’t want to be here…. you know there is no light at the end of 

the tunnel for me we are just expected to deal with it. (BMC employee) 

 

The young men explained that they attended classes to avoid deductions to their 

weekly wage and/or to relieve the boredom of being detained on landings with little to 

do. As stated by one young man:  

 

Cause when you’re stuck on the landing…you’re locked or something. All you 

have to do is think, that’s my downfall, I think about what’s happened in all my 

life, so it’s not good for me… Oh aye it is [attending programmes], something 

to take your mind off it. (Young man) 

 

There was a concern that young people attending class because they were required 

to be there could hold up the progress of other young people who genuinely wanted to 

learn. There was a concern that these young men would distract staff and reduce their 

capacity to focus on meeting the needs of the young men who genuinely wanted to 

clear, as well as potentially enhance their ability to desist from crime. As one NIPS 

employee described:  

 

That particular type of student who is made to go to the class perhaps holds 

the ones that would get benefit back.  (NIPS employee) 

 

This led some young men who wanted to participate in educational and vocational 

programmes to question the extent to which staff were able to help them improve their 

skills because “they're trying to juggle so much… (Young Man) 
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Such experiences lead some young men to believe that the new model of education 

could not meet their needs or enhance their ability to desist from crime. Observation 

of the delivery of several programmes found that many of the young men who initially 

sought to engage in classes subsequently disengaged from their programmes 

because of the level of disruption they experienced in these programmes. NIPS and 

BMC staff similarly observed young men disengaging, leading them to question the 

effectiveness and usefulness of compulsory attendance: “I mean attendance isn’t 

learning to me you know” (NIPS employee). NIPS and BMC staff appeared to be 

frustrated with NIPS and BMC managements’ satisfaction and perceived 

preoccupation with attendance statistics as opposed to being concerned with 

educational engagement: “…it’s just numbers they don’t care” (NIPS employee). While 

the performance measure of how many young men should be attending programmes 

agreed in the SLA was generally met, with around 92% of young men attending 

programmes, staff and young men questioned the benefits of attendance without 

engagement and wondered if such a model could really meet the needs of the young 

men or facilitate their desistance from crime. 

 

It was also recognised by NIPS and BMC staff that the young men presented with 

complex and challenging needs, which made the delivery and their engagement in 

educational and vocational programmes challenging. Prior to the transformation when 

NIPS staff were responsible for the delivery of education, staff absences had been 

high and negatively impacted on the delivery of education (Prison Review Team, 

2011). It had been hoped that the transformation and move to outsourcing the delivery 

of educational and vocational programmes to an external provider would lessen issues 

with staff absences. Indeed, the SLA between NIPS and BMC aspired to resolve this 

issue by requiring BMC to provide substitute teachers to cover any BMC staff 

absences. However, BMC staff working in the community had not been vetted to work 

at Hydebank College and so BMC staff absences were often not covered by substitute 

teachers as had been envisaged. Staff absences were common among BMC staff 

during the data collection period due to the substantial effort involved in trying to 

maintain order in class, ensure all young men were engaged in constructive activity, 

deliver programmes in an inclusive manner and the psychological impact that worrying 

about their safety could have on staff.  

 

So, you know, on an average day, I have people who cannot read, who cannot 

write, some of them don’t even speak English, don’t even know how to use a 

computer and they are trying to marry them to students who …already have 
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the fundamental skills… it is a very, very tough environment to make education 

the main characteristic or the focus of rehabilitation… I’ll be working with three 

or four…while the other three or four are arguing and playing about…I mean 

it’s not a conducive learning environment. (BMC employee) 

 

During the data collection, it became apparent that staff absences resulted in the 

cancelation of classes, which ended up placing additional pressure on those staff who 

remained teaching to accommodate more young men into their educational and 

vocational programmes due to the policy of compulsory attendance. During 

observations undertaken within programmes, class numbers often exceeded the 

intended 8:1 student-staff ratio to reach approximately 12-15:1. The greater the 

student-staff ratios, the more effort was required by staff to maintain order in their 

classrooms and the less time they had available to focus on meeting the educational 

and vocational needs of the young men or promoting desistance from crime. Placing 

staff under this additional pressure also increased their probability of being absent from 

work. Young men themselves recognised how staff absences increased the pressure 

on remaining teaching staff and contributed to a ‘disorganised’ educational experience. 

In the words of one young man:   

 

It's [the education unit] just disorganised, there’s no regular staff down there 

cause they keep replacing them. If there was regular staff down there things 

would be organised, a lot better, cause they’d know what to look out for every 

day, what not to look out for, what to worry about, what not to worry about, 

instead staff just go down and worry about everything. (Young Man) 

 

Staff absences also affected the ability of the new educational model to deliver a 

holistic, learner-centred curriculum as assessments and ILPs were not being 

completed on time to inform the young men’s placement in educational and vocational 

programmes. During times of staff shortages, the staffing of programmes was 

prioritised over the completion of BKSB assessments or ILPs, with the result that BKSB 

assessments were not undertaken within the intended timeframe and ILPs were often 

left incomplete because assessments had not yet been completed. Staff shortages, 

combined with incomplete BKSB assessments and ILPs, meant that the young men 

were placed in what programmes were available rather than those that best meet their 

needs, abilities and interests. As revealed through observations of the timetabling unit 

that was responsible for assigning the young men to programmes, the young men were 

often scheduled to attend programmes that had the space to accommodate them 
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rather than those that matched their particular needs, abilities or interests, as was 

originally intended. As explained by one NIPS employee: 

 

Sometimes we are just picking people because we can, and we’re not really 

looking at the big picture do they really want to do that or will they learn anything 

from that? … You have to do this or else you’re locked. Are you learning 

anything? Is it good for you? Is it developing you? (NIPS employee) 

 

Another key difficulty associated with staff absences was the delivery of essential skills 

programmes (e.g. literacy, numeracy, digital literacy and ESOL). Observations 

revealed that a lack of substitute teachers meant there was a reduction in the number 

of essential skills programmes that were being delivered within the College, reducing 

the ability of the new educational model to meet the needs of the young men. For 

example, during the 25 days that observations were conducted for this research, only 

one literacy programme was available, which did not have the capacity to meet the 

literacy needs of all the young men with poor literacy within the College. Moreover, 

good literacy skills were required in order to be able to complete the qualifications 

available through the vocational programmes, limiting the ability of those young men 

with poor literacy skills to obtain vocational qualifications. Their unmet literacy needs 

could further limit their ability to participate more generally in vocational programmes. 

For instance, in talking about one of the students in the ‘Gardens’ vocational training 

programme, a NIPS employee explained:  

 

[Name] has the best set of hands that ever walked through Hydebank. He can 

grow seeds upside down he’s that good, but he can’t read the instructions on 

the bags… I will send him out of here knowing he can grow seeds but he 

doesn’t know how to read the instructions. He doesn’t know what he is sewing 

so all the work I’ve done here in a year is worthless. (NIPS employee) 

 

Not only did these experiences impede the acquisition of skills and qualifications but 

observations of informal discussion between staff revealed that they also highlighted 

the young men’s inability to read or write to their classmates, potentially causing a 

sense of shame, embarrassment and a loss of social status, which could lead to 

bullying. Staff discussed how experiences such as these directly impacted on the 

extent to which young men felt safe in educational and vocational programmes and 

their psychological wellbeing: 
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To see someone who can’t read down there [in education], they don’t want to 

engage because they will look like an idiot in front of everyone else… they 

[NIPS and BMC management] just think yeah we’ll throw them all down there 

together. (Young Man) 

 

Further, the limited inter-agency communication and collaboration evident between 

NIPS and BMC staff at the time of data collection negatively affected the delivery of a 

holistic, learner-centred curriculum. A lack of understanding regarding each other’s 

roles and responsibilities, as well as a desire to protect each other’s jobs, meant that 

the sharing of information between the two organisations was suboptimal. NIPS and 

BMC staff lacked knowledge about each other’s processes and procedures, hindering 

the ability of staff to make inter-agency referrals to address the needs of the young 

men. One NIPS employee when talking about the need for a young person to receive 

help to improve his literacy explained: 

 

 I wouldn’t even know who to go and see to get him reading and that’s a 

breakdown in communication and that’s chronic. (NIPS employee) 

 

This lack of communication and collaboration was also evident between BMC staff and 

NIPS staff working in the SDU, as demonstrated through the lack of monthly meetings 

between the Head of the SDU and local BMC management that were stipulated to 

occur in the SLA but in reality had not happened: “No, we never meet. We never do” 

(NIPS employee). This was especially problematic as these meetings were intended 

to ensure appropriate inter-agency referrals were being made between the two 

organisations and that SDPs considered how the young men’s psychosocial and 

educational needs may be affecting their capacity to desist from crime. As explained 

by one NIPS employee: 

 

We [the SDU] are quite separate from education, which is a strange thing, 

because …there was a section on it [SDP] for education. When we’ve done our 

needs profile that section is not filled in majority of the time when it should be, 

because they should be assessed to say that their learning skills or level. Then 

we come to do the needs profile and we see, ‘oh yes they went to school and 

they left at 14’, [but] that’s not being filled in and I think that is a crucial thing 

that should be done, because then we know that this boy can’t read… (NIPS 

employee) 
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The lack of a digital platform where staff from the different organisations could 

contribute to or monitor the young men’s progress against their ILPs and SDPs, further 

hindered the delivery of a holistic, learner-centred curriculum that could help meet the 

young men’s need and enhance their potential to desist from crime. At the time of data 

collection, staff needed to make paper copies of the ILPs and SDPs to share 

information about the men’s needs and their progress across the different 

organisations. This often resulted in BMC staff not updating NIPS staff about the young 

men’s progress and their educational needs remaining incomplete on their SDPs. 

Similarly, NIPS staff did not always share information about the young men’s 

psychological wellbeing or rehabilitative needs with BMC staff. This lack of information 

sharing, communication and collaboration was also frustrating for the young men, 

especially as some wanted to use their ILPs and SDPs as evidence that they were 

attempting to rehabilitate and desist from crime. As one young man explained: 

 

When I go to court…I can say then I have this [course completion 

certificates/qualifications/ progress reports] at least you know and I’ve been 

doing a course…and it will look better for me. (Young Man) 

 

NIPS and BMC staff were aware that there needed to be a greater focus on “the whole 

package” (BMC employee), on “bridging the landings and the education unit” 

(Observation excerpt) and a “…marrying of educational development and prisoner 

development” (NIPS employee) if the policy aspirations of the new educational model 

were to be realised.  

 

Administrative issues between BMC processes in Hydebank College and BMC 

process in the community were also evident.  BMC staff experienced a number of 

operational barriers to successfully delivering programmes to meet the needs of the 

young men and the performance targets set out in the SLA. It appeared that efforts to 

transplant BMC processes and classes that were used in the community to Hydebank 

College failed to take into account the nature of the needs of the young men and 

environment at Hydebank College. A BMC employee described how using this model 

within the College was like attempting to marry “oil and water” (BMC employee). BMC 

staff experienced difficulties in registering young men for qualifications with BMC in the 

community because they did not follow the same academic calendar. BMC in the 

community employed less administration staff during the summer months because of 

the lack of students on the community campuses, yet BMC staff in Hydebank College 

still required the same level of support because education did not stop during this time. 
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BMC staff also felt that the timeframes in which qualifications were expected to be 

complete was unrealistic because they did not take into consideration disruption 

caused due to the need for the young men to attend court, probation meetings or 

visitations.  

 

Other issues that appeared to hinder the mechanisms of action underpinning the new 

educational model from working in the way it was intended was the philosophical 

tensions associated with transforming a YOC into a Secure College. In the words of 

one BMC employee: 

 

The problem is that we are trying to marry two completely contrasting 

situations, one educational and one disciplinary […] and that is very much the 

problem. (BMC employee) 

 

Philosophical Tensions affecting the delivery of the learner-centred 
educational model 

 

The ideology behind the use of the new holistic, learner-centred curriculum was that 

the young men would be placed in programmes based on their needs, interests and 

abilities. However, as Hydebank College was required to operate as a place of 

detention within the wider justice system, it was required by law to keep people 

detained securely and expected by wider society to ensure that people do not engage 

in further criminality while in their care. This complicated the process of programme 

placement as in reality the young men’s needs, interests and abilities were also 

balanced against the possible risks they posed to themselves, others and society. 

Instead of programme placement being determined solely on the needs, abilities and 

interests of the young men, the risks they potentially posed to themselves, others and 

society were considered, with the result that some young men missed out on desired 

programmes that may have enhanced their potential to desist from crime because of 

the risks they were believed to pose. This raised concerns about risk being prioritised 

over need, harking back to previous ideological tensions evident in past research 

regarding whether young men’s ‘deeds’ or ‘needs’ should be focused on (see Camilleri, 

Thompson and McArthur, 2013). Where the deterrent approach to custody tended to 

emphasise a focus on ‘deeds’, rehabilitative programmes tended to focus on 

addressing young men’s ‘needs’ as a way of reducing their offending (Cunneen and 

White, 1998; Camilleri, Thompson and McArthur, 2013). The findings indicated that 

despite the reforms emphasising a learner-centred educational model designed 
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around individualised needs, interests and abilities, the need to manage risk was often 

prioritised over the young men’s needs. For young men considered high risk, 

Hydebank College struggled to strike a balance between addressing their needs to 

help support them desist from crime whilst also fulfilling their role to ensure the safety 

of the young men, others and society. Accordingly, the reality of the implementation of 

the educational model that had been adopted jarred with the College’s educational 

ethos and its aspirations to deliver a learner-centred educational model built around 

needs. For those that were considered high risk, the learner-centred educational model 

was not experienced as being built around their needs but rather was perceived as 

being exclusionary and reinforcing of a criminal identity.  

 

As previously explained, the young men’s PREPS level was often used to inform 

programme placement as it reflected their level of compliance to prison rules and staff 

instructions. Young men who were imprisoned for sexual offences or who were on the 

lowest level of PREPS had very limited access to educational and vocational 

programmes because they were often considered to pose the most risk in their 

interactions with other individuals: “we don’t get to go down to education which isn’t 

fair” (Young Man). Additionally, the contact these young men had with community 

members was often limited, hindering potential opportunities for pro-social identity 

development and socialisation. These young men did not feel that their interests, 

abilities or needs were driving their programme placement, as it was envisaged as 

doing in the holistic, learner-centred curriculum. Rather they felt they had little option 

in what programmes that they could participate in and were instead mostly assigned 

to programmes that were run by the prison officers in those areas of Hydebank College 

that continued to resemble a prison. One young man disclosed: 

 

No [you don't ask to be timetabled to the classes you’re interested in] they just 

give you a timetable… Aye, [I'm] all the time [in classes that I don't want to be 

in], yeah… [I would like to try] Just different things… different things to see what 

you’re interested in. (Young Man) 

 

In contrast, observations revealed that those on the highest level of PREPS who were 

deemed to pose the lowest risk due to their tendency to comply with prison rules and 

staff instructions were the young men that truly benefitted from the new educational 

model. These young men had access to all programmes at Hydebank College 

including, access to prison employment initiatives, external work placements and 

volunteering opportunities that involved interactions with the community, building their 
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efficacy and agency, and supporting their socialisation to enhance their potential to 

desist from crime. For these young men, their programme placement appeared to be 

more driven by their particular interests, needs and abilities, with considerations of risk 

playing a less prominent role.  

 

The decision to withhold access to certain programmes and resources by using a set 

of risk-based criteria to determine eligibility also influenced the concentration of need 

present in particular programmes, negatively impacting on the ability of staff to address 

these needs. For example, the decision to allocate all young men on the lowest level 

of PREPS, who generally presented with the most complex and challenging needs 

(e.g. addiction, mental health problems, neurodiversities, behavioural and learning 

difficulties, etc.) into the same programmes primarily delivered by NIPS staff reduced 

the time available to these staff to address their needs as their time was taken up by 

trying to manage classes and get people to engage in a meaningful manner. This 

concentration of need contributed to feelings of organisational injustice among prison 

staff, as they felt overwhelmed, treated differently to BMC staff and as they lacked the 

potential expertise BMC staff could provide in addressing the learning issues these 

young men presented with. This experience enhanced feelings of disengagement and 

disillusionment with the transformation and negatively impacted on their assessment 

of the ability of the new educational model to really meet the needs of the young men 

and enhance their potential to desist from crime.  

 

While some NIPS staff welcomed the increased focus on rehabilitation and desistance, 

and relished the opportunity to become more engaged in activities intended to enhance 

the desistance prospects of the young men, others were more focused on obtaining 

the young men’s compliance. Some NIPS staff appeared to believe that problems 

could be resolved through greater compliance and that those young men who were 

least compliant deserved the least support: 

 

They are kind of molly-coddled …they need a bit of tough love…the more 

disruptive you are the more you seem to get, which to me they are rewarding 

bad behaviour…. whereas the lad who is quiet in the corner gets left behind, 

you know he is the one that’s doing what he is told, and he is not getting the 

same as somebody who is shouting and screaming. (NIPS employee) 

 

As previously mentioned in Chapter 4, some NIPS staff were also resistant towards 

the new learner-centred educational model because it conflicted with their 
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philosophical views regarding the purpose of imprisonment, their role as a prison 

officer and their views on how people in prison should be treated. In particular, some 

NIPS staff appeared to be sceptical that the young men were capable of change, which 

jarred with the new educational model’s aspirations to build the young men’s efficacy 

and agency. As explained by one NIPS employee: 

 

That’s something a lot of people can’t really adjust to. They are very suspicious 

of some characters… but a lot of staff, dear help them, they just can’t look 

through their [young men’s] reputations because of the way, they the staff think 

there is no better side to that person… everybody has a good side. (NIPS 

employee) 

 

However, such scepticism was not evident among all NIPS staff, with those staff whose 

philosophical views aligned with the new learner centred educational model more 

easily adapting to the changes and expressing a desire for more activities intended to 

enhance the young men’s potential to desist. As one BMC employee suggested: 

 

Strengthen the links with employers and things like that you know? I think if we 

are going to be an open college, we should be more open to people who want 

to come in, have a look around the place and see what we are doing and things 

like that. …you know we are only a wee cog in the wheel there’s more there 

and no reason why there can’t be more makings within [the College]. (BMC 

employee) 

 

Most staff at the College also believed that agencies working within the wider criminal 

justice system (e.g. the Police Service in Northern Ireland (PSNI), courts and The 

Probation Service) needed to align their practices with the mechanisms of action 

underpinning the new educational model to support the young men’s needs and 

enhance their potential to desist from crime. A NIPS employee described how all 

professionals working with the young men needed to align their philosophical views 

and practices to support the new model of education within Hydebank College and the 

Secure College more generally: 

 

[The College needs] a wider circle [to support desistance], it can’t just be here 

it has to be the police on the outside and probation on the outside…” (NIPS 

employee) 
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Staff who bought into the transformation believed that there was a need to encourage 

all those who worked with the young men throughout the various stages of the criminal 

justice system to properly promote identity change. For example, it was suggested that 

all professionals working within the various criminal justice agencies should remove 

the use of stigmatising referents, focus on rehabilitation over risk and humanise their 

interactions with the young men to support the desistance process. Yet, despite these 

positive views of the potential of the new educational model and the wider Secure 

College approach, many staff remained disappointed in the realities of their experience 

of the implementation of the new educational model and hesitant about its potential to 

meet the needs of the young men or enhance their potential to desist from crime based 

on how it was operating during the data collection.  

 

Summary  
 

Based on these findings, it is argued that the new educational model underpinning the 

Secure College may have been designed to take account of the needs of the young 

men and could potentially facilitate the desistance process, but it was not working in a 

way that maximised the achievement of these aims when the data was collected. The 

use of the new holistic learner centred model of education sought to meet the needs 

of the young men and enhance their potential to desist from crime through five 

mechanisms of actions that emerged from the data: promoting the development of pro-

social identities, enhancing their skillsets, building efficacy and agency, supporting 

socialisation and enhancing feelings of safety and psychological wellbeing. Yet, the 

reality did not match the policy rhetoric due to the problems with communication, 

training, resourcing, inter-agency collaboration and the philosophical tensions 

associated with the transformation, which had troubled the wider transformational 

process. Staff lacked an understanding of the mechanisms of action underpinning the 

new model of education and Secure College, with the result that many staff often did 

not understand how exactly they were supposed to promote desistance through the 

delivery of educational and vocational programmes. While both the staff and the young 

men could see value in the new educational model and how it had the potential to meet 

the needs of the young men and encourage them to desist from crime, how it was 

operationalised resulted in a gap between its aims and delivery. For example, due to 

programme eligibility being primarily concerned with the potential risk posed by the 

young men over the level of need they exhibited, this limited the ability of the 

educational model to enhance the young men’s potential to desist from crime. As a 
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result of this gap, the young men and staff were often reluctant to conclude that the 

new model of education was truly meeting the needs of the young men or enhancing 

their potential to desist from crime. While many people believed that the new 

educational model underpinning the Secure College had potential to meet the young 

men’s needs and facilitate desistance, it was felt that there needed to be a greater 

alignment between the aims of the new educational model and how it was 

implemented and experienced in reality for this potential to be realised. How the young 

men experienced the Secure College model more broadly, as well as some of the 

factors that influenced how they perceived and experienced the Secure College model, 

are discussed next.  
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Chapter Six: The Young Men’s Experiences of Hydebank 
College: Meeting Needs and Enhancing Desistance 

 
 
This chapter examines how the young men perceived and experienced the Secure 

College model as meeting their needs and facilitating their ability to desist from crime. 

The findings show that the young men’s ‘positioning’ within and outside of Hydebank 

College played a key role in influencing their perceptions of the Secure College model 

and, consequently, the extent to which they believed the Secure College model met 

their needs and enhanced their potential to desist from crime. Using Holland et al.’s 

(1998) concept of ‘figured worlds’, the findings reveal that the young men’s ‘positioning’ 

within and outside of Hydebank College generally fell into one of two opposing 

positions, which shaped the young men’s perceptions and beliefs about the Secure 

College model and its potential to help them. The findings show that for a minority of 

young men who presented with less complex needs, greater skills and higher levels of 

cultural and social capital, the Secure College model was perceived and experienced 

as being more beneficial in meeting their needs and facilitating their desistance from 

crime. On the contrary, a larger group of young men were found to present with 

complex needs, less skills, lower levels of cultural and social capital and came from 

urban, deprived areas that tended to distrust criminal justice professionals and 

organisations. This larger group of young men tended to be more sceptical of the 

Secure College model and its ability to meet their needs or assist them in their efforts 

to desist from crime. These two different ‘positions’ are explored, with an in-depth 

account provided of how these ‘positions’ shaped the young men’s views and reactions 

to the Secure College model. Suggestions provided by the young men and staff 

regarding how the Secure College model could better meet the needs of the young 

men and facilitate desistance from crime are also provided before the chapter 

concludes with a brief summary of its key findings.  

