
Who’d have thought we could spend  
all this time just talking about a book?

Prison Reading Groups 
Annual Review 2022



Welcome

Family Days re-started and continue to be a lifeline 
connecting prisoners to their partners and children. 

Our new project Raising Readers took off brilliantly and 
is now running in 21 prison libraries.

PRG volunteer numbers continue to grow and they 
make invaluable contributions.

Give a Book is PRG’s parent charity and partner in 
everything we do. I am extremely grateful to the team: 
Victoria Gray, Sarah Moorehead, Ali Palmer and Jade 
Greene. Special thanks to Mima Edye-Lindner, Projects 
Manager for both Give a Book and PRG. Mima’s  
energy and ideas help fuel PRG and working with her  
is a great pleasure.

PRG relies on a network of people: prison governors, 
librarians, officers and volunteers. Thanks most of all to  
the men and women in prison with the curiosity and 
courage to explore what books can do behind bars.

Sarah Turvey, Director & co-founder 
February 2023 

For Prison Reading Groups (PRG) 2022 
was a year of return and renewal.  
More of our reading groups were able  
to meet face to face again and new ones 
got going. Author visits resumed and 
prisoners were delighted to meet and  
talk books with writers.
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Talking books 
PRG groups

The reading life  
of a PRG group

Books connect us – to each other, to 
the outside world and to ourselves. 
The principles of our groups are 
simple: they are voluntary, informal 
and ongoing, and wherever possible 
members choose the books they read. 
New copies are provided for them to 
keep or pass on to others.

Covid restrictions hit hard and face 
to face meetings were suspended for 
many months. But in 2022 groups 
began to meet together again and new 
ones started. We now have 48 active 
groups, of which 7 took off in 2022.

The feedback speaks for itself. 
Members record their satisfaction at 
sticking with a book, finding empathy 
for characters they have nothing in 
common with, and feeling the thrill 
of being drawn into unfamiliar times 
and places. And through it all runs 
the delight of seeing themselves as 
readers with responses and opinions 
worth sharing.

‘I loved Jamaica Inn. It 
stands out from the other 
books I’ve read. I’m glad 
I’ve joined the reading 
group as it’s already 

broadened the genres I’ll 
look at in the future.’

(member, HMP Frankland)

‘I spoke to my mum on the phone 
about [The Map of Knowledge]. 
She has quite a bit of knowledge 
on the subject and we had some 
good discussions, well as good 

as you can within the 10 minutes 
allocated phone slot!’ 

(member, HMP North Sea Camp)

‘This is the first book I’ve read all 
the way to the end and I’ve not 

stopped reading since.’

(member, HMP Lincoln)

From the PRG volunteer at HMP Brixton

‘It’s May 2022 and we’re back after 2 years of covid absence! With the speed, 
efficiency and – above all – enthusiasm of a Custodial Manager, we had 7 members, 
new to us and new to each other, all keen to be there with a wide range of age, 
reading experience and confidence. We discussed books, films of books, the pros 
and cons of science fiction – becoming more at ease. It was relaxed and fun and 
nobody seemed in any hurry to leave. One quiet young member revealed that he 
wasn’t really a reader though his parents kept sending him books – he produced a 
great bundle that he wanted to share with the others. Another was a volcano expert 
and had us all riveted. Six months on, the fun continues: the group has grown in 
confidence, members have got to know one another – a few have left and more have 
joined but the essence remains and the group is more assured, both in their reading 
and in sharing their views.’

‘For one man, it was the first 
time in his life he’d finished a 
book, or as another man told 

me, it made him feel a little more 
normal and less of an outcast 
when every month without fail 
[PRG] volunteered their time to 

come read and discuss  
with them.’ 

(Custodial Manager, Activities)
Our book choices:
Slough House by Mick Herron
Pompeii by Robert Harris
A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens
The Power of the Dog by Thomas Savage
To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee
The Mystery of Henri Pick by David Foenkinos
The Dice Men by Luke Rhinehart
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Different groups 
for different needs
Seacole Mental 
Health wing at HMP 
Wormwood Scrubs
PRG has supported this group since 
2018. The logistics are tricky and there 
aren’t always officers available for 
escort but our volunteer is indomitable.

‘Great to get going again after covid. 
We’re lucky to have the support of the 
Occupational Therapy team, working 
with dedication to organise activities 
for the men. This is a fortnightly 
read-aloud group, using material I 
bring in (Bookstuff a huge help). Our 
reading diet is varied – prose, poetry, 
short stories, extracts and thought 
experiments – as are the responses. 
‘Delusionary British Empire rubbish’ 
was the verdict of one reader on 
Kipling’s famous poem. But for another 
member, ‘If you can trust yourself when 
all men doubt you’: ‘yeah should have 
listened to myself’. (PRG volunteer)

Neurodiversity wing  
at HMP Pentonville
This new wing supports prisoners with 
a range of issues from autism, severe 
anxiety or depression, to ADHD and 
addiction recovery. With the help of an 
Unlocked Graduate officer, the library 
and two intrepid volunteers, PRG has 
started a fortnightly read-aloud group 
to encourage sociability and build 
confidence. Holding the ring can be a 
challenge but members keep coming 
back and conversations range from  
the remembered pleasure of reading in 
primary school to wanting to share a 
book with a younger sibling.

