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Promoting reading and reading 
groups in prisons

Reading Group 
Round-Up The Thirty-Nine Steps (John 

Buchan) covers the exploits 
of a man about town, and 
Three Men in a Boat (Jerome 
K. Jerome) turned a serious 
travel guide into a comic novel. 

The Two Towers  ( J. R. R. 
Tolkien) forms the second 
part of The Lord of the Rings 
trilogy. The Three Musketeers 
(Alexandre Dumas) brings 
French historical action and 
inspired lots of adaptations.

Offering adventures of a very 
different sort, the 50 Shades 
trilogy (E. L. James) showed 
how popular fanfiction can 
become.

Anti-authoritarian 
Totalitarian dystopias (that 
hate books!) feature in 1984 
( G e o r g e  O r w e l l )  a n d 
Fahrenheit 451 (Ray Bradbury), 
while One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest (Ken Kesey) cri-
tiques oppressive institu-
tions.

Slaughterhouse-Five (Kurt 
Vonnegut) is clear about its 
anti-war sentiment, while 
Catch 22 (Joseph Heller) uses 
satire to make its points.

Crime
Reservoir 13 (Jon McGregor) 
investigates how a missing 
girl impacts a community.

Set in Botswana, the No 1 
Ladies Detective Agency series 
(Alexander McCall Smith) is 
both popular and plentiful. 

Queen of  C r i me Agat ha 
Christie has endless gems to 
choose from, including And 
Then There Were None, The 
Big Four, Five Little Pigs, One 
Two Buckle My Shoe, 4.50 
from Paddington, Third Girl 
and The Thirteen Problems.

Erin

With thanks to PRG and Give 
a Book volunteer Erin. 

Finding a Good Read
A column to help you find intriguing books

Numbers 
You can’t have books without 
words. Words are key. But 
numbers add a dash of fun.

Counting the number of 
books you’ve read each year 
can bring a real sense of 
achievement and a motivat-
ing competition - with your-
self or others!

Sometimes the books with 
the greatest number of pages 
are extra memorable for the 
pride of knowing you fin-
i she d  t he m  (o r  d id n’ t , 
because you realised life is 
short, no judgement).

Children
Enid Blyton’s classic series 
The Famous Five has been 
modernised for new readers, 
with some books turned into 
graphic novels. 

Five Children and It  (E . 
Nesbit),  101 Dalmat ian s 
(Dodie Smith) and poetry col-
lection Now We Are Six (A. A. 
Milne) have charmed audi-
ences of all ages for decades.

Young adult 
Walk Two Moons (Sharon 
Creech) looks at the pain of 
loss, and mental health strug-
gles are covered in 13 Reasons 
Why (Jay Asher). 

For a more upbeat t ime, 
Karen McManus’ fun murder 
mysteries include One of Us is 
Lying, One of Us is Next, One 
of Us is Back, and Two Can 
Keep a Secret.

The 5th Wave (Rick Yancey) is 
about teens f ight ing of f 
aliens, whereas it’s the teen 
aliens battling for survival in 
I am Number Four (Pittacus 
Lore) and the other Lorien 
Legacies stories. 

Moving through time
Taylor Jenkins Reid loves a 
numerical historical drama, 
with the Seven Husbands of 
Evelyn Hugo and Daisy Jones 
and the Six recounting the 
lives of passionate, creative 
women. Three Daughters of 
Eve’s (Elif Shafak) reflective 
protagonist is more academ-
ic, but just as compelling. 

One Day (David Nicholls) 
recalls a changing friendship 
and The 100-year-old Man 
Who Climbed Out a Window
(Jonas Jonasson) shows world 
history through a comic story 
(a device familiar to Forrest 
Gump fans).

Global tales
One Day in the Life of Ivan 
D e n i s o v i c h  (A l e k s a n d r 
Solzhenitsyn) is set in a 
Soviet labour camp. Soviet 
occupation forms part of the 
story of Afghanistan’s politi-
cal change in A Thousand 
S p l e n d i d  S u n s  ( K h a le d 
Hosseini).

Life of Pi (Yann Martel) and 
One Hundred Years of Solitude 
(Gabriel García Márquez) are 
both exceptional examples of 
magical realism, telling emo-
tional stories while examin-
ing what reality really is. 

