The newsletter for current and prospective students in prison

Welcome

Welcome to the June edition of Curious
Minds, the Doing What Really Matters
(DWRM) Newsletter, in partnership with
the Global Freedom Scholars Network
(GFS).

This quarter's theme is Choosing Change,
and we are celebrating your decisions to
study.

Our contributors offer honest accounts of
what it takes to step into education. They
write about feeling worthless and lost on
release, about finding value and belonging
through listening to others, and about the
moment study opened a different world.
Their stories remind us that choosing to
learn is rarely simple, and always worth it.

We are grateful to Max D and Andi B,
whose work on "status collapse" names
something often missed: the real sense of
loss in leaving an old world behind.

We also introduce the Prison Service
Journal, a free, accessible resource that
welcomes lived experience and offers rich
material for study, essays, and publication.
Ask your education team to find out more.

Alongside these reflections, we share a
practical guide to thinking critically and
details of a new qualification pathway at
the University of Portsmouth.

Our next edition will focus on
Neurodiversity. Tell us how you study, what
works for you, and what support made a
difference.

Deadline for submissions is August 8th.
Share your stories via your Education Lead,
by emailing info@dwrm.org.uk, or by post
to DWRM, PO Box 6219, Sheffield S2 9JQ.

The editorial team for Curious Minds
consists of serving prisoners, ex-prisoners,
academics, employers and DWRM staff.
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'‘Mate, you gone legit?': What does it
really cost to change?

A new academic article in the British Journal of Criminology tackles something most
researchers miss when they talk about leaving crime behind: the very real sense of
loss that comes with it.

Written by Max Dennehy and Andi Brierley, two men who have been through prison
themselves and now work in criminal justice, the article introduces "status collapse.”
This is what happens when someone leaves the world they know, where they had
respect, recognition, and a place, and steps into a new world where nobody knows
what they're worth.

Both authors are honest about their own experiences. Max describes coming out of
rehab with no job, no qualifications, and no one who knew him. Andi recalls bumping
into someone from his old life while heading to a warehouse job and being asked,
"Mate, you gone legit?", the word used like an insult. Their point is not that crime is
good. It's that people build something real in those worlds, identity, belonging, a sense
of being someone, and walking away takes enormous courage that often goes
unacknowledged.

This connects directly to choosing to study. Education asks you to enter a new world
with unfamiliar rules. It can feel alien and uncomfortable at first. But Dennehy and
Brierley also show the other side: that it is possible to build something new and
become someone again. The lanyard. The badge. The assignment handed in. These
things start to mean something. Change is costly. That doesn't mean it isn't worth it.

Congratulations to

Completers for the Essex CertHE Law with Completers for McTimonry Access to
Criminology, Module 1: Health:

Tarquai
HMP Oakwood

Fernando
HMP Pentonville

Sipho
HMP Hollesly Bay

Ben
Now Released

Joshua
HMP Isis




Unlocking Knowledge: The
Prison Service Journal

The Prison Service Journal (PSJ) is a treasure trove of
information, offering invaluable resources for academia, essay
writing, and article creation. For those curious minds within the
prison system, the PSJ is an excellent source of material that
can aid in academic pursuits and provide opportunities for
publication.

The journal is published by His Majesty's Prison and Probation
Service of England and Wales but maintains complete editorial
independence from it and HM Government. The purpose of the
PSJ is to provide a platform for exchanging knowledge on issues
relating to the Prison Service, the wider criminal justice systems,
and other related fields. It aims to present good quality,
evidence-informed, and practice-focused publications to
encourage discussion and debate on topics at the forefront of
research, policy, and practice.

The PSJ is committed to widening its reach, ensuring that
prisoners and people on probation can access its wealth of
knowledge. We have also collaborated on special editions with
people with lived experience. One notable example is Special
Edition 272: Knowledge Equity in Carceral Research which was
published in May 2024. This edition focused on collaborative
knowledge and research, produced by serving prisoners, people
on probation, academics, and those who bridge both worlds.

The PSJ is published six times a year and has a physical/
hardcopy circulation of about 6,000, mostly in the criminal
justice system (including copies sent to all prisons in England
and Wales), and some academic institutions in the UK and
abroad. We publish electronically (with open access) on the
website of the Centre for Crime & Justice Studies (CCJS). Our
publications are deliberately different from most academic
journals. Our articles are shorter than most (around 4000
words) and written in a more accessible way. We pride
ourselves on the fact that so many of our readers are
practitioners and policy makers - these are the people who we
really hope can be influenced through the PSJ by us bringing
good evidence and thoughtful ideas directly to them, in a way
that is accessible and free. We welcome and value the voices of
people with lived experience. If you are interested in submitting
work for consideration for publication, we suggest you work
with education staff, or any existing networks with academics,
who may be able to support you.

