Building Stronger Families course at HMP Downview
Report of Pilot Course Jan-Feb 2010

Background

Time for Families (TfF) is a charity that has been running relationship courses in male prisons since 2004.  In Oct 2007 we were contacted by the prison to see whether our course could be adapted to a women’s prison.  After extensive discussions and two focus groups during 2009, in May 2009 the Governor, Ian Murray, agreed that TfF should run a pilot course.

The standard model for a Building Stronger Families course is six days, one day per week, with two days on communication, two days on parenting and two days on money.  In discussion with Julie Evans and Joe Benjamin it was agreed that the visitors were likely to be the women’s mothers, rather than intimate partners.  It was felt that the money module would be less relevant and so it was decided to do four days covering communications and parenting.

It was also decided that the target participants would be women who had someone they would be returning home to.  This person would be a support to them but would not necessarily be an intimate partner; it could be a family member or a friend. 

Recruitment

The recruitment consisted of Kathy Moore, the Time for Families manager, spending two afternoons in the prison talking to women in education, workshops and on wings.  She gave applications to any woman interested.  The Liaison Officer, Joe Benjamin, received 21 completed applications; 12 of them were cleared by Security and 10 couples actually started.

Course Details

The course ran from 20 Jan to 10 Feb.  It had 10 couples.  We were surprised that seven of the visitors were male partners and the other three were mothers; we had expected fewer male partners.
The attendance level was exceptionally high at 98%.  Only two days were missed by visitors, in each case because of childcare problems.

Ethnicity
	
	Visitor
	Prisoner
	Total

	Ethnicity
	f
	m
	f
	

	Any Other
	
	
	1
	1

	Any other Asian
	
	1
	
	1

	Black African
	
	1
	1
	2

	Black Caribbean
	1
	
	1
	2

	Chinese
	
	
	1
	1

	White British
	2
	5
	6
	13

	Total
	3
	7
	10
	20


The course had a wide range of ethnicities which, given the small sample, is probably a fair reflection of the prison population.

Age

	
	Visitor
	Prisoner
	Total

	Age
	f
	m
	f
	

	20-30
	
	2
	5
	7

	30-40
	
	1
	2
	3

	40-50
	3
	1
	1
	5

	50-60
	
	2
	2
	4

	60-70
	
	1
	
	1

	Total
	3
	7
	10
	20


Half the prisoners were in their twenties, although two were over 50.  For the visitors, the three mothers were in their 40s and the male visitors were evenly spread across all the ages.  This distribution may indicate that future courses will have to work harder at recruiting younger prisoners.

Responses to Before and After Questionnaire

TfF ran a 10 item survey during the first morning of the course and during the last afternoon.  Each person filled it in independently and no participant saw anyone else’s response.  TfF staff did not look at the responses until after the course was finished.

The Questionnaire was derived from three sources: one question on dedication to the relationship and two on confidence with the relationship from Stanley (2007), one question from Enrich (Fowers & Olson, 1989), and the remainder were created by TfF to reflect course content and objectives.  Each item had 9 points using a Likert-like scale, anchored from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.
All 10 couples completed it in on the first morning, but one response had to be rejected because the form had not been filled in correctly, probably because of poor literacy.  One visitor’s response also had to be rejected as the answers appeared incorrect probably due to difficulties with English (his movement was -24, but we are convinced, from his verbal responses that this did not reflect his views).

The overall response was very positive.  The following table compares Before and After results.

	
	Average
	 
	StdDev 
	 
	Count
	 

	Prisoner or Visitor
	B
	A
	B
	A
	B
	A

	Prisoner
	62.3
	76.9
	8.87
	6.43
	9
	9

	Visitor
	70.6
	75.9
	3.95
	6.34
	7
	7

	Total
	65.9
	76.4
	8.13
	6.20
	16
	16


The increase in the Scale was significant (using Wilcoxin, p <= 0.0008545), and the effect size was large (d=1.88 for prisoners and d=1.00 for visitors).  The information is summarised in the following graph.
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Prisoners started considerably less satisfied that than the Visitors, but increased substantially, rather more than the Visitors.
The average scores hide a substantial variation in the movements of the scores of individuals (see table below).  The Movement is the difference between the After score and the Before score.
	 
