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by Sarah Morton 
 
 

H 
e was over six feet tall, gangly of frame and expansive in his movements. A lapsed 
Muslim, shunned by not only the associates of his Pakistani background, but the white 
majority and the black dance culture he strived to join. Drugs had offered a false es-

cape which led him only to prison. 
My class was small that day, and relaxed. He was newly transferred from a much harder, scarier 
prison. He pushed back his chair, got to his feet, and began to describe his very first night in 
custody, and the alarming cell-mate he found himself with. 
We were all in stitches. He was a born performer, gifted with words and expression, and I told 
him so. He shrugged it off. It wasn’t ‘real’. It wasn’t ‘English’. It wasn’t anything to be proud of. 
He stayed for two lessons then, trembling, asked to be moved from Education. He gave me a 
sheepish hug before he left. He was just ‘no good.’ 
The figures are frightening. Over 80% of the prison population, we are told, are below a Level 
One in Literacy. But what does that mean? A Level One is roughly the level of the D to G grades 
at GCSE. If you are Level One, you can read the tabloids but would struggle with a broadsheet. 
To be below Level One is the realms of borderline functional literacy, but it’s a wide category. 
Some of my students are what we call ‘pre-entry’. In blunter terms, that’s people who cannot 
read or write. At all. And that’s not through lack of ability. Sometimes it’s lack of opportunity, it’s 
harsh upbringings, it’s erratic schooling, it’s undiagnosed dyslexia and other issues, it’s a culture 
of disregard for Education, reading, books, and anything else associated with Authority and The 
Establishment.  
I am lucky. I don’t teach English. I don’t even teach Literacy. I teach courses that lead to qualifi-
cations in Communications… and that makes a difference. 
I assess some reading. I assess written work. But I also assess my learners when they give a 
talk on a chosen topic, and when they take part in a discussion. Speaking and listening skills 
don’t just happen naturally – we spend a long time on techniques to engage in positive debate 
that doesn’t end with an angry shout of “Because I said so, okay?” On the other hand, some of 
my learners are natural raconteurs. Born storytellers. 
Therapeutic storytelling is outside my experience and ability. I am aware of the benefits of un-
derstanding one’s own story and the psychology of the recurring motifs, but I’m not a trained 
psychologist and I am very wary of poking a knobbly stick into someone’s subconscious. I’m 
concerned with storytelling from other angles. 
The first is to do with self esteem, by acknowledging a gift for communication that the prisoner 
may not have known he had, or given much credence to. “I’ve always had a gift of the gab,” they 
say, with a dismissive shrug. Words, I tell them, are power. We look at the speeches of history 
that have changed the world. I try to place the learner’s gift in context. 
The second is to do with family ties. Word got out about my penchant for stories, and I was 
asked by the Chaplaincy to get involved with their Family Group. You will hear some prisoners 
express the feeling that it’s the family who is punished far more than the prisoner. The ones left 
outside, the children who don’t understand, the angry partners, the baffled and ashamed par-
ents. My first task was to convene a group of interested prisoners, outside of Education (so no 
‘stigma!’) and talk to them about the power of stories.  
There is the scheme called Storybook Dads, mentioned in the November issue of Facts and Fic-
tion, which enables prisoners to write, and illustrate a book for their child. They also record 
themselves reading it, so the child can hear Dad read them to sleep at night. I didn’t want to step 
on their toes, and so I concentrated on the oral tradition alone. And when I think back to my own 
childhood, it’s my dad coming up the stairs at night roaring “Fee! Fi! Fo! Fum!” that I remember. I 
have never seen my dad read a book for pleasure. But he’d tell stories, and not usually the clas-
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sics either, except Goldilocks, and Jack and the Beanstalk. 
He’d tell elaborated tall tales about his youth, his work 
mates, his life and other people’s lives. They grew in farce 
and detail with each retelling. He had a knack for comic 
phrases and careful timing. He probably still doesn’t 
know what those memories mean to me. I wanted 
these prisoners to know what an effect their own sto-
rytelling could have on their own children. 
The main thing was to get away from the fear of 
‘not knowing’ and ‘not getting it right.’ So we 
looked at heroes, both in stories, in films and 
in real life. What did they have in common? 
What did they do? Why were they heroes? We 
unpicked the structures that we saw, repeated 
from old folk tales to contemporary popular cul-
ture, and began to form frameworks we could hang 
our stories on. I wanted the men to really under-
stand that their stories were their stories, and 
there was no right and wrong.  
There was nervousness. To lighten the 
mood I told a shaggy dog story. It was a 
joke that I’d heard, just a simple pun, which 
I had elaborated and extended to a winding 
yarn about how I used to have a giraffe for a pet. The laughter – and groans – broke the chilly 
air and we tried to tell a story ‘in the round’. It worked really well, with people chipping in, work-
ing up each other’s themes, and a gradual realisation that this really was storytelling.  
Some time after that I was asked to take part in a Family Time visit session. This happens gen-
erally in the school holidays, where carefully chosen prisoners have a more informal visit time 
with their families and children. It’s still stressful for the kids. Visitors are still searched, officers 
line the walls, and the CCTV is conspicuous. But we tried to drag the chairs out of the formal 
lines (some were bolted down) and create little circles. We brought in art materials, colouring 

