Provocation: Every Prison a Creative Hub?
A draft proposal from University of the Arts London (UAL) for consultation and collaboration, ahead of event on 5 February with Arts Council England.
Many of these proposals and discussion points originate from a discussion that took place at a 2024 expo: https://www.arts.ac.uk/colleges/central-saint-martins/research-at-csm/design-against-crime/crime-and-justice/making-time-every-prison-a-creative-hub
Key details
Workshop date: Thursday 5 February 2026 at UAL London College of Fashion, 10.30am – 1pm.
Purpose: To convene arts, education, justice, health and community partners to gather information on the current landscape, shape a shared program idea and explore policy proposals.
Status: This is a working document. Language is intentionally provisional (we could / we may) and we hope this will evolve with feedback and collective decision making. 
Audience: Institutions and organisations invited to help shape, host, pilot, fund, research, deliver, and champion the future programme of roundtable discussions.
1. Vision and rationale
The prison system is widely experienced as expensive, overcrowded, under-resourced, crisis-led and ineffective. In these conditions, education and meaningful activity are often reduced, with prisoners locked up for 23 hours a day - increasing violence, boredom and poor wellbeing. This damages those in custody, as well as staff, families and communities. Ultimately, systemic problems with prison services undermine any potential for rehabilitation.
This proposal explores how creative education and cultural activity could be treated as a core component of crime prevention and rehabilitation in every prison, rather than a ‘nice-to-have’ luxury. The ambition is not to replace literacy, numeracy, vocational training or therapeutic services, but to complement them and physical education opportunities by using creativity as a practical route to engagement, identity change, skills-building, and to improve health and desistance.
We recognise that this creative work should sit alongside (and not distract from) wider conversations about alternatives to incarceration, reducing the prison population, and improving basic conditions. Within that wider context, this proposal focuses on the idea that creative education can deliver forms of crime prevention as well as raises the question:
“How could every prison become a creative hub that offer studios that support education, wellbeing and desistance?”
2. What we could build together
With strong institutional partners, we could develop a London-wide (and potentially UK-wide) programme framework that:
helps prisons embed creative education in the core regime and learning offer;
connects prisons to nearby arts, education and cultural institutions;
supports staff and lived-experience leadership to co-design and deliver activity;
strengthens evidence, evaluation and cost-effectiveness arguments for sustained investment;
creates shared standards, benchmarks and learning between sites;
increases understanding of the role of creative education in crime prevention.
3. Proposed objectives (for consultation)
The following objectives are intended as starting points. Partners and collaborators are encouraged to refine, add, merge or remove items.
1. Reduce the school-to-prison pipeline through creative engagement
Creative education could be used as a preventative and remedial strategy for young people most at risk of exclusion, PRU placement and custody. This could include partnerships between arts organisations, local PRUs/schools/youth justice services, and continuity of creative learning before custody, and aimed at preventing a young person entering custody.
2. Make arts education a fundamental part of rehabilitation
Creative learning could be treated as a core rehabilitative offer -alongside English, maths, digital skills, physical, or vocational training and personal development -rather than as an optional extra. The type of creative hub and the programming sought should be bespoke to individual prisons and should include secure digital learning opportunities.
3. Integrate creative provision into inspection and performance measures
We could advocate for Ofsted and HM Inspectorate of Prisons to recognise the quality and availability of creative provision as part of core education and rehabilitation judgements, incentivising governors to prioritise it.
4. Improve health, wellbeing and desistance outcomes
Creative programmes could be linked more directly to wellbeing strategies and trauma-informed practice, with pathways into further education, employment and community participation as part of ‘through-the-gate’ planning. All linked as relevant, to each prison’s creative hub preferred focus and programming. 
5. Elevate prison staff and lived-experience voices
Staff and people with lived experience could be positioned as co-creators and leaders of the programme, shaping what is practical, safe and impactful on the ground.
6. Foster a sustainable studio culture and share best practice
Prisons could develop (where feasible) dedicated spaces, resources and timetabled access for creative work -including in-cell options -plus opportunities to showcase work and connect to external audiences.
4. Thematic action areas (workshop structure)
To make workshops practical, we could organise discussions around five themes:
Theme A: Preventing the PRU-to-prison pipeline
Map existing practice and evidence (exclusion, PRU histories, youth custody pathways).
Identify 2–3 pilot partnership models (e.g., PRU + local arts college; youth custody + community arts provider).
Define ‘continuity’ mechanisms if a young person moves between settings (school/PRU, youth custody, community).
Theme B: Creative provision in inspection and standards
Identify where creative education could sit in current inspection frameworks and contracts.
Draft a small set of measurable indicators (availability, quality, progression routes, partnerships).
Explore routes to engage Ofsted/HMIP and education providers with a pilot ‘shadow’ assessment.
