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Summary of project aims
To develop and implement a Free Elective workplace module (20 credits) for students/learners to gain academic credit for the knowledge and skills which they develop through participating in workplace learning, including unpaid voluntary projects. The pilot project will include delivery to students undertaking voluntary work at HMP Everthorpe in 2008, supporting prison service objectives to reduce re-offending.

Delivered

The project has been delivered at HM prison Everthorpe, in Brough, 17 miles from the University of Hull. The prison is an all-male category C (i.e. a closed prison containing prisoners are those who can not be trusted in open conditions but who are unlikely to try to escape) training prison with a capacity for just under 700 prisoners. It is a level 4 prison, i.e. in terms of the quality of provision it is in the highest category, “an exceptionally high performing prison” (Prison Service Performance ratings HMP Benchmarking programme quarter 4 2007/2008) and has been identified as being “…among the best that we have inspected in terms of the outcomes of prisoners and the positive attitude of its staff.” (HM Inspector of prisons report 2004). 
Achieved to date

· 20 credit level five (second-year undergraduate) free elective module titled ‘Volunteer For Prison’ written and approved by the University of Hull.

· Module marketed to potential students via the University of Hull’s free elective module catalogue, and web site.

· Cohort of 13 full time students from a range of disciplines and backgrounds recruited to the module. 

· Learning materials prepared, including a module handbook and E-bridge VLE site set up.

· All students and the tutor have gone through enhanced security clearance checks by the prison.

· Seven project pathways for students have been identified by the prison. These pathways are in line with the UK’s national offender management strategy (NOMS) and students have been allocated to each pathway. Attitudes thinking and behaviour, (2 students), Drugs and alcohol (3 students), Children and families (3 students), Finance benefits and debt (2 students), Education training and development (2 students),Voluntary community sector/accommodation (2 students).

· Meetings held with the prison’s head of offender management, head of security and offender rehabilitation psychologist.

· Staff from the prison’s offender management unit and the head of security have been to the university to give a presentation to the students about protocols and procedures within the prison and outline their expectations of student’s behaviour, project work and safety/security measures within the prison
· Students and the module tutor have attended a briefing event at the prison where prison safety and security procedures and processes were explained in detail including: what to do if taken hostage by a prisoner, fire safety procedures, emergency contact systems
· Currently (November 2008) students are visiting the prison to engage in project work for the pathways. They meet with prison staff and prisoners to engage in research and projects linked to offender management and reducing re-offending. By May 2009 students they will have completed their projects and I will have received written reports from each student containing a number of recommendations. In conjunction with prison staff I will be identifying a standard format for students to produce and submit their reports.

· The prison have verbally committed to implementing wherever possible any recommendations produced by the students as a result of their research.
Issues identified

25 students were originally recruited to the module with a further seven indicating they wanted to participate.  Unfortunately due to the nature of the prison environment the prison staff felt that for this pilot they would not like more than four students at any one time in prison.  We therefore decided to restrict the number of students who will be allowed to participate in the module to 12, thus allowing three cohorts of 4 students to visit prison at any one time (although I have actually allowed the module to go ahead with 13 students in order to accommodate one student’s wishes). To help prison staff and myself select which students to participate in the module they were asked to write a short report about the skills, knowledge and attributes which they felt they would be able to bring to volunteering in a prison environment and to explain what they felt they could contribute. It was still a difficult choice in identifying the students, and some were, naturally, rather disappointed when informed that they could not study this module.
Because the students are from a range of different undergraduate programmes it was difficult to identify suitable days when students could visit the prison. In fact it was impossible to identify a day which was suitable for every student. Thursday afternoon is the dedicated free elective timetabled slot so this, naturally, was chosen as one of the days when students could visit. Initially the prison indicated that their preference was for students to visit the prison for a full day from 9:15 am on either a Tuesday or a Thursday. In practice due to the students’ commitments to lectures and part time employment the prison have now agreed that they can visit on any day; as long as it has been arranged in advance (so that the prison gate has the student’s name and are able to let them in).