books, soft toys (the drugs dog had a good sniff, of 
course). The catering students worked hard making 
cakes and pastries for the visitors.  
At first the families clung to each other, but after a 
while the children got bored while their parents 
talked in low, urgent voices about serious matters. 
So then I stepped forward and offered my stories. 
Now, I’ve heard all about short attention spans and 
the video game generation. I used to teach in Sec-
ondary schools and I’ve met my fair share of butter-
fly-minded youngsters. But these kids, and their 
parents, hung on my words with an intensity I have-
n’t had elsewhere. It was partly the tense surround-
ings, but also really to do with the shared experi-
ence between father and child.  
And a measure of the success was afterwards, one 
of the watching officers telling me, “I liked that… I’m 
going to tell it to my kids tonight.” 
There is so much more I’d like to do. The Writers in 
Prison Network sends professionals into various 
establishments and they work in a variety of ways, 
but we don’t have a resident writer in our prison. I’m 
hourly paid and hedged in by targets and rigid ac-
creditation. And I don’t think for one minute that 
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somehow, storytelling will be the great saviour of the criminal justice system. But I do feel very 
strongly there’s a place for oral storytelling within Education, and it’s an underused tool. In the 
coming few years, Communication (as a Key Skill) will be replaced with Functional English, and 
the details are hazy on what that will include. I hope it’s remembered that the functions of Eng-
lish are to communicate, to educate… and to entertain.    
 
 
I really admire the work Sarah is doing. I’ve never worked in a prison but I have been in ‘mental 
hospitals’ and other institutions and I don’t like it one bit. If I’m asked to do that sort of thing now 
I think very carefully and sometimes refuse. I think you’ve got to have a particular talent to sur-
vive there. 

at the Bridge of Tales Festival 
Cambridge, 8-10 May 2009 

 

W 
e’re going to be seeing some New Directions in Cambridge. 
You’ll still be able to find the city on the edge of the Fens, between the A14, the M11 
and the A10. New Directions is the name of our latest project, which has been made 

possible by Grants for the Arts Lottery Funding from Arts Council East. 
Thanks to the grant, The Cambridge Storytellers are in a position to commission a completely 
new piece of work, which will be premiered at our next festival, A Bridge of Tales from Friday 8th 
to Sunday 11th May 2009. 
At the time of writing applications are still coming in and have yet to be shortlisted. The selected 
candidate—who should be a storyteller in the early or mid-stages of their professional career—
will develop a one hour performance for adults and in the run-up to the festival will be mentored 
by Hugh Lupton, who we are pleased to say has agreed to be our patron for the second time.  
Discussions about what we wanted from the new commission were lively but we all tended to 
agree on words like innovative, authentic, and exciting, the emphasis always being on freshness 
and newness. Somebody also said passionate but we decided that could be viewed as optional! 
Whatever happens, I think we’re all expecting the shortlisting process and final selection day on 
January 11th to be incredibly difficult. We’re sure there is a huge wealth of new storytelling telling 
talent out there and whether or not we discover “the new face of storytelling in the UK” , the ex-
perience of listening to different voices and exploring unfamiliar territory is bound to be a re-
warding one—not only for us here in Cambridge but for people further afield. The idea behind 
the new commission is that it will have a life beyond the festival and thus enrich the storytelling 
scene as a whole. 
We were all rather euphoric about the New Directions grant, but a festival is many-stranded 
thing and there’s lots to do over and above thinking about the new commission; so now that the 
sound of champagne corks popping has faded away, we’re all rolling up our sleeves to make it 
happen.  
Other highlights of the weekend will include a new commission by Ben Haggarty, performances 
and workshops by Graham Langley and Richard Neville and of course the Cambridge Storytell-
ers themselves. There will be plenty of opportunities for the public to join in. We will be having 
workshops and storyrounds and there will also be a showcase of telling by local youngsters who  
have been working with Graham, Richard and various members of the Cambridge Storytellers. 

Workshopping at last year’s 
festival. 

 


