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Spark Inside’s
Learning Journey
in Listening

This learning journey is based on a series
of conversations between Jenny Ross

of Collective Discovery and Cecilia
Cappel from Spark Inside.
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This is an account of what Spark
Inside has done to become more
accountable to young people, and
what they learned along the way.

Spark Inside uses life coaching in prisons through its programme
‘The Hero’s Journey’ and provides one-to-one coaching. They
received funding from the Listening Fund from 2018 onwards to
deepen its listening to young people.

This learning journey documents how Spark Inside’s listening
practice has been developed through its In Prison Advisory Boards
(IPABs) and the Spark Inside Champions. As this support comes to
an end in 2024, the IPAB model is ready to roll out, and three new
Champions are joining the inaugural group.

Cover image inspired by Spark Inside
and Jonno Mambu’s animated
spoken word piece, available

to watch in full here.



https://www.sparkinside.org/news/new-powerful-animated-spoken-word-piece-by-spark-inside-champion-jonno-mambu
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In England and Wales, around 13% of the prison population of 88,000
are young people under 25 with a further 15% being 29 or under. Black
British young men are over-represented within the prison population
as a result of systemic discrimination and racism.

Being incarcerated deprives young people of their liberty and also their power
and agency. Their daily lives are shaped by the crimes they have committed
and the sentences that they have received. Their expectations of a life after
release are shaped by their peers and the (often low) expectations of the
prison officers that they interact with. They feel dehumanised - locked up for
often 23 hours of every day.

Although young adults in prison might be asked for their feedback or views,
they rarely see any changes as a result. They have often been failed in the
past by institutions or individuals in authority (e.g. school or social workers)
and have low levels of trust. Spark Inside was founded after listening to young
people who told us that they did not want a curriculum and did not want to be
told what to do — coaching was what they wanted.
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Listening has remained key to Spark Inside’s approach. Coaching relies

on developing trusting relationships and giving young people time and
space to think and reflect. In their interactions with Spark Inside, the young
people involved express that they feel seen and that they matter. Often
their experiences of education and authority figures have made them feel
that they cannot express themselves in the right way or their thoughts and
feelings are not valued.

During its initial grant period, listening to feedback through pilot IPABs had been
key to the development of the ‘Black Hero’s Journey’ which recognised the
interplay between racism, the black experience and the criminal justice system.

Spark Inside received a second grant in 2020 to support the setting up of
multiple In Prison Advisory Boards (IPABs), following an initial pilot,with a view
to trying to influence the criminal justice system as well as enhance Spark
Inside’s own accountability to young people.

>
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How Spark inside
strengthenedits
listening with In

Prison Advisory Boards

The first IPAB was trialled in HMP Isis over eight sessions in 2023. It
created a space where Spark Inside could engage young people, but
it quickly became apparent that the young people involved valued
the opportunity to talk to each other about ordinary everyday
things like people outside of the prison estate do.

The initial group of young people involved were already seen as leaders
amongst other young people on various wings as they were ‘Equality
Reps’. They were also known and more trusted by prison officers and the
Governor. Each of the members of the IPAB had completed the Hero’s
Journey and so was familiar with Spark Inside and its approach.

Challenge and opportunity in building trust

One key challenge that quickly emerged (even within the short time frame)
was that young people were often moved between institutions or would be
released or denied privileges (including the opportunity to attend IPABS).
This meant that maintaining a consistent group was difficult. In a low-trust
environment, where it can be challenging to build relationships between
young people, starting with the Equality Reps (many of whom already knew
each other) was helpful.



Spark Inside’s Learning Journey | Partner Practice Report

It was important for the young people involved that the IPABs were meaningful
and had a clear purpose. The initial idea for IPABs was that they would be able
(perhaps over time) to influence the criminal justice system or the prisons within
which the young people were incarcerated. In reality, this was not something
that Spark Inside could deliver so soon, and so the ambitions were scaled back
to what was within Spark Inside’s control, with a focus on ensuring that young
people were benefiting directly from the process.

The initial IPAB focused on the idea of a new programme that Spark Inside was
considering running in prisons called ‘The Conversation’. During COVID, Spark
Inside had begun to coach prison officers and the idea of this new programme
was to bring prison officers and young people together to discuss issues of
concern. Spark Inside wanted to work with the IPABs to gather feedback from
them and their peers about how this programme could work.

The initial session with the group started with contracting and setting ground
rules for how the group would work together and what they expected from Spark
inside. Then there were sessions about how to design research questionnaires

- including the benefits of open and closed questions, the difference between
qualitative and quantitative research.