Security clearance checks for the students have proved to be administratively time consuming for the module tutor. The enhanced security vetting procedure operated by the prison requires each student to provide detailed information (considerably more information than is required for a CRB check). One of issues here has been that because students do not necessarily pay council tax and may not have, a television licence, gas, electricity, telephone or water bills in their name at a permanent address it has sometimes been difficult for the students provide the necessary information required. Also because some of the students are in rented accommodation and have moved address a number of times they may not have proof of address for the last three years. Consequently students have needed to provide a large amount of information such as: a copy of their passport, photographic identification, photographs signed by any third-party witness etc. The member of staff at the prison responsible for carrying out security vetting process has to be thanked for the not inconsiderable amount of work which she had to do to ensure that all students had passed the security vetting process by the start of the module. 
Travel to the prison – I have been lucky in that many of the students have access to a car and were willing to give lifts to those who did not. There is a bus service to the prison, but it is not a frequent one and there is no direct bus service from the University.

Actions for the future

I will be instigating a system of the requesting students to provide the security vetting information before they leave university for the summer recess. 
Subject to evaluating student feedback at the end of the module and agreement of the prison service I will be making contact with other prisons in our region with a view to rolling out the module (June 2009 fo rpotential Sept 2009 commencement).

I will be rewriting the entry in the university’s free elective handbook and on the web site to make reference to the fact that students will need to provide detailed information for the prison’s enhanced security clearance procedures and that they will need to produce a written justification explaining why they want to study the module and what skills and knowledge they can bring to it.

I will be rewriting the module’s assessment requirements so that, where possible, the students do not have to produce a separate piece of assessed work to the report they produce for the prison

I will be amending the learning outcomes slightly. One of the learning outcomes was that students would negotiate and agree a project with the prison. However after submission of the module for approval it became clear that students would not have as much input in determining the nature and scope of their project as had initially been thought.  Therefore for assessment purposes it could not be said that they had negotiated the project, although they were able to negotiate the scope and duration of it. 

Conclusions 
There is a clear market amongst undergraduate students to participate in this module. I did not engage in any targeted marketing to specific student groups or faculties, nor did need to utilise the services of university’s student union voluntary work coordinator (although I had made contact with her and provisionally agreed that she would help market the module to groups of students). Had I done so I may well have been overwhelmed with students wanting to carry out voluntary project work within the prison.
Students have welcomed the opportunity to engage in work at the prison, to engage in unique and cutting edge research work and to produce reports which should have a direct impact on the way the prison operates.
This is genuinely a unique learning opportunity at the University of Hull and proves that the system of free electives does allow students to study something out of the norm and in doing so making a direct contribution to the world of work and participate in a different learning process to that found within their full-time undergraduate degree programme.

Possible issues

Due to the enhanced security vetting procedures at the prison the module may not be open to all students; for example a non UK student who has not resided in the UK for 3 years may not be able to satisfy all of the prison’s stringent security clearance processes.

 Lessons learnt - can the learning experience be offered to other YHELLN partner organisations?
There is a clear market amongst undergraduate students to participate in accredited voluntary work in the not-for-profit employment sector. I currently offer another free elective ‘Key skills development through part-time voluntary work’ at both the Hull and at Scarborough campuses and have now started to develop a third free elective ‘Children’s University mentoring’. The latter will require students to undertake a CRB check whereas the key skills module does not. The time taken in arranging security clearances for the volunteer for prison module has been quite considerable and this should be borne in mind if a similar module is developed by other YHELLN partners. The prison reserve the right to say ‘no’ to allowing any student to study this module; either because they consider that a student does not meet their security clearance processes or if the behaviour, or actions of a student are deemed to be unprofessional. This effectively means that the module could never be offered as a core one on a programme of study as there is no guarantee that a particular student will be accepted by the prison. I also feel that the module is perhaps more suitable to mature students or those who have had a taste of the world of work. Certainly some second year undergraduates may not yet be mature enough to participate in a module such as this. I have had to be quite careful in ensuring that each student who wanted to participate in module was suitable. Working in a prison environment is very different to anything many of the students had experienced before and it is not an environment in which every student would feel comfortable. 
The relationship with the prison and with prison staff has been extremely important. Without firm commitment from individual prison staff the module would simply not have gone ahead.  I would recommend that before developing similar modules other organisations make sure that they have got the necessary contracts within the prison service and that the prison staff are committed and ‘on board’. It should be noted that there are no standard University procedures or protocols for setting up or initiating contacts with organisations for student placements, nor for monitoring them once they are in place. The success of the module to date has relied upon my own networking and negotiation skills with staff at the prison. 
For myself as module tutor I have developed further experience in the design and delivery of student volunteer work placements in the voluntary and not for profit employment sector. Work such as this can be extremely stimulating and interesting, but sometimes innovative modules such as this do not necessarily always fit easily with University systems and procedures. 
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