A Tale of Two Cities (Charles 
Dickens), set in London and 
Paris during the French 
Revolution, is much grittier 
realism.

Adventure
Jules Verne is a master of 
challenging travels, voyaging 
Around the World in 80 Days 
and 20,000 Leagues Under 
the Sea.

Victoria Gray

Victoria Gray is Executive Director of the 
charity Give a Book. Prison Reading Groups 
(PRG) is part of Give a Book. 

A short film made by Give a Book/Prison 
Reading Groups shows how literature has the 
power to change the lives of people in prison. 
Film director Davy Lazare tells this huge sto-
ry in few words, using strong images, in a 
drama both deft and moving.

The film, titled ‘Solace and Connection 
through Reading’ and starring Ralph Ineson, 
was one of 10 films made by charities and 
shown at a screening last month, in an 

initiative supported by the Criminal Justice 
Alliance (CJA) and Media Trust. The aim was 
to find new ways to tell complex stories that 
are often misrepresented and misunderstood 
by the public and the Press, and ultimately 
bring about policy change.

Other charities which made films were: RIFT/
Wise, a social enterprise which supports 
women into employment; Upcycle, which 
repurpose bicycles; ICPR and Revolving 
Doors, who work with people with lived ex-
perience of the law; Unlock and Transform 
Justice, who research and campaign for bet-
ter criminal justice; Transform Drug Policy 
Foundation; the University of Bath, whose 
film dramatizes the experience of an autistic 
witness in court; SAFE!, who support chil-
dren and families affected by crime or abuse; 
Why Me?, which promotes restorative justice; 
and the CJA.

Charity films to change the way you think

Prison Reading Groups (PRG) was created in 1999 to set up, 
support and fund informal reading groups in prisons. We now 
support more than 60 groups in over 45 prisons nationwide. 
PRG is part of Give a Book.

The Beach
The report this month 
comes from HMP 
Standford Hill where the 
group read Alex 
Garland’s The Beach, 
made famous by the film 
adaptation starring 
Leonardo DiCaprio.

Richard lands in East Asia in 
search of an earthly utopia. 
In Thailand, he is given a 
map promising an unknown 
island, a secluded beach - 
and a new way of life. What 
Richard finds when he gets 
there is breathtaking - more 
extraordinary, more fright-
ening than his wildest 
dreams.

The book charts the collapse 
of paradise into nightmare 
dystopia and it sparked great 
discussion and lots of ques-
tions in the group: ‘Did video 
games desensitise Richard 
and make him immune to vi-
olence?’ ‘Was he a psycho-
path, or was he experiencing 
drug-induced psychosis?’

Comparisons were made with 
William Golding’s classic Lord 

of the Flies, about a group of 
schoolboys who descend 
into savagery and violence 
when they are marooned on 
an island after a plane crash.

Lots of speculation about the 
meaning of the book; does it 
show the inevitable collapse 
of any idyllic paradise into 
brutality and destruction, 
and the emergence of ruth-
less and controlling ‘leaders’ 
like Sal?

Would we want to live on the 
island, even before it begins 
to fall apart? Holiday experi-
ences were recalled, includ-
ing the eventual boredom 

people remembered and the 
need to get away from ‘just 
chilling’. One member sug-
gested that humans need to 
feel danger to feel alive.

Talk moved on to the film, 
which the group thought was 
disappointing in comparison 
with the book: ‘Too many 
changes to the book. It made 
Richard seem unhinged in a 
way that he wasn’t in the 
book’; ‘In the book you have 
access to his inner mono-
logue so you can see both 
sides of his character’. And 
most felt the novel ending 
was much better than the 
movie: ‘The book didn’t tie 
things up neatly - it left the 
reader wondering how things 
would continue at the beach. 
And it left a sense it could all 
still be carrying on now’.

Prison Reading Groups (PRG) 
run over 100 groups in more 
than 70 prisons nationwide. 
Groups choose what they 
read and are given new 
copies to keep or pass on to 
others. If your prison doesn’t 
have a reading group, 
encourage your librarian to 
contact us for advice and 
support to get one started.


