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Mastering the literacies of institutions involves the complex interaction of individual competencies, institutional agendas, and the range of social practices with which these literacies are associated. Mastery of institutional literacies is even more complex in contexts in which individuals are brought together around regimes of practice over which they have limited control — contexts such as hospitals and prisons. In such contexts literacy practices sometimes act to constrain the agency of individuals or create barriers to them accessing the services they need. This project focused on the institutional literacy practices in HMP Huntercombe, a prison for foreign national prisoners in the UK. Prisoners, staff of the prison, and students of Applied Linguistics and complementary disciplines from the University of Reading worked together to identify and solve practical literacy problems in the prison. 

HMP Huntercombe is a category C prison holding adult male foreign nationals. Within the prison, approx. 80 nationalities are represented, and approx. 40 different languages are spoken. The English language proficiency of many of the prisoners is low, and some lack basic literacy skills in their own languages. This situation results in considerable challenges for prisoners and staff associated with a range of practical literacy and communication tasks, from dealing with their immigration cases to managing day to day activities such as filling out request forms. 

The purpose of this project was two-fold: 1) to understand the vernacular literacies and communication strategies that people develop in such situations, and 2) to explore ways that theories from applied linguistics can be brought to bear to support prisoners and staff in coping with the language and literacy challenges they face. It took a participatory, collaborative approach which recognized that all parties (researchers, students, prison staff, and prisoners) brought to the project their own kinds of language expertise, and that all parties learned alongside and from one another as they worked together to solve real-life problems. 

The project spanned two terms at the University of Reading. In the first term, 6 undergraduate students studying Discourse Analysis were paired with 3 students from the Department of Graphic Design to work with prisoners and staff to improve the signage in the prison. Students were divided into three groups, each working with a different unit in the prison. The units represented were: 1) The Rehabilitation and Resettlement Office, 2) The Chaplaincy 3) The Drug and Alcohol Rehabilitation Team. Each team visited the prison twice during the course of the term. During the first meeting they conducted group meetings with prisoners and staff of the relevant unit and performed a needs analysis. After that visit, they applied theories from Multimodal Discourse Analysis, Linguistic Landscapes (place semiotics), Information Design, and Community Based Approaches to Public Discourse to the design of prototype posters, which all stakeholders (prisoners, staff) were able to comment, respond to and modify during the students’ second visit to the prison. Fieldnotes were compiled of all meetings, especially focusing on the kinds of linguistic and semiotic challenges prisoners faced, and the interactional processes that contributed to the negotiation of expertise among stakeholders. 

In the second term, 4 undergraduate students from the module Language and Power worked together with peer advisors—prisoners who had undergone a training qualification administered by staff from St Giles Trust. Students and prisoners worked together to compile an easy to read handbook for prisoners on how to understand the language of deportation notices and handle their immigration cases. Here students drew primarily on theories from Genre Analysis, Critical Discourse Analysis, Mediated Discourse Analysis. 

All of the students involved produced reports about their experiences, which became part of the data for the project. The prisoners and staff involved were invited to provide written feedback on their experience in the project. At the end of the year, a workshop was held for staff and prisoners at Huntecombe to share insights from the project. An exhibition about the project was also held at the University of Reading during the School of Literature and Languages Graduation Awards Ceremony, at which the Governor of HMP Huntercombe and a former prisoner who had been involved in the project spoke.

The project produced a number of key insights into the kinds of literacy challenges faced by foreign national prisoners. When it came to the institutional discourse within the prison, prisoners faced challenges with the ccoherence/design of the information, the complexity of  the language, space/time constraints on processing the information, and the sense of ‘ownership’ they felt over the information. Involving prisoners with students of Applied Linguistics in addressing these challenges resulted in clearer, more coherent communication which prisoners felt spoke better to their information needs. When it came to the kinds of legal literacies prisoners needed to develop to deal with their immigration cases, prisoners faced challenges related to the complex legal register in which documents were written, information flows and constraints on access to documents they needed to process their cases, and self-efficacy, the feeling among many of the prisoners that there was little they could do to avoid deportation. As a result of the project, prisoners were provided with resources in plain, easy to understand English that enabled them to take more direct control of their cases. 

Working with Reading University students is great and very helpful for me,’ one prisoner commented. ‘I have learnt many things from the students and every time they came they made me feel like I can improve the conditions here with the tools to overcome language barriers. I finally feel like people are listening to me now. 

In their reports students commented on how the project helped them to understand how to apply the concepts they had studied in their course as well as widening their horizons and challenging prejudices around migrants, multilingualism and prisoners. Typical of the students’ comments is the one below: 

The prison placement was an incredible experience. It allowed me to gain wider knowledge of the power imbalances that prisoners experience every day and the way language contributes to these. It also helped me to understand the perspective of the prisoners, and see beyond the government and media representations of foreign prisoners. Finally, it helped me to see how the things I studied in my course can really make a difference in people’s lives

This project has also helped researchers at the University of Reading solidify their relationship with HMP Huntercombe, opening up avenues for future research. Because of the enthusiastic response from students and the community, the School of Literature and Languages of the University of Reading has decided to provide ongoing funding to make placements in Huntercombe a regular opportunity offered to students of English Language and Linguistics. 

 