If you are interested in learning more about the PSJ or have any
ideas for a special edition, you can contact the editors by
emailing prisonservicejournal@crimeandjustice.org.uk

Alternatively, you can ask a member of the education team or a
librarian to contact us on your behalf. We encourage you to
explore the PSJ and take advantage of the opportunities it
offers.

Stay curious and keep learning!
Co-Editors of the Prison Service Journal

The Prison Service Journal

April 2026

This edition examines
prison staff wrongdoing,
staff knowledge of head
injury, climate resilient
infrastructure, the 2024
early release scheme,
higher education in prison,
physical space and
therapeutic processes,
menopausal experiences
of senior women
governors, and a 2025
Perrie Lecture on
reconnecting justice
reform with public
sentiment. It also reviews
four books, including What
are prisons for? and
Prisoner Leaders.
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This edition examines
racial inequality across
prison systems in England,
Spain, and Italy, insisting
that race cannot remain an
afterthought in
discussions of
imprisonment. Articles
include Dr Angela Charles
on black women in prison,
Maria del Mar Martin
Aragdn on women in
Spanish prisons, Finley
MacDonald, Cody N
Porter and Paul Gavin on
young Black men in prison,
and Simone Santoro and
Alvise Sbraccia on
citizenship and othering in
Italy.

PRISON SERVICE

Why | decided to Study

The reason why | decided to study is because it has been a
lifelong interest. | have always been interested in sport, health
and fitness. When | was growing up | was not interested in
education due to my ADHD and dyslexia. | always wanted to
take my education further but | never got the reassurance |
needed.

Over the years | have learned to think ahead. For example
doing my own research and choosing change. This has been
one of my greatest achievements. | left school with no
qualifications. Now | have four Level 3 awards.

DWRM has played an important role in taking me to Higher
Education level and supporting me to find the right fit in my
career goal.

My top tip is “learn to think ahead believe”.
JB



The biggest decision that
changed my whole life

When | came out of prison, | felt like | had nothing. | felt
worthless, unsupported, and completely lost. For a long time, it fel

Thinking Critically: A Skill
You Already Have

t You already think critically. Every day. When you weigh up

as though society had already decided who | was and what my
future would be. But everything began to change when probation
introduced me to UserVoice.

That organisation became my turning point. It gave me something |

had not felt in a long time: value, purpose, and belonging. For the
first time, | felt that my experiences mattered and that | could
make a genuine difference in other people’s lives.

As | became more involved, | progressed into the role of
Engagement Officer. | began visiting probation services and

prisons, speaking with people who often felt ignored and voiceless.

My role was to help individuals express concerns about the
systems around them and ensure they were finally being heard.

During the COVID-19 period, | witnessed a huge rise in mental
health struggles and increasing levels of suicide and emotional
distress within the prison system. What affected me most was
how many people opened up to me. Men who had spent years
hiding behind toxic masculinity suddenly felt comfortable enough
to speak honestly about their pain, trauma, and fear.

That changed me completely.

| realised that simply listening to someone could have a life-
changing impact. Through UserVoice, we challenged parts of the

justice system directly by presenting proposals to prison governors

and government ministers to improve services for prisoners,
particularly around mental health support. Being part of those
conversations showed me that change was possible and that lived
experience could be powerful.

At the same time, | began reflecting on my own experiences,
especially the bereavement of my brother and the struggles | had
carried throughout my life. | started to understand that many
people in prison were suffering internally just as much as they
were externally. Beneath the anger, silence, and bravado were
people carrying pain they had never been able to express.

That became my purpose. | realised | wanted to do more with my
experiences and use them to help others in a meaningful way. |
wanted to push myself towards something positive, something
that gave my life direction and value. That was when | made the
decision to go into education.

| enrolled on an Access to Higher Education course in Social

Sciences at college. Education opened a completely different world

to me. It allowed me to understand people psychologically,

socially, and emotionally, while also helping me understand myself.
More importantly, it helped me discover the path | truly wanted to

follow. For the first time in my life, | stopped seeing the world as

something against me. Instead, | began to see opportunity, growth,

and purpose. Education did not just change my future, but it
changed the way | saw myself.

Louis V

whether someone is telling you the whole story, when you
decide if a deal is worth taking. That is critical thinking. The trick
is learning to do it deliberately, and on paper.

Critical thinking means examining ideas, testing them against
what you already know, and judging whether they hold up. It is
not about being negative or finding fault. It is about being fair.
You look at all sides of an argument, check whether the claims
are sound, and ask whether the evidence supports the
conclusion.

How arguments work

Any decent argument has four parts. First, the claim: the point
being made. Second, the evidence: the facts, data or references
used to back it up. Third, the warrant: the reasoning that
connects the evidence to the claim. And fourth, any
qualifications: the honest acknowledgement of limits or
exceptions.