 

Young Men in the Minority  
 
Holland et al.’s (1998) wider concept of ‘figured worlds’ suggests that the way in which 

people construct their identity is shaped by how the world sees them (e.g. labelling) 

and how the individual understands or ‘figures’ themselves to be. Hence, identity 

development is influenced through the different ‘worlds’ that the individual participates 

in and the different ‘positions’ they are situated within. More specifically, Holland et al. 

(1998: 127) explain that identity development is dependent on “the day-to day and on-
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the-ground relations of power, deference and entitlement, social affiliation and distance 

with the social-interactional, social-relational structures of the lived world”. In other 

words, identities are formed based on an individual’s perception of the social position 

they hold in the spaces (or ‘worlds’) that they encounter and that this also relies on 

how other people behave and engage with them in these same spaces, as well as their 

access to the activities that dominate these spaces. From the observations and 

interviews undertaken during the data collection period, it was evident that the Secure 

College model was envisaged as seeking to provide the young men with a non-

criminogenic environment/‘figured world’ that could better meet the young men’s needs 

and encourage them to desist from crime.  

 

For a minority of the young men detained in Hydebank College, it was apparent that 

they believed that the transformation had been mostly successful in achieving these 

aims, explaining how they felt the transformation of the YOC into a Secure College 

had helped to better meet their needs and facilitate their ability to desist from crime on 

release. Yet, it was evident that the ‘positioning’ of these young men, both in their 

‘worlds’ within Hydebank College and outside of the College, differed from that of the 

majority of those detained in Hydebank College and this ‘positioning’ was influencing 

how they perceived and experienced the Secure College model. From the young 

men’s narratives, as well as listening to and observing their interactions with others, it 

was apparent that these young men reported fewer instances of adverse childhood 

experiences (e.g. abuse, neglect and household dysfunction). They generally had 

‘intact’ families, had positive relationships with their families and exhibited higher levels 

of social capital. One young man described his home life as characterised by,  

 

…wee games of golf with your Dad, go out have breakfast with your Mum… 

(Young Man) 

 

While these men did present with needs, such as learning difficulties, mental health 

issues and/or substance misuse problems, these needs did not appear to be as 

complex or expansive as the needs presented by most young men at Hydebank 

College. Where the majority of young men described having multiple diagnoses, these 

young men tended to have a maximum of one to two diagnoses for example “Dyslexia” 

(Young Man) or “Epilepsy” (Young Man).  

 

These young men were also generally older and were serving lengthy sentences for 

predominately violent crimes (e.g. Gross Bodily Harm (GBH)). From these young 
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men’s accounts of their experiences prior to being detained at Hydebank College, they 

seemed to come from rural, less deprived areas in Northern Ireland and did not have 

a long history of interaction with criminal justice officials. Interviews and observations 

revealed that while most of these young men reported that they had been involved in 

criminal activity, this behaviour had gone undetected, until they were charged with a 

serious offence. Rather than growing up in criminogenic worlds and being exposed to 

structural disadvantage and frequent contact with criminal justice professionals, most 

of these young men reported becoming involved in crime through their involvement in 

criminogenic peer networks during their adolescence. As explained by one young man: 

 

 I got caught up in the wrong crowd, yep. (Young Man) 

 

They also tended to report more positive experiences of schooling in comparison to 

the majority of young men. One young man described his experience of schooling: 

 

  School wasn’t too bad like…school was alright. (Young Man) 

 

Interviews with these young men demonstrated that they tended to enter Hydebank 

College with higher levels of literacy, numeracy, interpersonal communication and 

thinking skills compared to the majority of young men within the College. Listening to 

the stories of their lives prior to their detention further revealed that they generally 

came into Hydebank College with higher levels of educational attainment than most. 

As one young man stated:  

 

I’ve already got a few qualifications from school. (Young Man) 

 

 This minority of young men generally displayed competent literacy and numeracy 

skills, as demonstrated through their involvement in initiatives at Hydebank College, 

such as in ‘The Cabin’, and their BKSB assessments indicating that they did not require 

essential skills training:  

 

 

 

The young men are responsible for cash transactions with customers. They are 

trusted to calculate the day’s earning and arrange the float for the following 

day’s service. The young men do not appear to experience any difficulties in 

completing these tasks. (Observation excerpt) 
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Moreover, these young men exhibited a greater ability to engage in in-depth self-

reflection and greater feelings of agency. They explained that the decision to engage 

with opportunities presented by the Secure College model was based on “free will” 

(Young Man), arguing that people needed to first “adapt” (Young Man) to the reality of 

being detained before they could decide whether to engage. These young men also 

demonstrated high levels of interpersonal communication and thinking skills through 

their dealings with other young men, staff and members of the community. They 

appeared to be mature in their thinking and able to regulate their emotions and 

behaviours.  

 

Additionally, interviews revealed that the young men’s family tended to value the 

educational and vocational opportunities provided by the Secure College model, with 

their families encouraging them to desist from crime and offering support to help them 

live a crime free lifestyle on their release. As explained by one of the young men: 

 

They [my family] think [attending education in Hydebank] it's important… I’ve 

got good family support whereas a lot of people don’t … I’ll be staying at my 

mum’s house, to me staying close to your family is a bit better [than living by 

myself] when you first get out cause if you’re just going out to live on your own, 

especially if you do have drinking or drug problems, if you’re on your own with 

nothing else to do, no plan like I said, the odds are you’re just gonna end up 

doing what you were doing. (Young Man) 

 

These young men also reported having the support of community members who would 

help them on their release to desist from crime by assisting them with employment, 

displaying higher levels of social and cultural capital in comparison to the majority of 

young men detained at Hydebank College. As one young man stated: 

 

I have enough people outside to help me out, yes. They’ll employ me if I was 

looking, so I’ll be alright yeah. (Young Man) 

 

Consequently, for these young men their interactions with others, their perceptions of 

their own abilities and their access to social and cultural capital allowed them to 

perceive that living a pro-social, non-offending lifestyle on release was a realistic 

prospect. This ‘positioning’ outside of the College played an important role in shaping 

how they experienced and responded to the Secure College model and the extent to 
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which they believed the Secure College model could meet their needs and facilitate 

their ability to desist from crime. More specifically, the young men’s demographics, low 

levels of need, existing skillsets and accumulated capital facilitated their ability to 

engage in, and maximise, the opportunities available through the Secure College 

model, facilitating identity exploration, the adaptation of pro-social, non-offending 

identities and enhancing their perceived ability to desist from crime on their release. 

Indeed, most of these young men described being motivated to change as they had 

already considered desisting from crime prior to their detention in Hydebank College:  

 

The crime that I’m in here for, when that happened, the next day [before being 

imprisoned] I woke up I was sort of thought no, like I'm not that person, you 

know what I mean, like it was just a wake up call to me. I just thought, nah I’m 

going to change. (Young Man) 

 

Some disclosed they had begun exploring a pro-social, non-offending identity prior to 

entering Hydebank College. For instance, one young man disclosed he had begun 

developing an intention to desist from crime and build a business career before his 

detention: 

 

Business is something I have always had an interest in…I love business so I 

want to open up a business, a few different types, in anything really, not specific 

to any one area. I just love how the trade works. (Young Man) 

 

These young men disclosed that the support of their families and the expectations of 

family members for them to desist from crime played a key role in encouraging them 

to consider changing their behaviour and develop non-offending identities. One young 

man revealed how he sought to desist from crime because: “my mum couldn’t cope 

another 5 years without me” (Young man). Another young man explained how having 

children motivated him to change:  

 

There’s too much to lose now, far too much to lose, it’s not fair on them [his 

children], so it’s not, definitely not and if I don’t change now, when am I going 

to change, that’s the way I look at it.  (Young Man) 

 

Some young men described wanting to become a father and how this desire had 

motivated them to change. In the words of one young man: 
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I’m trying to settle down so I am and have a wee kid and all. Definitely a lot of 

changes when I get out like definitely. (Young Man) 

 

Consequently, the young men’s ‘positioning’ as fathers and sons, as well as their 

desire to become a father, could motivate them to change and explore new non-

offending related identities, as they considered what type of father/son their aspired to 

be. Indeed, past research has found that that fatherhood can act as a motivator or 

‘hook’ for change and a ‘turning’ point to desist from crime (Moloney et al., 2009; 

Helyar-Cardwell, 2012). 

 

As these young men had less contact with criminal justice professionals, they also 

tended to express less negative views about the justice system and prison officers. 

Their views were not dominated by feelings of mistrust towards those in authority, as 

many of the other young men at the College appeared to be. As they were older, 

serving longer sentences and already considering making changes to their behaviour, 

this ‘positioning’ helped them to establish harmonious relationships with staff, 

supporting their psychological wellbeing and ability to maximise the opportunities 

available through the Secure College model. As described by one young man: 

 

Yeah, yeah all the teachers and stuff are dead on yep, like I get on with them 

and they get on with me so, haven’t really anything to say about that…Aye, 

yeah, they’re [prison officers are] all dead on as well. (Young Man) 

 

These experiences seemed to make these young men less sceptical about the 

reasons for the transformation and more willing to believe that the motivation behind 

the Secure College model was to improve the extent to which their needs were met 

and encourage their ability to desist from crime. In describing the transformation of the 

YOC into a Secure College, one young man stated: 

 

I don’t see any negative in it no cause clearly the way if it was run as a jail it 

doesn’t work […] so it can only be a positive. (Young Man) 

 

These young men tended to view the Secure College model as being able to meet 

their needs and facilitate their ability to desist from crime but only if the young men 

themselves made the choice to engage with the opportunities available: 

 



 

 
 

150 

Yeah [your needs can be met], as long as you take an interest and that’s what 

they are trying to get at… if you want help it’s there with regards to education. 

(Young Man) 

 

For these young men, their prior positive experiences of school, existing skillsets and 

family encouragement enabled and encouraged them to avail of the opportunities 

provided by the Secure College model. Unlike the majority of the young men detained 

at Hydebank College, these young men did not report negative experiences of 

schooling, which could discourage their engagement in educational and vocational 

programmes. Instead, they tended to report positive experiences of schooling, which 

lead them to be more willing to partake in the educational and vocational programmes 

available through the Secure College model: 

 

It [education at Hydebank College] just reminds me of school, yeah… I don’t 

mind it. It makes me feel like I’m back in school and helps me remember a 

couple of things that I’ve forgotten over the years. (Young Man) 

 

The higher levels of literacy and numeracy that they imported into the College also 

meant it was easier for them to obtain qualifications, with their families encouraging 

them to engage and achieve these qualifications. As explained by one young man:  

 

My sisters always saying, stick at it … she says you’re better off doing it in here 

and learning. ‘Go down and all do your wee bit of work. (Young Man) 

 

Some also made reference to family members who acted as educational role models, 

demonstrating how education could improve people’s lives. In describing his Aunt, one 

young man stated: 

 

 

Me aunty and all, she done the same course I done and she’s basically the one 

that got me into it like and she got to the end and got her degree and all that 

and she’s working now. I’m just trying to follow her footsteps now, you know 

what I mean. (Young Man) 

 

Given these experiences and skillsets, these young men were more inclined to believe 

that they could successfully complete the programmes available and obtain 

educational and vocational qualifications. In the words of one young man:  
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I’m in the process of applying for one or two [degrees] in Business [with the 

Open University]. (Young man) 

 

Of course, the experiences, skills, perceptions and beliefs that the young men imported 

into Hydebank College not only influenced their participation in educational and 

vocational programmes but also how they adapted to Hydebank College more 

generally. For instance, as these young men were more likely to enter Hydebank 

College with less complex and challenging needs, better interpersonal and 

communication skills, a greater ability to control their emotions and regulate their 

behaviour, as well as a desire to change their behaviour, these characteristics and 

experiences meant they were better placed to navigate and manage the restrictions 

and requirements imposed on them at Hydebank College. As one young man 

explained: 

 

My experience has been, it’s been pretty easy to adapt to so it has, the easiest 

way to get through it for me I suppose was getting a good job, always be busy 

and stuff…my experience has been alright, it’s nothing daunting about it or 

anything like that. (Young Man) 

 

As these young men were better placed to adapt to the regime at Hydebank College, 

they were also more likely to be on the ‘Enhanced’ PREPS level and benefit from the 

advantages this regime provided, further strengthening their positive view of the 

Secure College model and its potential to meet their needs and enhance their potential 

to desist from crime. For instance, as the young men tended to be detained with others 

of a similar PREPS status, they often lived in residential units that were more calm, 

stable and predictable than other units, with the young men on these units tending to 

display positive relationships with each other than elsewhere and resolving issues in a 

non-aggressive amicable manner. One observation of an ‘Enhanced’ residential unit 

revealed: 

 

There is a different atmosphere on ‘Cedar 5’ (the landing where the ‘Enhanced’ 

young men stay). These young men appear to be able to self-regulate and 

clearly communicate in their interactions with one another. This is evident 

where a number of young men turn the cold tap on while one other young man 

takes a shower. The young man communicates the uncomfortable nature of 

the cold water and one of the instigators of this ‘joke’ apologies. Both 
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acknowledge it was a ‘joke’. Afterwards, the young men, using their own keys, 

locked their cell doors and come together to play computer games in the 

landing’s common room. (Observation excerpt) 

 

As discussed earlier, the young men on the ‘Enhanced’ regime tended to benefit from 

the more enticing opportunities available through the Secure College model, with these 

young men being given access to work placements and other activities that involved 

significant interactions with members of the community as they were deemed low risk 

due to their compliance with prison rules and staff instructions. As one young man 

described:  

 

When you work up to ‘Enhanced’ you can work in ‘The Cabin’… you know when 

you work up to Cedar 4, Cedar 5, you can work outside the prison every day. 

(Young Man) 

 

As a result, they were better ‘positioned’ to benefit from all the opportunities provided 

through the Secure College model and were less exposed to the contradictions arising 

from the philosophical tensions associated with trying to balance meeting the needs of 

the young men and enhancing their potential to desist from crime against the possible 

risks they may pose to themselves, others and society. Instead, these young men 

recounted stories in which they found it easy to access work placements in the 

community and/or work with members of the public, with some of these young men 

explaining how they were trusted to make their own way back to Hydebank College at 

the end of a work day: 

 

I do usher [work at local theatre] … I work on creative learning [programmes 

for children] […] the office work. […] Loads of plays be on in there…and they 

do, like we do things for kids, like summer schools and all that. […] One of the 

women [female prisoner at Hydebank College] … Ah yes [she collects me], 

except for Friday night, I get a taxi cause it’s too late. (Young Man) 

 

Consequently, being ‘Enhanced’ resulted in a different experience of the Secure 

College model and facilitated a positive view of the ability of the Secure College model 

to meet the needs of the young men and enhance their potential to desist from crime.  

 

Yet, throughout these young men’s narratives, there was an emphasis on the role of 

agency and efficacy. These young men believed that the Secure College model could 
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not, and did not, prompt their motivation to change but rather facilitated their ability to 

change. They argued that young people themselves must first want to change before 

they will avail of the opportunities available to help support them to change. One young 

man explained how people needed to want to change in order to engage with and 

benefit from the transformation of the YOC into a Secure College: 

 

The people who are running it do want to see a change in us and they have set 

up courses and programmes for it to work but it’s up to you at the end of the 

day as well just to choose whether or not you're wanting to change. (Young 

Man) 

 

This view was corroborated by staff who disclosed: “Rehabilitation is a great word but 

it doesn’t happen very often, unless they [the young men] decide for it” (NIPS 

employee).  

 

Nevertheless, this emphasis on efficacy an agency, however, seemed to limit the 

ability of the young men to recognise how their ‘positioning’ in and outside of Hydebank 

College placed them at an advantage over the majority of the young men detained 

there and enabled them to be better placed to benefit from the Secure College model. 

While they referred to how their supportive family, social capital and skillsets helped 

them to engage with the opportunities provided through the Secure College model and 

maximise these opportunities, they continued to attribute their potential desistance 

from crime to their own internal decision to desist, downplaying the role socio-

economic and structural factors played in this process. 

These young men then bought into the Secure College model, believing it had the 

potential to meet their needs and enhance their capacity to desist from crime, though 

they ultimately attributed their motivation to change to internal causes. For example, a 

young man described how the work placement he participated in had given him access 

to educational and employment opportunities on release that should help him to desist 

from crime: 

 

It [the transformation] is useful, it obviously is, but seeing it from my point, it 

can get me places. It’s crazy … but it is good for making contacts if you want 

to put yourself out there you know make something of yourself… my boss and 

I had been speaking of one of his systems, about music technology cause I 

was interested in that… he’s gonna’ sort me out after [my release], more or 

less. (Young Man) 
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They saw value in the Secure College model and the transformation of Hydebank 

Wood YOC into a Secure College, while acknowledging that the reality of the 

operationalisation of the transformation was imperfect. They recognised that the 

transformation was in its early stages and understood that such an undertaking would 

take time to be fully achieved: “It will take time you know it just won’t change within a 

few years” (Young man). Despite attempts to humanise the carceral space through the 

introduction of free movement, removal of stigmatising referents and revamping of the 

aesthetics, they still viewed Hydebank College as a prison rather than a College. 

However, they did not feel that the use of labels, such as ‘College’ or ‘student’, was 

problematic if they could benefit from the opportunities provided through the Secure 

College model. In the words of one young man: 

 

I dunno it’s just it’s probably feels more like just a word they are using you know 

cause obviously you don’t feel like a student in here but it doesn’t bother me in 

the slightest. (Young Man) 

 

While their detention at Hydebank College was imposed upon them by the Northern 

Ireland criminal justice system, they nonetheless felt the transformation of Hydebank 

Wood YOC into a Secure College was beneficial in supporting them to ‘reconfigure’ 

themselves. One young man explained: 

 

  

Aye, [the transformation has affected me] big time. Different outlook so it does. 

It's sort of forced on you, but cause, I don’t know. If you come in here now, it’s 

a College, it’s sort of forced on you but when you come in when it’s a jail, it's 

sort of you who have to change. (Young Man) 

 

Yet, it is important to acknowledge that because of their ‘positioning’ both within and 

outside of Hydebank College, these young men had the capacity to re-author their 

identities and engage with the transformation in a way that maximised its potential 

benefits and opportunities for them. This contrasted with most young men at Hydebank 

College who were sceptical about the ability of the Secure College to meet their needs 

or enhance their potential to desist from crime.  
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Young Men in the Majority 
 

For the majority of young men detained at Hydebank College, their ‘positioning’ in the 

‘worlds’ they inhabited outside of the College were complex and chaotic. Most came 

from urban, disadvantaged areas and reported significant adverse childhood 

experiences, including violence, neglect, being in the care system and parental death. 

As one young man described: 

 

I lived in the children’s home since I was 12… ‘till about 16 …then I went to 

secure accommodation, then I went into care and then I came out …me dad 

took me in. Then I got put up to secure accommodation again. (Young Man) 

 

Some reported that they and/or their families had been victims of paramilitary violence. 

In a conversation with one young man during the observations, he described how his 

father had been subject to paramilitary violence, which resulted in his father being shot 

in his kneecaps on two separate occasions and beaten in another separate incident 

which resulted in a brain injury. These adverse childhood experiences were described 

as contributing to substance misuse and mental health issues, as the young men 

explained they struggled to deal with these experiences. Speaking of the trauma he 

experienced, one young man stated: 

 

Like I found my father and he was dead like and it was a big upset …I had far 

too much in my head so [I started] taking drugs and I just sort of thought it 

would help me. (Young Man) 

 

As a result, these young men frequently presented with complex and challenging 

needs, involving co-occurring mental health and substance misuse issues, contributing 

to histories of self-harm, addiction and frequent contact with the criminal justice 

system. One young man recanted the cyclic nature of his mental health and substance 

misuse issues:  

 

I tried jumping off [name] bridge and then I got put into the mental hospital... 

See like if I had a box of Diazepam, like I’d eat the whole lot. Then, I’d 

remember not one thing that I would do. […] When I woke I made a bong and 

I’d need a bag a [of] grass, I’d need something. (Young Man) 
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The vast majority reported difficulties with addiction to prescribed medications, illicit 

substances and/or alcohol, as well as a range of other needs including, but not limited 

to, mental health, poor educational attainment, challenging family circumstances and 

deprivation. Despite believing that taking substances supported their psychological 

wellbeing: “going for a wee blast of grass […] that’s the only thing that keeps me calm” 

(Young Man), many disclosed that they were under the influence of substances when 

they engaged in crime: 

 

I’d be taking tablets and then when I take tablets I just black out and next 

morning I just wake up and I’ve all this money… and I don’t know where I got 

it and then people are telling me "oh you done this and you done that", you 

can’t even remember though when you’re on tablets. (Young Man) 

 

The young men demonstrated an awareness of how their substance misuse and 

mental health issues could contribute to their offending behaviour:  

 

I went and just bought a load of Diazepam and eat them all. Then I had none 

left and I lost me wallet. […] These big 4 Spanish boys […] and [I] grabbed 

them up against a wall and [I] says ‘tell me where to get the money’, and he 

just handed me his wallet.  What the fuck did I do, went and bought more 

Diazepam and eat them. (Young Man) 

 

They were also aware that these experiences had frequently interfered with their 

schooling, hindering their attendance and educational attainment, as well as 

contributing to negative experiences of schooling and school expulsions/drop out. As 

one young man stated:  

 

I was drinking nearly every day before I came in. I was going to school and all, 

drunk.  (Young Man) 

 

For these young men, school tended to be a “bad experience” (Young man) and they 

“just didn’t like it” (Young man). This negative experience of schooling contributed to 

low skillsets, with these young men tended to display lower levels of literacy, numeracy 

and other essential skills upon entry to Hydebank College. Their educational needs 

were added to by the plethora of diagnoses they reported. Most disclosed multiples 

diagnoses, including “Dyslexia” (Young Man), “Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder”, “Attention Deficit Disorder”, “Anxiety”, and “Depression” (Young Men). One 
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young man described how these diagnoses affected his ability to engage in the 

educational and vocational programmes offered as part of the Secure College model: 

 

They think I’ve ADHD but I couldn’t even sit in a class for less than 10 minutes. 