The pleasures  
of feedback 
Reading feedback brings us into group conversations  
despite the distance. It’s such a pleasure to be able to join the 
book chat remotely, especially when you come across brilliant 
one-liners. It’s a real combination of wit, disgust and delight.

A novel about four elderly  
people living in a care home: 

does this mean it only appeals  
to older readers? 

No. That would be like implying 
Jaws only appeals to sharks. 
(The Thursday Murder Club, 

HMP Lincoln)

Which character in the  
book would you most like  

to meet and why?  

I’m in prison.  
Why punish me again? 
(Nine Perfect Strangers,  

HMP The Verne) 

‘A delightful piece of codswallop 
from beginning to end.’ 

(Exit, HMP Garth)
‘Plenty of twists and 
misdirection from the 
author who takes you  

in one direction then stops  
on a pinhead and throws a 

jellyfish at the reader.’

(John Dies at the End,  
HMP Wymott)

‘Dulcie reminds me of Mary Poppins, but 
one that drinks, smokes and swears.’ 

(The Offing, HMP Rye Hill)

‘I certainly learnt that Spanish winters 
can be as miserable as ours.’

(The Shadow of the Wind,  
HMP Dartmoor)

7

‘Insightful conversations. 
The PRG volunteers 

make the group 
accessible to readers 

with diverse abilities and 
attention spans’

(officer)
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‘Many are looking forward to the 
classics and the selections cover  

the whole ethnic community.’
(Librarian, HMP Bure)

Resources
Book Talk
A website resource to help groups 
choose. We post two suggested titles 
each month and include questions and 
discussion topics to help groups that 
are still operating remotely. We try to 
offer as much variety as possible and 
to tempt groups out of their reading 
comfort zone.

Finding a  
Good Read
This is our monthly column in 
Inside Time, the national prisoners’ 
newspaper. It provides a brief overview 
of a different genre or theme each 
month and suggests writers and books 
to follow up on. We started it during 
lockdown when prisoners couldn’t 
get to the library and it remains a 
popular resource especially for less 
experienced readers.

Myth
Detectives

London
Horror

Reading Group 
Roundup
Opposing views are the lifeblood of all 
good reading groups. Our regular roundup 
report, from a different group each time, 
gives a flavour of the lively debate and 
discussion that goes on around a chosen 
book. And groups love to see themselves 
in print.

‘Confusing – too much’
‘Beautiful writing’

‘The perspective on slavery was 
upsetting’

‘For a debut novel it was amazing 
– would like to read any further 

books by the author’ 
(Homegoing, HMP Grendon)

‘Just wanted to let you know how thrilled 
our book club members were about being 
featured in Inside Time. They have been 

coming up to me all week asking if I’ve read  
it and telling all their mates about it.’ 

(Librarian, HMP Lancaster Farms)

Bookstuff
A fortnightly handout of literary 
bites and book trivia created during 
lockdown and still going strong after 
more than 50 issues. We send it to 
librarians for the library or the wings 
and it now has a devoted following, 
including some staff newsletters. It’s 
also used by some of the reading 
groups to round off a session.

BIG QUESTIONS
Can you feel an emotion  
if there’s no word for it?

Does language express  
ideas or create them? ‘Thanks, our guys love these.’ 

 (Librarian, HMP Lancaster Farms)

?
Siesta of a Hungarian Snake 
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Our annual Reading in Prison Day brings together people 
from all the groups PRG works with – ex-prisoners, librarians, 
prison staff, volunteers, publishers and other reading 
organisations – to explore what books can do behind bars.

Reading in  
Prison Day

The 2022 event was in-person again for 
the first time in three years and it was 
great to see everyone catching up and 
making connections.

Ali Smith’s keynote was electrifying  
and the day included presentations, 
panel discussions and hands-on 
workshops, all leading up to the  
PRG Awards and the wonderful PRG 
cake. Not to mention a super-charged 
poetry performance from Errol  
McGlashan of Word on the Kerb.

‘Books are always 
an open window  

in a locked room.’
(Ali Smith)

‘It’s been really lovely this week 
with people congratulating me on 
the award and asking about the 
group and PRG. The Governor 

shared it in the staff newsletter…
great to have our profile raised 

and a chance for us to celebrate 
the group and reading.’ 

