
The Reader is an organisation which hosts 
Shared Reading groups in locations across the 
country – everywhere from local libraries, 
cafés, hospitals, education settings and de-
mentia care units. Anywhere people meet, 
Shared Reading happens! Some of our Shared 
Reading groups take place in Approved Prem-
ises, prisons and YOIs across the country – 
you might have even found yourself in one or 
two! Shared Reading is a relaxed session 
where a group of people come together to read 
something and share thoughts and ideas, of-
ten over a cuppa tea and a biscuit. 

More specifi cally, we work in prison libraries, 
and on PIPEs and other therapeutic settings, 
and we have a wonderful team of Shared 
Reading Group Leads, who are specifi cally 
trained to deliver weekly groups in criminal 
justice settings. Our Group Leads handpick 
literature – from short stories to poems to 
chapters in books to plays and more – all with 
their group members in mind. We might be 
reading together but these are certainly not 
literary book groups – we use the stories to 
dive into worlds we wouldn’t otherwise visit, 
to explore our own emotions and to connect 
through memories and experiences. You don’t 
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 I feel like we all come 
in here and we share our 
experiences, our thoughts and 
our stories in an equal way.

With thanks to Give a Book and PRG volunteer 
Erin

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 have set up 
more than 75 groups in over 50 prisons 
nationwide. PRG is part of Give a Book.

Far from home
Books are ideal for taking us on journeys that 
we can’t physically take ourselves. 

While many stories focus on the pull of home 
and the battle to get back there, stories lead-
ing characters away from where they started 
can be even more dramatic.

Classic Road Trips
Travelling the open road, ideally in a speedy 
convertible, has been a trope of American 
writing for decades. 

Representing freedom and discovery, On the 
Road (Jack Kerouac), The Lincoln Highway
(Amor Towles) and The Motorcycle Diaries
(Ernesto “Che” Guevara) are famous exam-
ples of this genre.

American Gods (Neil Gaiman) off ers its read-
ers an escape from real life, and takes the con-
cept of a road trip in a very diff erent direction 
(metaphorically as well as literally).

Getting your head down
Homes away from home can become the back-
drop of amazing stories, as people from 
around the world meet, connect and make 
memories.

In The Night Manager (John le Carré), the 
protagonist is pulled away from his job in 
high-end hotels to a world of international 
spycraft  and intrigue. One Italian Summer 
(Rebecca Serle) focuses on one glamorous 
and magical hotel, which allows a woman to 
reconnect with her recently deceased mother.

Hotel du Lac (Anita Brookner) and A Room 
With A View (E.M. Forster) both centre on Brit-
ish people in European accommodation. A 
Gentleman in Moscow (Amor Towles) makes 
the most of his lifelong ‘house’ arrest in a 
spectacular Russian hotel.

The Overlook Hotel in Stephen King’s horror 
novel The Shining is much less charming, 
and would not be a recommended destination 
on Tripadvisor.

Searching for something
People oft en take to the road in search of 
something they believe they can’t get at home. 

Sometimes this works out really well. Eliza-
beth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love and Raynor 
Winn’s The Salt Path are real-life tales of peo-
ple fi nding unexpected joy in diff erent aspects 
of their journeys.

In The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry (Ra-
chel Joyce) and Less (Andrew Sean Greer) the 
characters seek out lost friends, while in The 
Hundred-Year-Old Man Who Climbed Out of 
the Window and Disappeared (Jonas Jonas-
son) the protagonist seeks lost freedom.

In Us (David Nicholls) a fractured family trav-
els across Europe in the hope of reestablish-
ing old relationships, while new connections 
prove unexpectedly compelling.

Sometimes the quest works out less well - the 
backpackers in The Beach (Alex Garland) fi nd 
something very diff erent to what they were 
hoping for.

Onwards and upwards
Not all journeys are voluntary. Or exactly fun. 
The Grapes of Wrath (John Steinbeck) and 
The Road (Cormac McCarthy) tell diff erent 
but equally dark stories of families on the 
road as they battle for survival. 

J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings fa-
mously follows characters leaving their 
homes to try to save their world.

New lands, new lives
Sometimes a move away from home means 
fi nding an entirely new one - sometimes for a 
summer, sometimes forever.

Brooklyn (Colm Tóibín), Americanah (Chima-
manda Ngozi Adichie) and The Persians (Sa-
nam Mahloudji) all explore themes of culture 
shock, adaptation and assimilation with fe-
male characters moving to the US. Small Is-
land (Andrea Levy) does the same with wom-
en arriving in the post-Second World War UK.

Under the Tuscan Sun (Frances Mayes) and 
Outline (Rachel Cusk) show slightly warmer 
welcomes in the Mediterranean.

A Passage to India (E.M. Forster) and The 
Quiet American (Graham Greene) ask a lot of 
political questions about colonialism and 
who should be welcome in a foreign country.

even need to read along – you can just sit back 
and listen as the Group Leads read aloud. Our 
team submit articles to Inside Time every oth-
er month to give readers an insight into the 
experience of attending a Shared Reading 
group – maybe you’ve read one or two. Here’s 
how one Group Lead described a group expe-
rience in a recent article: ‘A small circle of resi-
dents sat back on sofas; laid on beanbags and 
held cushions to themselves and listened. Opin-
ions on the story were off ered with politeness 
and mutual respect; […] Everyone was heard, 
everyone got their turn and those who just 
wanted to listen, listened. This hour felt golden.’ 

Here’s a quote from a group member in a fe-
male prison: ‘I defi nitely wouldn’t have the 
same relationship with staff  without Shared 
Reading. I feel like we all come in here and we 
share our experiences, our thoughts and our 
stories in an equal way.’

And one from an 0ffi  cer, describing their ex-
perience: ‘Out of all the groups we do, this is 
the one where they feel most together… They 
can show their vulnerability – I don’t think we 
have that in any other group.’ 

We’ve been working in criminal justice set-
tings for two decades – so we know what we’re 
doing, and we know this stuff  works. If you’re 
intrigued, interested, keen to get involved – or 
even sceptical, I’d say just come along to a 
group and try it out! You won’t know until 
you’ve tried it for yourself… 

Write a short story of no more than 500 words

In memory of Erwin James 
(1957-2024), former Editor 
of Inside Time.

WRITING 
COMPETITION

1st prize £50

1st prize £50, 
2nd prize £30, 3rd prize £20
All 10 entrants whose stories reach the shortlist will 
receive a copy of, The Life Inside: A Memoir of Prison, 
Family and Learning to Be Free, written by Andy West.

Competition judge: Andy West - prison tutor and author, 
whose memoir (above) inspired the BBC 1 drama Waiting 
for the Out. Assisted by: Rachel Billington and Noel Smith

Winner and runners up will be published 
in the July issue - Closing date 11th May

Send entries to: Writing Competition, Inside Time, Botley Mills, 
Botley, Southampton, SO30 2GB. Please include your full contact 
details, confirm it is your own work, and let us know if you wish 
to use a another name if we select your story for publication. 
Competition open to serving prisoners only.

with Prison Reading Groups 
and Give a Book