(Young Man) 

 

The bulk of these young men had also grown up in criminogenic environments, with 

these young men stating that family members, friends and community members were 

involved in crime, adding to their needs and the challenges they would encounter 

desisting from crime upon their release. One young man described how his 

‘positioning’ in his ‘world’ outside of Hydebank College was dominated by family 

involvement in crime and how he believed this had contributed to his own involvement 

in crime: 

 

I know that all my family committed crime […] and I followed in their footsteps 

cause apparently I said to my Granddad when I was about 8 that I’m gonna go 

into jail when I’m 18… and that came true. (Young Man) 

 

Many described becoming desensitised to crime and imprisonment during their 

childhood, with intergenerational experiences of crime causing them to internalise a 

criminal identity from a young age. These young men tended to be younger and 

disclosed that they had a history of frequent but low level offending, generally being 

involved in less serious offences, such as, theft or minor assault. All reported frequent 

contact with criminal justice professionals, as well as multiple experiences of custody. 

Past experiences of being in the criminal justice and care systems had resulted in a 

cynical view of professionals, services and supports. For instance, one young man 

described prison officers at Hydebank College as: 

 

You feel sometimes like they (the NIPS) are out to set you up to fail… they 

don’t give a fuck. (Young Man) 

 

Most were dubious about the transformation of Hydebank Wood YOC into a Secure 

College and did not believe that it was undertaken with their best interests in mind. 

Instead, they tended to believe that the transformation was intended to improve the 

public perception of NIPS to enhance its legitimacy and/or save money:  

 

See it’s all for show, isn’t it. (Young Man) 
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I think it’s a staff thing cause there's no staff…. everyone off the landings… 

then they can take staff off the landing to run everywhere else. (Young Man) 

 

As these young men had multiple periods of custody, most had experience of both the 

Hydebank Wood YOC and the Secure College model at Hydebank College. These 

men felt they had witnessed little changes in response to the transformation from a 

YOC into a Secure College and that much of their daily regime remained the same: 

 

Same as it is now...’I haven’t seen it [any changes]. Nothing’s been offered to 

me so no. (Young Man).  

 

These young men were, therefore, suspicious that the transformation of the YOC into 

a Secure College was more concerned with meeting organisational needs rather than 

meeting their needs or helping them to desist from crime: 

 

They’re just making themselves sound better ... it’s a heap of shite you know... 

they’ve fuck all to show for it. (Young Man) 

 

While they acknowledged that some changes had occurred, they highlighted how they 

were still required to be detained there against their will and that many of the walls, 

fences and gates were retained, undermining the notion they were ‘students’ attending 

a ‘College’. These young men highlighted how Hydebank College was still operating 

within the wider criminal justice system, with the result that Hydebank was still required 

to operate as a ‘jail’ and the young men were still viewed as ‘inmates’: “I was sentenced 

to a jail I wasn’t sentenced to a College” (Young man). Accordingly, the young men did 

not believe that the change in terminology used to refer to themselves and Hydebank 

College, reflected the reality of their detention, increasing their scepticism and 

reluctance to buy into the transformation of the YOC into a Secure College or perceive 

the Secure College model as being better able to meet their needs and/or facilitate 

their desistance from crime.   

 

In particular, these young men found being called a ‘student’ problematic. Their 

previous negative experiences of being a ‘student’ meant that this label had negative 

connotations for them and did not encourage non-offending identity development. Most 

of these young men disclosed that they had been labelled as problematic ‘students’ in 

school, experienced expulsion or had left school early. As a result, being called a 
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‘student’ was not perceived to be something positive and therefore not conducive to 

the development of a pro-social non-offending identity. They resisted being labelled a 

‘student’ and failed to understand how this change could facilitate positive identity 

development when they did not have positive associations with past experiences of 

being called a ‘student’.  

 

These young men also felt that the transformation was under-resourced and under-

staffed, resulting in less free time to socialise with one another on residential landings 

(known as ‘association time’) and more time spent locked in cells: 

 

It was different back then (pre-transformation), there was more staff… it was 

run better… these days, like we’re locked more. Cause [there] used to be two 

staff on every landing… now it’s like… you’re locked more… you don’t get out 

for ASSO [association time] as much as you used to. (Young Man) 

 

They felt that the new education model that had been introduced as part of Secure 

College model was not working as it was supposed to due to it being under-resourced 

and under-staffed. They perceived and experienced the delivery of the educational and 

vocational programmes provided through the Secure College model to be “chaotic” 

(Young Man) and felt that the ability of the Secure College model to meet their needs 

and/or enhance their potential to desist from crime was limited as a result of this under-

staffing and insufficient resources:  

 

It's (education) just disorganised. […] You’re just not thought about. (Young 

Man) 

 

As discussed previously, the complex and challenging needs that most of the young 

men detained in Hydebank College presented with, meant that it was challenging to 

deliver educational and vocational programmes in an inclusive setting meeting 

everyone’s needs. Consequently, even if the young men initially expressed openness 

to engaging in educational and vocational programmes, this perception of chaos 

surrounding the delivery of these programmes led them to disengage. As described by 

one young men:  

 

Maths, I dropped out of, because I just couldn’t concentrate…with eh, the 

younger ones in the room, should I say. (Young Man) 
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Although the intention was for compulsory attendance to initiate an openness to 

engaging in educational and vocational programmes, the disorganised nature of the 

delivery of these programmes was perceived and experienced as hindered the young 

men’s ability to focus on and engage with these programmes. As previously 

mentioned, issues with staffing and resourcing resulted in some young men being 

allocated to programmes that did not meet their interests, abilities or needs. 

Furthermore, the lack of psychological programmes on offer meant that challenging 

behaviours were not addressed and this contributed to the young men’s experience of 

the Secure College model as being chaotic and disorganised. As a result, as opposed 

to the Secure College model’s aspiration to meet the needs of the young men and 

potentially support them in desisting from crime through the provision of educational 

and vocational programmes, the environment that most young men experienced while 

taking part in these programmes was not conducive to learning. 

 

A further issue was that these young men lacked a full understanding of what 

programmes were available through the new holistic, learner-centred educational 

model or how the qualifications were awarded by an external body to reduce 

stigmatisation. One young man described how he was reluctant to work towards 

obtaining a qualification within Hydebank College as he feared it would be branded as 

being from Hydebank College, informing employers of his criminal past:  

 

I'd feel more comfortable doing my qualifications outside because I don’t want 

something like the Prison Service written on the bottom of your qualification. 

(Young Man) 

 

Observations of the City and Guilds qualifications provided at the College showed that 

there was no reference to NIPS, demonstrating how miscommunication and 

misunderstanding could add to the challenges experienced in obtaining the young 

men’s buy-in to the Secure College model. Indeed, some staff argued that there 

needed to be a greater focus on explaining the value of the educational and vocational 

programmes available, as well as their associated qualifications, to the young men 

during the induction process: 

 

I think it [information about the new educational model and qualifications] needs 

to be [integrated more into the induction programme]. They [the young men] 

need to realise that it’s not just a jail you come to get locked up. It’s a jail you 

can actually come to and make yourself better. (BMC Employee) 
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This lack of knowledge contributed to the young men tended to have a more restrictive 

view of what was possible through the Secure College model than was really the case. 

For instance, observations and interviews revealed that many young men were 

unaware of the different opportunities and programmes on offer through the Secure 

College model. Instead, they seemed to only be aware of what was currently provided 

to them as determined by their level of PREPS: 

 

The young men congregate in the seated beverage area of workshop [name]. 

One young man is telling the other young men about Hydebank Choir and 

explains that families are invited to attend the Annual Carol service at 

Christmas time. The other young men appear astonished and revealed that 

they were unaware that such initiatives existed. (Observation excerpt) 

 

Interviews further revealed that these young men often lacked knowledge of the 

different programmes available through the SDU that could help address their 

particular needs (e.g. ‘Good Thinking Skills’, ‘Controlled Anger and Learning to 

Manage it’ CALM), ‘Alcohol Related Violence’ (ARV) and ‘Cognitive Behaviour 

Therapy’ (CBT) programmes). However, as previously mentioned, this may have been 

due to the limited number of these programmes that were running during the data 

collection period, as well as poor inter-agency communication between the SDU and 

BMC.  

 

Moreover, the young men believed that they could only access substance misuse 

programmes if they had already stopped using these substances: 

 

I have to wait another five weeks [to attend the drug awareness programme] 

cause I’ve failed any drug test I’ve got in here. (Young Man) 

 

They believed this approach to be unhelpful as they argued that if they could stop using 

these substances, they would not need the help of others and would not be detained 

at Hydebank College. A young man described his experience of seeking help to 

overcome his issues with addiction at Hydebank College: 

 

See I’m taking drugs too much but they say they’re not working with me cause 

I’m not willing to change, I want to change […] It’s kind of shit…. I mean like 
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come help me I’ve asked you for help you know like, they’re [AD:EPT] useless. 

(Young Man) 

 

These young men also felt their difficulties giving up substance use were exacerbated 

by the availability of substances within Hydebank College and how substance misuse 

was responded to: “Place is flooded…the place is jam packed with drugs” (Young 

Man). They felt that more help was required to build their agency and efficacy to reduce 

their substance misuse, as well as help them to find alternative ways of coping with 

their adverse experiences that contributed to their substance misuse and offending. 

The majority of young men felt the current approach to addressing substance misuse 

was often to use a deterrent approach which did little to enhance their agency, efficacy 

or coping skills but rather worsened their psychological wellbeing and reaffirmed 

offending identities. As explained by one young man: 

 

They could stop disciplining people for stupid reasons, and actually try and help 

them. I mean one of the staff from [name] … says to me, ‘If somebody fails a 

drug test, they get punished. Like, that’s an illness that they have and they don’t 

get treated, they get punished. (Young Man) 

 

Yet, some staff felt that the College’s approach to dealing with substance misuse was 

not punitive enough: 

 

Drugs are a big issue… we should be nipping that in the bud and if they fail a 

drug test there should be some sort of punishment and if we know that 

somebody is under the influence then they shouldn’t be allowed to go back to 

education but you know we are facilitating that because we want everybody 

out, we want constructive activity every day. So they are getting out, and if they 

are off their own meds, you know sometimes healthcare will say, he’s been 

abusing his meds so he’s not getting them. They can go and get somebody 

else’s because you know they are mixing in the toilets and all I can’t get my 

head around that… it shouldn’t be allowed. (NIPS employee) 

 

Nevertheless, there were also some staff who expressed frustration at how Hydebank 

College responded to the young men’s substance misuse needs: 

  

It’s very difficult for any young man when they come into an environment like 

this… they are succumbing to peer pressure and the drugs that are here etc., 
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it’s a hard thing for them to do so I think we fall down a little bit there, identifying 

those particular individuals and encouraging them. (NIPS employee) 

 

These young men, therefore, felt that their substance misuse needs remained 

unaddressed and would likely lead them to reoffend upon their release. In the words 

of one young man:  

 

Aye [drugs], a big problem like… […] It’s a constant circle. (Young Man)  

 

While the use of a deterrent approach may deter those with less complex needs who 

could self-regulate and consider the consequences of their actions, it appeared to be 

less effective for those who exhibited more complex and challenging needs, with these 

young men requiring extra support if their substance misuse needs were to be met and 

their ability to desist from crime enhanced.   

 

Many of the young men with substance misuse needs further explained that substance 

use was rife among their peers and the only way they could avoid substance misuse 

and offending behaviour on release was to stay “off of the streets” (Young Man). They 

described how being surrounded by peers using substances and offending would be 

mentally challenging if they were attempting to desist from crime upon their release: 

 

When I get out and mixing and then back on drugs and then drugs take a hold 

of you and make you do stuff so. You never know [if you can desist]. (Young 

Man) 

 

Staff agreed with this view arguing that the young men’s criminogenic peers played a 

key role in normalising their substance misuse, offending behaviour and imprisonment. 

As one NIPS employee stated:   

 

You can just see the ones and they are just back and back and they all know 

each other, this is the irony, you know? “Oh my mates are over there.” “There’s 

me cousin.” … There is no stigma in it, you know?... it’s almost like a badge of 

honour. (NIPS employee) 

 

Based on these young men’s experiences, they felt that programmes that only sought 

to support them while they were detained and did not seek to address their ‘positioning’ 

outside of Hydebank College would be limited in their ability to meet their needs or 
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facilitate their desistance from crime due to the challenges they would encounter on 

their release: 

 

Nah I don’t think [Hydebank prepares you for getting out], no cause when you’re 

getting out, you have to have a something planned for yourself. (Young Man) 

 

An added challenge for the Secure College model and its efforts to meet the needs of 

the young men and facilitate their desistance from crime was that their ‘worlds’ outside 

of the College were not that different to their ‘worlds’ within Hydebank College. Several 

came from the same deprived, urban areas and, subsequently, their peer networks 

within Hydebank College were the same as those outside of the College, meaning how 

they behaved in the College affected their identity and status among their peers inside 

the College and on their release. One young man described how having the same peer 

network within and outside of Hydebank College affected how people felt they could 

behave in the College:  

 

Like if I was to come in here with all of my mates, I wouldn’t be able to behave. 

It’s just harder. (Young Man) 

 

It was particularly difficult for these young men to break away from their peer networks 

as, given that many experienced challenging family circumstances, these peer 

networks provide them with a sense of belonging and security that was often absent 

elsewhere in their lives. Moreover, as their peers were similarly detained in Hydebank 

College, this peer group gave them a sense of protection within Hydebank College, 

meeting their need for safety and belonging both within and outside of the College: 

 

I came in and thought everyone was against me… then met a few of me mates 

and I was like ‘fuck this is a play pen’. (Young Man) 

 

From listening to the young men, it was evident that their ‘worlds’ outside of Hydebank 

College were dominated by a strong sense of collective identity and connection. Yet, 

such a strong sense of collective identity and connection meant in cases whereby the 

particular needs and abilities of the young men may have allowed them to progress to 

the ‘Enhanced’ level of PREPS, they were less inclined to take up this opportunity, as 

doing so would reposition themselves away from their peer networks and risk reducing 

their feelings of safety, security and belonging both inside and outside Hydebank 

College.  
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Some of these young men disclosed that they had previously attempted to desist from 

crime but that their lack of capital and a lack of opportunities in the community limited 

their ability to disassociate from their ‘criminogenic’ peer networks. For example, many 

did not have access to the economic capital required to secure their own housing, 

lacked family support or were unable to reside with their families due to paramilitary 

threats. This meant that they, especially those who grew up in the care system, would 

have to reside in hostel accommodation on their release, which they described as 

being a dangerous drug-laden environment which would not support their desistance 

from crime. 

 

See if they put me in a hostel like I’ll be back cause I’ve been in and out of 

hostels for me life, same people running around with needles. (Young Man)  

 

Intergenerational involvement in crime was also described as an obstacle to the young 

men desisting from crime, yet few programmes appeared to address this issue to help 

increase the potential for the young men to desist from crime. Most of these young 

men felt that without a safe, non-criminogenic environment to return to on their release, 

it was inevitable that they would re-offend. As a result, they felt that the transformation 

of Hydebank Wood YOC into a Secure College was limited in its ability to meet their 

needs or facilitate their desistance from crime as its efforts to provide them with a safe, 

non-criminogenic environment, as well as social and economic support on their release 

was limited.  

 

Most young men perceived that employment could support their desistance from crime 

as well as improve their psychological wellbeing by offering a “routine” (Young Man), 

“a plan” (Young Man) or a means of “keeping busy”’ (Young Man). As one man 

explained: 

 

Out in work all day, you don’t have to look over your shoulder asking you what 

did you steal, looking for stuff… having paramilitaries coming to your door… 

you’re working with your own money… legally. (Young Man) 

 

While the men acknowledged that some of the opportunities afforded through the 

Secure College model could help support them in developing their skillset and 

enhancing their employment prospects, they were still dependent on others within 

society to be willing to employ them. Many expressed concerns about this, believing 
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their personal efforts would be thwarted because of the stigma associated with their 

imprisonment. In the words of one young man: 

 

They say […] ‘he’s rehabilitated now he can go out and get a job’, so they try 

get a job and can't because they have a criminal record so go straight back to 

crime and drugs and so on. (Young man) 

 

The majority of young men lacked the social and cultural capital to help them secure 

employment and believed that they would experience stigma from the community as a 

result of their offending and imprisonment. These feelings were amplified by the most 

desirable work placements and opportunities to interact with members of the 

community only being available to those on the ‘Enhanced’ level of PREPS. 

Consequently, they majority of these young men felt that the opportunities available 

through the Secure College model were of limited utility to them and were unlikely to 

help them to desist from crime if wider philosophical tensions and structural issues in 

society remained unaddressed. Acknowledging the impact of not addressing these 

wider issues some staff admitted that the young men were likely to re-offend in such 

circumstances: 

 

The challenges will still be there you know it’s like you put people straight back 

into the environment they’re in before it’s very easy to go back to that mind set. 

(NIPS employee) 

 

These young men were very aware of the philosophical tensions associated with the 

Secure College model. Given the complexity of their needs and past experiences, 

these young men often struggled to adhere to prison rules and instructions, as well as 

tended to experience more conflict with staff, hindering their ability to adapt to the 

regime and progress to the higher levels of PREPS. Most were on the ‘Standard’ or 

‘Basic’ level of PREPS and were deemed to pose a higher risk than those on the 

‘Enhanced’ level. Consequently, they tended to be subjected to greater control and 

restrictions on their activities than those on the ‘Enhanced’ level of PREPS. These 

restrictions limited their access to many of the valued opportunities and programmes 

available through the Secure College model and, as a result, these young men did not 

have access to the same work placements and opportunities for working with members 

of the community that was available to those on the ‘Enhanced’ level of PREPS. As a 

result, they felt the Secure College model did not provide them with especially 
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desirable opportunities for enhancing their skillsets, increasing their employability, 

supporting their socialisation or promoting non-offending identity development.  

 

Indeed, some young men on the ‘Basic’ and ‘Standard’ level of PREPS felt that their 

outside ‘positioning’ was influencing how staff were engaging with them in Hydebank 

College, with this interaction serving to reaffirm offending identities rather than promote 

the development of positive, pro-social identities. As explained by one young man: 

 

People from a certain background find it a lot harder [to get ‘Enhanced’] … if 

you lived where I live it’s going to be a lot harder … you go to C5 you won't find 

anyone from [name of area] on it…. people’s second names, all sorts of things 

would be dictated for you. (Young Man) 

 

Staff perceptions of the young men were perceived as hindering their ability to 

progress to the ‘Enhanced’ levels of PREPS and avail of all the opportunities offered 

under the Secure College model: 

 

The screws look at [another young man] and think, aye, well he could make it 

and then they look at someone like me and say ‘Oh he’s bad news, can’t have 

him on this [Enhanced] landing’. (Young Man) 

 

Research has found that social relationships and reactions characterised by stigma 

and labelling can undermine a person’s ability to solidify valued pro-social identities, 

thereby limiting their desistance potential (Maruna and Farrall, 2004; Uggen, Manza 

and Behrens, 2004; LeBel et al., 2008). Maruna (2001: 164) stresses desistance 

efforts need to be socially recognised to support the development of pro-social 

identities and enable people to “identify themselves credibly as desisters”.   

 

Some staff did question the extent to which some of the young men were interested in 

changing or making the most of the opportunities available through the Secure College 

model: 

 

You do have a hard-core of repeat offender that continually comes back and 

has no interest in being in class and the unfortunate thing that I can see is that 

that particular type of student is made to go to the class. (NIPS employee) 
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These young people, however, explained that they wanted staff to think more critically 

about the reasons behind their offending. As one young man stated,  

 

They are looking at you thinking […], scumbag this, scumbag that […] but they 

don’t know what people have been through like in their life so they don’t know, 

why people have gone out and done what they done. (Young Man) 

 

The young men explained that when staff did not judge them, they were instrumental 

in helping to meet their needs and encourage them to think about desisting from crime. 

However, when they felt judged by staff, they explained this contributed to tense 

interpersonal relationships, which reduced the likelihood that the young men would 

seek their support or perceive them to be acting in a manner that would address their 

needs or support their ability to desist from crime. In the words of one young man: 

 

He [prison officer] is one of the best officers in the jail so he is. He’s one that 

would try to help you but they [other staff] […] try to set you up to fail, know 

what I mean. It’s not that you need them to give a fuck but they’re here to do 

their job and work with you but it’s just like, ‘Get them in that room there and 

lock them, who gives a fuck’. (Young Man) 

 

Yet, while these young men’s perceptions and experiences of the Secure College 

model and its ability to meet their needs or facilitate desistance from crime tended to 

be negative, most sought to negotiate the opportunities available to them as part of the 

Secure College model as best they could. They disclosed that they used mandatory 

attendance in educational and vocational programmes predominantly to support their 

psychological wellbeing, to build social capital, and to support applications for early 

release. Therefore, the Secure College model could help these young men in meeting 

some of their needs but not all and was believed to be limited in its ability to promote 

desistance due to the lack of initiatives focused on addressing their ‘positioning’ 

outside of the College and the issues they would face on their release. Accordingly, 

these young men did see some value in the Secure College model but their experience 

of the delivery of the model meant that how they valued it differed substantially from 

how it had been envisaged by management.  

 

For instance, the young men knew that if they refused to attend educational and 

vocational programmes they would be locked in their cells for most of the day: “If we 

don’t go… we get locked in our room” (Young Man). To avoid the monotony and 
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psychological impact of being isolated in their cell alone all day, most young men 

decided to attend the programmes for social interaction to support their psychological 

wellbeing: 

 

See I just sit about down there, I don’t really want to go down there but like 

sometimes it’s good and sometimes it gets you off the landing, being on the 

landing all day drives you insane like so I do it. (Young Man) 

 

They also attended the programmes to avoid monetary deductions in their weekly 

payment: “If we don’t go to classes we don’t get our money” (Young Man). This money 

enabled the young men to purchase call cards to contact their families, which was 

important for supporting their socialisation and maintaining/building social capital, 

which could help them to desist from crime on their release. As one NIPS employee 

explained:  

 

The money they have to rely on…to get them their phone calls to their families 

so they really do attend. (NIPS employee) 

 

Some also engaged in creative art-based programmes, which allowed them to gift their 

creations to loved ones, further strengthening these social relations:  

 

I like Art because you get to make things for your cell, make wee things for your 

family. (Young Man) 

 

As previously mentioned, creative arts based programmes were praised by many 

young men because of their therapeutic benefits. Programmes that had a therapeutic 

element, including the gym, tended to be viewed more positively because they 

provided an outlet to support the young men’s psychological wellbeing while detained: 

 

If it wasn’t for the gym I would probably be mentally unstable now, I don’t know 

what I would be like… the gym it’s like a stress relief. (Young Man) 

 

Moreover, the young men recognised that being seen by others as participating in 

programmes could facilitate their release from Hydebank College, as they used this 

participation as evidence that they were working to address their needs and enhance 

their ability to desist from crime. As one young man explained: 
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When I go to court I can say then I have this at least you know and I’ve been 

doing a course to try and get off drugs and it will look better for me. (Young 

Man) 

 

Consequently, these young men understood the symbolic capital that attending 

educational and vocational programmes carried for criminal justice professionals and 

intended to use this to help facilitate their release. While they believed the Secure 

College model was limited in its ability to address the individual, social and structural 

issues contributing to their offending, they felt obliged to be seen to engage with it if 

they were to hasten their release from the College. In the words of one young man: 

“That’s (rehabilitation) balls so it is” (Young Man).   