When one part is weak or missing, the argument falls apart.
Think of someone saying "l went to the gym once, so | am fit."
The claim is there. The evidence is there. But the warrant, the
connection between one gym visit and actual fitness, does not
hold. You know this instinctively. Critical thinking just gives you
the language to explain why.

A simple process

When you read something for a course or an assignment, try
three steps. First, identify the thrust. What is the main point?
What claims are made? What evidence is offered? Second,
analyse it. Does the argument make sense alongside other
things you have read? Is anything missing? Is the author ignoring
inconvenient evidence? Third, compare and apply. Can you
connect this to other ideas or real situations? Does the theory
survive contact with the world as you know it?

Getting it into your writing

The same process works in reverse when you write. Make your
claim. Show your evidence. Explain the connection.
Acknowledge where the argument has limits. Use linking words
like "however", "therefore" and "consequently" to show your
reader how your thinking progresses.

One useful discipline: after a first draft, read it back and ask
whether you have given the other side a fair hearing. If you have
only argued from one direction, your work will look incomplete.
A strong argument is one that has considered the opposition
and still stands.

Why it matters

Critical thinking is not an academic luxury. It is a practical skill
that serves you in education, in conversations, in decisions
about your own life. You do not need permission to think well.
You just need practice.



Terms of Publication

Typing: Handwritten work will be typed
unless you request otherwise.

Editing: We may edit for length abd
clarity and to remove harmful language.
Copyright: You keep the copyright and
can republish. Inform us if previously
published.

Publication: Contributions might be held
for future issues due to space.

Content: No discriminatory or violent
content.

Next Edition

The theme for our next edition is
Neurodiversity. We would like to hear
from you about how you study, what
works for you, and what support has
made a difference.

The Deadline for submissions is 8th
August 2026

Send to DWRM, PO Box 6219,
Sheffield,S2 92JQ or to info@dwrm.org.uk

through your Education Department

marking it Curious Minds Submission.

Work should be your own and clearly
written or typed, with your name, prison
and prison number on the document. 600
words maximum.

Distribution

We will send paper copies to all students
registered with DWRM as well as people
who show interest in our Learning
Communities.

We will also email it to all the Prison
Education departments. If you would like
to be a named person to distribute copies,
please let us know and we'll send you a
batch of printed copies to distribute.

We need your help getting the message
out: if you can, speak to your distance
learning facilitator in your prison and work
with them to ensure that your fellow
students get to be a part of our
community and receive a copy of our
newsletter.

How | Chose

I think I'd wanted to do a masters for at least fifteen years. For most of that time |
waited for an employer to fund it, but despite asking repeatedly, it never happened.

Time passed. | spent some time in prison, and | decided that you need to turn a
weakness into a strength. That meant working in a sector where a criminal record is
seen as a good thing, a charity in the justice system.

| asked my employer for funding again. It didn't happen. The charity, like many, goes
through boom and bust cycles with money, and | asked during a particularly hard
bust. So | decided to rip the plaster off, fund it myself through a loan, and just get on
with it.

Then came the question of where, and what. | was still subject to licence conditions,
and I'd gotten a frown when | discussed studying in person locally and really didn't
want to a disclosure so | opted for the OU. | figured they'd deliver the best remote
course. | enrolled on the MA in Crime and Justice. It's cheap, | won't pretend
otherwise. It doesn't include research methods, but there was a reasonable amount
of content and the assignments were quite varied.

Being dyslexic and classed as a "student in a secure environment" led to a frustrating
experience of only being able to use some of the website. | received a huge box of
printed resources for each module, and the assignments for SISE students were just
different enough from the standard versions to cause problems. The library service
was excellent, and the tutor was pretty good. I'm glad | did it. It set me up nicely for
a professional doctorate with a local university, and I've been able to finally put that
demon to bed.

James S

BSc (Hons) Criminology and Criminal
Justice - University of Portsmouth

If the criminal justice system is something you've experienced first-hand, you already
know more about it than most people ever will. That knowledge can become the
foundation of a degree.

The University of Portsmouth offers a BSc (Hons) in Criminology and Criminal Justice
via DWRM. The course explores why crime happens, how the justice system
responds, and what needs to change. You'll study topics including policing,
psychology, rehabilitation, organised crime, cybercrime, and victimology, drawing on
law, sociology and history along the way.

No specific qualifications are needed to apply — Portsmouth looks at each
application on its own merits. The course takes four years part-time, and you can
earn a CertHE after 18 months and a DipHE after 36 months, so you gain recognised
qualifications even if you don't complete the full degree. Fees are £3,670 per year
and can be covered by a student loan, grant or self-funding.

Graduates can go on to work in a wide range of roles — including charities and third
sector organisations focused on rehabilitation, victim support, youth justice, and
criminal justice reform. These are areas where lived experience isn't just accepted, it's
genuinely valued.

To find out more, speak to your Education Lead or contact DWRM who can help you
explore whether this course is the right fit for you.