In later sessions, the group collectively analysed the data they had collected and
discussed what they felt the most important findings were to share with Spark
Inside representatives who were coming to visit them to hear what they had

to say. The group prepared their presentation and decided who was going to
take the lead. This gave the group the opportunity to develop collaboration and
communication skills as well as grow in confidence as the sessions progressed.

The young people wanted to share their experience of going to court, being
convicted, and their first night in prison. Each young person explained a different
element of the journey, infused with their own experience. It was a moving
moment, as young people who are often not heard were truly listened to by the
Spark Inside representatives. This was important to them alongside sharing their
view about Spark Inside’s idea of The Conversation.
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How Spark Inside
strengthened its listening
with Champions

The Champions group involves young people who have taken part in Spark
Inside’s programmes or have accessed coaching in prison but have since
been released. The idea was that the group would play an advisory role to the
organisation. In reality, it has taken time to understand how Spark Inside can
engage and involve this group of young people in a non-tokenistic way and to
work out what benefits and incentives the young people can be offered.

From the outset there was an open offer from PWC to provide skill-building
workshops in any areas that the young people wanted. But the young people
had limited understanding of what this offer meant (and who PWC are) and
what they could/should ask for. So Spark Inside worked with them to identify
their own strengths and weaknesses and where they would like to develop
their skills in their Champion role.

It has been important to break down the concept
of an advisory group into a series of more
tangible activities which build the confidence
and skills of the young people involved, whilst
recognising that the transition they are making
back into everyday life is challenging.
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Champions have been involved in the process of recruiting service delivery
managers for Spark Inside, and have fed into organisational discussions around
the importance of wellbeing/mental health support for young men in prison (the
Being Well, Being Equal campaign). They have also strongly advocated for Spark
Inside to widen its age range to start working with young people at an earlier
age in the community to try and prevent young people like them ending up in
prison in the future.

The Participation and Engagement Manager has regularly met with Champions
on a one-to-one basis and also with them collectively as a group. Maintaining
relationships with the young men as they transition to everyday life has taken
time - many of them (particularly those who have been on longer sentences)
are having to contend with a lot of changes and having to use or develop skills
that weren't part of their prison life (cooking, budgeting etc.).

Outside the prison gates it has taken while to work out how to structure
engagement and how to provide support whilst being clear about expectations.
When in prison and choosing to engage with Spark Inside, they were living in a
context of having limited opportunities. But once outside/released the young
people have more choices. On the other hand, their lives had a clear routine and
structure and their relationship with Spark Inside was quite boundaried (meeting
at group coaching sessions or IPABs), which is not the case outside of prison.

Spark Inside has been able to provide Champions with donated computers and
phones so that they can participate in activities but also are able to adjust to a
digitally-dominated environment. Without access to a phone or computer it is
difficult to apply for jobs or to get to grips with managing finances and paying
for things.

Just as in prison, where the doughnuts were a big hit in the IPABs, the
opportunity to share food or a meal with another person has been a draw when
meeting up with the Participation and Engagement Manager. The Champions
were also able to watch the recent production of ‘For Black Boys’ which
dramatises the experiences of young black men in the UK in its diversity.
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What has changed asa
result of the strengthened
listening practice?

For Spark Inside

New approaches to working with young people have been tested.

The IPABs and Champions group have enabled Spark Inside to experiment
with how to develop strong and reciprocal relationships when the focus

is not explicitly on coaching and individual personal development. There
has been a strong focus on working collectively - giving the young adults
involved the opportunity to work with others, develop their communication
skills and overcome challenges and conflicts. These are skills that are
important for young people’s lives inside and outside of prison. Working with
the Champions group has helped Spark inside to better understand what
‘through the gate’ support could look like.

Longer-term relationships with a group of young people (Champions) have
been developed.

Spark Inside’s coaching programmes are time-limited, but the Champions
group provides an opportunity to engage with young people longer-term.
The young people are able to help shape Spark Inside’s approach as well as
share their experience of prison life and Spark Inside with a wider public.
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Influencing of institutions and the wider system is informed by young adults.

Spark Inside aims to influence institutions and the systems that shape the
life chances of the young people they work with in prisons. Working with the
IPABs and the Champions group there is the potential to influence at these
wider levels. This approach to listening to inform influencing is clear in the
recent ‘Being Well, Being Equal’ report and campaign which focuses on the
importance of listening to young black men in prison and meeting their
needs in order to improve their wellbeing.

New programme ‘The Conversation’ is being piloted.

The programme has been designed based on the feedback from IPABs. The
programme is still at an early stage with Spark Inside building relationships
with officers through offering them one-to-one life coaching.

For young people

Having open conversations and everyday experiences.