 

For these young men then, they did not perceive or experience the Secure College 

model as helping them to feel in control of navigating their lives or empowering them 

to feel they could change their lives. Due to their lack of capital, many continued to feel 

that they had little ability to change the course of their lives. As one young man 

explained: “There’s no point in me sitting in here planning stuff’ […] everything 

changes” (Young Man). Many continued to feel that once they were released from 

Hydebank College, they were alone and unsupported, left to fend for themselves: “See 

once you’re out there, you’re out there by yourself like” (Young Man). For this reason, 

many described feeling very pessimistic about their ability to desist from crime upon 

their release:  

 

I don’t think I'll ever stop (committing crime), so I don’t. (Young Man) 

 

Most young men at Hydebank College felt that the although the Secure College model 

helped to meet some of their needs, there needed to be a greater focus on addressing 

the individual, societal and structural issues these young men would face on release, 

due to their outside positioning, if their ability to desist from crime was to be maximised.  

 
 

Supporting Change for Release: ‘The Whole Package’ 
 

During the interviews and observations, the young men and staff offered a number of 

suggestions for how the needs of the young men and their capacity to desist from 

crime could be better met. These suggestions fell into two broad categories: 1) 
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addressing the wider societal and structural factors giving rise to the young men’s 

offending behaviour; and 2) providing more mental health, substance misuse and 

psychological programmes to empower the young men to make changes.  

 

Addressing wider societal and structural factors 
 

One of the main suggestions that both the young men and staff emphasised as being 

key to meeting the needs of young men and supporting their desistance from crime 

was addressing their ‘positioning’ outside of Hydebank College and the wider societal 

and structural factors underpinning their offending behaviour. The young men felt that 

any progress achieved in addressing their needs while in Hydebank College risked 

being undone if wider structural and societal factors remained unaddressed. For 

instance, the majority of young men detained in Hydebank College lacked the capital 

that would help them obtain employment on their release. These young men believed 

that even if they engaged with the new educational model and obtained qualifications, 

they would not find employment upon their release due to the stigma associated with 

imprisonment and offending within society. For this reason, they wanted more 

programmes and supports to be made available to them on their release to navigate 

these issues and help them find employment.  

 

Start programmes for the people getting out like. […] I mean help us when we 

get out there instead of just throwing us out there and facing it when its drugs 

like anything you can get your hands on like. (Young Man) 

 

Most young men were apprehensive about their release as they were unsure what 

supports would be available to help them in the community. In particular, the young 

men wanted assistance with finding employment on release. As one young man 

explained: “Sort out a job, that sort of a thing would be good for people going out there” 

(Young Man). Staff were similarly keen for such programmes and supports to be made 

available to the young men: 

 

We need to do something… we need to be out hunting people down out there 

and saying ‘I want you to give one guy one day a week.’ Or what about taking 

5 guys and giving them Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday that’s 

what I think. […] What happens if they get 10 interviews in a month and 

everybody says ‘We don’t want ye’? What creeps in? Negative thoughts. I’d 
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say the vast majority of them, they are going to re-offend if we can’t offer them 

an alternative. (NIPS staff) 

 

Requests were also made for greater inter-agency communication and co-ordination 

between NIPS, BMC, health care organisations, housing groups and other service 

providers in the community to avoid the lack of joined up service delivery that could 

hinder the provision of essential healthcare services, safe and appropriate housing, 

employment and training. In the words of one BMC employee: 

 

It’s about their mental health issues, their own personal issues, [it’s] about lots 

of different things. I mean there is a whole package there to be looked at. Yes, 

I think that is something that needs to be greatly improved. I don’t think there 

is enough co-ordination there. (BMC employee) 

 

A number of specific issues were mentioned. For instance, the young men wanted to 

see greater engagement with the entire further education sector beyond the BMC so 

that their ability to access apprenticeships would be increased. Moreover, there was a 

desire to do more work to engage families and wider society so that issues such as 

intergenerational involvement in crime, stigma, disadvantage could be tackled to help 

reduce the challenges the young men would encounter on release and the potential 

for any progress made in Hydebank College to be undone by these challenges: 

 

I think if you forget about the family and try and focus on the offender or the 

student at Hydebank here all that effort is kind a wasted. […] There’s a barrier 

…You know do they [the community] really understand? And that’s what I mean 

the link with the College and getting the College to bring people from the 

community into the College … breaking those barriers down…. I know it’s a 

challenge. [….] I think there’s work to be done there. (NIPS employee) 

 

How the young men were portrayed by the media, engaged with by the wider criminal 

justice system and the paramilitary threats they faced on release were other issues 

they required assistance with. For instance, how the media tended to portray these 

young men contributed to stigma and reluctance by the community to provide 

opportunities for employment in the areas they were residing in prior to their detention 

and support, hindered efforts to promote non-offending identities. In this way, many of 

the young men were worried about how this media portrayal could influence their 



 

 
 

173 

interactions with community members and the challenges they would encounter on 

their release: 

 

Definitely (being judged is something I worry about) cause I’m in for quite 

serious charges…I’ve been on the media. I do think that people [will judge] … 

(Young Man) 

 

Likewise, while the Secure College model at Hydebank College had sought to promote 

the development of pro-social identities and avoid the use of stigmatising referents that 

would reaffirm criminal identities, the rest of the criminal justice system continued to 

engage with the young men as ‘offenders’ or ‘prisoners’. A wider review of how the 

criminal justice system was interacting with the young men was therefore required if 

stigmatisation and the reaffirming of criminal identities was to be avoided.   

 

Other young men explained that they faced threats of violence from paramilitary 

groups that could hinder their efforts to desist from crime. They explained how these 

groups were threatening them and their families to ensure they did not return to their 

neighbourhood. However, this would leave the young person without accommodation 

or the social support that would be provided by family and peers living in their 

neighbourhood. These young men faced being beaten by these groups if they did not 

adhere to their wishes. While efforts were made to find alternative accommodation, 

often this accommodation was in hostels, which were described by the young men as 

criminogenic environments, which increased their probability of re-offending. 

Requirements imposed on these young men by the criminal justice system could also 

sometimes unintentionally increase the risk of these young men becoming victims of 

paramilitary violence. As one young man explained:  

 

I told the probation officer, they [paramilitaries] told me they don’t want me to 

stay here so, that’s not happening I mean my life is in danger over here, my 

families lives so no way. And if they don’t let me go [to England] I’ll just come 

back into jail you know what I mean? …They attacked my family you know what 

I mean so they’d not like to be seen with me [so] I’ll have to leave the country, 

and they [probation] still want me here so I don’t know. (Young Man) 

 

Consequently, the young men were very worried about the need to address the wider 

societal factors giving rise to their offending behaviour and felt that they were being 
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set up to fail by the Secure College model and wider criminal justice system because 

these wider societal issues remained unaddressed: 

 

It sort of worries you sometimes when you’re thinking about all that there stuff 

and it’s so easy to just end up back inside with a license, generally I think it’s a 

set up to fail like, most people end up back in here. (Young Man) 

 

Additional programme provision to encourage change 
 

Requests were also made for more mental health services, substance misuse 

programmes and psychological supports. In particular, the young men felt that 

additional mental health and substance misuse services were required to help reduce 

their substance misuse, lessen their dependence on these substances and develop 

alternative coping skills. As stated by one young man: “Probably like to just see the 

younger ones just getting more help with drugs and all” (Young Man). These 

sentiments were echoed by staff: “I still think they need more healthcare, more people 

to talk to” (BMC employee). Most young men advocated for Hydebank College to 

change how it dealt with substance misuse, requesting that there was less of a reliance 

on a deterrent approach and more assistance given to support the young men to stop 

their substance use. In the words of one young man:   

 

That’s [being punished for failing a drug test] not making them any better; it’s 

actually making them worse. So they’re doing everything wrong […] but […] 

have you ever been asked why you’ve taken what you’ve taken?... Nah it’s just, 

it’s a punishment. (Young Man) 

 

The young men wanted to see greater inter-agency work by the South Eastern Health 

and Social Care Trust, NIPS and other providers at the College to address the 

underlying causes of substance misuse and use a harm reduction approach to lessen 

their substance misuse.  

 

The young men further pointed for the need for those in authority to listen to their voices 

when seeking to design and deliver services that are supposed to meet their needs 

and enhance their potential to desist from crime. They highlighted how a failure to do 

so could result in staff misunderstanding their needs, how to address them and how to 

best engage them. For instance, the young men highlighted how if they had been 

consulted on the transformation of Hydebank Wood YOC into a Secure College, they 
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would have suggested alternative programmes that may have better engaged the 

young men:  

 

So if they offered anything to do with cars like ‘Mechanics’ or anything I’d find 

a lot of the ones who don’t do stuff, would probably attend that… There’s a lot 

of people interested in cars in here. (Young Man) 

 

The young men also felt that more psychological programmes were required to help 

build the confidence of young men to engage in all the activities offered through the 

Secure College model, as well as enhance their motivation and readiness to change: 

 

Mmm, aye (some personal development course would be useful) because like 

people wouldn’t have the confidence to like go to any courses or nothing. 

(Young Man) 

 

Moreover, the young men highlighted the need for probation, and other partner 

organisations, to begin working with them at an earlier stage of their detention if their 

ability to desist from crime was to be enhanced. They explained that as their needs 

were often complex, probation and other staff needed to engage with these issues at 

an earlier stage in their detention if they were to be addressed, rather than only 

approaching the young men weeks before their release: 

 

You do three years and they don’t come and talk to you and see how you are 

and then just because you’re getting released, you’re getting out, they all want 

to come and help you before you get out. I don’t see a point in that shit…should 

be happening through your whole sentence. (Young Man) 

 

Finally, the young men believed it was important that supportive interactions were 

developed between staff and the young men, if staff were to be able to meet their 

needs and help them desist from crime: 

 

They could get some proper staff that are actually professional that’s the 

bottom line. […] See if they actually done their job properly and had a better 

professionalism I think things would be alright. […] They could stop disciplining 

people for stupid reasons, and actually try and help them. (Young Man) 
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Summary 
 

Based on these findings, it is argued that how the young men at Hydebank College 

perceived and experienced the Secure College model was determined by their 

‘positioning’ in their ‘worlds’ inside and outside of Hydebank College. The minority of 

young men who perceived and experienced the Secure College model as meeting 

their needs and facilitating their desistance from crime tended to present with fewer 

needs and significant levels of capital, enabling them to maximise their engagement 

with the Secure College model and benefit the most from the potential opportunities it 

offered. Yet, the majority of young men presented with adverse childhood experiences, 

more complex needs, previous negative interactions with school and criminal justice 

professionals, as well as lower levels of capital. This ‘positioning’ meant that these 

young men were at a disadvantage as their particular needs and resources meant that 

they were less able to engage with and benefit from the opportunities provided through 

the Secure College model. In particular, this majority of young men felt limited in their 

capacity to re-author their self-narratives and envisage future non-offending identities 

as the Secure College model did not address the philosophical tensions and wider 

social and structural factors affecting their ‘positioning’ outside of Hydebank College 

which they felt would lead them to re-offend on their release. As a result, there were 

many suggestions for change put forward. Both the young men and staff pointed to the 

importance of tackling wider social and structural factors if all the needs of the young 

men were to be met and their potential to desist from crime maximised. They also 

stressed the need to provide additional healthcare, substance misuse services, as well 

as psychological programmes designed to support and encourage a motivation and 

readiness to change. A consistent culture of encouragement and support among staff 

was further highlighted as helping to facilitate change and engagement with the 

opportunities provided through the Secure College model. Improved inter-agency co-

operation and co-ordination, as well as earlier engagement, within the Secure College 

model was also stressed as being important for meeting the young men’s needs and 

facilitating their potential to desist from crime.  
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Chapter Seven: Discussion 
 

In this chapter, the implications of the research findings are discussed. How these 

findings contribute to knowledge and compare to previous research is examined. It is 

argued that while the Secure College model could enhance the young men’s potential 

to desist from crime, it continued to experience some problems common to the YOC 

model. The transformation had been successful in providing a more humanised 

custodial space, increasing the provision of educational and vocational programmes, 

as well as developing greater links with the community. However, not all young men 

had access to the new opportunities and programmes available. For those with 

complex needs and considered high risk, how the Secure College model had been 

operationalised meant that in reality their daily regime remained largely the same. For 

these young men, the Secure College was experienced as being limited in its ability to 

meet their needs or enhance their potential to desist from crime, similar to the YOC. 

The young men explained that the Secure College model had not adequately 

considered how their positioning in and outside of custody affected their ability to 

engage in rehabilitative programmes and avail of the mechanisms of action 

underpinning the new reforms. Issues around staffing, resourcing and philosophical 

tensions also affected the transformation and the extent to which it was implemented 

and experienced as intended. In the majority of cases, while both the young men and 

staff could see the potential for the Secure College model to possibly meet their needs 

and facilitate desistance from crime in some capacity, they felt that there was a gap 

between the policy rhetoric and the reality of its operationalisation, which hindered its 

ability to actually achieve these objectives. These issues are discussed in more detail 

below, beginning with an in-depth exploration of whether the Secure College model 

was a catalyst for change, before moving on to discuss the insights this research offers 

for undertaking penal reform. Other suggestions for policy and practice are also offered 

based on the research findings before a brief conclusion highlighting the study’s 

original contribution to knowledge.  

 

A Secure College Model: A Catalyst for Change?  
 

Custodial education remains “under-theorised and under-researched” (Szifris, Fox and 

Bradbury, 2018: 42). This research makes an original contribution to knowledge by 

providing the first in-depth exploration of the transformation of a YOC into a Secure 

College, as well as examining the extent to which the new educational model 
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underpinning the Secure College was able to meet the needs of young men in custody 

and enhance their potential to desist from crime. In answer to the study’s overall 

research aim of if a Secure College model can enhance the young men’s potential to 

desist from crime, the findings suggest that the Secure College model is an 

improvement on the YOC model. However, it remained limited in its ability to enhance 

the young men’s potential to desist from crime due to a number of weaknesses in how 

it was envisaged, implemented and experienced. 

 

The Secure College model succeeded in many ways to address issues common to the 

YOC, which had hindered its ability to meet the needs of young men and support them 

in desisting from crime. In contrast to the YOC model, the findings show that the 

Secure College model sought to engage all of the young men rather than just those 

who voluntarily sought out opportunities to participate in education and vocational 

training. In the Secure College model, all the young men were to be provided with an 

individualised programme plan designed around their individual needs, interests and 

abilities, with these activities intended to promote an openness to change, motivation 

to change and the development of pro-social identities. Research highlights how 

openness and readiness to change can facilitate the desistance process (Giordano, 

Cernkovich and Rudolph, 2002; Vaughan, 2007; Weaver and McNeill, 2010). 

Furthermore, development plans have been found to help support people in custody 

to avoid reoffending on release (Clancy et al., 2006). The findings demonstrate that 

instead of just focusing on enhancing the young men’s skills and increasing their 

employability, as was the case in the YOC model, the Secure College model sought 

to use educational and vocational programmes as a vehicle through which they could 

not only enhance skillsets and increase employability but also promote the ability of 

the young men to desist from crime by encouraging the development of pro-social 

identities, efficacy and agency, as well as supporting positive socialisation and 

psychological wellbeing. Healy (2014) argues that high levels of agency and positive 

psychological wellbeing support people in desisting from crime. Auty and Liebling 

(2020) also argue that carceral spaces that are perceived to be safe and well organised 

support wellbeing, personal development and facilitate the desistance process.  

 

From analysing the findings and identifying what worked well in the transformation, it 

became evident that the Secure College model sought to embed a new holistic, 

learner-centred model of education, to enhance skillsets and provide increased 

opportunities for positive interactions between the young men and society. Sams 

(2008) highlights the need for custodial education to take a holistic approach when 
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attempting to encourage desistance from crime. Moreover, McNeill (2006) highlights 

how interactions with the community can help support pro-social identity development 

and facilitate efforts to desist from crime. Furthermore, the findings show that the 

Secure College model at Hydebank Wood had been designed to place education at 

the core of its ethos, in the hope that it could provide the young men with a ‘hook for 

change’, whereby their needs could be met and their desistance journey supported. 

Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph (2002) argues that exposure to ‘hooks for change’ 

can support individuals to desist from crime, particularly, in the early stages of the 

desistance process. In these ways, the Secure College model was successful in 

making improvements on the YOC model and had the potential to enhance the young 

men’s abilities to desist from crime.  

 

Yet, issues also arose during the operationalisation of the Secure College model that 

hindered its ability to meet the needs of the young men and increase their potential to 

desist from crime. The findings demonstrate that while there was a recognition that the 

young men’s positioning could influence their ability to engage with the mechanisms 

of action underpinning the Secure College’s educational model, efforts to address their 

positioning in the Secure College were limited. This was experienced by the majority 

of young men as ultimately hindering the ability of the Secure College model to 

promote their desistance from crime, as most young men felt that it was their 

positioning that would lead them to re-offend on release. King (2013) highlights how a 

person’s positioning, as experienced through societal and structural interactions, can 

impact on a person’s ability to uphold a pro-social identity and dictate future 

behaviours. Consequently, while the Secure College model was an improvement on 

the YOC model and was better designed to meet the needs of the young men and 

potentially encourage desistance from crime, it suffered from a similar weakness as 

the YOC model in that it continued to prioritise changing the individual without 

adequately taking account of how their positioning, both in and outside of custody, 

affected their capacity to engage in rehabilitate opportunities and change. McNeill and 

Weaver (2010) argue that people’s positioning needs to be considered if their ability to 

engage in rehabilitative programmes and desist from crime is to be maximised. This 

key weakness and others were evident in how the transformational change was 

envisaged, implemented and experienced at Hydebank College. 

 

From the onset, restrictions were imposed on how the transformational change could 

be envisaged and implemented. The findings reveal that rather than the key 

stakeholders been given the freedom to conceptualise and implement a model that 
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they felt would best meet the young men’s needs, they were required to use a Secure 

College model and an external education provider due to the recommendations of the 

PRT (2011). In particular, a key weakness in how the transformational change was 

envisaged and implemented was the absence of the young men’s voices in designing 

and developing the Secure College model. Armenakis et al. (2007) argue that to 

ensure change efforts are successful, it is essential to involve the recipients of change. 

The transformational change intended to promote the ability of the young men to desist 

from crime, however the young men had not been consulted on what they thought 

were the biggest factors affecting their ability to desist from crime or what services and 

supports they felt would help them to avoid reoffending. This lack of involvement is in 

contrast to a children’s rights approach, which argues that young people should be 

actively consulted on and involved in decisions affecting them, as they are best placed 

to advise on how their needs can be met in a manner that best engages them 

(Conventions on the Rights of the Child, 1989). By not involving the young men in the 

steering group that developed the principles guiding the transformation at Hydebank 

College, an opportunity was missed to ensure that the Secure College model was 

designed in a way that could best meet what the young men perceived to be their most 

important needs and the services and supports they felt would help them to desist from 

crime.  

 

Moreover, Holland et al. (1998) argue that in order to support people in re-authoring 

their identities, it is essential to consider their ‘positioning’ in their ‘worlds’. Research 

highlights that young people can provide powerful insights into criminal justice 

initiatives that seek to meet their needs by taking into account their complex 

biographies and actively consulting and involving them in service design and delivery 

(Chui, Tupman and Farlow, 2003; Corr, 2014). Corr (2014: 257) highlights, “there is a 

danger with studies on youth offending that young people will be presented solely in 

terms of their offending histories, thus neglecting their complex biographies”. This 

research provides an original contribution to the literature by highlighting the need to 

involve young men in the development of a Secure College and by highlighting the 

importance of addressing the wider societal and structural factors influencing the 

young men’s ‘positioning’ if their potential to desist from crime is to be enhanced.  

 

This missed opportunity to consult with and involve the young men in the design of the 

Secure College model was evident in how most of the young men explained that they 

wanted more help to address the factors affecting their positioning both in and outside 

of custody. For instance, the young men wanted additional healthcare and substance 
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misuse services to be available. As previously explained, many of the young men 

reported adverse childhood experiences, which had affected them mentally, and led 

to substance misuse, contributing to the young men living complex and chaotic lives. 

Research in Northern Ireland has found “the health profile of prisoners, the high levels 

of mental ill-health, personality disorder, learning difficulty, drug and alcohol addiction, 

the proportion of prisoners on medication, and in numerous cases a combination of 

these factors together with the other vulnerability factors, all created a concentration 

of need within the prison establishment” (CJINI, 2019: 8). Giordano, Cernkovich and 

Rudolph (2002) argue that people need to have the capacity to engage with ‘hooks for 

change’ to equip them with the skills to help them overcome barriers to desistance. 

Most young men at the College needed to be supported in tackling their issues with 

substance misuse and mental health to be in a position to identify and avail of ‘hooks 

for change’. However, even if people’s capacity to engage with ‘hooks for change’ is 

enhanced, they are still unlikely to be successful in desisting from crime unless the 

wider societal and structural factors driving their offending behaviour are addressed 

(McNeill and Weaver, 2010). Indeed, Hollingsworth (2013) argues that young people’s 

disadvantaged positions can be compounded by the experience of custody unless their 

disadvantaged positions are addressed during their time in custody. 

 

Another key weakness for how the transformation change was envisaged and 

implemented, which affected how the change was experienced, were the philosophical 

tensions associated with trying to transform a YOC into a Secure College. Hydebank 

College remained a YOC in law and continued to operate as a place of detention within 

the wider criminal justice system. Consequently, efforts to humanise the carceral 

experience, reduce stigma, promote pro-social identity development and positive 

socialisation within Hydebank College often contrasted with how the young men 

continued to feel treated within Hydebank College and by the wider criminal justice 

system, contributing to a disjuncture between what Hydebank College was trying to 

achieve and how the young men felt based on their overall experience in the criminal 

justice system. As Hydebank College continued to operate as a place of detention 

under law, philosophical tensions were experienced in trying to balance the need to 

manage risk with the desire to meet the needs of the young men and promote their 

ability to desist from crime. Research has questioned the extent to which a carceral 

environment focused on deterrence can promote rehabilitation and highlights the 

complexities in striking a balance between addressing the person’s deeds and meeting 

their needs (Birgden, 2004; Camilleri, Thompson and McArthur, 2013). The Secure 

College model had intended to develop individualised programme plans based on 
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assessment of an individual’s needs, interests and abilities, with this plan informing 

and guiding their placement on programmes. In reality, however, programme 

placement also depended on an assessment of risk, with the need to manage risk 

often being prioritised over the young men’s needs.  

