
 

You are cordially invited to attend the launch of a new report  
 

DYSLEXIA BEHIND BARS 
The Final Report of a Pioneering Teaching and Mentoring Project at Chelmsford 

Prison – 4 years on 
 

Project Director: JACKIE HEWITT-MAIN 

With a Foreword by Lord Addington (House of Lords) 
 

Thursday 5th July 2012 

10.00 for 10.30 am 
 

The Parliament Chamber 

The Honourable Society of the Middle Temple 
Middle Temple Lane, EC4Y 9AT 

Nearest underground station: Temple 

For maps go to www.middletemplehall.org.uk/location.html 
 

Refreshments will be available on arrival 
Let us know if you would like to join us afterwards for a Middle Temple lunch at £20 

 

The remarkable drop in reoffending rates of the project group suggests that somebody should have 

done this long ago.”   (Lord Addington) 
 

This groundbreaking project’s director, described by Simon Burns MP as “the remarkable Jackie Hewitt-Main”, achieved 

astonishing results, principal of which were:  

 The transformation of prisoners’ lives inside the prison and out in the community   

 The decimation of the reoffending rate to 5.9% within 4 years  
 

This project has huge potential for reforming prisons and saving £ billions 
 

Join us to hear how this was achieved, through the stories of some of the project participants 

themselves, including reformed ex-prisoners who will be present, a mother’s story and the 

perspective of a senior prison-officer. 
 

We very much hope you will be able to join us – RSVP by email 
 

DYSLEXIA BEHIND BARS – The Final Report of a Pioneering Teaching and Mentoring 
Project at Chelmsford Prison – 4 Years On 

Jackie Hewitt-Main, published by Mentoring 4 U, July 2012 
 

THE HEADLINES 
 
As part of this dyslexia and mentoring project, project director Jackie Hewitt-Main individually interviewed and 
assessed 2,029 prisoners who were inmates of Chelmsford Prison.   

 53% of prisoners were diagnosed as having dyslexia (compared to 10% nationally). 

 A 67-year-old dyslexic prisoner learnt his alphabet for the first time in 2 days and wrote his first ever letter 
home a few weeks later. 

 The Deputy-Governor of the prison commented how much calmer and happier the prison atmosphere had 
become since the project had started. 

 5.9% re-offending rate within four years since the release of the first group of project participants in 2008, 
(compared to 55% within 2 years or 68% within 5 years nationally – data provided by the Ministry of Justice).  
Whilst too small a sample to be statistically reliable, this is evidence of the project’s great success (and a 
strong indicator of what could be achieved on a wider scale). 

 3 of Jackie’s mentored prisoners released in 2008 had each been in and out of prison more than 40 
times.  None of these has reoffended. 

 
Dyslexia Behind Bars, the final report of Jackie Hewitt-Main’s project, provides detailed evidence to 
demonstrate the great success and huge potential of this unique approach. 
 

http://www.middletemplehall.org.uk/location.html


This project  incorporates a combination of individual interviews and assessments, small group multi-sensory learning, 
specially designed individual computer assessment and development, prisoners trained to be one-to-one peer-mentors 
for other prisoners, focussed teaching of work-related skills for life beyond prison, learning workshops using individual 
learning styles and multiple intelligences, the training of prisoners to become qualified adult literacy teachers and some 
continued mentoring support after release.  All of these elements create a unique learning programme. 
 
Jackie Hewitt-Main has spoken at various international conferences, most recently in April 2012 in Holland, attended by 
delegates from several European countries, some of whom asked her to help them improve their prisons, as she has 
already done in Sweden.   
 
This pioneering project and its director have received high praise and public acclaim in both Houses of 
Parliament on five separate occasions.  Yet, she has not been offered any funding to roll out her project across 
the prisons of England and Wales.   
 

For the cost of only £10 per prisoner per year, this project could transform thousands of lives and 
dramatically reduce recidivism across the nation, thereby improving society and saving the country 
billions of pounds. 

 

SUMMARY of KEY FINDINGS and RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

INTERVIEWS with all 2,029 prisoners at Chelmsford Prison (from 2006-2008) discovered that: 

 Before this project started, 60% of incoming prisoners opted to do neither work nor training for fear of revealing 

their illiteracy. 

