
What's different about a prison setting?

• On 10 May 2013, the prison population in England and Wales was 83,151, of which 

3,893 were women.  At the end of December 2012 there were 6,683 young adults 

aged 18-20 in prison in England and Wales, and, at the end of February 2013, 

1,320 children (under 18's).  1

There are some issues that are peculiar to prisons and prisoners, which affect the way that 

a Bible study or course is best delivered, the way that it is understood and the minefields 

that need to be carefully negotiated.  As we have written material for prisons we have 

come across many of these issues and taken them into account, in order to produce the 

resources which are now available.  

Perhaps some explanation of the issues Time For Change (TFC) takes into account will 

help you, as you are likely to meet them yourselves.  Understanding these issues will help 

you to understand why TFC material is set out in the way that it is.

1. Prisoners are in prison.

This may seem obvious!  The prison regime affects how you run a study or course in a 

prison and is generally not negotiable.  

Prisoners are able to attend courses at specific times, for a specific length of time, in a 

specific place, with specific supervision.  Different prisons will have different lengths of time 

available for you to run a course, some may give a one hour slot once a week, some may 

give 3 hours once a week, some may give a whole week to run an intensive course.  TFC 

has therefore written material that can be adapted to fit the time available, and have given 

guidelines on how to fit it into the time available. 

Many prisons do not allow electronic equipment to be used, so the delivery of TFC 
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material is paper based.  

The prison regime may mean that some participants on your course cannot attend some of 

your sessions, due to legal visits, inability to leave their wing etc.  You will probably just 

have to accept this, and make sure that if there is a recap at the beginning of a session, it 

is done well enough to help people to know what happened on a session that they missed. 

Individual prisoners may be removed from your session half way through your teaching.  

The whole group may be sent back to the wing, for security reasons, or for lack of 

discipline during the session.  Be prepared for a study to suddenly stop!

2. Prisoners are in prison for a reason.

Prisoners are in prison because they have been sentenced to serve time for a crime 

committed, or are awaiting trial for a crime that they are suspected of having committed.  

There are very few innocent people in prison!  As you get to know your group, NEVER 

forget that they are in prison because they have committed, or are suspected of 

committing, a crime.  

This point is relevant partly for our own security, and partly because prisoners all know that 

they are sinners to some degree, because they know what their index offence is.  

However, they often do not know what sin really is – rebellion against God (as compared 

to breaking the law, which is the sin that they got caught for, and a crime against society).

3. Crime / Justice / Punishment

In view of their current situation, and previous lifestyle, prisoners generally do not have a 

Scriptural view of crime, justice or punishment.  Crime may be, for them, a necessary way 

of life, or a chosen career path.  They may have no insight into the effect of crime on 

victims.  

Justice may, in their eyes, be unjust in the Criminal Justice System, especially when they 

look at the sentences that other people get, for crimes which they consider worse than 

their own.  This affects their understanding of God's justice.  

When prisoners accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour, you may find yourselves 

explaining that, although they are now right with God, they still have a debt to society, who 

may never forgive them.  This is, naturally, hard for them to accept.



4. Prisoners are incarcerated

In prison, at the end of a Bible study, prisoners are taken back to their cells, where they 

are either alone, or 'two'd up' with someone that they may or may not like / trust / fear / 

share a common language with.  They have little to distract them from what they have 

heard in the study.  TFC has deliberately written the material so that we end on a positive 

note of reassurance and application.  

5. Academic issues – not completing school education, reading ability, dyslexia, 

specific learning needs.

• The average age of a prisoner in the UK in 2006 was 27 years 2.  

• 48% of prisoners in the UK have a reading ability at or below the age of an 11 year 

old 3

• 20–30% of all offenders have learning disabilities or difficulties that interfere with 

their ability to cope with the criminal justice system 4

• 47% of prisoners say they have no qualifications.  This compares to 15% of the 

working age general population in the UK.  21% of prisoners reported needing help 

with reading and writing or ability with numbers and 41% with education. 5 

• 41% of men, 30% of women and 52% of young offenders were permanently 

excluded from school. 6

For these reasons TFC material aims to focus on small texts of Scripture, to make it easy 

to understand what it says, and allow the participants to figure it out for themselves with 

supervision from leaders.

In a prison context, where academic ability is not generally high, students need to learn by 

self-discovery, not by being fed information – leaders need to help (a lot!) but participants 

need to find the answers themselves from the Bible, so that they remember them. 

