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THEORISING ARTS AND JUSTICE

EVALUATING ARTS AND JUSTICE INITIATIVES

INSPIRING CHANGE
Richard Sparks and Kirstin Anderson
INSPIRING CHANGE was a pilot
programme of arts interventions that
took place in five Scottish prisons
throughout 2010. It was the first joint
partnership of its kind and scale,
involving what was then Motherwell
College (now New College Lanarkshire),
the Scottish Prison Service and seven
national arts organisations: Scottish
Opera, the Scottish Chamber Orchestra,
National Youth Choir of Scotland,
Scottish Ensemble, Citizens Theatre,
the Traverse Theatre and the National
Galleries of Scotland. The main aims
of Inspiring Change were: to stimulate
prisoners’ engagement with learning; to
improve literacy skills; and to investigate
the potential of the arts to support the
process of rehabilitation.
Whilst there is now a lengthy
history of arts initiatives in prisons
internationally, including some
notable precursors in Scotland, and
whilst this is a quite rapidly growing
movement, Inspiring Change had
some highly distinctive features. It
was a very ambitious programme
in attempting such a wide range of
interventions (writing and graphic art,
photography, painting, music, theatre,
opera) in a variety of different prisons
simultaneously. It was also notable
for the quality and prestige of the arts
organisations involved. It was in this
sense an especially, perhaps uniquely,
exciting opportunity for research. At the
same time, however, the sheer variety of
activities, contexts and people involved
also made it extremely challenging both
to record, and yet more so to distil neat
lessons.
Over 200 participants were involved
and drawn from a range of prisoner
groups from HMP Barlinnie (shortterm), HMP Castle Huntly (pre-release),
HMP Greenock (women), HMP Polmont
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(young offenders) and HMP Shotts
(long-term). The evaluation team from
the Universities of Edinburgh, Glasgow
and Strathclyde, was a highly multidisciplinary one, with backgrounds
not just in criminological research but
also in music, literary studies and adult
education. As members of that group
we strongly felt, and feel, that the
multiplicity of perspectives that we were
able to mobilise within the research
team, and the opportunities for mutual
learning that this created, was a really
valuable aspect of the experience and
one that we would commend to future
researchers in the field.
Multiple methods of evaluation
were used including: focus groups
with prisoners; interviews with prison
staff, Learning Centre staff and arts
practitioners who led the projects;

Participant Inspiring Change, NGS Project
HMP Barlinnie, © Kevin Reid 2011

confidence and literacy questionnaires
for prisoners; session review forms from
arts practitioners; education enrolment
data from the Prison Learning Centres;
behaviour data collected by the prisons;
a case study and follow-up telephone
interviews with participants who were
released.
Not all these methods turned out
to be equally useful. Those that proved
most productive were able to reveal
something about the dynamics of
people’s engagements with the projects
and their own sense of the benefits that
their involvement may have had for
them. These methods, generally ones
that demanded the researcher’s presence
like interviews, focus groups and the
case-study, allowed us to go some way
towards our hope of capturing what
went on during the Inspiring Change
programme as well as detailing the
thoughtful and self-reflective comments
of the actors (literally and figuratively)
themselves.
The more quantitative and
documentary data (intended to provide
indicators of subsequent conduct or
outcomes) were in the end less robust
and less systematic than we would have
liked, and so provided less safe grounds
for drawing conclusions. These indicators
tended to be drawn from data collected
for other purposes or to be reliant on
the input of people other than the
researchers themselves (busy people
with other priorities). We therefore have
great data on what happened during
Inspiring Change and on what it meant
to many of those involved, but only
fragmentary and suggestive material
on what that signified in the lives of
those people, or those institutions,
thereafter. Unfortunately our project has
this in common with the overwhelming
majority of research on the arts in
5

