
Small Things 
Like These
Prison Reading Groups 
(PRG) runs more than 110 
groups in over 80 pris-
ons nationwide. Groups 
choose the books they 
read and the variety is 
striking – from Homer’s 
Odyssey to the latest 
Richard Osman. But 
sometimes a single book 
seems to spread across 
many groups. Claire 
Keegan’s Small Things 
Like These is one that 
has taken hold. 

It’s a very short book, first 
published in 2021 and then 
adapted in 2024 as a film 
starring Cillian Murphy. It’s 
set in the 1980s and centres 
on Bill Furlong, a coal mer-
chant in a small Irish town 

others. Trapped in hunger, 
exhaustion and danger in 
a number of concentration 
camps, his loved ones 
dead, Frankl dug into his 
experience as a therapist 
working with patients who 
were in despair.  This 
allowed him to meet hor-
ror and darkness with a 

degree of dignity and light. Given time to sit 
with this book and think about its wisdom, 
anyone will feel themselves more able to 
access and sustain hope.

One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest –
Ken Kesey
Randle McMurphy arrives 
as a new wise-cracking 
patient on a psychiatric 
ward. He thinks he’s play-
ing the system and expects 
he’ll have an easy life here 
among the other inmates 

and have some fun while he avoids a prison 
sentence. But all his initial assumptions are 
turned on their head while our narrator quiet-
ly watches and mops the floor. This is a mov-
ing, funny and tender book about the ways 
strangers can come together and fall apart.

Born A Crime – 
Trevor Noah
When Noah was born a 
mixed-race kid in South 
Africa, his very existence 
was proof of a crime. A 
natural comedian, but 
also a widely admired civil 
r ight s  act iv i st ,  Noa h 
charts his growth from a 

family’s dirty secret into a young man in a 
dangerous and complicated country finally 
seeing the end of Apartheid. Noah writes with 
a comedian’s bounce and rhythm and the love 
between a mother and a son burns through, 
no matter what. If you want to read about resil-
ience and love, this is for you.

I hope you enjoy at least one or two of these. I 
have found them all to be good friends over 
the years.

I look back on my time with a prison writing 
group with great fondness. Members of the 
group had done various things wrong, from 
trusting a relative who gave them a parcel, to 
robbing banks and causing other people seri-
ous bodily harm. Around that table, we were 
all readers and writers and treated each other 
with respect, although this had less to do with 
me and much more to do with the authority of 
one particular participant who liked keeping 
things polite. I didn’t disagree. Courtesy is 
never unwelcome. Reading – and talking 
about what we were reading – certainly 
seemed to help us, as it can in all tough periods 
we pass through.

Catch 22 – Joseph Heller
This is a great companion 
if you’re trying to deal with 
the craziness of the world, 
those in authority and the 
operation of institutions. I 
found a friend in Yossarian 
when I was in my late 
teens and he still crosses 
my mind whenever a ‘sys-

tem’ has a way of doing something that seems 
only to involve not doing that exact same 
thing. He’s stuck flying more and more mis-
sions in a war he doesn’t understand with an 
enemy that’s trying to kill him, which he takes 
very personally. The humour here is enjoyable, 
as is the satirical edge, but you’ll find that 
Heller is also a stylist.

Man’s Search for Meaning – Viktor Frankl
Frankl was a Holocaust survivor, and he came 
out of that hellish experience with an aston-
ishing depth of learning and a desire to help 
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Promoting reading and reading 
groups in prisons

Reading Group 
Round-Up 
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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

This month the column comes from AL Kennedy, award-winning 
writer, who shares some favourite books with Inside Time readers.

A.L. Kennedy is an award-winning writer. She 
has written nine novels, six short story 
collections, three books of non-fiction and 
three books for children. 
She also writes for the stage, screen, TV and 
radio. She also performs occasionally in 
one-person shows and as a stand-up comic. 
She has taught writing workshops in various 
contexts including in prisons.

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

Prison Reading Groups (PRG) was created in 1999 to set up, 
support and fund informal reading groups in prisons. We now 
support more than 110 groups in over 80 prisons nationwide. 
PRG is part of Give a Book.
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AL Kennedy

which is dominated by the 
Catholic Church. Bill is an 
ordinary man whose life re-
volves around his work and 
his family of wife and five 
daughters. But he is faced 
with a moment that will 
change his life forever when 
he discovers what is happen-
ing to the young women in 
the convent above the town.

Over the last year or so, 
groups who chose the book 
include Wandsworth, Penton-
ville, High Down, Brixton, 
Bullingdon, Buckley Hall and 
Shotts, and they had some 
great discussions. Almost all 
of them commented on how 
hard it was to recognise the 
1980s setting – ‘it seemed 
much more like the 1950s or 
even the 1940s’, ‘it could 
have been 200 years ago if 
you swap out the cars for 
horses’. The book is also 
sprinkled with Irish words 
which threw some - ‘no idea 
what “stotious” or “leanbh” 
mean and nor does the 
English dictionary!’. But the 
language brought back 
childhood memories for oth-
ers - ‘the Waterford colloqui-
alisms were reminiscent of 
any conversation I had with 
my grandparents’.

More than anything the book 
is about ordinariness trans-
formed into heroism. But it’s 
a slow burn and for some it 
took a while to draw them in. 
‘I didn’t think it would be my 
kind of book, especially the 

ordinariness of the begin-
ning. But it takes hold of you 
and by the end I loved it’. 

One insomniac reader said 
he’d read it between mid-
night and 3 am and enjoyed 
getting to know Bill through 
the night. ‘And I loved the 
way the plot throws a bomb 
into that careful, safe life Bill 
has set up for himself. It’s as 
though he doesn’t have any 
choice except to do the cou-
rageous thing.’

The novel is partly about 
knowing and not knowing at 
the same time. At some level 
the townspeople know what’s 
going on in the convent but 
they collectively ignore it. 
One reader made the com-
parison with Nazi Germany 
and what ordinary people 
chose not to know about the 
camps and the Holocaust.

It’s a book with a lot of un-
spoken meaning, especially 
around the ending. In the 
last paragraph we read ‘The 
worst was yet to come, he 
knew. He could feel a world 
of trouble waiting for him be-
hind the next door’. For 
some, it was frustrating: ‘But 
what happens next?’ For oth-
ers it was what made the sto-
ry stay with them. One mem-
ber hadn’t yet read the book 
but had seen the film when it 
came out. ‘I didn’t like not 
knowing what happened at 
the end but it all stayed in my 
head – in fact it’s still there’.
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