TFC courses are written to be led primarily from the front, on a flip-chart.  In a course, 

each session includes a recap of the previous sessions.  Each session comprises multiple 

short exercises, some led from the front, some in pairs or groups, some individually.  

Those who cannot read or write are supported by leaders or Peer Mentors (prisoners who 

2 Prison Reform Trust Fact File June 2012
3 Prison Reform Trust Fact File June 2012
4 Prison Reform Trust Bromley Briefings Summer 2013
5 Prison Reform Trust Bromley Briefings Summer 2013
6 Prison Reform Trust Bromley Briefings Summer 2013



have done the course before, become Christians and have shown an ability to support 

other prisoners).  No-one is asked to read the Bible in front of other people (although 

spontaneous volunteers are very welcome!).  

Everyone should be given / lent a copy of the Bible, although they may bring their own.  

However, it's easier for everyone to use the same version of the Bible so that there is 

minimal confusion and page numbers can be used to find a passage. 

People with ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) and ADD (Attention Deficit 

Disorder) have a very short concentration span, and have difficulty sitting still.  Therefore 

TFC material is laid out as multiple short blocks of activity, changing the direction of 

thought, mode of answering and position in the room.  

6. Emotional vulnerability / psychological vulnerability / mental illness / suicide & 

self-harm risk

As a group, prisoners are very vulnerable.  This may be a consequence of their childhood, 

or the way they are wired, or a consequence of their crime and time in prison.  

These factors have been taken into account and subtly threaded through the material.  We 

specifically check for emotional and psychological vulnerability are during check-in and 

check-out each session.  Here the group is brought together in a circle, and everyone is 

asked to say how they are feeling, and whether they are struggling with anything.  

You may like to set ground rules in the first session and review them with the group 

periodically – these should be set by the group members, and must include confidentiality 

rules and exceptions.  The group therefore knows that if the leaders are concerned that 

there is a risk to self or others, or a security issue, then wing staff or chaplains will be 

informed. 

• Around 70% of prisoners have at least one mental illness, and 20% have 4 mental 

health disorders 7.  

Thus that the majority of your group may have a history of depression, anxiety, personality 

disorder or psychosis (hearing voices, seeing things) etc.  And most of your group will be 
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taking some form of medication – antidepressants or tranquillisers – which have side-

effects, particularly affecting concentration and cognition.  The prevalence of mental illness 

is a significant risk factor for suicide.

7. Scriptures that can be misinterpreted particularly by prisoners

As a result of the vulnerabilities discussed above, care needs to be taken with the 

interpretation of certain scriptures by some prisoners.  An example is Mark 9:43, 'If your 

hand causes you to stumble, cut it off.  It is better for you to enter life maimed than with 

two hands to go into hell...'  It is very important that a clear explanation of the meaning of 

such passages is given and that no-one leaves the room thinking that self-mutilation is a 

way to avoid going to hell, as self-harm is so prevalent amongst prisoners.  

Another example is 1John 3:15 'Anyone who hates a brother or sister is a murderer, and 

you know that no murderer has eternal life residing in him.'  Clearly, John is not saying that 

murderers cannot be saved, he is saying that unrepentant murderers are not saved, which 

is true for all unrepentant sinners, but I hope you can see how such passages can be 

misinterpreted, and how such misinterpretation could lead to self-harm / suicide.

8. Prison population statistics e.g. bereavement rate, rate of one-parent families, 

addictions etc.

The bereavement rate amongst prisoners is higher than the background population, and 

often their primary carers have been grandparents, so the death of a grandparent can 

have the effect of the death of a parent.  Many prisoners have come from one parent 

families, or have themselves created effective one-parent families by their incarceration.  

• In a report by the Royal College of Psychiatrist in 2007, the rate of abuse of at least 

one illegal drug by prisoners prior to imprisonment is 54%, and while in prison, 54% 

of prisoners use cannabis, 27% heroin and 15% illicitly obtained tranquillisers 8.  

• In another study, 64% of prisoners reported having used drugs in the four weeks 

before custody 9.

All these factors make prisoners emotionally and psychologically vulnerable and may 

affect their understanding of Scripture, particularly the Fatherhood of God.  These factors 

also result in a heightened interest in what comes after death.  Prisoners have often 
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recounted stories of dead relatives who have come back to visit them, or personal 

accounts of having died (e.g. from drug overdoses) and experiences of 'seeing the light' 

during resuscitation, all of which leads them to conclude that there is an afterlife (but by 

this they do not necessarily mean heaven).

We hope that these explanations of the need for prison-specific Bible study material will 

help you to run the studies with insight into why the resources are laid out as they are. 