(Librarian, HMP Warren Hill)

Author visits

DJ Fat Tony talked openly about his 
28-year battle with addiction and Ilona 
Bannister shared her struggles with 
mental health. The visits create a buzz 
and excitement around reading for 
everyone, from the avid readers  
to those just getting started. It’s a 
breath of fresh air and highlights that 
reading groups are so much more  
than just chat.

Author visits demonstrate how books connect us and 
bridge the gap between reader and writer. This year authors 
included Tracy Chevalier, DJ Fat Tony and Ilona Bannister, 
who all spoke candidly about their writing and their lives.

‘Who knew prison could 
be so inspiring? All my 

stereotypes were blown out 
of the water. The men were 
bright, engaged and asked 
great questions. The library 
was well stocked and well 
run, and clearly an oasis.’

    Tracy Chevalier 

‘The rehabilitation through 
reading you’re doing is 
incredible and it was a 
humbling experience.’

    DJ Fat Tony
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Simon Callow

2022 culminated with a visit from the renowned actor, 
narrator and Dickens interpreter Simon Callow, who brought 
his one-man adaptation of A Christmas Carol to the residents 
of HMP Thameside. 

The Christmas Family Day at HMP 
Wandsworth stands out thanks to the 
performance of MasterChef Mo from 
the Little Angel Theatre Company.  
A magical spectacle which had 
everyone hooked and keen to be 
involved in the action. To go with it,  
we sent in a selection of festive food 
titles for the children to enjoy.

PRG and Give a Book support Family 
Days with books for every child and 
where possible a volunteer to help 
parents and children choose a book to 
read together. Sharing a story fosters 
closeness and fun for the whole family. 

‘A book can be a key that opens the 
world, even if only in your mind.’ 

(Simon Callow, The Daily Express, Nov 22)
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PUTTING BOOKS 

KAT HOPPS joins Four Weddings star Simon Callow on a visit 
to Thameside Prison to see just how donations from Express 

readers will help Give A Book change lives from the ground up
S

IMON Callow’s rich, baritone voice 
switches effortlessly from booming 
fury to frightened rasp in an instant. 
He’s performing his one-man adap-
tation of Charles Dickens’ A 
Christmas Carol for inmates at 

Thameside Prison in London.
Every person in the room is transfixed as 

the classically-trained actor recounts the 
moment cantankerous miser Ebenezer 
Scrooge is visited by his former partner 
Jacob Marley late on Christmas Eve. 

You can hear a pin drop.
As he introduced himself earlier, Callow 

impressed the magic of a powerful tale upon 
his audience. “The moment you are gripped 
by a story your life 
changes. You feel dif-
ferently – in control 
of yourself – and 
things seem to make 
sense for a minute or 
two. All actors will 
tell you the one thing 
we’re looking for is 
not applause, but 
silence – to get peo-
ple listening and 
wanting to know what comes next.”

Scanning the room, I see that quietude 
observed willingly and wholeheartedly. It’s a 
message that doesn’t have to be said aloud: 
stories, books and reading all transform lives. 

Speaking to me afterwards, Marc, an 

inmate at the all-male, Category B Serco-run 
jail, says his dyslexia had previously been a 
barrier to reading. With support, he hopes to 
become a bookworm. 

“When I go back to my cell I will read 
this,” he says, proudly clutching his donated 
copy of A Christmas Carol, signed by Simon. 

“My brother always 
said the book is bet-
ter than the film. It’s 
more in-depth and 
you feel the charac-
ter more because 
you put yourself in 
their shoes.” 

He waves his arm 
around the room, 
adding: “And it takes 
you out of here.” 

Callow’s reading, so soon before 
Christmas, sits within a wider programme of 
literary education at the prison. 

Luminaries like Sir Ian McKellen, Lenny 
Henry, Russell Brand and Adam Kay, author 
of best-selling NHS memoir This Is Going To 

Hurt, have all led past events. Their presence 
can have a positive domino effect which, 
according to HMP Thameside’s librarian Neil 
Barclay “makes a lot of people talk about 
books and reading. You can plant the seed in 
someone’s brain. If you can help just one 
person then it makes a difference. It creates a 
buzz, it excites other people”. 

Thameside is one of more than 50 prisons 
nationwide benefiting from Prison Reading 
Groups (PRG) that has, since 2017, been 
part of the Give A Book scheme. 

The charity – supported this Christmas by 
the Daily Express – promotes reading in 
hard-to-reach places, mother and baby units, 
schools and for disadvantaged children. But 
arguably, they don’t come much harder than 
inside the walled confines of a prison.

Neil has heard the weekly book club, run 
by PRG volunteer Maggie Gallagher, 
referred to as “an ideas factory”. 

“The groups provide a sense of commu-
nity,” he explains. 

“Prisoners feel their voice is listened to – 
and it’s a respite from the turmoil.” The 

library, he says, forms the heart of HMP 
Thameside and its 1,230 residents.