 Many of those refusing to opt for basic skills training said they did so because of their fear of classrooms and/or 

reliving the failures of their school days. 

 Many prisoners complained of the difficulties in going straight because even building work required the passing of 

a basic test and almost everything required the filling in of application forms or passing of theory tests.  They 

couldn’t even apply for benefits without admitting they needed help. 

 

THE ASSESSMENT of prisoners demonstrated that: 

 Overall, 53% of (2,029) prisoners at Chelmsford during the project were diagnosed as having dyslexia (compared 

to 10% in the UK population). 

 21% of prisoners had suffered traumatic head injuries (compared to 2% of the population – data from ‘Headway’.) 

 

THE PROJECT ITSELF 
 Jackie  Hewitt-Main began work with 20 prisoners with exceptionally low literacy levels. 

 Literate prisoners came forward, wanting to learn how to teach and mentor greater numbers of inmates. 

 Gradually, those prisoners who had themselves been taught by Jackie to read and write, now offered to share their 

difficulties and their experiences to mentor other prisoners. 

 Jackie identified and trained 40 new mentors to support prisoners through this project. 

 Her multi-sensory teaching and mentoring programme spread to all wings of the prison. 

 238 prisoners were individually taught and supported over the first part of the project period by Jackie and her 

trained mentors.  This figure quickly grew as the project developed and spread.  A further 70 prisoners were 

successfully helped by mentors who transferred to Wayland Prison to extend the reach of this project across 

another prison. 

 50 other prisoners went through Learning Workshops with Jackie.  These were all men whose literacy levels were 

at the lowest pre-school level, who needed to develop early learning and life skills. Jackie and her mentors helped 

these prisoners to recognise they had a range of strengths and they could build on these to develop their learning 

and gain self-esteem.  Each of these prisoners was helped to make his own Individual Learning Plan (ILP) and to 

understand how to manage his own life, his attitudes and behaviours. 

 

OUTCOMES 
 The great majority of prisoners were now either working or in education, so had a purpose to their days and a 

sense of achievement. 

 Within weeks, prisoners who had not known the alphabet, were able to write their first letters home. 

 The work Jackie and the mentors did to help prisoners learn how to read and fill in forms, to take and pass the 

theory driving test and to take and pass the building site construction skills, health and safety test, helped give a 

sense of optimism and direction to prisoners in preparation for their release. 

 The impact on the prison as a whole was transformational.  Prison officers commented how much calmer even the 

most violent prisoners became as their self-esteem rose alongside their progress, resulting in a calmer and happier 

atmosphere across the whole prison, requiring less intervention from prison staff: 



“Since Jackie has been working with the prisoners, you can see a huge difference in them – much calmer and frustration 

levels are less, resulting in being a happier prison with less problems on the wings.”            Vicky Blakeman, Deputy 

Governor 

 All prisoners involved in this project improved their literacy skills to a level of reading and writing advanced 

enough to extend their choices of leisure activities and prepare more effectively for their lives outside.  They 

would always be dyslexic, but now they could achieve in their own ways. 

 The follow-up Jackie personally gave several prisoners and their families after release has been instrumental in 

giving them the confidence to take on new lives and careers. 

 Of the 17 prisoners in Jackie’s first two groups who were released four years ago, only 1 prisoner has 

reoffended.  This represents a 5.9% proven reoffending rate within 4 years, compared to the national rate of 

55% within 2 years, or 68% within 5 years (data from Ministry of Justice).  Clearly this sample is too small 

to be statistically reliable.  However, it is a useful indicator that the reoffending rate of these project 

participants is less than a tenth of the national average. 

 An example of this is the three serial offenders who had each been in and out of prison over 40 times.  Since 

their release 4 years ago, none of these three has reoffended. 

 Of those 17 first released: 

o 4 employed in trades (2 in building, 1  fork-lift driver, 1 film producer) 

o 2 employed by charities 1 teaching disabled people the skills to get into work, 1 mentoring young 

offenders) 

o 2 voluntary workers (1 mentoring adults with learning difficulties; 1 supporting men on 

probation) 

o 2 have started their own businesses (sunbeds/furniture and gardening) 

o 5 are currently unemployed 

o 1 is at a top University, doing an engineering degree 

o 1 is back in prison. 