criminal justice to date, where there is rarely time or a budget to
follow-up meaningfully. One thing we learned is that the way in
which the arts are taught in prisons is crucial to how prisoners
engage and benefit from the sessions. As described in the final
report (Anderson, et al., 2011), many of the prisoners reported
that they valued the level of professionalism demonstrated
by the arts practitioners, and appreciated being treated as
artists in a collaborative project and not as prisoners. They also
noted that the experience of making an individual contribution
towards a final group goal was positive, an opportunity for
feeling like a ‘normal’ person rather than a prisoner.
MARK: It also changed your thought. Instead of thinking
like a prisoner it also got you thinking again like a normal
person.
INT: When you say thinking like a prisoner, what do you
mean? Like, I don’t...
MARK: Instead of thinking about yourself, right? Which is
in here you look after yourself first and that. You’re thinking
about yourself but you’re also thinking about the group as a
whole.
Citizens Theatre, Barlinnie
DAVID: We liked coming up, didn’t we? It changed after a
while.
JASON: It got better.
DAVID Everybody got into what we were doing.
INT: How did it get better? How did it change?
JOHN: We started enjoying it.
JASON: The group started getting better.
DAVID: And everybody started trying.
GAVIN: You got confident with each other and your singing
and that.
JASON: I think we started getting a bit more confident with
each other.
DAVID: It was brilliant, man.
National Youth Choir of Scotland, Polmont

Inspiring Change, National Youth Choir of Scotland, HMP YOI Polmont

The arts programmes tended to focus on prisoners’
strengths instead of weaknesses. In a final project, in a play,
concert or art piece, participants were able to share their
performances and artworks with their families by means
of performances in the prison and an exhibition at the
National Galleries of Scotland in Edinburgh. Positive benefits
gained from participating in the arts projects included the
development of new skills, establishing new friendships with
other prisoners in the projects and involving family members in
final performances.
INT: [Referring to meeting families after the performance]
Would you say it was a different kind of visit then?
MIKE: Oh, aye.
ALEC: It was a different atmosphere.
MIKE: A different atmosphere.
ALEC: It was almost like you’re family were coming to visit
you at the end of your shift at work.
Citizens Theatre, Barlinnie

Inspiring Change, Citizens Theatre Platform 2:10,
Cast HMP Barlinnie, © Tim Morozzo, The Herald
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The warden was there. All the social workers were there.
There was other people there. And it all came together like
a proper concert. Your family could come in. I thought it
was fantastic. Very good.
Scottish Ensemble, Polmont
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Despite being widely praised by participants and artists,
there was some evidence in our research that interventions
were at best patchy in engaging other people working in the
prisons, such as the Learning Centre staff and prison officers.
We need to think about how treating prisoners as serious
students and co-producers of art can sideline or even deskill
people working in the prison itself. We need to recognise that
even a well regarded arts programme may do nothing to enrich
these people’s experience of the environment that they share
with prisoners, nor enlist their participation and enthusiasm.
At a moment in the development of penal policy in Scotland
where “unlocking the potential” of prison staff to understand
themselves as agents of change has become an urgent priority
(Scottish Prison Service, 2013) this is an issue that demands
thoughtful attention.
Our work on Inspiring Change was conceptualised in
relation to theories of desistance, understood as a demanding
and non-linear process of change achieved through a hopeful
orientation towards the future (see the previous issue of SJM on
the theme of desistance).
If future work on arts and justice really aspires to illuminate
the question of change, it will need to be ambitious in its
engagement of all of the prison’s population, and be funded
to allow for following the projects and prisoners out into their
communities. There is much to be said for a longer, deeper and
more intensive involvement by researchers with the lives and
experiences of those engaging in artistic production in prisons,
both for understanding its contribution over time to life within
the prison and, yet more importantly, life beyond it.

Inspiring Change, Participant, NGS Project HMP Shotts
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(2011a). Inspiring Change: Final Project Report of the Evaluation Team. http://
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Note: The research team comprised Kirstin Anderson
(University of Edinburgh, music), Sarah Colvin (then Edinburgh,
now Warwick, literary and theatre criticism), Fergus McNeill
(Glasgow, criminology), Mike Nellis (Strathclyde, criminology),
Katie Overy (Edinburgh. music), Richard Sparks (Edinburgh,
criminology) and Lyn Tett (Edinburgh, community education).
We are grateful to have worked with such a diverse and
talented group, though the views, opinions and of course errors
in this article are the responsibility of the authors.

Richard Sparks is professor of criminology at
Edinburgh University and co-director of the Scottish
Centre for Crime and Justice Research (SCCJR).

Inspiring Change, All Drawn In 2010, NGS Project, © Fraser Gray
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Kirstin Anderson is a researcher with the SCCJR.
Her focus is on arts in prisons, and training and
development for staff, teachers and arts practitioners
working in prisons.
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