“It gets the prisoners away from the clang-
ing chains and the constant noise. The library 
provides a relaxed ambience.”

P
 
 
 
ERHAPS unsurprisingly, the most 
popular genres are crime and true 
crime – “there is a big debate around 

this [in prison circles] but there is a belief we 
don’t hide people away from aspects of life”, 
says Neil – plus biographies, self-help books 
and business titles. There are 8,000 books in 
all and the prison is heavily reliant on dona-
tions from charities like Give A Book, busi-
nesses and individuals. 

The library reopened Mondays to Fridays 
in July after the end of most Covid restric-
tions, and should resume a seven-day service 
in the near future. 

I ask what help is available to people who 
cannot read or who have dyslexia, like Marc. 

CHRISTMAS PRESENT: Simon 
Callow’s rendition of a Charles 

Dickens classic leaves his 
HMP Thameside audience rapt 
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Neil tells me every inmate receives an assess-
ment on arrival and low literacy is flagged. 
Prisoners are then helped with programmes, 
mentorship and diction services. 

More recently, Ministers have recognised 
that reading for pleasure can significantly 
improve a prisoner’s quality of life, as well as 
improving their job prospects after release.

PRG director Sarah Turvey says: 
“Becoming a reader is about choice and 
every PRG group chooses for itself. The 
result is books that are ambitious and varied, 
from George Orwell’s 1984 to Zadie Smith’s 
White Teeth. They really change people. 

“Donations mean readers receive brand 
new copies of the chosen titles, to keep and 
display proudly in their cell or to pass on to 
family or other prisoners. The books become 
visible signs of people turning their lives 
around and a great example of the power of 
what Give A Book does.”

Neil tells me of one prison leaver now 
working as an engineer for a major tech-
nology company. “He participated in 
everything, he is a changed person,” he 
says. Another inmate told him the 
library and support services saved his 
life. It’s why he rebuffs any suggestion 
access to books is an unfair privilege. 

“Your liberty has been taken away 
from you and that’s enough,” he insists. 

“Prison is about serving your time and 
becoming a better person. A library helps 
you to rehabilitate.” It’s a view that echoes 

Charles Dickens, whose father was impris-
oned for debt when the author was 12. 

Born in Portsmouth in 1812, Dickens grew 
up in extreme poverty and enjoyed only two 
years of formal education. After nearly fall-
ing by the wayside in his youth, he champi-
oned the poor and oppressed in works like 
Oliver Twist and Great Expectations as well 
as in his deeds. “He was really fascinated 
about social justice, about how people lived 
together,” Simon tells attendees. 

“Whenever he visited a new town – and he 
was then the most famous person in the 
world – the first thing he asked to do was to 
go to the prison for he recognised it would 
tell him everything he needed to know about 
the society.” Dickens was “very connected to 

his fellow human 
beings” and saw every-
one in the pyramid of 
life, top and bottom, as 
equal, continues Simon.

He is himself an anti-
poverty campaigner 
who has also directed 
inmates at Wormwood 
Scrubs in London in 
their version of A 
Christmas Carol, called 
Scrooge in the Scrubs.  

After a flurry of book signings, Simon tells 
me he hoped attendees would recognise 
Dickens for the brilliant writer he was. 

“And that it is possible for ingrained habits 
to change,” he adds. “For people who have 
lost hope to rediscover it. It’s a story of 

redemption.” 
As the session ends, I speak with 
40-something Gavin who I’d seen 
laughing heartily during Simon’s  
renditions. He recalls A Christmas 
Carol from his childhood, but says 
the reading has brought it back to 
life. “I am already an avid reader 
but this has inspired me to read 

more Dickens,” he smiles. 
“Next time I go to the library, I’m 

going to look him up. Today, I found out 
how good the man was!” 
Find a better example of inspiration than 

that… if you can.

GIVE A Book puts books into the 
hands of those who need them most.

A £5 donation will provide one 
book; £10 will add a book bag; while 
£25 will give a whole book bundle. To 
support the Daily Express Christmas 
Campaign, please send donations 
(cheques only, payable to Give A 
Book) to:

 DX Give A Book Campaign,
112-114 Holland Park Avenue,

London W11 4UA

Or you can donate online via: 
giveabook.org.uk

UK registered charity no 1149664

HOW YOU CAN SUPPORT 
OUR CHRISTMAS CAUSE

signings, Simon tells

WHY WE ARE FOCUSING ON 
LITERACY IN OUR PRISONS

By Damian Hinds 
Prisons Minister

EX-OFFENDERS who get jobs are 
more likely to stay on the straight and 
narrow but too many struggle to find 
work when they leave prison, leading 
them back to lives of crime. One of the 
reasons for this is that they simply 
don’t have the skills that make them 
attractive to potential employers. 