 40 prisoners were trained as mentors to support other prisoners.  They became the backbone of the programme, 

ensuring its continuation for some time after the project itself ended. 

 10 prisoners were trained to become adult-learning teachers to other prisoners – all 10 finished the course and all 

10 passed their exam to achieve the PTLLS qualification. 

 When prisoners who had been trained as mentors were moved to other prisons, they took with them their skills and 

Jackie sent learning materials, so that they could spread and continue the good work.  Indeed, six Chelmsford 

prisoner-mentors volunteered and were trained to introduce this project in the Induction wing of Wayland Prison. 

 The two day visit of a secondary school SEN Co-ordinator to shadow Jackie and her team, observing and learning 

about her approach to teaching and mentoring dyslexic prisoners, filled her with enthusiasm and ideas to take back 

and introduce in her school.  Over the next six months, this one teacher persuaded the school’s leadership and all 

its staff that they needed to change the way they approached dyslexia to better address the needs of all their pupils.  

This school completely reformed the whole school’s curriculum and approach to students with learning 

difficulties, with highly successful outcomes for all.  (See Appendix 9) 

 Chelmsford Prison was now receiving many personal requests for transfers there, in direct response to prisoners 

and their families hearing on the ‘grape-vine’ about the success of Jackie Hewitt-Main’s project and hopeful that 

this could be their way out of prison for good. 

 There were many other positive and informative findings of the project (see main report) and only two less 

successful aspects.   

o One is that for two three-month periods, the funding dried up completely, which meant Jackie couldn’t 

be paid or her expenses and materials reimbursed.  However, she continued the project as best she could 

on a voluntary basis each time.  Both the prisoners and the staff, knowing this, were highly appreciative 

and supportive of her, which of course became a positive feature. 

o The other area of difficulty was in the outreach intended to support prisoners’ families.  Although quite a 

few families were visited and supported, the distances and time involved in travelling the length of the 

country made this impossible for one person to do, especially in her unpaid periods.  It would have been 

easier if prisoners were inmates in their local prisons, or if extra funding could have been found to 

facilitate this work. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Mentoring of one prisoner by another, who has a personal understanding of hidden disabilities and its effect on lives, 

is a powerful tool for the advancement of both.  It also changes the often hostile attitudes of the prisoners to staff and 

to each other.  Couple this peer-mentoring with multi-sensory learning that is meaningful and enjoyable; the progress 

prisoners make raises their self-esteem and their capacity to live an honest working life. 
 

This approach could be encouraged and spread across all prisons, with sufficient investment of 

initial funding (see page 16) to: 

 Train prisoners to be teachers, mentors and mentor-trainees in each prison 

 Provide briefings for prison officers on hidden disabilities such as dyslexia, how they affect people, how to 

identify them and how to help meet prisoners’ needs. 



 Provide appropriate one-to-one spaces for teaching and mentoring 

 Enable the use of laptops in prisoners’ cells wherever possible, or at least in accessible quiet areas 

 Develop prisoner-friendly and multi-sensory learning materials for all levels of learning 

 Purchase both reusable learning materials and software 

 

This cost would be more than balanced by the extensive savings that could be made by: 

 The potentially huge reduction in reoffending rates 

 The calming of prison atmosphere and resulting reduction in need for interventions by staff (reduced overtime 

costs and potentially reduced staffing needs) 

 The use of ex-prisoners to mentor young offenders and those at risk in the community to prevent crime and further 

reduce the prison population 

 The use of ex-prisoners to mentor recently released prisoners through the probation period, to help them settle into 

jobs and new lives for themselves and their families, and prevent them returning to crime. 

NB  Corresponding reductions in government costs would also be made as a result of fewer ex-offenders’ families requiring 

state support and lower rates of family breakdown, etc. 

 

Real Potential to Save the Government (and Taxpayers) Billions 
 
If each prisoner costs up to £100,000 per year to keep in prison (including policing, court and prosecution costs, the 

probation service and the state support of his/her family on the outside), rolling out Jackie Hewitt-Main’s teaching and 

mentoring programme across the UK’s prisons could save the government and the taxpayer billions of pounds in a relatively 

short time.  Indeed, evidence suggests that Jackie Hewitt-Main and her trained prisoner-mentors have already saved the 

prison service millions of pounds through this pioneering project, by decimating the reoffending rate and greatly reducing 

the need for staff interventions inside. 

