
 
 

Case study: Coldingley Prison Library 

Our group is made up of all adult males as it takes place in a Category C adult male 

prison. However within that we have a mix of ages from mid 20s to early 60s, and a 

mix of ethnic/cultural backgrounds. 

The group has been set up in order to make the reading group activity accessible to 

all no matter what their reading level is, and the hope is that it will be a bridge for 

some people between other initiatives that currently go on here.  It was hoped that 

this reading group could be a non threatening next step for those with basic literacy 

skills, to give them the confidence and sense of accomplishment from finishing a 

book. Hopefully then this will lead them onto other things in the future such as the 

courses in education. 

Currently most people who have joined the group are fairly confident readers but 

they want to be involved, discuss things as a group and enjoy being led in a different 

direction as to what to read. Also there are a couple who claim to be confident 

readers but actually when they read aloud they misread many words and so seem to 

actually need more help than they think. The set up is useful for this because they 

can come down on the pretence of helping others, or just wanting to be involved, but 

will actually improve their reading. The group has now read two of the quick reads 

and I have had a few new people put their name down for the next session. Word is 

getting around and I hope to have some from the Toe by Toe programme soon. 

How it works 

The group we have here takes a rather traditional approach and each reads the book 

in between meetings then we meet to discuss it. The meetings take place during 

their own free time as I am not allowed to take them out of work or education to do 

this, so all those who do show up do so in the little amount of time they have to 

socialise with other inmates. We meet once every four weeks approximately and in 

the meetings we chat about the book, and I usually print out some material about the 

author, or suggest other titles that are similar, or things along the same theme to 

help the discussion flow. Parts of the book are sometimes read out by members to 

aid the discussion also. 

Success and Barriers 

The success of the group has been down to having a good group who do genuinely 

read the books and have an opinion. I have also found that having other supporting 

material on the topic or by the author etc is part of making the meeting successful as 

it aids the flow of discussion. Also, very often members will have a set opinion of the 

author or character, which may change when they find out more about them. 



 
 

A barrier I have found is getting people to attend and promoting the meetings. 

Posters are paid very little attention to and often the staff forget to pass on messages 

etc. The prisoners are also often called to last minute appointments that neither they 

nor I am aware of beforehand so getting everybody to attend each meeting is 

proving difficult.  

Also reaching those who struggle with reading and giving them the confidence to 

attend is hard. I am taking a slow approach, just gently encouraging those who ask 

and also asking the current members to do the same behind the scenes. 

Outcomes 

There has been an increase in the frequency that some of the members of the club 

visit the library and I have found that they have told others who may not have been 

regular library users. Once people come and see the library and meet the staff, 

hopefully they find it a less threatening space and so are more likely to come in. 

There has also definitely been some difference in what people borrow – in terms of 

them recommending other reads to one another and widening their subject choice. 

Evaluation 

The group has helped me get to know many of my customers better and given me 

an insight as to things I could recommend to others, so it has been invaluable so far 

in helping me to better understand my library users. 

Though it is early days, I also think there will be an improvement in the reading and 

communication skills of the members of the group, who are already showing they 

feel more confident. There is also an enormous value in the ‘normality’ of the group. 

The regime and security in prison is of course, necessary, but means that often 

offenders don’t experience anything in the way it would be experienced outside in 

day to day life. I think that this means upon their release there is more chance of 

repeat offences due to a lack of ability to re-integrate with society. Any small thing 

like a reading group, which introduces a sense of ‘normality’ is helping towards the 

rehabilitation of offenders that are due for release soon. 

 