 

Shearing and Johnson (2005) argue that the punishment paradigm has led to a risk 

mentality that affects how people in risk societies conceptualise and respond to risk. 

As part of the wider criminal justice system and as a place of detention, Hydebank 

College was still expected to hold the young men securely and reduce their opportunity 

to engage in offending behaviour while detained. Consequently, decision-making 

appeared to be influenced by political and public considerations, with decision-makers 

attempting to balance an emphasis on undertaking transformational change with the 

need to manage risk to reduce the probability of absconding, offending or the work of 

the criminal justice system being undermined or delegitimised. Accordingly, 

considerations of risk could be prioritised over considerations of need in determining 

programme accessibility and programme placement, potentially hindering efforts to 

enhance the young men’s ability to desist from crime. Conversely, research argues 

that those who present with the highest level of risk need the most access to 

programmes to meet their needs and facilitate desistance from crime (Andrews et al., 

1990; Lowenkamp, Latessa and Holsinger, 2006). Nevertheless, in Hydebank College, 

those with the highest level of risk may have had less access to programmes due to 

the risks they were believed to pose. In this way, the Secure College model was limited 

in its ability to enhance the young men’s potential to desist from crime by its reduced 

programme provision for those deemed to be high risk and the need to prioritise 

considerations of risk over need, similar to the YOC model.  

 

The young men recognised that considerations of risk could result in risk management 

being prioritised over their needs and their perception and experience of the Secure 

College model differed depending on whether the young men were considered to be 

high or low risk. Individuals who presented with more complex and challenging needs 

were often deemed to be high risk and they tended to be more negative in their 

perceptions and experiences of the Secure College model and its ability to meet their 

needs or promote desistance. In contrast, those who presented with less complex and 

challenging needs were often deemed to be low risk and tended to be more positive in 

their perceptions and experiences of the Secure College model and its ability to meet 

their needs and facilitate desistance. Consequently, the young men’s lived experience 

of the transformation differed depending on which of these two groups they fell into. 
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Those young men who presented with lower needs, significant levels of capital and 

were deemed to be lower risk tended to benefit from access to the full range of 

programmes and activities available at Hydebank College. These young men had the 

skills, capacity and resources to make the most of these opportunities, enhancing their 

potential to desist from crime and resulting in a very different experience of detention 

than was the case in the YOC model. For this reason, there was a small minority of 

young men who believed that the Secure College model was meeting their needs and 

facilitating their ability to desist from crime. These young men align with Healy’s (2014) 

category of ‘authentic desisters’ who she describes as exhibiting positive psychological 

wellbeing, high levels of agency and social capital, significant coping mechanisms and 

having successfully achieved a new valued identity, all of which contributed to them 

being able to desist from crime.  

 

However, the majority of young men presented with significant levels of need and low 

levels of capital. These young men were often deemed to present a higher risk than 

the minority previously discussed and were restricted in what programmes they could 

access and, in some cases, were placed in programmes that they did not have the 

capacity or resources to fully benefit from. These young men were very aware of how 

considerations of risk affected their access to programmes and expressed frustration 

at how programmes that could potentially meet their needs and interests were not 

accessible to them because they were deemed to be high risk. Accordingly, their lived 

reality of the Secure College model did not differ much from their experience of 

detention in the YOC model. For this reason, most young men felt that the Secure 

College model was not meeting their needs as well as it could have been and was not 

facilitating their ability to desist from crime. This study then enhances our knowledge 

by highlighting the need for a Secure College model to be designed in a way that 

strikes a balance between considerations of risk and need to ensure individuals 

deemed high risk are given access to programmes that meet their needs, interests and 

abilities in a way that addresses potential safety concerns.  

 

Although the majority of these young men described aspiring to desist, having reached 

this decision through the time they spent reflecting on their past behaviours in custody, 

they identified several obstacles that resulted in the belief that desisting from crime 

was not sustainable. Research argues that the passage of time in custodial 

environments can have transformative power when it leads to reflection on past 

behaviours and aspirations to stop offending (Barry 2006; Ashkar and Kenny, 2008; 

Schinkel, 2015). Yet, research argues that people need to be equipped with resources, 
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capital and high levels of efficacy and agency to support desistance from crime 

(Maruna, 2001; Burnett and Maruna, 2004; Farrall and Caverley, 2006; Harris, Smock 

and Tabor, 2011). The findings from this study are consistent with previous research, 

which has found that people in custody need to be ‘well-resourced’ and predict few 

obstacles to perceive a future that involves desistance (Giordano, Cernkovich and 

Rudolph, 2002; Schinkel, 2015). The majority of young men at Hydebank College 

displayed low levels of efficacy and agency, appearing to feel powerless over their 

ability to desist from crime. Most young men at Hydebank College were similar to 

Healy’s (2014) category of ‘imagined desisters’ and exhibited low levels of agency and 

capital, few coping mechanisms, poor psychological wellbeing and have imagined but 

have yet to actualise an alternative non-offending identity. Indeed, research has 

demonstrated the importance of having access to capital, agency and positive 

psychological wellbeing if desistance from crime is to be facilitated (Burnett and 

Maruna, 2004; Barry, 2006; Weaver and McNeill, 2010; Weaver, 2015). Consequently, 

more work was required to address the young men’s positioning in order to help them 

believe that desisting from crime was sustainable. 

 

These young men highlighted how they perceived the ability of the Secure College 

model to achieve its stated objectives as being limited by its failure to adequately 

consider their positioning, hindering their capacity to engage in rehabilitative 

programmes, avail of the mechanisms of action underpinning the new reforms and 

potentially re-offend upon release. The young men wanted more help to address their 

mental health and substance misuse issues to enhance their motivation to change and 

capacity to engage with the opportunities available to change. Moreover, the young 

men expressed a desire for more post-release services to support them in desisting 

from crime on their release. At Hydebank College, the young men did not feel that they 

had been adequately supported in overcoming their issues with substance misuse and 

that drugs were widely available. Most young men reported significant drug-use prior 

to and during their time at Hydebank College. Some young men disclosed attempts to 

seek assistance to address their substance misuse during their time in custody but did 

not feel that sufficient support was accessible to them.  Furthermore, the findings show 

that most young men did not feel that they had access to adequate healthcare and as 

a result did not think their mental health was supported as well as it could have been, 

with their poor psychological wellbeing being linked to substance misuse as a coping 

mechanism. Consequently, most young men were preoccupied dealing with their 

substance misuse issues and/or negotiating their time in detention by finding ways to 

support their psychological wellbeing, hindering their capacity to focus on education or 
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desistance. McSweeney (2010) similarly argues that a lack of mental health support 

can be an obstacle to desistance from crime. The CJINI (2020) reveals that the results 

of drug tests at Hydebank College were higher than in similar establishments and 

stated that a more robust strategy was needed to reduce the supply of drugs into the 

College. Moreover, the CJINI (2020) highlighted concerns about psychological 

wellbeing by identifying the lack of a listener scheme14 as an issue to be addressed, 

as well as recommending that a more effective system for making adult safeguarding 

referrals to the Health and Social Care Trust (HSCT) was needed. As a result, the 

young men felt that their mental health and substance misuse issues affected their 

motivation and capacity to focus on education and desistance and would also hinder 

their efforts to desist from crime. They explained that they needed help to address 

these issues if their ability to engage with ‘hooks for change’ was to be enhanced. 

Research supports the young men’s views as substance misuse and mental health 

issues have been found to be significant obstacles in attempting to desist from crime 

(Schroeder, Giordano and Cernkovich, 2007).  

 

Along with most young men being preoccupied dealing with their substance misuse 

and mental health issues, the findings show that most young men were also more 

concerned with preserving their peer networks at Hydebank College, as these peer 

networks provided them with a sense of safety and protection. If the young men did 

not feel safe and protected, they described being too preoccupied by concerns for their 

safety to be able to properly engage with or focus on educational and vocational 

programmes. Szifris, Fox and Bradbury’s (2018) general theory of custodial education 

argues that education in carceral spaces can offer a ‘hook for change’ and facilitate 

the desistance process when it acts as a safe space for people in custody to engage 

in identity exploration. They suggest “education has the most potential when learners 

are allowed to engage in it as a distinct experience from the wider institutional climate” 

(Szifris, Fox and Bradbury, 2018: 58). Yet, many young men described feeling unsafe 

in Hydebank College, including feeling unsafe within some of the educational and 

vocational programmes. The CJINI (2016) highlighted the prevalence of bullying and 

intimidation experienced by young men at Hydebank College. In 2020, the CJINI 

(2020) found that over half of respondents did not feel safe at the College, having 

experienced verbal abuse, threats, intimidation, physical assault, sexual assault, theft 

and other forms of victimisation by staff and/or other young men. The findings from this 

                                                        
14 The listener scheme involves “prisoners trained by the Samaritans to provide confidential 
emotional support to fellow prisoners” (CJINI, 2020; 28) 
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research show that most young men relied on their peer networks to provide a sense 

of safety in and outside of Hydebank College. These young men were reluctant to 

progress on PREPS to avail of the more desirable opportunities available through the 

Secure College model, as it would mean leaving behind peers who provided an 

important sense of protection and belonging for them both in and outside of the 

College. Barry (2007) argues that peers are a dominant source of social capital for 

young people, providing a sense of safety, belonging and support. Although some 

young men reported feeling unsafe at educational and vocational programmes, they 

were still required to attend. However, despite attending these programmes, the 

majority did not engage as they were preoccupied by concerns for their safety and 

developing/maintaining their peer networks.  

 

Another weakness of the Secure College model was that it had failed to consider how 

the negative experiences of schooling that most detained young men reported could 

affect their motivation to engage with educational and vocational programmes. 

Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph (2002) argue that both exposure to a ‘hook for 

change’ and people’s attitudes towards that ‘hook for change’ matter in promoting 

desistance. In this research, it appeared that many young men continued to hold 

negative views about education due to their previous negative experiences of 

schooling. A failure to address these negative preconceptions limited the extent to 

which the young men were open to and motivated to engage with this particular type 

of ‘hook for change’ and, consequently, the extent to which they were able to 

successfully change once exposed to this ‘hook for change’. Instead, while many 

young men attended these programmes, they did so for two main reasons. Firstly, the 

young men reported how leaving their cells, getting off their landings and attending 

educational and vocational programmes provided them with an opportunity to socialise 

and could help pass the time, benefitting their psychological wellbeing. O’Donnell 

(2014) argues that people in custody often avail of opportunities to be out of their cells 

to preoccupy themselves and better cope with experiences of incarceration. Secondly, 

the young men attended education to avoid deductions in their weekly allowance, 

which they used to buy phone credit to maintain contact with their families, and/or avoid 

demotions to a lower level of PREPS, which would result in less visitations. Research 

has found that custodial visitations can support individual’s psychological wellbeing 

and maintain social ties that can facilitate the desistance process (Dixey and Woodall, 

2012; Meyers et al., 2017). Accordingly, their attendance at these programmes was 

due to a desire to avoid the negative consequences associated with non-attendance 
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rather than a desire to participate in and engage with educational and vocational 

programmes.  

 

Another concern about the Secure College model raised by most young men was the 

lack of support they received throughout their detention. They felt sentence plans 

needed to be developed from the outset of their detention if there was to be adequate 

time to meet their needs, build capital and maximise their potential to desist from crime. 

Research has found that involving people in custody in their sentence and care plans 

can support the desistance process (Clinks, 2011; Barr and Montgomery, 2016). 

Nevertheless, in 2020, the CJINI found that 47% of respondents reported not having 

a SDP plan. The findings show that the majority of young men faced additional 

challenges to desisting from crime due to their ‘positioning’ in the outside ‘worlds’ they 

inhabited and they argued that there needed to be earlier interventions, which focused 

on addressing the structural and societal factors driving their offending if their efforts 

to desist from crime were to be enhanced. Halsey, Armstrong and Wright (2017) refer 

to desistance as a ‘fragile project’ and highlight how this ‘fragility’ is rarely integrated 

into pre and post release interventions. They argue that when people experience 

obstacles that hinder their desistance efforts or derail the desistance process, these 

moments are often referred to as, ‘f*ck it’ moments by those seeking to desist, and can 

result in reduced levels of efficacy and agency. They highlight the importance of 

supporting people in attempting to desist from crime by identifying and tackling societal 

and structural obstacles that give rise to ‘f*ck it’ moments, such as stigma, to reduce 

the probability of people’s desistance efforts being derailed (Halsey, Armstrong and 

Wright, 2017).  

 

The findings of this research are consistent with those of Halsey, Armstrong and Wright 

(2017), whereby most young men were open to change and could identify factors that 

may assist them in attempting to desist from crime but were pessimistic about their 

ability to desist due to the lack of interventions addressing how their positioning 

contributed to their offending behaviour. For example, most young men aspired to 

secure employment on release, which they perceived as a ‘hook for change’, believing 

a job could provide them with a routine and non-criminogenic environment that would 

help them stay away from criminogenic peer networks and drug-taking behaviours. 

Pro-social environments both within and outside of carceral spaces have been found 

to support identity and relational desistance (Farrall et al., 2011; Deci and Ryan, 2012; 

Nugent and Schinkel, 2016; Mahon and Jump, 2017). Despite these aspirations, most 

of these young men lacked capital in their communities which would help them gain 
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secure, legal employment on their release and expressed concerns surrounding the 

stigma they would experience due to their offending behaviour and detention. These 

young men did not feel that their experience of education at Hydebank College had 

helped to address their positioning, which they believed would hinder their efforts to 

obtain employment and desist on release. As previously explained, initiatives had been 

developed to increase community involvement with the young men to promote 

socialisation, challenge stigmatised views towards people in custody and encourage 

employers in the community to increase access to job opportunities for individuals with 

a history of incarceration. Yet, because most of the young men did not have access to 

these initiatives, lacked capital and were concerned about the stigma they would 

experience on release, they did not believe that desistance was a realistic prospect for 

them.  

 

Research has found that capital plays an important role in facilitating desistance 

(Halsey and Deegan, 2015; Weaver, 2015; Nugent and Schinkel, 2016). Some young 

men disclosed that they intended to confine themselves within their family homes to 

avoid coming into contact with criminogenic peers and drugs. Indeed, research has 

found that on release from custody, many people tend to self-isolate or ‘knife-off’ from 

society to avoid re-engaging in crime (Bottoms and Shapland, 2011; Caverley, 2013; 

Schinkel, 2015; Nugent and Schinkel, 2016). Studies have found that ‘knifing-off’ from 

criminogenic peer networks can support desistance (Maruna and Roy, 2007; Bottoms 

and Shapland, 2011; Farrall, 2014; Weaver and McNeill, 2015). However, due to some 

young men’s positioning, this was not an option as some young men did not have 

family homes to return to and/or they/their families lacked the financial resources to 

support this ‘knifing-off’. For those without a family home to return to, they felt that 

desisting from crime was even less sustainable for them due to the availability of drugs 

in the hostel accommodation that they would need to reside in. Research has found 

that suitable and stable accommodation can reduce the likelihood of reoffending and 

that a lack of appropriate housing provision can create obstacles for people seeking to 

desist from crime (Edgar et al., 2012). Thompson (2014) highlights that Northern 

Ireland has experienced challenges in housing those released from custody due to 

opposition expressed by members of the community (e.g. Not In My Back Yard). The 

Irish Penal Reform Trust (IPRT) (2012) stress that the lack of pre-release and post-

release support to help people find suitable accommodation and employment, or 

support them through daily living directly contributes to recidivism. They highlight how 

adequately supporting people on release “is an important step in breaking the cycle 

between crime, poverty, homelessness and imprisonment” (IPRT, 2012: 18). Due to 
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the limitations of the Secure College model to address the issues that arose as a result 

of the young men’s positioning, the majority of young men remained pessimistic about 

the ability of the Secure College model to adequately meet their needs or facilitate 

desistance. 

 

Côtè (2000) argues that young people require a catalogue of resources (e.g. personal, 

social and economic) to manage transitions into different ‘positions’ and ‘worlds’ 

(Holland et al., 1998). Côté and Levine (2002, 2016) argue that building young people’s 

capital and enhancing their efficacy and agency can help them to enhance their life 

opportunities, particularly among those who experience disadvantage. Research has 

found that high levels of efficacy and agency are key to supporting the desistance 

process, as well as access to capital (Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph, 2002; 

Burnett and Maruna, 2004; Bottoms and Shapland, 2011; Healy, 2014). Côté (2016) 

argues that young people need to be supported in accessing employment 

opportunities to support pro-social identity development and contribute to capital 

formation. Yet, for the young men in Hydebank College, the period of emerging 

adulthood, which is a critical time for social capital formation (Laub and Sampson, 

2001; Harrison and Stevens, 2012; Gooch, 2017), had been interrupted by detention, 

with the result that these young men were more reliant on others to help provide access 

to opportunities that can support them in building capital to enhance their potential to 

desist from crime. Nevertheless, as a result of the limited opportunities available at 

Hydebank College to those deemed high risk and what opportunities they perceived 

as being accessible to them in the community on release, most young men felt that 

they were in a position where others would not support them in their efforts to desist 

from crime. Desistance theories suggest that for desistance to occur the person must 

commit to change and the community must commit to supporting rather than hindering 

their efforts (Giordano, Cernkovich and Rudolph, 2002; Maruna, 2004a; Vaughan, 

2007; Sapouna, 2011; Nugent and Schinkel, 2016). McMahon and Jump (2017) argue 

that where socio-structural change is absent, desistance efforts are less successful. 

This research provides an original contribution to the literature by highlighting the need 

to design a Secure College model that considers how individual and socio-structural 

factors interact to influence desistance and to ensure adequate social and structural 

supports are in place to assist young men as they seek to change their ‘positioning’ to 

facilitate desistance.  

 

As the transformational change was limited to Hydebank College, the other parts of 

the criminal justice system, which the young men interacted with (e.g. the courts, 
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police, etc.) were excluded from the process. Brzenchek, Pieper and Plonczynski 

(2018) argue that one of the issues that penal reform must address is to change wider 

criminal justice professionals’ mind-set towards disadvantaged youths to support 

reform efforts. While NIPS and BMC experienced some freedom in deciding what a 

Secure College model would entail, without the involvement of organisations beyond 

NIPS and BMC, the ability to address wider structural and societal factors affecting the 

young men’s positioning was greatly constrained. Many of those tasked with 

envisaging and implementing the transformation recognised the importance of 

addressing wider structural and societal issues that were affecting the young men’s 

positioning, as demonstrated through their efforts to support positive socialisation, as 

well as reduce stigma and discrimination. However, without assistance from others, 

they were limited in what they could achieve and focused on trying to change what 

was in their remit. Accordingly, there was an emphasis placed on changing the 

individual rather than adequately taking account of the young men’s positioning and 

how this positioning affected their capacity to engage with rehabilitate opportunities 

and desist from crime. Not only was this a key weakness in how the transformational 

change was envisaged and implemented but it was also one of the biggest problems 

associated with how the transformational change was experienced by the young men 

and staff who felt that the limited efforts to address these wider structural and societal 

factors was the biggest obstacle to the desistance process. 

 

Moreover, not only were the voices of the young men absent in developing how the 

Secure College model was envisaged and implemented but so too were the voices of 

key staff who were expected to operationalise the transformational change and deliver 

the new educational model. Research argues that staff who are expected to deliver 

change should be involved in the design and development of change (Lewin, 1947; 

Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996). Many frontline staff felt that they had not 

been properly involved and consulted in the transformational process and, as a result, 

some of the challenges encountered in operationalising the new Secure College model 

could have been avoided, had they been consulted and listened to. Most staff believed 

that the new educational model had the potential to meet the young men’s needs and 

enhance their potential to desist from crime, however, they felt that it was not realising 

this potential due to problems associated with how the transformational change had 

been implemented and resourced.  

 

The focus on assessment and creating individualised programme plans based on the 

particular needs, interests and abilities of the young men was welcomed by many and 
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viewed as offering the opportunity to meet the young men’s needs and enhance their 

potential to desist from crime if it was operationalised as envisaged. Yet, inadequate 

resourcing, insufficient training, role confusion, miscommunication and a failure to 

manage interpersonal relationships between staff contributed to scepticism, a silo-

mentality and protectionism, reducing interagency communication and cooperation. As 

a result, there were insufficient staff and programme places to address all the needs 

of the young men, support their interests or develop their abilities, as intended. 

Research highlights the important of open communication and adequately resourcing 

change efforts to ensure conceptualisation reflects operationalisation (Lewin, 1947; 

Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996; Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 2019). 

Assessments were also not happening as they were intended to, with programme 

placement often being driven by availability and risk more so than an assessment of a 

person’s needs, interests and abilities. Further, inadequate communication between 

the different departments meant that individualised plans were not developed 

holistically, as they were intended to be, or updated regularly, as was originally 

envisaged. This resulted in the young men sometimes being placed in classes that 

they did not have the capacity to fully engage with, did not find interesting and in which 

the staff were not properly trained or resourced to be able to properly meet the needs 

of individual people, as well as the needs of the class as a whole.  

 

The reality of the transformational change as perceived and experienced by staff at 

Hydebank College led many staff to be sceptical of the ability of the new educational 

model introduced as part of the transformation into a Secure College to meet the needs 

of the young men and enhance their potential to desistance from crime. Indeed, some 

staff were concerned that requiring all young men to attend educational and vocational 

programmes was too disruptive and was hindering efforts to enhance the skillsets and 

employability prospects of the young men who were motivated to learn. The majority 

of young people agreed with these perceptions. They explained that the delivery of the 

educational and vocational programmes felt somewhat chaotic and did not appear to 

have been implemented as intended. The young men recognised that staff were under-

resourced and not always trained to deal with the particular needs and challenges that 

they could present with. Liggins (2004) stresses the need to provide educationalists in 

custodial settings with sufficient training to tackle staff retention issues and ensure a 

range of quality programmes are offered. The young men felt that the large numbers 

in class reduced the ability of staff to meet their needs and could contribute to an 

atmosphere that was disruptive and likely to facilitate disengagement. This is 

supported by past research, which found that when educationalists are insufficiently 
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training to deliver education in custodial settings, the classroom environment can 

become unconducive to learning (Liggins, 2004). As a result, staff felt that the way in 

which the transformation had been undertaken hindered the ability of the educational 

model to meet the young men’s needs and enhance their ability to desist from crime. 

