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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Artlink Central is a registered charity founded in 1988 in the belief that involvement in the arts is life-enhancing and should be available to all.  It enables a wide range of marginalised and special needs groups to work with experienced professional artists on high quality art projects in the Stirling, Falkirk and Clackmannanshire areas of Central Scotland.  The ultimate aim is to help participants to be better equipped to make the transition into education, training or employment.
This summary is based on Artlink Central’s work in HMP & YOI Cornton Vale from April 2009 to April 2010.  189 women took part in 15 courses over this time.  From this, 160 in the beginning and 112 women at the end filled in a survey designed to ascertain their views of the courses and capture any impact achieved.  In addition, 25 women were interviewed as well as five prison staff and Artlink Central managers.  Four courses were observed first-hand, and analysis of artists’ notes throughout the courses were analysed.  Files from the prison database were analysed for all participants as well as those for 16 women from the previous evaluation in 2009 to ascertain the level of information being recorded about the courses.  

The main objectives of Artlink Central’s work in the prison, like its original work set up in 2007, was to support the women in developing core life skills, increasing self-esteem, and improving well-being.  Artlink Central’s projects are available to all types of prisoners, including those on remand, which all those interviewed highlighted as particularly beneficial as this group often receives little support or access to services.

Based on the interviews and feedback forms, participants enjoyed taking part in Artlink Central’s courses, and the courses helped them grow in confidence and self-esteem.  Many women appreciated the opportunity to learn something new and the chance to make something for themselves or for their children.  All the women found the courses relaxing.  Notably, two women who were prolific self-harmers did not self-harm during the week they were doing the course.  Prison staff and artists noted changes in the participants during each course and specifically highlighted the improvement in confidence and self-esteem.  Prison officers also felt that these courses had a bigger impact on those with mental health issues.  Prisoners who were identified as more disruptive than others were apparently calmer during the week of the course. Prison officers and artists believed that the project could have a long-term impact on participants in terms of improving their behaviour, helping them to build skills and ultimately to help them turn away from crime.  

Having enthusiastic prison staff who got involved in the projects not only helped the women to take part but also allowed the prisoners to see a different side to the staff, which some felt helped them to respect staff more.  The women were satisfied with the support they received from the artists and the pace of the courses set; considering the varying levels in abilities of the women, this is a very positive finding.  The women particularly enjoyed getting a certificate at the end of the end of the course, and both prison and Artlink management and staff felt this acknowledgment of the women’s achievements was important.  Artlink Central and Prison Managers suggested that the courses should work towards hosting an exhibition or event to showcase the work and potentially inviting family and friends in to view it.  This type of event happens at HMP Shotts and is regarded as good practice.

Participants gave no negative feedback about mixing remand and convicted prisoners and felt that mixing older and younger prisoners helped the dynamic of the group.  However, both the Prison Rules and recommendations from Scotland’s Chief Inspector of Prisons require that neither of these groups should be allowed to mix.  

All prison managers and prison officers interviewed felt that the education classes and Artlink Central classes had no direct connection but that links could be forged instead with more similar courses such as the ‘fine cell’ work or the card making workshop.  Four women went on to do education as a result of taking part in Artlink Central’s courses, though three of these women dropped out of education soon after beginning.  Artlink Central is successful in getting women into the courses but also in retaining them for the duration of the course, with 75% of participants either having full attendance or only missing one session.  One of the main findings of this evaluation is that the women enjoy taking part and realise that learning can be fun, showing the value of more interactive ways of teaching with this group.  Prison Managers felt that Artlink Central should become part of core service provision in future, particularly for younger women in the prison.
Based on the findings from the evaluation, Artlink Central appears to be making a number of contributions to the Scottish Prison Service’s Offender Outcomes.  Specifically, the work Artlink Central is doing assists the prison in reaching its target of improved mental well-being (Offender Outcome 1); maintained or improved relationships with families and peers (where prisoners make items for their children; Offender Outcome 5) and improved attitudes and behaviour (Offender Outcome 9).  This work has also contributed at least 1,689 development hours to the Key Performance Indicator that the Scottish Prison Service  should provide at least 2 million hours of offender participation in activities such as workshops per year.
The available literature shows that the arts can be a useful pathway to help prisoners enter into education, to build confidence and self-esteem, and to support offenders both in and out of prison.  Where Artlink Central’s courses act as a bridge to further participation in the arts and education, they also make steps towards improvements in literacy, employability, and access to community support such as education (Offender Outcomes 3, 4, and 6).  The Scottish Government expects agencies to work together to enhance services for offenders to reduce reoffending; Artlink Central has shown that it is a valuable partner in doing this.

The evaluation highlighted a number of areas in need of improvement, mainly in relation to the links that could be made with other services.  For example, inclusion in the partnership meetings held within the prison may be useful to build links with other relevant agencies and make them aware of their work and vice versa.  Analysis of the prison database showed that ‘art’ was mentioned in only 17% of participants’ files, and Artlink Central was not specified as the service provider.  This lack of information means that other services are probably unaware of what their clients are doing in prison, therefore the overview of work taking place was not being clearly established.  One way around this lack of input may be for Artlink Central to have access to the prison database so they can update prisoners’ records themselves.  

Prison officers supervise the courses as an ‘add on’ to their normal role.  This has an impact on core services, the result being that often the women who are not taking part in the course have to stay locked up in their cells.  The prison officers suggested that Artlink staff could undertake specific training so that the level of supervision currently required from prison staff could be less intensive and thus less demanding on their time.  Ideally if supervision is still required, a prison officer could be timetabled specifically to supervise, though this may be difficult in view of the pressures on availability of staff and increasing prison populations. 
Overall, the Scottish Prison Service regarded Artlink Central as an important partner and felt that they worked well within the prison environment to deliver an excellent service.  Compared to the previous evaluation, Artlink Central appears to be more embedded within the prison system.  Prison managers felt that Artlink Central could even become part of core provision, which is a significant step in acknowledging the positive impact of the arts on prisoners.  
