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Spencer Wood 

The ReaderThe Reader
only will this book make you 
feel less alone, it also might 
just change your life.’

Losing Me Finding Me is 
Viola Davis’s story of her life 
from childhood in Rhode 
Island to her award-winning 
career on Broadway and in 
Hollywood, in films such as 
Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 
and The Woman King. She 
shares her experience of sex-
ual abuse, racism and abor-
tion, and shows how perse-
verance, forgiveness and a 
sense of self-worth have seen 
her through. 

Redeemable, A Memoir of 
Darkness and Hope is a story 
of abjection and redemption. 
From the age of 27, Erwin 
James spent 20 years in pris-
on on a life sentence. He was 
the motherless son of a vio-
lent alcoholic and drifted into 
crime at age 10 and in 1984 
was convicted of two robbery 
murders. In prison he discov-
ered education and found a 
way to recognise who he was 
but to also see how he could 
change. While still in prison 
he began writing a regular 
column for the Guardian 
ne w s p ap e r  wh ic h l ate r 
became a book, A Life Inside. 
From 2016 until 2023 he was 
editor of Inside Time. He died 
in 2024.

Sylvia

With thanks to PRG and Give 
a Book volunteer Sylvia

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

Tales of 
Triumph
Success stories can take 
many different forms: tales of 
rags to riches – or the discov-
ery that there are more impor-
tant things than money; 
accounts of recovery from 
addiction, or coming to terms 
with trauma. 

Here are some very different 
stories but they all have 
things in common: determi-
nation, resilience and finding 
self-worth against the odds.

Oliver Twist  by Charles 
Dickens is the classic story of 
an orphan boy in Victorian 
London. It’s a rollicking tale 
of his life on the streets and 
includes unforgettable char-
acters including the Artful 
Dodger, vicious Bill Sykes 

and cunning Fagin, who runs 
a gang of thieving boys. It has 
been made into fantastic 
films and musicals but the 
book remains a must-read.

V i r g i n i t y  b y  R i c h a r d 
Branson is a ‘warts and all’ 
account of how the entrepre-
neur built an empire that 
ranged from records to rail-
ways and rockets, and from 
hotels to healthcare, all under 
his Virgin umbrella.

In Dolly Parton, Songteller: 
My l i fe i n Ly r ics Dolly 
recounts her extraordinary 
life and the way she tells it 
through her music. One of 12 
children, she was born ‘dirt 
poor’ in a one-room cabin in 
Tennessee. From there she 
has become a ‘country leg-
end’ as a singer and songwrit-
er who has sold over 100 mil-
lion records worldwide and 
starred in films including
9 to 5,  T he B e st  L it t le 
Whorehouse in Texas and 
Steel Magnolias. Her busi-
ness-savvy has enabled her 
to control her life and career 
and she has become an icon 
for women in the industry.

Ruby Wax is a very success-
ful comedian. I’m Not as Well 
as I Thought I Was is sharp 
and witty but also a brutally 
honest account of her strug-
gles with mental health. In 
the words of one review: ‘Not 

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.
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In January, I really looked forward to going 
back into the Approved Premises where I lead 
Shared Reading sessions and meeting a new 
group of people. I’m keenly aware how 
January can be the chance for a fresh start 
but also a really challenging time.

For many people the New Year means a new 
beginning or, more traditionally perhaps, the 
time to make a set of New Year’s resolutions. 
Though the thing about these goals and tar-
gets we set ourselves is, they are notoriously 
tricky to maintain. If our goals are too ambi-
tious, we can end up feeling like a failure - if 
they’re not achieved and if they’re too vague, 
we might not know where to begin and aban-
don them before we’ve given ourselves a 
chance. 

Perhaps one way we might consider being a 
bit gentler with ourselves is to start by taking 
a small step toward a larger goal. In Shared 
Reading groups we read a wide range of texts 
and literature together, from short stories to 
chapters of novels, and some groups even 
read plays; though I’ve found that poetry can 
often be a great starting point for someone 
who has never been to a group before. 

Now, you may be thinking, ‘poetry? No way, 
it’s not for me, I don’t get it’, and I totally un-
derstand why people have this reaction. In 
school we are taught that poems have right or 
wrong interpretations, or that they can only 
be understood if you know the techniques 
used by the poet, and this puts a lot of us off 
because it can make us feel stupid or that it’s 
not for us. 

However, I believe poetry is for everyone and 
can be a good place to start if you’re new to 
reading for pleasure. Poems are usually a lot 
shorter than stories and yet deal with big 
themes and relatable emotions, but perhaps 
more importantly for me, they are a personal 
thing - each reader brings their own history 
with them when they read a poem, making 
them interpret it in their own way, which can 
neither be right nor wrong.

One of the first poems that I’ll be bringing to 

the new residents at my AP is Snowdrops by 
Louise Glück.

Snowdrops
Do you know what I was, how I lived?  You 
know
what despair is; then
winter should have meaning for you.

On the face of it, this poem is from the point 
of view of a snowdrop, a small white flower 
that springs up between January and March 
when not much else is growing and it still 
feels like winter. Though to me, it’s also about 
struggle, periods of darkness, and how to 
‘open again’ after going through something 
difficult. 

When I’ve brought this poem to groups be-
fore, there’s a weighty silence at the end. 
Then we read it again straight away and just 
like the snowdrop in the poem, as a group we 
begin to ‘open up’ and share personal experi-
ences or feelings the poem has brought up. I 
think this can happen because the poem 
ends on a hopeful note, reminding us that de-
spite the risks of putting ourselves out into 
‘the raw wind of the new world’, we are all 
capable of new starts and reconnecting with 
those around us.

One of the reasons that I look forward to the 
Shared Reading sessions is the sense of com-
munity it creates; the texts we read are a way 
of helping us connect to ourselves and other 
people, which can really help make a differ-
ence in the cold, dark months of winter. 
Though, as Shared Reading groups take place 
all year round, with new people joining each 
week to listen and reflect upon poems, sto-
ries and new perspectives, I’m reminded that 
new beginnings can happen at any time of 
the year and whenever we’re ready for them. 

Prisoners who can read 
teach prisoners who can’t
If you would like more information on 
how to become involved, as either a 
Mentor or a Learner, contact the Reading 
Plan Lead in your prison (ask a Shannon 
Trust Mentor who this is) or write to: 

Freepost SHANNON TRUST

TurningPages

The Reader is a charity that uses the power of 
literature and reading aloud to transform lives 
across the UK. Our volunteers and staff bring 
people together to read great stories and 
poems - creating powerful moments of 
connection. We call this Shared Reading and 
in a world that feels increasingly divided, and 
with increased pressures on our mental health, 
Shared Reading offers us time and space to 
share what matters to us.   

 It’s a rollicking 
tale of his life on the 
streets and includes 
unforgettable char-
acters including the 
Artful Dodger, vicious 
Bill Sykes and 
cunning Fagin.