Research indicates that it is crucial to empower staff during times of change to ensure 

they feel capable and motivated to deliver change (Lewin, 1947; Peters and 

Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996). In this research, it did not appear that staff felt 

empowered to deliver changes due to perceptions that the transformation was not 

adequately staffed or resourced to meet its intended objectives. Both staff and the 

young men felt that some of these pitfalls could have been identified and avoided if the 

approaches adopted to undertake the transformational change had been different. In 

this way, this research emphasises the need to include the young men in custody and 

frontline staff involved in implementing and delivering change in the development and 

design of a Secure College model, if its ability to meet the needs of the young men 

and enhance their potential to desist from crime is to be maximised.   

 

Transformational Change in Carceral Spaces 
 

This research also offers some original insight into penal reform efforts by exploring 

how the transformation of a YOC into a Secure College was envisaged, implemented 

and experienced. It is the first study of its kind to explore the transformation of a YOC 

into a Secure College and, consequently, offers insights into the nature of the 

challenges encountered when undertaking this type of transformational change and 

provides suggestions for how these challenges may be avoided in the future. Of note, 

is that the findings indicate that the way in which the transformational change was 

envisaged was not the reality of how it was experienced due to issues associated with 

its design and implementation. As previously discussed, many frontline staff and the 

young men did not feel involved in envisaging the design of the Secure College model 

and, as a result, believed that the way in which the transformational change had been 

undertaken limited its potential to meet the needs of most young men and facilitate the 

desistance process. This research further highlights that existing frameworks used to 

guide organisational change (e.g. Lewin, 1947; Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 

1996; Armenakis et al., 2007) do not capture all of the tensions associated with penal 

reform and/or the specific tensions associated with the transformation of a YOC into a 

Secure College. The findings of this research therefore indicate that these frameworks 

may requirement amendment if our understanding of how to promote the successful 
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transformation of a YOC into a Secure College is to be enhanced, with the findings 

being used to offer amendments to Kotter’s (1996) eight-stage model of successful 

change management.  

 

Influenced by Lewin (1947), Kotter (1996) provides a comprehensive systematic eight-

step model of successful change management that focuses on the roles of 

management and staff, and most closely aligns with how the change process occurred 

at Hydebank Wood. Kotter (1996) argues that prior to undertaking transformational 

change, staff should be fully informed as to the need for change and invited to be part 

of a coalition tasked with designing the vision for change. Kotter (1996) proposes that 

this will provide motivation and clarity to staff to enable a coordinated approach to 

undertaking change. Research highlights the importance of open communication for 

effective information-sharing and in facilitating staff’s ability to operationalise change 

as it had been conceptualised (Bavelas and Barrett, 1951; Aston, Murray and O’Neill, 

2019). Kotter (1998) highlights how considerable time and effort needs to be invested 

into communicating this vision to all staff who will experience the transformational 

change to empower them, while also identifying and removing any barriers to success. 

Furthermore, staff should be equipped with the skills and resources needed to ensure 

that they have the capacity and are committed to delivering the vision for change 

(Kotter, 1996). Short-term wins should be provided to validate efforts, show that staff 

are valued and appreciated, as well as ensure continued motivation (Kotter, 1996). In 

this regard, continual recognition and reward should be provided to staff to ensure that 

change becomes institutionalised within the organisation’s culture (Kotter, 1996). Yet, 

Kotter (1998) does not address the role of the recipients of change during periods of 

transformation. In this regard, Armenakis et al. (2007) highlight how recipients of 

change must be able to identify with the core beliefs underpinning change if they are 

to be motivated to endorse and partake in change efforts. In particular, Armenakis et 

al. (2007) argue that recipients of change must believe that change is needed, that 

proposed changes are appropriate, that the organisation has the capability to 

operationalise the change, that management are dedicated to changing and that 

recipients can benefit from the suggested changes. At Hydebank College, the findings 

show that many frontline staff and young men were unclear on the rationale for the 

transformational change as they did not believe that it had been effectively 

communicated to them. Moreover, all stakeholders, including frontline staff expected 

to deliver the transformational change and the young men expected to benefit from 

this change, had not been invited to take part in the steering group who were 

responsible for designing the Secure College model. Research highlights the 



 

 
 

194 

importance of engaging those who are expected to deliver change (Lewin, 1947; 

Kotter, 1996), and those who are expected to benefit from change (Armenakis et al., 

2007), during the initial stages of efforts to ensure both stakeholders are motivated to 

support and participate in reforms if transformational change is to be successful. 

 

The Secure College had been conceptualised and designed without the input from 

those who worked most closely with the young men and the young men themselves, 

who had lived experience of the factors that contributed to their offending and the 

obstacles they would need to be overcome to avoid reoffending. Staff and the young 

men’s perceived lack of communication and consultation resulted in many expressing 

sceptical and cynical views towards the rationale for change at Hydebank College, as 

well as left some feeling devalued and unmotivated to engage with change efforts from 

the outset. Butler (2017) highlights the need to consult and engage with staff and 

people in custody to take account of their experiences to inform penal reform efforts. 

This perceived lack of communication also contributed to confusion among some staff 

regarding their exact roles and responsibilities within the new Secure College model, 

as well as what was being expected of them to operationalise the transformational 

change to better meet the needs of the young men and facilitate their desistance 

beyond what they had previously been doing in HBW YOC. Peters and Waterman 

(1982) highlight the importance of effectively communicating an organisation’s strategy 

to ensure that all stakeholders have shared values and understand how an 

organisation’s vision and mission will be achieved.  

 

In addition to problems with consultation and communication, staff perceptions about 

the ability of the new educational model to meet the needs of the young men and 

enhance their potential to desist from crime worsened when the transformation was 

experienced as being understaffed and under resourced. Research highlights the 

importance of investing in staff and ensuring the change is adequately resourced to 

ensure its success (Lewin, 1947; Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996; 

Armenakis et al., 2007). Research on penal reform similarly emphasises the 

importance of ensuring change efforts are properly resourced or this can negatively 

impact on the extent to which people in custody are motivated to engage in 

rehabilitative initiatives, as well as feel supported and experience psychological well-

being (Fine, 1986; Heard, 2019). Among both BMC and NIPS staff, there were 

concerns about resourcing, workloads, training and what exactly was being expected 

of them. However, not only did staff fell ill-equipped to implement the transformational 

change but they also felt that no meaningful evaluation or monitoring was undertaken 
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during the change process to validate their efforts and reassure them their efforts were 

having a meaning positive impact. Research argues that organisations need to ensure 

that monitoring systems are in place to assess performance and reward and motivate 

staff accordingly to ensure that change efforts are instilled in the organisation’s culture.  

Philbury (1989) argues that penal reform in particular needs to take account of staff’s 

experiencing of working in carceral spaces to ensure the success of change efforts.   

 

Tensions were also evident between BMC and NIPS staff, with some NIPS staff 

expressing concern about their job security and BMC staff envying the training that 

was provided to NIPS staff. This contributed to a lack of interagency communication 

and coordination whereby staff preoccupied with occupational concerns reduced their 

capacity to focus on enhancing the young men’s ability to desist from crime. HM Prison 

and Probation Service (2018) highlight how limited information-sharing and a lack of 

clarity regarding partnership roles hinders the impact of custodial education to promote 

desistance and reduce reoffending. The tensions between NIPS and BMC staff were 

evident to the young men and contributed to a perception of the transformational 

change as being uncoordinated and chaotic. Tucker and Aderiye (2016) explain the 

importance of ensuring that external providers are properly socialised into an 

organisation if interagency communication and collaboration are to be enhanced and 

the external provider is to avoid always being perceived as external. However, Tucker 

and Aderiye (2016) note that one of the key barriers to socialising an external provider 

into an organisation is when staff are unsure of their roles and responsibilities as 

occurred during the transformation of Hydebank into a Secure College. These issues 

contributed to the negative perceptions that some staff and young men held about the 

ability of the new educational model underpinning the Secure College model to meet 

the needs of the young men and enhance their potential to desist from crime.  

 

Moreover, the findings indicate that there were a number of issues that preceded the 

transformational change at Hydebank College that needed to be addressed. Past 

events had contributed to relational tensions between NIPS management and staff 

which contributed to a climate of mistrust between NIPS staff, management and the 

young men prior to the commencement of the transformational change and which 

shaped subsequent perceptions and reactions to the transformation. For instance, 

NIPS had been criticised for its expenditure and working practices, with NIPS staff 

tending to feel unfairly blamed by NIPS management for these failings, resulting in 

relationships between staff and management being fraught with a sense of mistrust 

(PRT, 2011; Butler, 2017; Murtagh, 2018). These relational tensions had not been 
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resolved and exacerbated the extent to which staff were sceptical of the transformation 

and feared for their job security. Research has found that transformational change 

coupled with uncertainty can weaken trust between management and employees, 

hindering change efforts (Saunders and Thornhill, 2004; Sørensen, Hasle and 

Pejtersen, 2011). Liebling and Kant (2018) also assert that custodial staff culture in the 

United Kingdom tends to be dominated by a mistrust of management and scepticism 

towards reform. These feelings of mistrust further added to a hesitancy to support and 

participate in the change efforts among some NIPS staff.  

 

Liebling and Kant (2018) suggest that custodial staff culture tends to shape the 

custodial climate and views towards the purpose of incarceration and custodial work. 

They suggest that there are two custodial staff cultures identifiable in carceral spaces 

in the UK: the ‘resistant-punitive’ culture and the ‘professional-supportive’ culture 

(Liebling and Kant, 2018). They suggest that ‘resistant-punitive’ custodial officers tend 

to be cynical, security-oriented, authoritarian and resistant to change whereas 

‘professional-supportive’ officers tend to be more future-focused and prisoner oriented 

(Liebling and Kant, 2018). These two cultures were identifiable through discussions 

and observations of NIPS staff during this research. Liebling and Kant (2018) suggest 

that custodial staff culture can often be influenced by how the organisation views the 

person who has a history of crime, as well as wider societal views about the purpose 

of imprisonment and the characteristics of those in custody. This study found that those 

custodial staff who held stigmatised views towards people in custody tended to be 

those who were the most hesitant to implement change, who believed that carceral 

environments should primarily focus on deterrence and who could be described as 

adopting a ‘resistant-punitive’ perspective to their roles as custodial staff. Research 

has found that staff culture can affect the outcomes people in custody experience 

(Liebling, 2007; Crewe, 2011). Schein (1985) argues that organisations need to 

understand culture in order to shape it. As found in this research, these views and staff 

cultures are important as they can shape staff relationships with those imprisoned and 

their experience of detention. Relationships with staff matter as research has found 

that the relationships between staff and those in custody can influence desistance. 

When these relationships are characterised by stigma and labelling, this can 

undermine the person’s ability to assume a valued pro-social identity, thereby limiting 

their potential to desist from crime (Uggen, Manza and Behrens, 2004; Maruna and 

Farrall, 2004; LeBel et al., 2008). Maruna (2001: 164) stresses that desistance efforts 

need to be socially recognised to support the development of pro-social identities and 

enable people to “identify themselves credibly as desisters”. 
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For most young men, their previous encounters with the justice system and/or care 

system contributed to a distrust towards officials which led them to be sceptical of the 

intentions of the transformation of Hydebank College and the extent to which this 

transformation was really intended to meet their needs and help them desist from 

crime. Research has found that carceral spaces tend to be environments dominated 

by a sense of mistrust where amicable relations between custodial staff and those 

detained are often viewed as being highly suspicious (Liebling, 2004; Crewe, 2011). 

Crewe (2011) highlights that if people in custody do not trust the system, they are less 

likely to believe that custodial officers have the capacity to facilitate desistance when 

they are working within the confines of the system. Moreover, Crewe (2011) suggests 

that when those who are incarcerated feel that staff do not trust them, they are less 

likely to engage with staff, hindering the extent to which staff can potentially encourage 

the desistance process. The findings from this research suggest that by not addressing 

the distrust the young men tended to feel towards NIPS staff, this distrust influenced 

their views and reactions to the transformation of Hydebank College in a similar way 

as feelings of mistrust influenced the views and reactions of some staff. Likewise, by 

not addressing the negative associations many of the young men had with being called 

a ‘student’, an opportunity to reduce some of the cynicism the young men expressed 

about the transformation was missed, as well as an opportunity to try to promote their 

engagement with the educational and vocational programmes offered. These negative 

views and perceptions were further exacerbated when the young men witnessed how 

considerations of risk influenced programme availability, further adding to feelings of 

distrust and cynicism about the real intention of the transformation being to better meet 

their needs and enhance their potential to desist from crime.  

 

The tendency to adopt a ‘risk mentality’ at the College appeared to arise from a 

concern with public safety, the public and political perception of the transformation, as 

well as a desire to avoid the reforms or wider work of the organisations being 

undermined or delegitimised. It appeared that concerns for safety, as well as tensions 

associated with wider societal and political views regarding the purpose of 

imprisonment and what was an appropriate response to youth crime could influence 

programme eligibility criteria, limiting the access of young men deemed high risk to 

some programmes and activities. Most young men expressed concern that they 

existed in a ‘risk society’ where the wider criminal justice system and the community 

would not support them to access services and supports in a manner that would 

facilitate desistance from crime. As previously mentioned, most young men identified 
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a number of societal and structural factors that would impede their efforts to desist on 

release, such as the stigma they would experience by communities, which could limit 

their access to legitimate opportunities (e.g. employment) that could support 

desistance efforts. Research highlights how the stigma of incarceration can hinder 

capital formation, pro-social identity development and efforts to desist from crime 

(Maruna and Farrall, 2004; Uggen, Manza and Behrens, 2004; LeBel et al., 2008). This 

impeded the extent to which they believed that the Secure College model could 

facilitate desistance. It was found that only transforming one part of the criminal justice 

system that the young men interacted with, as well as not transforming the wider 

education, care, housing, health care, etc. systems that they encountered, limited the 

extent to which they believed their ability to desist from crime could be enhanced. Both 

the young men and staff felt that conflicting and stigmatising societal views about the 

purpose of imprisonment, characteristics of those involved in crime and the appropriate 

responses to offending needed to be addressed if desistance was to be properly 

facilitated. Lappi-Seppala (2006) found that changing societal views towards people in 

custody and ensuring that media coverage of how best to respond to offending was 

evidence based, contributed to a reduction in crime and reduced use of custody. 

Consequently, the findings from this research suggest that there is a need to engage 

in a societal discussion about these issues if desistance is to be facilitated as well as 

society’s risk-focused ‘crime-complex’ mind-set (Garland, 2001) deconstructed to 

facilitate desistance.  

 

A revised framework for undertaking organisational change in the penal context has 

also been developed based on these findings. This revised framework is entitled the 

‘Polyperspective model of Organisational Change’. Previous models of organisational 

change (such as Kotter’s (1996)) were developed in the business sector and have 

tended to focus solely on staff or the recipients of change (Lewin, 1947; Peters and 

Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996; Armenakis et al., 2007). This new model highlights the 

need to consider all individuals involved in the change process: those who are 

expected to lead change (management), those who are expected to operationalise 

change (staff), those who are expected to benefit from the changes (e.g. incarcerated 

youth) and those who can support or hinder the outcomes of change (e.g. wider 

society). For this reason, it has been called a ‘Polyperspective model of organisation 

change’. The ‘Polyperspective model of Organisational Change’ consists of a twelve-

step approach (see Figure 1) with each stage described overleaf.  
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Figure 1: Polyperspective model of Organisational Change 
 



1. Mutual Trust Formation 
  

   
 2. Stakeholder Identification  
   
 3. Establish Development Group  
   



4. Develop Strategic Vision and Action 
Plan 

   
 5. Manage Expectations  
   

 
6. Communicate Strategic Vision and 

Action Plan  
   
 7. Promote Openness and Buy-in  
   
 8. Empower Stakeholders  
   
 9. Monitor and Evaluate  
   

 10. Reward Efforts  
   


11. Re(develop) 


   
 12. Embed/ Institutionalise  

 

 

This polyperspective approach suggests that the first step in undertaking penal reform 

is to ensure that relationships within the organisation are nurtured and dominated by 

trust. When undertaking change within carceral environments, those leading change 

need to maximise positive relations between all parties. Research has found that 

carceral environments tend to be dominated by a sense of mistrust (Liebling, 2004; 

Crewe, 2011) and scepticism towards reform (Liebling and Kant, 2018), which as 

witnessed in this research, can shape how people perceive and react to 

transformational change, influencing their willingness to engage and buy-in to these 

developments. Where relationships between stakeholders are dominated by mistrust 

and/or are fractured, it is suggested that Sverdrup and Stensaker’s (2018) approach 

to repairing trust is adopted. Sverdrup and Stensaker (2018) offer a psychological 

contract perspective to repairing trust. A psychological contract can be defined as “an 

individual’s belief regarding the terms and conditions of a reciprocal exchange 
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agreement between the focal person and another party” (Rousseau, 1989: 123). 

Sverdrup and Stensaker (2018) believe that to repair trust a renegotiation of the 

psychological contract is required. Sverdrup and Stensaker (2018) offer a three-stage 

model of trust repair during strategic change involving restoring reciprocity, 

renegotiating the transactional terms of the psychological contract and extending the 

psychological contract to include relational terms. It is suggested that adopting 

Sverdrup and Stensaker’s (2018) three-stage model prior to undertaking 

transformational change can help rebuild trust and potentially reduce the likelihood of 

feelings of mistrust biasing people’s perceptions and reactions to organisational 

change, as was witnessed in this research when examining how people perceived and 

experienced the transformation of Hydebank YOC into a Secure College. Previous 

frameworks for successful organisational change (e.g. Lewin, 1947; Kotter, 1996) have 

not stressed the need to establish relationships dominated by trust prior to undertaking 

change so this research enhances our knowledge by stressing the importance of 

ensuring trust when attempting to undertake successful penal reform.  

 

Step two requires those leading change (e.g. management) to identify all parties that 

will be impacted by the reforms at the beginning of the process and involve them in the 

change process. In particular, it is stressed that there is need to not only include those 

working in custodial establishments, those who are detained, their families, etc., but to 

also give consideration to involving politicians, the media, the wider public, as well as 

organisations and government departments beyond justice, in these discussions to 

increase buy-in and to maximise the potential for these reforms to be successful. In 

the context of transforming a YOC into a Secure College, involving these different 

stakeholders can increase the collaborative nature of the change endeavours and 

increase the probability that change will enhance capital formation, tackle individual 

factors, as well as address wider societal and structural factors that may be hindering 

the young men’s potential to desist from crime. Research highlights how capital 

supports the desistance process and that socio-structural factors need to support as 

oppose to hinder desistance efforts (Maruna, 2001; Bottoms and Shapland, 2011; 

Healy, 2014). In this regard, it is crucial when transforming a YOC into a Secure 

College that all parties that will be impacted by this change and who will play a role in 

the desistance journey are identified and provided with an opportunity to contribute 

their views towards the transformation. Although this might be a time-consuming task, 

it has the potential to circumvent issues that may arise later, increase buy-in and 

ensure the changes are conceptualised, designed and delivered in a way that best 

meet the needs, interests and abilities of those involved.  
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Step three involves those leading change to form a representative development group 

to collaborate in identifying the need for change. This aligns with Kotter’s (1996) 

framework, which identifies the need to form a guiding coalition when undertaking 

organisational change. However, this polyperspective approach suggests that all 

parties identified as being affected or involved in the change should be represented 

within this group. It is suggested that involving all parties from the outset can ensure 

that all those impacted by the change are given an opportunity to have their voice 

heard, with regards to the change process, as well as to involve them in the process 

of agreeing the rationale for change. This stage is particularly important for teasing out 

the views of different stakeholders and to obtain agreement from the different parties 

prior to undertaking the change process. In this stage, it is also important for those 

leading change to support the development of collaborative relationships between 

stakeholders. It is argued that leaders need to remain heavily involved, particularly 

during the early stages of organisational change, to monitor collaborative efforts and 

to communicate the importance of interpersonal communication and problems solving 

skills to ensure that all stakeholders’ views and concerns are heard and considered. 

Where issues may arise due to a reluctance to collaborate with one another (e.g. young 

men with the police or communities with politicians), leaders should revert to step one 

until relationships are dominated by trust and can then return to stage four.  

 

Step four involves the development group being responsible for designing the strategic 

vision and action plan guiding the change. The development group should work 

together to very clearly conceptualise the vision for change, including objectives and 

expected outcomes. In comparison to previous frameworks and to avoid the changes 

being perceived as ‘ad hoc’, the development group needs to generate an action plan 

which clearly articulate how to operationalise change and clearly defines the roles and 

responsibilities of those expected to deliver or be involved in this change. This action 

plan can also provide reassurance to all parties impacted by the change process that 

the organisation is committed to change. Similar to Kotter’s (1996) suggestion to 

remove barriers to success, this new model argues that the development group should 

meticulously crosscheck the action plan to identify any potential obstacles that might 

arise during the change process. If barriers that could hinder change efforts are 

detected, then the strategic vision and action plan need to be amended accordingly. 

Furthermore, in this stage, the development group needs to consider if changes are 

required to be made to the organisation’s culture. Schein (1984) argues that an 

organisation’s key behaviours and norms need to align with the objective of the 
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organisational change if these changes are to be successful and become embedded 

within the organisation. Schein (1984) claims that ‘learning anxiety’ can emerge when 

staff are faced with new tasks. To overcome ‘learning anxiety’ he suggests that leaders 

need to create a sense of ‘survival anxiety’ whereby staff realise that they need to 

engage with change to maintain their positions in the organisation. However, he states 

that it is a difficult undertaking and that organisations need to be cognisant of not 

creating too much fear or being perceived as coercive. Schein (1984) argues that 

changing cultural elements of an organisation is hard to achieve unless leaders have 

a deep understanding of culture.  

 

Step five emphasises the need for those leading the penal reform to manage the 

expectations of those involved. Absent from previous models of organisational change, 

the polyperspective model believes that managing expectations when undertaking 

organisational change is specifically important when change efforts are to be 

undertaken in carceral environments. The stage is particularly important for providing 

all stakeholders with knowledge of the paradox of reform, whereby change efforts that 

interfere with the predictability of the regime can result in temporary periods of 

decreased performance due to uncertainty around the regime, as well as people’s 

roles and responsibilities (Engel and Rothman, 1983; Crouch and Marquart, 1990; 

Piacentini, 2006; Butler, 2017). Indeed, Hydebank College appeared to be 

experiencing the paradox of reform during the data collection period. Ensuring people 

are informed that such experiences are not uncommon during reform efforts in carceral 

environments can allow all parties involved to manage their own expectations, avoid 

people becoming demoralised about the change or questioning its ability to deliver.  