Some aren’t able to read, write or 
add up. In fact, when they arrive at 
prison more than half of inmates have 
the English and maths skills of a 
primary school child. Without these 
basic abilities, it’s 
impossible to 
teach them the 
kinds of skills 
– such as working 
with bills and 
invoices or reading 
and writing reports 
– they need to find 
work. It’s clear  
that if we want to 
cut crime then 
something has  
to change. 

That’s why we promised in our 
manifesto to establish a Prison 
Education Service with a new 
approach and a particular focus on 
improving maths and literacy.

The charity Give A Book’s prison 
arm, Prison Reading Groups, has set 
up reading groups in more than 50 
prisons around the country and we’re 
also expanding prison libraries. 

We’re supporting offenders when 
they leave prison too. This month we 
launched Turning Pages Digital, an app 
which teaches basic skills all the way 
up to advanced literacy with help from 
trained mentors. This won’t only 
improve their chances of getting jobs 
– it also means we can fill skills gaps 
in the economy.

Boosting literacy skills is a win-win 
situation – it gives offenders a second 
chance to turn their lives around and 
that makes our streets safer.
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SUPPORT: Prison librarian Neil Barclay 
and reading volunteer Maggie Gallagher

He began with a brief introduction 
about how Dickens portrays Christmas, 
and about the power of stories and 
the impact of performance. He praised 
Dickens for the exploration of social 
justice in his work. The first thing the 
author did when he arrived at a new 
place was visit the prison – his way 
of identifying how a society treated 
its people. For the hour of Simon’s 
visit a real festive atmosphere was 
brought inside the prison walls and 
the embodiment of Scrooge, 
Cratchit and all the other 
characters in the novel was 
the perfect Christmas treat.  
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Rupert Bear taught me so many important lessons
As he backs the Daily Express Christmas campaign on behalf of Give A Book, the Four Weddings and Shakespeare 

In Love star reveals how our 
iconic comic strip helped inspire 

his life-long love of reading

By Russell Higham

S
IMON Callow can remember vividly 

the day, aged six, he learned how to 

read. It’s a day that changed his life 

forever. “I actually started quite 

late,” admits the award-winning 

actor and director, best-known for 

roles in Four Weddings and a Funeral, 

Amadeus and Shakespeare in Love.

“The day I learned, I ran to my mother and 

said excitedly, ‘I can read, I can read’,” he 

recalls, after we meet at one of his favourite 

bookshops, Bryars & Bryars, in London’s 

Covent Garden.“She replied, ‘You now have a key with 

which you can open the wonders of the 

world’. And I’ve always felt that’s been true 

ever since. Reading is the key to understand-

ing and has always been for me. It’s an abso-

lutely central part of my life.”
Almost seven decades later, one of the 

wonders that Simon remembers most fondly 

is the world of Rupert Bear, the Daily 

Express’s lovable comic strip character, who 

celebrates his 122nd birthday this month. 

Rupert’s illustrated adventures, which still 

appear daily in this paper as well as in best-

selling Christmas annuals, helped shape 

Simon’s childhood.“I learned very many 
important moral lessons 
from reading those stories,” 
he reveals. “They showed 
this innocent bear who was 
sometimes threatened by 
malevolent forces. “But he and his chums 

always survived somehow 
because they were fearless 
adventurers. He and his chums felt like my 

chums too because books take you into 

another world.”As a self-confessed bibliomane (someone 

who loves collecting books), Simon is urging 

Daily Express readers to dig deep for our 

Christmas appeal for Give A Book.

H
 
 
 
E HAS been working with the 

charity, whose aim is to promote 

books and the pleasure of reading in 

the hardest-to-reach places in the UK. As 

well as seeing its efforts in distributing books 

to schools and disadvantaged children – and 

building libraries in schools – Simon has  

witnessed first-hand the transformational 

effect of Give A Book’s work in prisons, such 

as Wormwood Scrubs. In 2017, with Give A Book (and a partner 

charity, Prison Reading Groups), he put on a 

version of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas 

Carol, wittily titled Scrooge in the Scrubs, 

inside the West London Category B jail, with 

inmates as cast and crew.
“It was extraordinarily chilling, the first 

time I’d ever been in a prison,” he tells me.

“But I didn’t experience any hostility at 

all. They’d put up a sign on the wall asking 

prisoners to put their names 
down if they wanted to be 
involved. There was a huge 

uptake. We had about 80 

people.
“Of course, it’s a story about 

redemption, about somebody, 

Scrooge, trying to put his life 
right again – and, in a prison, 
that rang every possible bell. 
They talked freely and very 
emotionally, very movingly 
about it. And I was fantasti-
cally touched by that. “They were incredibly 

pleased to be doing 
something that took 
them away. They 
became someone else. “It was liberating for 

them as it is for us as 
actors too. That’s one of the 
reasons we do it, we don’t 
have to be ourselves any 
more, we can be somebody else.”