The young people who were involved in the IPABs reflected on the value and
opportunity of being in a space where they were sharing what they were
thinking and feeling. This was a rare opportunity whilst incarcerated to be
more open and honest with others and share a drink and some doughnuts.
This kind of normality is precious and rare for young people in prison - and is
particularly meaningful for those serving long sentences.

Feeling heard and making a difference.

The young people involved in the IPAB valued the respect they were shown
by Spark Inside’s representatives who listened to their personal experiences
and thoughts on The Conversation. They also wanted a commitment that
what they had said would make a difference. In response, Spark Inside wrote
to IPAB members and thanked them for their contribution and explained how
their feedback had shaped the new programme.


https://www.sparkinside.org/sites/default/files/documents/2023-02/BWBE%20Report%20Final%20V.2%20-%20DIGITAL%20Spreads%20REDUCED%2021-02_1.pdf
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Realising their value and expanded identity.

Expanding the places that the young men feel that they belong or can be
valued aids their rehabilitation and transition to post-prison life. The young men
learn that they are and can be defined by more than their prison sentence.
One Champion who is a talented spoken word artist has helped Spark Inside

to produce its new promotional video. Working with a professional animator
and project manager, they turned a creative brief into something that reflects
the lived experience of the target audience. The experience of working with
professionals and being listened to when articulating his creative ideas has
been very valuable for the Champion involved. The professionals have also
benefited from the experience and from the Champions talent and skills.

Learning new skills.

For some of the young people involved in designing research questionnaires,
who had previously had bad experiences at school, these sessions were an
opportunity to learn and be supported to ask questions. Once the questionnaire
was ready, the young people had a session on how to pitch to their peers the
value of filling it out - honing and developing the communication skills.

Experience in recruitment.

Being involved in Spark Inside’s recruitment helped the young people involved
to understand how recruitment processes work, the kinds of questions they are
likely to be asked in interviews and how to discuss with others their opinions
and views on the strengths and weaknesses of candidates. For young people
who may have limited experience of the legitimate job market - this can build
confidence and commitment to seek formal employment.

Building relationships of trust and trust in institutions.

For the young people involved, the experience of being heard and action being
taken on the basis of what they have said has given them a sense of power and
agency. For young people who have been discriminated against or let down by
institutions, this can be the beginning of a more positive experience.


https://www.sparkinside.org/news/new-powerful-animated-spoken-word-piece-by-spark-inside-champion-jonno-mambu
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What lessons did Spark
Inside learn which could
be helpful for other
organisations?

Relationships are key.

The IPABs and Champions have benefited from pre-existing relationships
built with young people and prison staff through the Hero’s Journey
programme. When starting a programme in a new prison it can take time to
build the relationships and trust.

Recognise the importance of reciprocity.

It has been key to consider how engagement with Spark Inside on its listening
work can benefit young people. For example, giving the Champions a meal,
and screening a good film for them helps to build their social and cultural
capital - and have a good time.

Be willing to adapt your approach to the young people involved and the
evolving context.

In 2020 when the IPAB model was conceived - workbooks were created

to accompany the sessions, but these were quickly shelved as the young
people needed to feel a sense of ownership and control - as they have little
autonomy day-to-day. Each session still had a clear purpose, but with a
more iterative and co-productive approach. Spark Inside has demonstrated
its commitment to young people by changing what was planned when it isn't
working for young people.
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Be clear about what you can control and influence.

For example, not committing to making changes to young people’s lives
inside the criminal justice system as a whole. The focus on feedback on ‘the
Conversation’, young men’s wellbeing and through the gate support has
been right-sized for the time available for young people.

Consider group size when membership might fluctuate and group dynamics
can be challenging.

Starting with a group around seven or eight with an average attendance of
five or six has been ideal for Spark Inside.

Consider long-term sustainability when the intention is to build relationships.

There are challenges for Spark Inside when most charitable funding is short-
term, as building relationships with young people, officers and Governors
takes time. Individual governors/prisons do not have the resources to fund
the programme directly.

Ensure that young people receive feedback about the impact of their
engagement.

Follow up can be challenging when working with young people in prison as
they can be moved between institutions or released.
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What's next for Spark Inside?

There are plans to scale IPABs. However, this is dependent on
funding, and ensuring that there are meaningful conversations for
the young people to be involved in.

There are plans for an additional cohort of three Champions to
join the existing group. This will involve thinking through how to
integrate the two cohorts with each other and also what group
dynamics might emerge with a larger group. There is an added
benefit for the new Champions that they will be able to learn from
the experience of their peers who were released before them
about how they have navigated being on the outside.

www.sparkinside.org
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