 

Next, step six requires members of the development group to partake in ongoing 

dialogue with stakeholders to communicate the rationale, strategic vision, action plan 

and expectations of change via information sessions and updates. How this 

information is delivered needs to be streamlined by the development group. Supporting 

documentation and delivery methods need to be agreed upon, drawn up and 

disseminated. This information needs to be delivered in a clear and accessible 

manner. The seventh step also requires those leading change to make a concerted 

effort to ensure that those impacted by the changes are open to and buy-in to the 

change process. This is why it is essential to involve all parties in the design and 

development phase in order to ensure that their voices are heard, needs are accounted 

for and that they understand and have collaborated in the rationale and action plans 

underpinning the change process. Listening events and questions and answers 
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sessions should be facilitated to further engage each representation group in order to 

address any potential issues that may emerge. Such events also provide another 

opportunity for those leading change to ensure stakeholders’ views continue to be 

listened to throughout the change process and to facilitate buy-in. 

 

Step eight requires strong leadership in ensuring that those expected to deliver the 

changes feel empowered to do so and that those who are expected to benefit from the 

changes believe that the organisation has the capacity to achieve the proposed 

changes and is committed to doing so. This aligns with suggestions out forward by 

Kotter (1996) and Peters and Waterman (1982) who stress that for transformational 

change to be successful, staff need to be provided with the training and resources 

necessary to facilitate them in delivering change. It is important, that where needed, 

staff are provided with the necessary training to upskill so they feel equipped to deliver 

change. Previous research suggests that staff training is key to ensuring that change 

instils within the organisation’s culture and that all staff are aligned in the approaches 

they utilise when working with people in their care (Kotter, 1998; Peters and Waterman, 

1982). Taylor (2016: 14) suggests that to achieve optimal outcomes for young people, 

staff working with young adults needs to receive training that is “psychologically and 

therapeutically informed with underlying principles and linked to a clear theory of 

change”. Organisational change also needs to be properly resourced to facilitate 

change. For example, there needs to be sufficient staff and recourse to meet the 

objectives of the change. Providing adequate training and resources should ensure 

that all parties feel valued, supported, equipped and empowered to deliver penal 

reform, as well as that the organisation is committed to changing. Armenakis et al. 

(2007) argue that recipients of change need to believe that organisations have the 

capacity to implement change in order to be motivated to support and participate in 

change efforts. 

 

Step nine involves those leading change to continually monitor the change process to 

assess the extent to which the changes are progressing and to enable management 

to provide feedback to all parties involved. It is also necessary to monitor the 

organisational culture to ensure that the changes become embed as intended. 

Previous research has expressed concern with regard to the dearth of rigorous 

evaluation of rehabilitative interventions in custodial settings (CJINI, 2007; Moore and 

Convery, 2008). It is necessary to monitor change to demonstrate to staff if their efforts 

are contributing to meaningful outcomes to motivate them to continue to apply the 

changes (Peters and Waterman, 1982; Kotter, 1996). Acknowledging and 
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communicating the success of change efforts can also encourage people in custody 

to believe that reform efforts can assist in their rehabilitation and motivate them to 

engage with the changes (Armenakis et al., 2007). Kelleher, Costello and Halpenny 

(2014) stress the importance of including the voices of young people in monitoring 

policies and services that affect them. Step ten highlights that, where evaluations 

reveal that progress is being made, the efforts of staff and those involved should be 

rewarded to motivate them to continue to engage with and drive through the change 

process. How individuals are rewarded will vary depending on their roles and what is 

deemed appropriate but past incentives have included monetary (e.g. financial bonus) 

and non-monetary (e.g. additional annual leave) rewards (Davis and Coan, 2015). It is 

also recommended that it is important to recognise the contribution of those in custody 

and other stakeholders beyond prison staff as well.   

 

In step eleven, continuous evaluation allows for the vision for change to be further 

developed to ensure that it continues to succeed in achieving expected outcomes and 

can be collaboratively redeveloped and adapted if obstacles emerge or developments 

do not occur as expected. Brännmark and Suzanne Benn (2012) argue that when 

evaluating continuous change efforts, it is important to assess whether the process is 

being competently managed to maintain on-going interest and levels of participation in 

change efforts. If progress is not being made and issues have been identified, it is 

suggested that the development group need to revert back to stage four to reconvene 

and redevelop the strategic vision and action plan accordingly, and progress again 

through the different stages of change, as outlined. The final stage, stage twelve, 

stresses the importance of continually embedding changes in the organisation’s 

culture by continuously communicating and collaborating with all parties on the design, 

delivery and implementation of the change process to drive the change forward and 

evaluate the extent to which the change process is achieving its objectives. If 

amendments are needed, they can then be made in a collaborative way to increase 

understanding, buy-in and engagement.  

 

The findings from this research, therefore, highlight that transforming a YOC into a 

Secure College needs to be carefully undertaken, giving specific consideration to the 

unique issues that arise in undertaking penal reform. Based on these findings, a new 

framework has been proposed to inform and guide other efforts to transform a YOC 

into a Secure College. The polyperspective model builds on existing frameworks of 

organisational change and stresses the need to build trust and nurture relationships 

prior to embarking on a programme of penal reform. It also highlights the need to adopt 
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a collaborative approach to reform efforts if potential philosophical tensions associated 

with the transformation are to be addressed, as well as people’s buy-in and 

understanding of the reforms increased. In particular, this model emphasises the need 

to listen to the voices of those who are in custody in any reform efforts, as well as to 

involve parties outside of the justice system if the wider structural and social factors 

that may be affecting offending and hindering desistance are to be addressed.   

 

The findings also give rise to several other suggestions for policy and practice, which 

are discussed next.  

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 
 

One of the key findings to emerge from this research was that the ability of a Secure 

College to meet the need of young people and facilitate their desistance from crime 

will be limited if their positioning, both within and outside of custody, is not considered 

in building efficacy, agency and facilitating access to capital. From their entry into 

custody, it is proposed that an assessment of the young men’s outside ‘positioning’ 

and the personal, social and structural factors influencing their offending and potential 

to desist from crime should be undertaken. In particular, careful attention should be 

paid to their existing levels of capital, with consideration given to how they can be 

supported to increase their capital. Research highlights how capital formation is critical 

during emerging adulthood, especially for people experiencing disadvantage (Côtè 

and Levine, 2002; Côtè, 2016). This assessment should then be used to inform 

rehabilitative efforts to enhance their capital formation and potential to desist from 

crime. While efforts were ongoing within Hydebank College to undertake holistic 

assessments of the young men’s needs, these assessments were not being 

undertaken in the manner that had been intended during the data collection period. 

They were also not being shared between the different organisations as intended, with 

the result that this information was often outdated or reflected a partial account of the 

young men’s needs. In addition, the young men felt that the assistance they were given 

to try to address the issues they would face on their release often came too late to 

have any meaningful impact on their situation or to help them overcome the obstacles 

they would face. They wanted more assistance to be provided, including from 

organisations outside of the justice system, to help them address their health, housing 

and social needs. Consequently, if Secure Colleges are to meet the needs of young 

people and facilitate their desistance from crime, they need to work in partnership with 
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a wide range of stakeholders outside of the criminal justice system to address their 

positioning and how it can hinder desistance, focusing in particular on early 

engagement, individual assessments of capital, interests and abilities, as well as 

effective interagency communication and cooperation.  

 

Of particular note from the findings was that the majority of young men were 

disengaged from the educational and vocational programmes offered in the Secure 

College. For example, some young men disclosed that they failed to engage in 

education because there were no programmes that were of interest to them and so 

they were not motivated to engage. Others were too preoccupied with ensuring their 

safety to have the capacity to engage with the programmes they were attending. More 

young men disclosed that were scheduled to attend programmes that they did not have 

the mental capacity to engage with, required a level of literacy to complete and/or 

obtain a qualification which they did not possess and because they were placed in 

programmes that had an available space rather than those which matched their 

particular needs, interests or abilities. It was also clear from the findings that many 

young men were disengaged because their negative past experiences of schooling 

had tainted how they viewed the educational and vocational programmes offered at 

the Secure College. If a Secure College is to be successful in achieving its aims, it is 

important that action is taken to encourage the young men to engage with the available 

educational and vocational programmes. To encourage the young men to engage, a 

number of suggestions are put forward based on the findings emerging from this 

research.  

 

To begin with, it is argued that management and staff should consult with the young 

men to ensure that the type of programmes offered in the Secure College align with 

their interests so that the young men will be motivated to engage. The findings from 

this research show that many young men desired programmes such as ‘Mechanics’ 

and ‘Music’ to be offered at the Secure College. To tackle disengagement, it is 

important that programmes that are interesting to the young men are available for them 

to partake in if they are to be motivated to learn. Another important way to tackle 

disengagement is to ensure that education is perceived to be a safe space. As a 

number of the young men explained that they were disengaged from the programmes 

because they were too preoccupied with safety concerns, it is essential that young 

men feel safe if they are to have the capacity to engage with the programmes on offer. 

For this reason, it is necessary to ensure the application of strong anti-bullying and 

safer custody policies across all custodial spaces, that all staff are adequately trained 
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to apply these policies and that both staff and the young men have a clear 

understanding of the implementation of these policies. Such efforts can help ensure 

that classrooms are safe spaces, allowing the young men to focus and engage with 

the programmes. Furthermore, to facilitate engagement, it is essential that personal 

development programmes are accessible to the young men to address issues with 

substance misuse, mental health, wellbeing, etc. as well as offering sufficient places 

on literacy programmes. As some young men attributed their disengagement to 

placement in programmes that they did not have the mental capacity to engage with, 

literacy or programmes that were available rather than matched their needs, abilities 

and interests, it is important that adequate provision is available and a competency-

based approach to programme allocation is consistently adopted if these reasons for 

disengagement are to be tackled.  

 

This research also suggests that greater efforts need to be undertaken to deconstruct 

the negative associations that many young men have with education due to their past 

experiences of schooling. If the Secure College model is to be successful in achieving 

its ambitions, it must focus on promoting an openness to education among the young 

men to encourage engagement. This research found that the decision to use 

compulsory attendance to increase exposure to education did not result in the level of 

engagement that had been hoped for. While it did increase attendance at educational 

and vocational programmes, the young men were often disengaged while attending. 

Secure Colleges need to consider that most young people in custody have had prior 

negative experiences of education. Indeed, in some cases, the families of the young 

men have also had negative experiences of schooling and may not have promoted the 

value of education. For these reasons, it is important that preparatory work is 

undertaken with the young men when they first enter the Secure College to try to 

address their past negative experiences of education to address disengagement and 

promote a willingness and motivation to engage with the programmes on offer. It is 

argued that Secure Colleges could use personal development programmes as a pre-

requisite to engaging in educational and vocational programmes to focus on 

communicating the value of education in supporting and motivating the young men to 

engage in programmes, as well as consulting with the young men to design 

programmes that they find interesting and motivating.   

 

The findings also demonstrate the tensions that can be associated with attempting to 

balance considerations of risk with need when trying to transform a YOC into a Secure 

College. The young men who exhibited the highest level of need and lowest level of 
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capital were often those that were deemed to pose the highest risk and had their 

access to some of the most desired opportunities available at Hydebank College 

limited due to the risk they were believed to pose. In this way, the Secure College 

model was limited in its ability to enhance the young men’s potential to desist from 

crime as programme placement was often dependent on an assessment of risk, with 

the need to manage risk frequently prioritised over need. Consequently, it is necessary 

to ensure that in a Secure College, a balance is struck between managing risk and 

addressing needs, such that individuals deemed high risk are also given access to 

valued programmes that meet their needs, interests and abilities in a way that seeks 

to manage potential safety concerns. While the tension between risk and need is likely 

to remain an ongoing issue, the findings of this research can offer some valuable 

insights into the management of these tensions going forward.  

 

The findings revealed that difficulties arose in trying to address the young men’s needs 

while ensuring the safety of the young men, others and avoiding reoffending. Due to 

the lack of personal development programmes running during the early stages of the 

transformation, many of the young men’s needs (e.g. substance misuse and mental 

health issues) went unmet, which meant that the young men were not being supported 

to reduce the high levels of risk they were deemed to pose. As previously explained, 

those deemed high risk had their access to programmes (often those they deemed 

most desirable) restricted and needed to be placed in programmes run by prison staff 

trained in ‘control and restraint’ techniques and delivered in secure spaces behind 

locked gates. This meant that these young men were limited from building skillsets 

offered by programmes delivered by BMC staff or run in more open spaces within the 

Secure College. Young men deemed high risk could also be restricted from taking part 

in socialisation initiatives within the College that involved members of the community. 

Moreover, these young men were not allowed to avail of opportunities to work outside 

of the College, in organisations offering job placements, for fear that they would 

abscond or reoffend. Accordingly, in an effort to protect society and others from harm, 

young men deemed high risk often had limited opportunities to socialise with others in 

a non-offender capacity, which hindered the development of pro-social identities and 

the accumulation of skillsets. This demonstrates that there were significant tensions 

between programme accessibility, risk and safety, which resulted in parameters being 

imposed on the young men dependent on their risk classification. 

 

To help manage this tension, a Secure College needs to make a concerted effort to 

help young men reduce the level of risk they pose if their ability to develop pro-social 
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identities and acquire skills that will encourage desistance from crime is to be 

enhanced.  For example, access to programmes designed to address substance 

misuse problems, behavioural difficulties and mental health issues must be made 

available to support the young men in addressing these needs that relate to offending 

behaviours and reducing the potential risks they pose. Further, more work can be done 

to ensure that the programmes available to those deemed high risk are interesting to 

the young men and designed to meet their needs, interests and abilities. Young men 

deemed high risk can be consulted and involved in discussions about how existing 

programme provision can be improved to help develop their skills and promote pro-

social identity development in a way that is nonetheless safe and secure. BMC staff 

could also be trained in ‘control and restraint’ techniques to expand the programmes 

these young men can access within the College. Additionally, efforts can be made to 

improve the socialisation opportunities these young men have access to.  Socialisation 

initiatives can play a key role in helping young men to develop and strengthen their 

social capital, as well as reduce stigmatisation by increasing positive interactions 

between those detained and the wider community. These initiatives can educate 

communities on the factors that lead young men to offend, the needs of the young men 

and the role communities can play in supporting desistance from crime. The Covid-19 

pandemic resulted in an increase in the use of electronic platforms to facilitate people 

in custody maintaining their relationships with family and friends. Such approaches 

could be utilised when undertaking socialisation initiatives for those deemed to be high 

risk, with these activities being considered as a stepping-stone to participating in face-

to-face interactions. Similarly, electronic platforms could facilitate work placements in, 

for example, call centres, where job responsibilities would not rely on high levels of 

literacy or require certain qualifications. It is important that those who have the lowest 

levels of capital and are considered the highest risk are given opportunities to enhance 

their capital if their ability to desist from crime is to be encouraged and facilitated.  

 

It is also worth noting that management and staff involving high-risk young men in an 

ongoing consultation about programme provision also offers an opportunity for these 

young men to experience socialisation and pro-social identity development. These 

humanised interactions between management, staff and the young men can provide 

the young men with recognition that their voices are heard and valued, facilitating 

positive interactions between staff and the young men, supporting pro-social identity 

development and paving the way to alleviate fears surrounding the way in which many 

young men feared that they would be stigmatised or ‘othered’ as a result of their 

offending behaviour. Moreover, through consultation with the young men, it is argued 
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that programmes and initiatives can be coproduced that satisfy management’s safety 

concerns while meeting the needs of young men to support them in desisting from 

crime. The young men should be consulted regarding what they perceive to be a 

desirable curriculum of programmes that align with their interests, needs and abilities, 

with this consultation having the potential to coproduce a suite of programmes, 

perceived to be desirable by those that are deemed high risk and deemed safe by 

management.  

 

Another key finding to emerge from the research was the potential for PREPS to further 

compound issues of capital. While there is a recognition that incentive schemes can 

help to maintain order and encourage engagement, linking incentives to visitation, 

allowance for phone calls, etc. can add to the challenges young people (especially 

those with complex needs) may experience in trying to maintain and strengthen their 

capital during their detention, at a stage of their lives when this access to capital is 

especially important. Those young men who did not have the capacity to progress 

beyond the ‘Basic’ or ‘Standard’ levels of PREPS, due to complex behavioural needs 

or issues with substance misuse, were those who were allowed the fewest visitations 

and received the lowest weekly allowance, reducing their capacity to attain phone 

credit. In this way, PREPS could potentially repress the ability of these young men to 

build social capital. The limited access to valued programmes and activities available 

through Hydebank College could also be perceived as suppressing their ability to build 

cultural capital and increase skills to obtain legitimate economic capital on their 

release. In a period of the lifespan where capital formation is paramount in successfully 

transitioning to adulthood and desisting from crime, it is argued that using incentivised 

regimes in this manner does not necessarily align with the ethos of a Secure College 

model. Accordingly, careful attention needs to be given to addressing these issues and 

thinking about how these issues can be resolved in a way that meets the needs of 

young men and supports them in desisting from crime while doing so in a way that is 

safe and avoids further diminishing the young men’s capital.  

 

Finally, this study found that the Secure College model had a greater potential than 

the YOC model to meet the needs of the young men and support them in desisting 

from crime. However, its implementation did not match its rhetoric hindering its 

potential. It suffered from similar weakness as the YOC through its limited ability to 

tackle the wider structural and societal factors influencing people’s positioning and 

contributing to their offending. The Secure College model had a greater focus on 

rehabilitation and desistance by humanising the experience of custody and 
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emphasising education as a means through which young people could change their 

lives. Yet, a coordinated approach needs to be developed across the wider criminal 

justice system, including the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), the Probation 

Board Northern Ireland (PBNI), the Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP), the Northern 

Ireland Court Service, and NIPS to align the approaches used by professionals in 

addressing the needs exhibited by young people to support them in desisting from 

crime. There is also need for other stakeholders beyond the justice system, such as 

other government departments (e.g. community, education, finance and health), the 

voluntary sector, local politicians, media and members of the community to be involved 

as desistance cannot be enhanced by justice agencies alone. Such an approach has 

the potential to maximise efforts to promote desistance and ensure that reform efforts 

undertaken within the Secure College model are not undone through the young men’s 

experiences on release or their interactions with other parts of the criminal justice 

system.  

 

Inevitably, there are limitations associated with this research that must be borne in 

mind. Although this study’s cross-sectional design allowed for an exploration of 

multiple perspectives towards the Secure College model, it did mean that the data was 

collected at one point in time, during the early stages of the transformational change, 

which, as has been highlighted, can be fraught with difficulties. As a result, these 

findings should only be considered to apply to the early stages of transformational 

change. In terms of the data collection methods used, although the participant 

observations provided important insight for this study and allowed for data 

triangulation, they do not allow for the findings of this study to be generalised. Also, 

this study was undertaken in the context of Northern Ireland, which limits the ability to 

generalise some of the findings to other jurisdictions. The findings are further limiting 

in that they only looked at the experiences of young men in terms of exploring the 

extent to which they believed a Secure College model could address their unique 

needs and enhance their potential to desist from crime. As a result, some of these 

findings should not be applied to women’s experiences of Secure College’s outside of 

the context of Northern Ireland. Another limitation of this study is that it did not follow 

up with the young men on release so although this study provides insight into how the 

young men perceived the Secure College model to impact their ability to desist from 

crime, it is limited in not having an understanding of how it actually impacted their ability 

to desist on release. It is important to consider these limitations in the conclusions that 

can be drawn from these findings.  
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Further research could undertake a follow-up study exploring the Secure College 

model at Hydebank Wood to ascertain whether or not the issues that arose during the 

early stages of the transformation have been resolved and if it is now experienced and 

believed to have the ability to enhance the young men’s potential to desist from crime. 

Furthermore, a longitudinal study could explore young men’s experiences of Hydebank 

College and their desistance efforts on release. Despite the limitations associated with 

this research, it is the first study to undertake an in-depth exploration into the 

transformation of a YOC using a Secure College model, examining the positions and 

perspectives of young men, staff and management towards its ability to facilitate the 

desistance process.    

 

Conclusion 
 

This research makes an original contribution to knowledge in three ways. It is the first 

study to explore the transformation of a YOC into a Secure College and based on its 

findings offers a new polyperspective model of organisational change, which can be 

used to guide penal reform efforts. This study also provides an in-depth exploration of 

a Secure College model to examine how it was envisaged as meeting the needs of the 

young men and promoting desistance from crime. The findings show that a Secure 

College model has the potential to enhance the young men’s ability to desist from 

crime, yet it continued to suffer from similar weaknesses as was evident in the YOC 

by a limited focus on addressing wider structural and societal factors giving rise to 

offending behaviour, as well as concerns about the extent to which the Secure College 

model was being adequately staffed and resourced to operate as it was intended. In 

this way, the findings enhance our understanding of how education in custody is 

intended to promote the ability of young men to desist from crime and raises questions 

about whether the Secure College model, as envisaged in this transformation, will ever 

be sufficient on its own to promote the ability of young men to desistance from crime. 