 

International Outreach 
 
Jackie herself responds to some invitations to give key presentations at international conferences (USA, Ireland, Sweden, 

Australia, Holland) and is in demand to help organisations in other countries reform their prison systems with her approach.   

 

National Advisory Role 
 
Despite all her international acclaim, Jackie Hewitt-Main would be far happier to act as an Adviser to the Government or to 

the Prison Service in this country, with funding to put her ground-breaking approach in place across our own prisons and 

aftercare services.  This would result in a far greater saving of taxpayers’ money, within a relatively short period of time, 

than any initial investment of funds that might be required.  What is more, from what she has seen when touring prisons in 

many other countries, including the USA, Sweden and Australia, and speaking to international experts, Jackie and many of 

her supporters are convinced that we in the UK could lead the world in prison reform and reoffending rates. 
 

Educational Outreach 
 
Although this report focuses particularly on dyslexia in prisons, Jackie’s approach to teaching and mentoring dyslexic adults 

has enormous educational potential and could easily be adapted for use in schools, as in the case of its successful 

introduction at Sittingbourne Community College (see Appendix 9). 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Everyone has problems of some sort in their life.  Prisoners’ problems may have been the cause of their offending, but for 

many of them there is a more fundamental reason for their situation.  Identify their hidden learning disabilities, their sense of 

failure, frustration  and low self-esteem; devise a way to meet their individual needs ... and help them transform their lives.    

 

This project was based on the principle that one-to-one mentoring will act as a catalyst for the learner to see learning as non-

threatening and meaningful.  Once introduced and extended across a prison, it’s like a rolling tide.  This doesn’t just stop at 

the prison gate.  Jackie has sought, wherever possible, to continue the learner/mentor relationship to the ex-offender and his 

wider community. 

 

“Mentoring raises prisoners’ self-esteem to a level where they realise they are not a forgotten few, and they can learn 

something.  For too long, most of them have just been numbers behind a door.  Now they have something positive on 

the other side of the door.  Let them out.”          Prisoner Colin, head of mentors 

 

This project has helped turn many people’s lives around, both in prison and following release. It is hoped that these highly 

successful results will attract and encourage funding to address the otherwise constantly increasing number of individuals 

returning to prison.  



 

“What I hoped after this project was that, across the prison population, through all the other 

prisons, more work could be done to identify people who have problems.  Then to bring in a system 

that is suited to the individual prisoners, to help them tackle their dyslexia.”   
Simon Burns MP (March 2012) 

 

Building on the lessons learnt from the Chelmsford pilot project, a new version of the M4U* programme is now being 

developed for potentially wider use across more of the nation’s prisons.  As ever, funding will make all the difference.  

Jackie and her team of trained ex-prisoners are ready, able and highly enthusiastic to lead this initiative. All they 

need is the support and encouragement of the government and the prison service, together with a commitment of 

funding to take their work forward.  The remarkable outcomes of this project show that any such commitment would 

be a high-return investment. 
 

The final recommendation should perhaps come from a dyslexic prisoner, one of the very many at Chelmsford Prison who 

was helped by Jackie Hewitt-Main’s mentoring and multi-sensory project and felt indignant that this project hadn’t yet 

spread across other prisons: 

 

“I think there should be more of this type of work within the prison system and others would benefit with this type of 

constant help available.  I was happy to receive this type of help.  I think this would benefit many others like me.  

Thank you.”    Prisoner K 

 

 

FOOTNOTE – 4 years on ...   
Sadly, Chelmsford Prison, now under new leadership, has terminated the indiviudalised  peer-mentoring work, practical 

multi-sensory activities and individual learning plans introduced by Jackie Hewitt-Main, which had been continued for a 

while by her trained prisoner-mentors after she had to leave due to a serious illness.  Jackie is now well again, but the prison 

has expressed no interest in revitalising her project and has instead gone back to a commercial scheme, with mixed reviews.  

However, induction staff are still using her identification questionnaires and check-sheets to assess newly arrived prisoners. 

 

 
In the absence of any current funding, she is publishing this document at her own expense, so that all the project’s mentors, supporters and prisoner-

students can see for themselves the successful outcomes of their work. 

 