As well as winning a prestigious 

Screen Actors Guild Award and being 

nominated twice for a Bafta for his work 

in film and television, Simon’s love of 

reading has also led to him becoming a 

successful writer himself, penning 

nearly 20 books, as well as 

countless articles for newspa-
pers and magazines.So which, I ask him, did he 

want to be first, an actor or a 

writer?
“Oh, a writer absolutely, that 

was my first and great ambition, to 

write books. I wrote torrentially, 

hammering away at a cheap plastic 

typewriter I’d managed to acquire. 

“I wrote enormous amounts, huge 

long tracts and, of course, all about 

myself! But even I could see that 

this was a subject of somewhat 

limited interest to the world at 

large. 
“Yet I didn’t really know what 

else to write about. Then later, 

when I became an actor, I suddenly 

thought, ‘My God, what an interesting 

job this is’, so I started to write about that. 

And, in 1984, it became my first book, Being 

An Actor.”Asked to name his favourite authors, 

Simon replies: “Shakespeare is what I always 

return to, and Dickens, of course. I started 

reading them quite early, long before I really 

understood them. I just liked the sound of 

them and I read out loud from them.”

Reading aloud, he believes, is a good way 

for children, or those to whom language does 

not come easily, to nurture a love of words.

“My recommendation to anyone reading 

something like Dickens for the first time is to 

read him out loud because that’s what  

happened back then,” he says.
“The stories were released as weekly  

episodes and the head of the household 

would read them out loud to the family. So 

EXCLUSIVE SIMON      

GIVE A Book puts books into the 

hands of those who need them most.

The charity is dedicated to 

promoting the pleasure of reading in 

prisons, schools, and with children in 

disadvantaged circumstances. Your 

donation will put books into the 

hands of people who need them 

most. A £5 donation will provide one 

book; £10 will add a book bag; while 

£25 will give a whole book bundle. If 

you would like to support the Daily 

Express Christmas Campaign to raise 

money for Give A Book, please send 

donations (cheques only, payable to 

Give A Book) to: 
DX Give A Book Campaign,

112-114 Holland Park Avenue,

London W11 4UAOr you can donate  
online via: giveabook.org.ukUK registered charity no 1149664

HOW YOU CAN SUPPORT 
OUR CHRISTMAS CAUSE

prisoners to put their names 
down if they wanted to be
involved. There was a huge 

uptake. We had about 80 

people.
“Of course, it’s a story about 

redemption, about somebody,
Scrooge, trying to put his life
right again – and, in a prison, 
that rang every possible bell. 
They talked freely and very 
emotionally, very movingly 
about it. And I was fantasti-
cally touched by that. “They were incredibly 

pleased to be doing
something that took 
them away. They 
became someone else. “It was liberating for 

them as it is for us as 
actors too. That’s one of the 
reasons we do it, we don’t 
have to be ourselves any
more, we can be somebody else.”

As well as winning a prestigious 

Screen Actors Guild Award and being

nominated twice for a Bafta for his work 

in film and television, Simon’s love of 

reading has also led to him becoming a

successful writer himself, penning 

nearly 20 books, as well as 

countless articles for newspa-
pers and magazines.So which, I ask him, did he 

want to be first, an actor or a 

writer?
“Oh, a writer absolutely, that 

was my first and great ambition, to 

write books. I wrote torrentially, 

hammering away at a cheap plastic

typewriter I’d managed to acquire. 

“I wrote enormous amounts, huge 

long tracts and, of course, all about

myself! But even I could see that

this was a subject of somewhat 

limited interest to the world at 

large. 
“Yet I didn’t really know what 

else to write about. Then later, 

when I became an actor, I suddenly 
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Give A Book) to:
DX Give A Book Campaign,

112-114 Holland Park Avenue,

London W11 4UAOr you can donate  
online via: giveabook.org.ukUK registered charity no 1149664

MUCH-LOVED ROLE: Simon, third 

from left, with the cast of the hit 1994 

film Four Weddings and a Funeral
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SPEAKING VOLUMES: Actor and 

author Simon Callow, pictured in 

London bookshop Bryars & 

Bryars this week, paid tribute to 

childhood favourite Rupert Bear

speak the words and listen to them. Dickens 

can look a bit daunting on the page some-

times but just read it out loud and you’ll feel 

his life force surging through you.”

Simon is currently reading the collected 

short stories of Death in Venice author 

Thomas Mann – but says Christopher 

Isherwood is, as a writer, one of his all-time 

heroes: “I thought his prose exquisite and 

loved his stories and the world that he 

described. I once had occasion to phone 

Isherwood because I was writing a book 

about his neighbour, the actor Charles 

Laughton, whom he’d also worked with.

“I asked Isherwood if he would speak to 

me about Laughton and he refused. But I 

happened to have my own first book Being 

An Actor with me so I went round to his 

house and dropped it through the letterbox, 

signed with an inscription to him. A few 

months passed but still nothing came of it. 