Lastly, this research makes an original contribution to knowledge by examining the 

views and experiences of young men in custody and staff to explore how they 

experienced the Secure College model and if they felt it met the young men’s needs 

and enhanced their potential to desist from crime. These insights enhance our 

understanding about what services and supports are required to promote the potential 

of the young men to desist from crime, as well as aid our understanding of the different 

factors that can influence how people react to penal reform efforts and if they perceive 

these efforts as beneficial. It is argued that it is essential that the young men’s 
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‘positioning’ both within and outside of the Secure College space needs to be 

considered when designing services and supports to meet their needs and promote 

desistance. It is also necessary that work is undertaken to address the young men’s 

negative experiences of education, as well as their substance misuse and mental 

health needs, if their motivation and capacity to engage with educational and 

vocational programmes as ‘hooks for change’ is to be increased, which is especially 

important for a Secure College model which is built around the idea of using education 

as a ‘hook for change’.   
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Appendices 

Appendix I: Programmes, Providers and Qualifications on 
Offer at HBW YOC15 

 

 Programmes Provider Qualifications 

Offered 

Education 

Programmes 

English NIPS Yes 

 Math NIPS Yes 

 Computer Literacy 

and Information 

Technology (CLAIT) 

NIPS Yes 

 Digital Technology 

(DT) 

NIPS Yes 

 Cookery NIPS Yes 

 Citizenship NIPS No 

 Job Seeking Skills NIPS Yes 

 Preparation for 

Employment 

NIPS Yes 

 Identity Development Edgehill 

Theological 

College 

No 

 History  Open University 

(OU) 

Yes 

 English Literature OU Yes 

 The Planets OU Yes 

 Studying Mammals OU Yes 

 Introduction to 

Human Genome 

OU Yes 

 Writing Fiction OU Yes 

 Writing Essays OU Yes 

 Social Science OU Yes 

                                                        
15 Appendix 1 presents a list of some of the most consistent programmes, jobs and activities 
on offer at the YOC over a number of years prior to the transformation. This list should be 
treated as indicative as opposed to exhaustive.  
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Vocational 

Training 

Bricklaying NIPS Yes 

 Gymnasium  NIPS Yes 

 Plumbing  NIPS Yes 

 Carpentry NIPS Yes 

 Painting and 

Decorating  

NIPS Yes 

 Industrial Cleaning NIPS Yes 

 Gardens NIPS Yes 

 Music NIPS No 

 Fine Art NIPS No 

 Leather craft NIPS No 

 Art Therapy  Prison Arts 

Foundation (PAF) 

No 

Prison 

Employment  

Kitchen NIPS Yes 

 Ground Maintenance NIPS No 

The Tuck shop NIPS No 

Psychological 

Programmes 

Goals NIPS Certification of 

Completion  

 Enhanced Thinking 

Skills 

NIPS Certification of 

Completion 

 Parenting Skills Barnardo’s 

Northern Ireland 

Certification of 

Completion 

 Drug Misuse Alcohol and Drugs: 

Empowering 

People Through 

Therapy (AD:EPT) 

Certification of 

Completion 

 Jobtrack Programme Northern Ireland 

Association for the 

Care and 

Resettlement of 

Offenders 

(NIACRO) 

Certification of 

Completion 
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 Bereavement 

Support 

Cruse16 No 

Other 

Activities 

Football NIPS/ Football 

Association of 

Ireland (FAI) 

No 

 Drama PAF No 

 Charitable events NIPS No 

 

  

                                                        
16 Cruse Clubs Counseling Service for Widows and Families provides bereavement support. 
The name originates from a biblical story, yet Cruse is now a secular organisation.  



 

 
 

249 

Appendix II: Observation Locations  
 

Observation Day Time Period Location 

Day One Morning  Management briefing 

General purpose areas 

Education Unit 

Security 

Afternoon Asch House 

Library programme 

Education Unit 

Day Two Morning Residential staff briefing 

Willow House 

General purpose areas 

Education Unit 

Afternoon Student Development Unit (SDU) 

Psychology 

Recycling programme 

Horticulture programme 

Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 

Animal Husbandry area 

Art and Pottery programme 

Literacy programme 

Day Three Morning Management briefing 

General purpose areas 

Education Unit 

Afternoon Bricklaying programme 

Gymnasium 

Day Four Morning The Cabin 

Safer Custody Unit (SDU) 

Adjudication Process 

The Tuck Shop 

Afternoon Hospitality and Catering programme 

Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 
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Dave Five Morning Management briefing 

Cedar 2 

Library programmme 

Afternoon Employability and Personal and Social 

Development (PSD) programme 

Day Six Morning Hair (Barbers) programme 

Afternoon Horticulture programe 

Day Seven Morning General purpose areas 

Induction Process 

Beech House 

Landing maintainance 

Education unit 

Afternoon Art and Pottery programmes 

Day Eight Morning Industrial Cleaning programme 

Employability and Personal and Social 

Development (PSD) programme 

Afternoon Painting and Decorating programme 

Day Nine Morning Bricklaying programme 

Joinery programme 

Plumbing programme 

BKSB assessments 

Afternoon Literacy programme 

Numeracy programme 

Gymnasium programme 

Day Ten Afternoon Art Therapy programme 

Day Eleven Morning Management briefing 

Timetabling unit (Oscar 2) 

Afternoon Education Unit 

Day Twelve Morning General purpose areas 

Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 

Information Communication Technology 

(ICT) programme 

Afternoon Mugshots social enterprise programme 

The Cabin 

Day Thirteen Morning Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 

Bricklaying programme 
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Plumbing programme 

Joinery programme 

Afternoon Recycling programme 

Gardens programme 

The Barn 

Day Fourteen Morning Weekend ceramics and reading classes 

Day Fifteen Morning Gymnasium programme 

Afternoon Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 

Day Sixteen Morning Probation at Student Development Unit 

(SDU)  

Psychology at Student Development 

Unit (SDU)  

Afternoon Start 360 

Day Seventeen Morning Painting and Decorating programme 

Education Unit 

Afternoon Education Unit 

The Cabin 

Day Eighteen Morning Education Unit staff briefing 

Education unit 

Afternoon The Cabin 

Day Nineteen Morning Literacy porgramme 

Art and Ceramics programm 

Afternoon Employability and Personal and Social 

Development (PSD) programme 

Day Twenty Morning Management briefing 

Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 

Afternoon The Cabin 

The Barn 

Day Twenty-one Morning Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 

Hair (Barbers) programme 

Afternoon Horticulture programme 

Day Twenty-two Morning Timetabling Unit (Oscar 2) 

Education Unit 

Afternoon The Cabin 
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Day Twenty-three Morning Art and Ceramics programme 

Hospitality and Catering programme 

Afternoon Literacy programme 

Day Twenty-four Morning Timetabling Unit 

Chaplancy 

Education Unit 

General purpose areas  

Afternoon Education Unit 

General purpose areas 

Day Twenty-five Morning Student Development unit (SDU) 

Probation 

Psychology 

Start 360 

 Afternoon Education Unit 
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Appendix III: Information Leaflet 
 

Research on Prison Education 

 

 

 

 

 

Who am I? 

My name is Keira Flanagan and I am a student at Queen’s University Belfast.  

 

What am I looking to know? 

I would like to hear about your views on the educational and vocational programmes 

at Hydebank Wood Secure College and what you think of the idea of a Secure College. 

 

Why? 

I hope to improve the educational and vocational programmes available to help young 

people stop committing crime. 

 

Would you like to take part? 

Just let me know and I can sign you up to take part. 

 

  

http://www.nerdwallet.com/blog/loans/student-loans/prison-education-programs-2/
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Appendix IV: QUB Ethical Approval 
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Appendix V: NIPS Ethical Clearance 
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Appendix VI: Information Sheet for Young Men 
 

I am looking to hear your views on the provision of educational and vocational 

programmes at Hydebank Wood Secure College and if you think these programmes 

will help you to stop committing crime. Before you decide if you would like to talk to 

me, please read the following information and talk to others about it, if you wish.  

 

Please feel free to ask any questions that you may have.  

 

Thank you. 

What is the purpose of the study? 
 

This research is part of my doctoral training at Queen’s University Belfast. The study 

will look at the role prison education and vocational (skills-based) programmes may 

play in encouraging young people to stop committing crimes. This research will also 

ask you about your views about Hydebank Wood becoming a Secure Training College.  

 
Why have I been chosen? 
 

You are being chosen, as you are a young person detained in Hydebank Wood and I 

am interested in hearing your views on these programmes and how useful you think 

they are.  

 

Do I have to take part? 
 

No, you decide if you want to take part and if you decide not to, this will have no impact 

on your dealings with the prison, educational or vocational programmes or any other 

criminal justice agencies. If you agree to talk to me, you can change your mind at any 

time and stop talking to me, without giving any reason for your decision or without this 

affecting your dealings with the prison or the educational unit.  

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 
 

You will be asked to take part in an interview lasting approximately 30 minutes to an 

hour, depending on how much you have to say. In the interview, you will be asked 

about your views and/or experiences of the educational and vocational programmes 

in the prison and if you think they will help you to stop committing crime. You will also 
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be asked some background information such as your age, sentence length, previous 

imprisonment, if you have any learning difficulties or mental health issues as well as 

the reason for your current imprisonment. With your permission, I would like to record 

the interview so that I can correctly represent your views and to shorten the length of 

interviews. However, if you do not wish to be recorded, I will take written notes instead. 

No one other than the research team will have access to the recordings and no names 

will appear on the recording. 

 

What do I have to do? 
 

You will be asked to take part in a once off interview. Lasting between 30mins to an 

hour. 

 

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 
 

There are some potential risks associated with taking part in the study, including the 

loss of time involved in taking part in the interview and the chance that the interview 

discussion may cause some stress or upset. If you believe that you are likely to 

experience such distress, the researcher would advise that you do not take part in the 

study. It is also possible that once the research is completed, others may attempt to 

guess who said what during the research, despite the removal of names and other 

identify information for the quotes used in the write up of the report.  

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
 

While there will be no direct benefit to you, it is hoped that the findings of the study 

could potentially be used to improve the educational and vocational programmes 

available at Hydebank Wood. 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 
 

All information will be kept strictly confidential and anonymous except if you tell me 

about causing harm to yourself or someone else, escaping from the prison or 

involvement in serious illegal activity. In such circumstances, I am required to report 

this information to a relevant authority. All other information will remain anonymous 

and confidential and no-one other than the research team will have access to the 
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interview data.  No names or personal identifying information will be used and any 

quotes used in the writing up of the research will be anonymised. 

 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 
 

The results of this study will be used for academic publications and presentations. If 

you wish, I can provide you with a summary of the findings of the research. 

 
Who is organising and funding the research? 
 

The researcher is paying to do this research themselves as part of their doctoral 

training at Queens University Belfast.  

 

Who has reviewed the study? 
 
Ethical approval was obtained from the School of Sociology, Social Policy, and 

Social Work at Queens University Belfast and the Northern Ireland Prison 

Service. 

 

 

Contact for Further Information 
 

Principal researcher: Ms. Keira Flanagan 

 

Email address: kflanagan06@qub.ac.uk  

 

Research supervisor: Dr. Michelle Butler 

 

Email address: michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk  

  

mailto:kflanagan06@qub.ac.uk
mailto:michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix VII: Information Sheet for Management and staff 
 

You are being invited to participate in a research study looking at your views on the 

provision of educational and vocational programmes and if you think these 

programmes will help imprisoned young men to stop committing crime. Before you 

decide whether or not you would like to partake, it is important for you to understand 

why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the 

following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Please feel free 

to ask questions if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more 

information.  

 

Thank you for reading this. 

What is the purpose of the study? 
 

This research is being undertaken for a doctoral programme at Queen’s University 

Belfast. The study proposes to investigate the role prison education and vocational 

(skills-based) programmes may play in encouraging young people to stop offending 

both within prison and on release from prison. This research also aims to explore the 

transformation of Hydebank Wood Young Offender’s Centre into a Secure Training 

College and what changes this may have resulted in. We are interested in hearing your 

views on these programmes, the change to a Secure Training College and how useful 

you think these events have been in encouraging people to desist from crime.  

 
Why have I been chosen? 
 

You are being approached about taking part in this research because your position as 

a staff member/manager in Hydebank Wood means that you are well placed to 

comment on these issues. Your opinions and attitudes towards these programmes and 

decisions to stop offending are very important to this research.  

 

Do I have to take part? 
 

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.  If you do decide to take part, you 

will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form stating 

you voluntarily agree to participate. If you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw 

from the study at any time and without giving a reason for this decision.  Whether or 
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not you decide to take part in the study will have no impact on your dealings with the 

prison or other criminal justice agencies. 

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 
 

You will be asked to take part in an interview lasting approximately 30 minutes to an 

hour depending on how much you have to say. In the interview, you will be asked about 

your views and/or experiences of the educational and vocational programmes in the 

prison and if you think they will help imprisoned young men to stop committing crime. 

The interview will also focus on the transformation of Hydebank Wood Young 

Offender’s Centre into a Secure Training College and the ways in which this has 

affected how your perform your work and/or other events at Hydebank Wood. The 

researcher will also ask to take note of some background information regarding your 

age, gender, job title and years of experience in your position before the interview 

commences. With your permission, we would like to audio record the interview. 

However, if you do not wish to be recorder, we will take written notes instead. No one 

other than the researcher and their supervisor will have access to the recordings.  

 

What do I have to do? 
 

You will be asked to meet with the researcher at a given time and location that suits 

you in order to carry out the interview. 

 

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 
 

There are no believed risks associated with taking part in the study other than the loss 

of time involved in participation.  

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
 

While there may be no direct benefit to you but it is hoped the findings of the study will 

be used to improve the provision of educational and vocational programmes to 

imprisoned young people and the supports required to help them reduce offending. 

Furthermore, it is hoped that this research will provide recommendations regarding 

proposed changes to the implementation of the Secure Training model at Hydebank 

Wood.  
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Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 
 

All information will be kept strictly confidential and anonymous except if you disclose 

information about causing harm to yourself or someone else, escape from the prison 

or involvement in serious illegal activity. In such circumstances, the researcher is 

required to report this information to a relevant authority. All other information will 

remain anonymous and confidential and no-one other than the researcher and 

supervisor will have access to the raw research data.  No names or personal identifying 

information will be used and all quotes used in any publications or presentations will 

be anonymised. 

 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 
 

The results of this study will be used for academic publications and presentations. If 

you wish, the researcher can provide you with a copy of the findings of the research. 

 
Who is organising and funding the research? 
 

The researcher is self-funding this research as part of their doctoral training at Queens 

University Belfast.  

 

Who has reviewed the study? 
 
An application for ethical approval was submitted to the School of Sociology, Social 

Policy, and Social Work at Queens University Belfast and to the Northern Ireland 

Prison Service who both granted approval for this study to be carried out. 

 

Contact for Further Information 
 

Principal researcher: Ms. Keira Flanagan 

Email address: kflanagan06@qub.ac.uk  

 

Research supervisor: Dr. Michelle Butler 

Email address: michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk  

  

mailto:kflanagan06@qub.ac.uk
mailto:michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix VIII: Interview Guide for Young Men 
 

1. How long have you been at Hydebank Wood? What do you think of it? 

2. Have you been here before? If so, how many times and when? 

3. What has been your experience of Hydebank Wood changing into a secure 

training college? 

a. What changes have been made? 

b. In what way has it affected you? 

c. Is it better than before? 

d. Have there been changes to the education unit? 

4. Did you participate in any educational and vocational programmes before it 

was changed to a secure training college?  

a. If yes, what did you do? Why did you decide to participate in them? 

b. If no, why not? 

5. Do you participate in any educational or vocational programmes now? 

a. If yes, what do you do? Why did you decide to participate in them? 

b. If no, why not? 

6. Do you think the programmes have changed since you were here previously, 

if so how? 

7. Do you think that these educational and vocational programmes give you the 

skills to encourage you to stay away from crime when you are released? 

8. Do you think that having to engage in the education and skills programmes has 

changed how you see yourself as a person in any way? 

9. How do you feel about having to participate in the educaiton and skills 

programmes in the educaiton unit? 

10. How do your family and friends think of you participating in these programmes? 

11. Do you think these progammes are going to help you get a job when you get 

out of Hydebank Wood? 

12. Can you see any benefits of participating in the programmes? 

13. Have you seen any changes in how staff and teachers interact with you since 

Hydebank Wood become a secure college?  

a. What do you think of these changes? 

b. How do you think staff are reacting to these changes? Why? 

14. When you get out of Hydebank Wood, do you think you will avoid committing 

crime again?  

a. If yes, why?  

b. If not, why not?  
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15. What are the biggest obstacles you think you will face when you get out of 

Hydebank Wood? 

16. Do you think Hydebank Wood has helped you prepare to face these obstacles 

when you get released? Why/why not? 

17. What do you think will help you avoid committing crime or getting into trouble 

with the police when you get out of Hydebank Wood? 

18. Do you think that your time at Hydebank Wood as a secure training college has 

changed how you see your future when you are released? 

19. Do you have anything else that you would like to add about Hydebank Wood 

as a secure training college or how Hydebank Wood can possibly you to stay 

out of crime when you are released?  
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Appendix IX: Interview Guide for Management and Staff 
 

1. How long have you been working here? What do you think of Hydebank Wood 

and how young people are dealt with here? 

2. Have you worked in other establishments? How does Hydebank Wood 

compare to these establishments? 

3. Do you think Hydebank Wood has changed since it became a secure college? 

If so, how? If not, why not? 

4. Are there ways in which it has remained the same? If so, how? If not, why not? 

5. What do you think about the transformation of Hydebank Wood into a Secure 

Training college in terms of the ethos of the prison? 

6. How do you feel that this transformation has impacted on Hydebank Wood 

encouraging young men to desist from crime? 

7. What impact do you think that this transformation has had on the provison of 

educational and vocational programmes at Hydebank Wood? 

8. Do you think that the provision of eduction and vocational programmes at 

Hydebank Wood, past or present, consider the needs of young men? 

9. Do you think that these programmes encourage young men to desist from 

crime? 

a. If so, in what way? 

i. Do you think identity development plays a role in these 

programmes?/ Do you think that these programmes encourage 

the development of pro-social idenitities/ moral identities? 

b. If not, why do you think that this is the case? 

10. Do you think that the provison of these programmes facilitate the rehabilitation 

of imprisoned young men? 

a. If so, in what way? 

b. If not, why do you think that this is the case? 

11. Do you think that activities and ethos of Hydebank Wood encourages young 

men to stop committing crime? 

a. If so, in what way? 

b. If not, why do you think that this is the case? 

c. Do you think that the range and content of courses available meet the 

needs of these young men? 

d. Do you think that the quality of these programmes in terms of delivery 

promotes these young men to engage in these programmes? 
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e. Who do you think some young men engage in the available 

programmes? 

f. Why do you think some young men do not engage in the available 

programmes? 

g. Do you believe that Hydebank Wood differentiates between 

participation and enagagement in education and vocational 

programmes? 

h. Ultimately, do you believe that the education unit can encourage these 

young men to stop commiting crime? 

12. Is there anything that you would like to add in relation to the transformation of 

Hydebank Wood into a secure training college or the provision of education 

here and its ability to encourage people to desist from crime? 
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Appendix X: Consent form 
 
CONSENT FORM 

 

Effect of Educational and Vocational Programmes at Hydebank Wood 

Name of researchers:  Keira Flanagan 

Name of supervisor:  Dr Michelle Butler 

Please Initial Box 

 

1.  I confirm I have read and understand the 

information sheet and have had an opportunity to 

ask questions. 

  

2.  I understand that my taking part is voluntary and 

that I am free to withdraw from the study at any 

time, without giving any reason, without my care 

or legal rights being affected.  

 

3.  I understand that all information will be confidential 

and anonymous, except in situations where I 

threaten to harm myself or someone else, escape 

from the prison or if I tell the researcher about 

serious illegal criminal activity. In such 

circumstances, I understand that the researcher 

must report this to a relevant authority.  

 

4.  I agree to take part in the study.   

5.          I agree to allow the interview to be recorded.  

 

 

Name of Participant: __________   Date: _______    Signature: _________ 

Name of Researcher: __________  Date:  _______   Signature: __________ 
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Appendix XI: Programmes, Providers and Qualifications on 

Offer to Young Men at Hydebank College 17 

 

 Programmes Provider Qualification 

option  

Essential skills 

Programmes 

Literacy BMC staff Yes 

 Numeracy BMC staff Yes 

 English for Speakers of 

Other Languages (ESOL) 

BMC staff Yes 

 Employability and Personal 

and Social development 

(PSD) 

BMC staff Yes 

 Library classes  NIPS staff No 

 EDCL (European Computer 

Driving License courses 

NIPS staff  No 

Information Communication 

Technology (ICT). 

BMC staff Yes 

Vocational 

Training 

Industrial cleaning BMC staff Yes 

 Horticulture BMC staff Yes 

 Hospitality and Catering  BMC staff Yes 

 Hair (Barbers) BMC staff Yes 

 Gardens NIPS staff No 

 Recycling  NIPS staff No 

 Joinery  NIPS staff No 

 Painting and Decorating NIPS staff No 

 Bricklaying NIPS staff No 

 Plumbing NIPS staff No 

 Gymnasium NIPS staff Yes 

                                                        
17 Appendix 2 presents a list of some of the most consistent programmes, jobs and activities on 
offer at Hydebank College. This list should be treated as indicative as opposed to exhaustive. 
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Creative-arts 

based 

programmes 

Art and Pottery  BMC staff Yes 

 Ceramics NIPS staff No 

 Art Therapy PAT No 

Prison 

Employment  

Landings Maintenance NIPS staff No 

 The Cabin NIPS staff Yes 

 The Barn NIPS staff No 

 ‘The Tuck shop NIPS staff No 

 Mugshots social enterprise 

programme 

Independents Yes 

Quest Independents  Yes 

Psychological 

Programmes 

Motivational Enhancement 

Group’ (MEG)  

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion  

 Enhanced Thinking Skills  NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 Adapted Enhanced Thinking 

Skills (ETS) 

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 Good Thinking Skills NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 Controlled Anger and 

Learning to Manage it 

(CALM) 

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 The Cognitive Self-Change 

(CSC)  

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 Building Better 

Relationships’ (BBR) 

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 The Alcohol Related 

Violence (ARV) cognitive 

behaviour therapy (CBT)  

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 The Safer Lives Project 

(SLP) 

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 

 Core Sex Treatment 

Programme (C-SOTP) 

NIPS staff Certificate of 

Completion 
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 Resettlement Programmes NIACRO Certificate of 

Completion 

 Counselling programmes for 

survivors of sexual abuse 

and sexual violence 

NEXUS NI Certificate of 

Completion 

 Relationship Counselling 

Programmes 

RELATE NI Certificate of 

Completion 

 Alcohol and Drug treatment 

programmes 

AD:EPT Certificate of 

Completion 

 Sexual and Violent Offender 

treatment programmes 

Public 

Protections 

Arrangements 

in Northern 

Ireland 

(PPANI) 

Certificate of 

Completion 

 AD:JUST (pre and post 

release support programme) 

Start 360 Certificate of 

Completion 

 ‘Being Jack’ parenting 

programme 

Barnardos Certificate of 

Completion 

Outside Work 

Parties (OUP) 

External Work Placement 

Programmes 

“The Thinking 

Cup” café 

 

  Lyric Theatre  

Other 

Activities 

Football NIPS staff/ FAI No 

 Marathon competitions NIPS staff No 

 Hiking NIPS staff No 

 Choir NIPS staff No 

 Family Fun days NIPS staff No 

 Weekend ceramics and 

reading classes 

Members of 

the community 

No 

 Animal Husbandry NIPS staff No 

 

 

 

 
 