	Prisoner
	Visitor
	Total

	Movement
	F
	F
	M
	 

	-2-2
	1
	1
	2
	4

	3-7
	 
	 
	2
	2

	8-12
	2
	 
	1
	3

	13-17
	4
	 
	
	4

	18-22
	1
	 
	1
	2

	28-32
	1
	 
	
	1

	Grand Total
	9
	1
	6
	16


The sample is too small to draw any conclusions but it illustrates that for some individuals the movements are substantial and may reflect a deep change in the quality of the relationship.  There are also some concerns that the negative scores may have resulted from a misreading of the survey instrument, as the reverse score questions seem to have had more variable answers, especially from participants with poor English.
Responses to individual questions

Although it is too early to draw conclusions from the particular questions the responses are illuminating.

	No
	Question
	Subscale
	Reverse
	B
	A
	Diff

	1
	I want this relationship to stay strong no matter what rough times we may encounter
	Dedication
	
	9.0
	9.0
	0.0

	2
	I believe we can handle whatever conflicts will arise in the future
	Confidence
	
	7.9
	8.2
	0.3

	3
	We have the skills to make this relationship work well
	Confidence
	
	7.8
	8.2
	0.5

	4
	I am unhappy with some of my partner’s personality, characteristics or personal habits.
	
	R
	4.9
	5.9
	1.0

	5
	I am happy with how we spend time together during visits.
	
	
	7.3
	7.7
	0.4

	6
	My partner does not really understand the difficulties I have.
	
	R
	4.8
	6.2
	1.4

	7
	We have few arguments during phone calls and visits
	
	
	6.6
	6.8
	0.2

	8
	(Complete if this applies to you): I am unhappy with the way we discuss issues to do with the children
	
	R
	5.9
	6.8
	0.9

	9
	I find it very hard forgive my partner
	
	R
	7.1
	7.8
	0.8

	10
	I feel my partner is very supportive
	
	
	8.2
	8.4
	0.2


The largest differences were associated with understanding the difficulties the partner was facing and changes in attitudes about the partner’s personality, characteristics or personal habits.  On the whole everyone considered their partners supportive (Q 10), although there was some movement in this item, and everyone was dedicated to the relationship (Q 1) and wanted it to survive.  The impact of the course is best illustrated by the increase in confidence in the relationship.
The items that are probably linked to successful resettlement, Q 1, 2, 3, 4, 9 generally made good progress and are a positive indication of the stability of the relationship.

Course Evaluation

In addition to the Before and After Questionnaire, we also conducted a course evaluation.  This focused on the course itself, rather than on the changes in the individual and was anonymous.  It provided an opportunity for participants to give their own comments.

1. What did you think of the course? 

	
	Strongly

Disagree
	Disagree
	Agree
	Strongly agree

	a) I enjoyed it
	
	
	3
	16

	b) I learned nothing useful
	19
	
	
	

	c) I was bored
	16
	3
	
	

	d) I found it helpful
	
	
	4
	15

	e) I felt embarrassed
	10
	6
	2
	1

	f) I felt respected
	
	
	5
	14


Generally, this shows the course is enjoyable and unthreatening, although some people did feel embarrassed.  This is quite common given the personal issues being dealt with.
2. How do you rate the course overall? 
Avg Score: 
9.9   (1=Very Poor, 10=Excellent)

This is an extremely high score and reflects well on the course material and trainers.
Examples of Comments:

 I found the course very interesting and although me and my daughter have a strong relationship already doing the course has made it even stronger.

 I would recommend this course because I found it very helpful.

I found the course really interesting.  A lot of things that seem to be common sense actually aren’t.  We don’t think about it every day.  It has given me a better understanding of communications and relationships.

I think this course is very good for couples.  It’s nice for the prisoners to have something to look forward to.

It makes you stop and think more about a lot of issues.

This course has enabled me to realise the not so good things about myself and learn how I can be a better daughter/friend to those around me who I care about.

Absolutely loved it!!! Tutors were fantastic, they really got points across in laymen’s terms so it was easy to grasp and put what you learned into practice.