And then he died. “When I went back to Los Angeles a while 

later to make a documentary about 

Laughton, I phoned the same 

number again and Isherwood’s 

partner Don Bachardy 
answered the phone.“I said, ‘Hello, I’m an 

actor. My name’s Simon 
Callow…’ but Don 
stopped me there and said 
‘I know exactly who you 
are. Christopher was read-
ing your book for the second 
time when he died.’ “For me, as a writer, hearing 

those magic words, ‘for the second 

time’ – can you imagine how proud I 

felt?” Simon beams, rolling the memory 

happily around in his mind, then adds with a 

self-deprecating laugh: “Although maybe it 

just didn’t make sense the first time!”
Whether reading or writing them, 

Simon says he can’t imagine a life 

without books.“I pick up books all the 
time,” he says. “I just love 
the whole notion of story, 
of narrative. And however 
ambitious or experimental 
it might be, there’s always 

a sense of bringing order to 
the world. Sometimes a 

challenging sort of order, but 

always order.”It’s not hard to see why help-

ing prisoners to read is of benefit 

to all society. In addition to the sense of 

order it brings, the self-improvement gained 

from reading brings increased chances of 

employment, thereby lessening the likeli-

hood of re-offending. According to the 

Ministry of Justice, 57 per cent of adults 

in prison have literacy skills below those 

expected of an 11-year-old. 
As Simon rightly points out: “That’s why 

Give A Book is of such great benefit to all of 

us in this country. “There are many ways in which people, 

and not just prisoners, feel excluded from 

society. The idea that some people have no 

access to books is just a terrible thought.”

He pauses, then adds: “Christmas is such a 

great opportunity to give books.”
Whether it’s Rupert the Bear or Charles 

Dickens, a book can be, as Simon puts it “a 

key that opens the world, even if only in 

your mind”. And what better Christmas  

present could anyone wish for than that?

    CALLOW INTERVIEW

MY

ANYTHING BUT A SCROOGE: 

Simon performing his one-man 

adaptation of A Christmas Carol

‘My mother told me reading was a key to open the wonders of he world... that’s aways been true’

Family Days help prisoner parents connect with their families. 
Coming into prison can be very unsettling for children so 
prisons work hard to make these days relaxed and filled with 
activities for families to enjoy together. 

Family Days  
in Prison

Books for all ages,
from the littlest

ones to teenagers

www.prisonreadinggroups.org.uk

Choose a book
to read, keep
& take home

@PRG_UK
admin@prg.org.uk

with best wishes
as always from

PRG & Give a Book

BOOKS!BOOKS!
Family DayFamily Day
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Raising Readers
While COVID restrictions were still in place at 
the start of the year and family visits limited, 
we thought about other ways to support 
family connections through books. Raising 
Readers invites prisoner parents to choose a 
children’s book from a display in the library  
to send home to their child.
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Volunteers

so they can share it over the phone or 
during a visit. We provide a handout to 
help less confident parents choose the 
best book for their child. And library 
staff are also there to advise in person. 

We provide bookplates for the parent 
to write a message, a tangible reminder 
for the child and a gift from their parent 
despite the distance and difficult 
circumstances.  One copy is sent home 
and a second is given to the parent 

  
 

 
 

 
Raising Readers: Book list 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Age 0–2 
Peekaboo Moon by Ingela P Arrhenius 
A gentle rhyming text and surprise mirror 
ending combine in this adorable, comforting 
book. 
 
Clive and his Hats by Jessica Spanyol 
Clive loves his collection of hats, and each 
one suggests a different adventure. 
 
Together by Emma Dodd 
This otter loves spending time with his mummy, 
every day is special just because they are 
together 

Age 3-5 
All through the night by Polly Faber 
Faber explores the jobs that keep a city running 
through the night, making it ready for the new day. 
 
Today I'm Strong by Nadiya Hussain 
An empowering book about finding your inner 
strength with a reminder to always be kind. 
 
The Cat and the Rat and the Hat by Em Lynas 
Cat is sitting on his favourite mat, when who should 
come along but Rat with a very nice hat… 

Age 6-8 
The Broken Leg of Doom by Pamela Butchart  
When a session of extreme dancing leaves Maisie  
with a broken leg, things take a turn for the weird.  
 
Kiki’s Delivery Service by Eiko Kadono  
Kiki, a young witch and her clever cat Jiji, set out  
on an exciting journey.  
 
A Boy and a Bear in a Boat by Dave Shelton  
A boy and a bear go to sea, equipped with a suitcase, 
 a comic book and a ukulele. But their journey doesn't 
 quite go to plan. 

‘If you could see the kids’ faces 
on the visit you’d know how much 

you’re appreciated.’ 
(Librarian, HMP Warren Hill)

PRG volunteers also go into prisons to 
run reading groups and support book 
events in the library. For prisoners, 
visitors bring in the outside world and are 
evidence that they haven’t been forgotten.