Theme C: Health, wellbeing and desistance through arts
Identify the strongest evidence and the gaps that partners could help fill.
Explore models such as arts-on-prescription, trauma-informed creative practice, and referral pathways.
Identify evaluation measures that matter to prisons, health commissioners and funders (behaviour, incidents, wellbeing, engagement, progression).
Theme D: Staff engagement and lived-experience leadership
Identify barriers and enablers for staff participation and support.
Explore training, recognition and coordination roles (e.g., creative lead / arts coordinator).
Define meaningful lived-experience roles (advisory panel, co-design, mentoring, paid delivery where appropriate).
Theme E: Building a studio culture in prisons
Audit existing spaces, resources and timetabling constraints; identify low-cost improvements and ways of upskilling existing prison staff to participate and oversee 
Embed secure digital learning opportunities. 
Consider in-cell creative options where movement across prison remains difficult.
Explore safe routes to showcasing work (exhibitions, digital platforms, performances, enterprise models) and identify what permissions are needed.
Understand that each prison will choose creative hub preferred focus and programming. 
5. Partners and stakeholders (indicative)
Achieving system change would require a broad coalition across justice, education, arts, health, research and civil society. The list below is illustrative rather than exhaustive.
Justice and public sector partners
NCJAA, Ministry of Justice, HMPPS, and (where relevant) Home Office and youth justice stakeholders.
Ofsted and HM Inspectorate of Prisons (inspection frameworks and learning/skills measures).
Prison Governors’ Association, prison education providers and local prison leadership teams.
Probation partners to support through-the-gate continuation.
Arts, education and rehabilitation organisations
Specialist arts-in-justice organisations and social enterprises (visual arts, theatre, music, writing, design, craft), e.g. including Design Council who have led previous government initiatives.
Arts Council England and regional cultural bodies.
UAL and further and higher education institutions (art schools, universities, colleges) as local partners and art friendly evaluators.
Research and evaluation partners
Universities and researchers in criminology, desistance, education, public health and arts-in-justice.
Evaluation partners able to support mixed-method evidence and cost-effectiveness arguments.
Community and lived-experience partners
Lived-experience networks and organisations that support people leaving prison and families.
Community arts organisations and youth services able to provide continuity post-release.
Funders and philanthropic partners
Public funders, trusts and foundations, and corporate partners aligned with rehabilitation, education and health outcomes.
6. Outputs we could aim for (12–24 month horizon)
If partners agree there is momentum, we could work towards a range of different options, which could include:
A series of roundtable discussions 
A short, shared programme framework (principles, minimum standards, delivery models).
A mapping of prisons to nearby arts/education institutions and cultural resources.
A small set of pilot partnerships across different prison types/regions, with built-in evaluation. 
A concise evidence review (or commissioning plan) aligned to policy and funding needs.
A draft proposal for how creative provision could appear in inspection and performance measures.
A communications narrative focused on public safety, value for money and rehabilitation (not ‘luxury’ provision).
A series of policy recommendations and plan for engaging with policymakers and other key stakeholders.
7. What we are asking of invited institutions
Ahead of the workshop on 5 February, participants could consider:
What role could you play? (e.g. host, pilot site, delivery partner, evaluator, funder, advocate, convenor).
What existing work should/could we build on (in prisons, PRUs, youth justice, community arts, health)? This should inform the type of creative hub and the programming sought.
What barriers do you anticipate (security, timetabling, procurement, permissions, safeguarding), and what would make participation feasible?
What outcomes matter most in your context, and how could they be evidenced?
What is missing from this document and should be added?
8. Selected references and evidence sources (starting points)
Gamman L “Dear Mr.Timpson - Why every prison should be a creative hub? - https://www.bigissue.com/opinion/prison-james-timpson-creative-hub-design-art-prisoners/ July 2024.
UK Parliament, Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee (2019). Inquiry: Arts and culture in education (sections relating to criminal justice and wellbeing).
National Criminal Justice Arts Alliance (NCJAA). Evidence Library (curated evaluations and studies).
Gardner, A. and Caulfield, L. (eds.) (2024). Arts in Criminal Justice and Corrections: International Perspectives on Methods, Journeys, and Challenges. Taylor & Francis.
Ings, R. and McMahon, J. (2018). Arts and Culture in Health and Wellbeing and in the Criminal Justice System (Arts Council England evidence summary).
Design Council. Design Out Crime / Design Against Crime programme resources (historic model for scaling a design-led public and implemented Government policy initiative that aims to reduce crime).

Contact
This draft has been prepared as an initial provocation by Prof Lorraine Gamman (l.gamman@csm.arts.ac.uk).  She is aware a more evidence based review of arts in criminal justice, with more critical definitions that has been possible to achieve here, is needed and will apply herself to that task in due course and offers this visual metaphor below for inspiration[image: ].
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