I think the course was helpful in a lot of ways.  The parenting was a nice surprise as I didn’t think that it was part of the course.

I think this course is very valuable to anyone in a relationship and specifically when people are in difficult situations like having a partner in jail. I think it can really help anyone’s relationship.

I really found the course both helpful and enjoyable.  Before I came on I was worried I’d be embarrassed but it has been really good and I’ve learned a lot about me and my partner.

Everyone was nice and explained what they meant well.  The course was easy to follow and even the bits that aren’t important to me yet but will be soon.

I found parts of it really useful.  It will definitely make me think more about all my relationships.

I felt empowered in the group to hear other’s opinions were similar to mine.  I believe the course

The comments reflect appreciation for the trainers.  One points is the lack of awareness before the course of the content (e.g. the comment of parenting being a surprise).  This may reflect problems with the information put out  in advance.
3. How comfortable did you find the venue? 
Avg Score: 8.1 
(1=Very Poor, 10=Excellent)
Comfortable but cold at times

The Visits Hall was OK but Kathy, Chrissy and Tory made me feel at ease.
It was a bit off putting when we could not put our chairs to face each other.
Very good but we had to move chairs around and what have you and could not sit in a circle.
It was good but the chairs had to be moved around lots which was hard!
The Visits Hall just isn’t comfortable.


The food and refreshments could have been better.  Some days the food was horrible and there was no provision for people who don’t drink tea or coffee.

The venue worked but participants found it cold.  There were problems with refreshments that need to be corrected for the next course.  The biggest drawback was the problems with moving chairs around.  However, the chairs were comfortable, and the arms restricted overly intimate contact, which is an advantage from the perspective of maintaining control.
4. Was any of the course unclear? 
My partner and I didn’t actually think the part of the course children didn’t actually apply to us.
It was very clear.
The ladies explained everything thoroughly
Very clear – but could have done with maybe another day or a longer day to fit it all in.
One concern the trainers had was that several pairs were not parents.  This could have meant they found the parenting module irrelevant or boring.  However, in most cases it seemed to work well.
5. What are you going to do differently as a result of this course?

Listen to my partners opinions – not to be so bull-headed – enjoy more quality time together
Listen more effectively & use the STOP signs constructively.  Be more aware of my feelings and how to communicate them.
Not Shout so much, spend more time discussing problems and how to resolve them.
Listen to my girlfriend more.
Communicate more and be more open with each other.
Not drag out arguments – apologise + make up quicker!  Recognise the STOP sings and appeal to each other’s Love Languages!
Not drag out our arguments, talk more about emotions and not feel like we can’t talk about things
Listen keenly, respect him and agree the right opinions.
Talk more about things.
Try to rebuild and renew my family relationships.
We are going to make a point of listening to each other, and also be aware of each other’s feelings.
Communicate more without shouting, listen more effectively and use the Love Languages.
I am going to better express myself through good communication – also I now know exactly what it takes to fill up my love tank and how to contribute to my mum’s.
Remain calmer – explain more
Talk more about things
Talk more
Spend more time together and put our relationship first.
Put our relationship first – always.

These responses are very encouraging as they show the participants have an intention to change.  Moreover, because they have done it together they will be able to support and encourage each other in the process.
6. Has your enjoyment of visits changed because of the course? 

	Visits are more enjoyable - 12
	About the same – 5
	Visits are less enjoyable


Visits can often be tense and sometimes lead to arguments.  Improving the quality of visits, which are a key part of maintaining the relationship in prison, is a valuable impact of the course.
7. Any other thoughts or comments you would like to make on how we can do this course better?

The course needs more time – some of it seems rushed.
Work out the time better so you don’t have to rush or skip bits of it as it doesn’t give it time to sink in.

Could have been a little longer as some things were slightly rushed
More of them
Maybe a different venue would help to conduct the course a bit better – if you can face each other

Make it longer.

We intend to deliver the “standard” six day Building Stronger Families course for the next course to see if this provides the additional time that the comments suggest is wanted.
Conclusion

This first pilot course at HMP Downview has demonstrated a substantial positive impact on the participants.

We want to thank Joe Benjamin for his invaluable help in setting up, recruiting and running the course.