Family Day volunteers help children 
choose a book gift and encourage 
families to enjoy it together on the day 
and afterwards as a reminder of good 
time spent with one another.

And working with PRG gives our 
volunteers a better understanding of 
what prisons are like and how they could 
be made better places.

If you are interested in volunteering with 
PRG, contact alison@giveabook.org.uk 
for more information

‘It was a privilege to volunteer 
at the Family Day. We were 
able to offer a selection of 

books that the children could 
choose from, for the younger 

ones a time to read along  
with dad and for the older 

ones a chance to talk about 
books they liked. It makes a 

real difference.’ 
(volunteer)

Our volunteers are invaluable, both inside and out.  
They contribute to our remote resources and they research 
diverse and lively booklists for different groups including 
babies, young adults, beginner readers and those with dyslexia.

‘Ted is endlessly enthusiastic, 
friendly, knowledgeable and has 

made a real difference to the 
men’s lives inside. They keep 

on coming back to the reading 
group and we always look 
forward to him coming in.’ 

(Prison Library Adviser,  
HMP Hewell)



PRG in the  
spotlight 
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Plans and  
Partnerships  
for 2023 

The 2022 Ofsted review of reading education in prisons 
highlighted the need for more informal initiatives to 
help prisoners become readers. In response, PRG 
is spearheading Reading the Way, a project to help 
beginners develop skills and confidence. It is an 
innovative partnership with prison libraries, Education 
provider Novus, the Shannon Trust and specialist adult 
literacy consultants. We hope it will provide a model that 
can be rolled out widely across the prison estate.

Together with Give a Book we have funding to create 
HMP Isis: A Reading Prison, a project to embed reading 
initiatives throughout the prison and create a genuine 
reading culture among the young men serving time there.

Unlocked Graduates is a rigorous two-year training 
programme for talented university graduates who want 
to work as front-line prison officers. PRG is delighted to 
be working with UG officers, who have been invaluable in 
helping us start and run some of our projects.

What Happens Next? is a workshop project to help 
prisoner parents feel more confident about choosing and 
sharing books with their children. After a covid hiatus it’s 
back and will run in both women’s and men’s prisons in 
the spring.

We are also working with prison librarians from 
HMPs Lancaster Farms, North Sea Camp and 
Northumberland to explore ways of collaborating on 
new and existing initiatives.

PRG co-founders Sarah Turvey and Jenny 
Hartley received the Prime Minister’s Points 
of Light Award, given to ‘outstanding 
people who are making a change in their 
community and inspiring others’.

PRG volunteers Maggie Gallagher and 
Graham Coster were shortlisted for 
the prestigious Butler Trust Awards in 
recognition of their work with the reading 
groups at HMP Thameside.

The Daily Express chose Give a Book, 
PRG’s parent charity, to be its Christmas 
charity campaign.  PRG Director Sarah 
Turvey was interviewed on Radio London 
and quoted in the paper:

‘Becoming a reader is about choice and 
every PRG group chooses for itself…

Readers receive brand new copies of the 
chosen titles, to keep and display proudly 

in their cell or to pass on to family or 
other prisoners. The books become 

visible signs of people turning their lives 
around and a great example of the power 

of what Give a Book does.’



Thanks above all to Give a Book, PRG’s parent charity 
and partner in everything we do. Together we have 
extended the reach of our work and created exciting  
new projects. Give a Book’s brilliant fund-raising team 
have made PRG secure and able to grow and we are 
hugely grateful.

Our partnership with Penguin Random House continues 
to flourish. Alongside generous book donations and 
audiobooks for prison broadcast, PRH authors are 
becoming regular visitors, including an upcoming remote 
interview with James Patterson in which prisoners will be 
able to quiz him about his work. We also have a growing 
band of PRH volunteers whose book knowledge is very 
welcome.

The Siobhan Dowd Trust works to give young people the 
opportunity to read and enjoy literature. The Trust have 
generously supported our family reading initiatives for 
almost ten years and it has made an enormous difference.

Thanks
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Julia and Hans Rausing
We are extremely grateful to Julia and Hans Rausing  
for their generous support of all the work of PRG.

The University of Roehampton and PRG have enjoyed 
a partnership to share expertise and volunteering 
opportunities. We are also grateful for the university’s 
support of our annual Reading in Prison event.

Inside Time is the national prisoners’ newspaper and 
publishes PRG’s regular columns, Finding a Good Read 
and Reading Group Roundup.

And a heartfelt thank you to all the donors and supporters  
who fund our work and spread the word about PRG  

and the powerful pleasure of reading inside.

Original artwork courtesy of  
Erika Flowers www.recordedinart.com and  
Matthew Meadows www.matthewmeadows.net

Thanks to Susie Bush for her design work  
www.susiebushdesign.com
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