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BIRD ON THE WING GRADUATE PROGRAMME 
 

What is it? 
The Bird on the Wing Graduate Programme is a post-release support programme for prison leavers who 

have engaged with imagine if whilst in custody on a 3-week intervention called Bird on the Wing, which 

uses the arts to develop key employment and life skills.  

The Bird on the Wing Graduate Programme works with people who have convictions in a holistic manner, 

providing practical support and arts-based opportunities to assist in positive resettlement and maintain 

motivation to cease offending behaviour.  

The support includes: 

• A weekly meeting or phone call from imagine if to provide signposting and problem solving around 

mental health issues, housing, accessing benefits and other practical issues which they may be 

struggling with.  

• A clear route of progression, that takes an individual from participation, through training and into 

work experience and paid roles. 

• Appropriate referrals to relevant support organisations. 

• Arranging for key third sector support agencies to meet individuals and groups. 

• Weekly theatre workshops working towards a yearly public performance with other opportunities 

to share their work an audience. 

• Monthly, free arts-based social events organised and funded by imagine if. 

• Tailored training in public speaking, peer-mentoring and employment skills. 

• Paid opportunities as peer mentors and as lived experience experts, to represent imagine if at 

sector events and test new work for criminal justice settings.  

• Paid opportunities to present own artistic work and participate in film and theatre work. 

 

“It gave the men a positive hope for the future which is so important and vital to 

aid reducing the chance of re-offending. Two of the men are on my caseload and I 

observed them in a completely different environment and saw how intelligent and 

proactive they both were. It gave them hope and also a chance to learn more 

about themselves. Well done to all Imagine if staff and the men. Thoroughly 

enjoyable and extremely worthwhile. Five stars *****”  
Discussing Bird on the Wing, Claire Collinson: Prison Offender Manager, HMP Moorland 

 

How does it work? 
imagine if offers unique provision within the field of arts-based resettlement interventions, by consciously 

taking the role of ‘Change Agents’ (McCulloch & McNeill, 2008) for all BOTWGP participants. The company’s 

approach is based on building participants’ social skills in custody and developing their social capital upon 

re-entering the community. A key element of this is ensuring that prisoners have an independent, reliable, 

and trustworthy pro-social network immediately available to them on leaving prison, supporting real-world 

translation of the milestones achieved during the in-prison programme.  
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imagine if staff members take on the role of a ‘professional friend’, to encourage progression in the 

individual’s resettlement journey and motivate positive change. Bird on the Wing Graduate Programme 

establishes strong pro-social networks for all participants, which leads to improved access to services, 

support, and employment opportunities. Meanwhile, weekly theatre workshops and social activities to 

attend cultural events such as spoken word and comedy nights is a key part of the provision. This work 

ensures that prisoners have access to pro-social networks immediately available to them on leaving prison 

and distinguishes the work from other service providers, with which individuals may need support to re-

engage and build trust with.  

 

“This course has already built my confidence, self-esteem and communication skills 

more than private therapy or counselling EVER could!” Bird on the Wing Graduate 

 

Aims 
• Encourage pro-social attitudes and provide a pro-social network for prison leavers. 
• Reduce re-offending among BOTWGP beneficiaries. 
• To help break down personal barriers that may prevent prison leavers from gaining employment. 
• Increase access to opportunities for long-term employment, training, education, or volunteering.  
• Provide appropriate and effective referrals to further support systems, encouraging engagement 

with third-sector organisations and public services.  
• Support people with convictions to engage in the arts. 
• Support artistic progression, realising of creative ambitions and encourage artistic expression.  
• Offer paid work and work references for people with convictions.  
• Develop interests and skills in the arts, improving communication skills, confidence and raising 

personal aspirations.  

People with convictions in paid roles, testing content for 
imagine if’s prison programmes 
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Expected Outcomes 
• Decrease in re-offending evidenced by comparative study. 
• Increase in individual success stories. 
• Increase in positive changes evidenced by Intermediate Outcomes Measurement Instrument. 
• Improved opportunities to live a crime-free life.  
• Increased engagement with an individual/organisation. 
• Increased motivation/participation in an activity. 
• Increased social awareness (pro-social attitude). 
• Attendance at a community group or activity. 
• Attendance at opportunities that Imagine if offer.  
• Taking up volunteering opportunities. 
• Seeking help from a support worker, GP or counsellor. 
• Making steps towards removing the barrier that makes the individual socially excluded (e.g. drugs 

rehabilitation/finding housing/getting a job etc). 
• Support into employment. 

 

Monitoring and Evaluation  
Several methods are used to monitor the programme and establish what works. We use the IOMI tool, 
commissioned by the Ministry of Justice, to evaluate the intermediate effects of our interventions.  
 

Planned Activity 2020 – 2021: Film Experience 
The BOTWGP in 2020-2021 will focus on involving Graduates in the production of a new short film. The film 

will be written in consultation with those on the programme, as Graduates will help professional writer 

Francesca Joy to shape the themes, narrative and characters of the fictional piece. Further paid roles will 

also be offered in the production stages, providing vital work experience, improving creative skills and 

demonstrating the possibilities of the arts to tell diverse stories. The short film will be distributed to 

prisons, with the ultimate aim of educating prisoners on what to expect from life after release.  

A trained imagine if volunteer running a feedback exercise with 
BOTWGs, after they assisted with recruiting new staff 
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Cost of re-offending vs cost of rehabilitation 
• The total estimated economic and social cost of reoffending is £18.1 billion1 

• Holding a person in prison for one year costs an estimated £41,1362 

• One person’s resettlement journey on the BOTWGP for an entire year costs just £1,471. 
 

Evidence – led work 
The BOTWGP works holistically with an individual, to support them to solve problems in their lives, build 

pro-social relationships and make positive steps in a rehabilitative journey. This holistic approach is led by 

evidence, responding to issues in people’s lives that make them more likely to reoffend upon release.  

• 46% of prisoners re-offend within one year of release3 

• Offenders with accommodation problems have been found to be more likely to reoffend4 

• Studies have shown that the extent and frequency of offending diminish when offenders gain 

employment5 

• Offenders with accommodation problems have been found to be more likely to reoffend 

• Ex-offenders in employment are up to 9 percentage points less likely to commit further crime. At 

present, however, just 17% of offenders are in P45 employment a year after release6 

 

The data indicates that the in-custody intervention alongside the BOTWGP are working to improve 

employment prospects and encourage desistance from crime. These figures do not even include the 

individual success stories of two of the Graduates who were released from prison in 2017. 

“In prison, the opportunity came up to be part of a scheme to help rehabilitate prisoners through 

theatrical expression and spoken word. Everything in prison is bottled up and to have the chance to 

release your feelings creatively in a safe environment was wonderful. I did do all sorts of courses when I 

was in prison and they were fine but as soon as you are released you are left a bit to your own devices. 

That wasn’t the case with imagine if, they followed up and got in touch with my probation officer after I 

was released. Since I was released imagine if has been a stable presence in my life which has helped me 

get ready for work again.” Bird on the Wing Graduate 

Reoffended
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Employed
29%

Training 
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addiction 

issues

14%Desisted from 
crime 36%

2019/20 BIRD ON THE WING GRADUATES
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About imagine if 
imagine if was founded in 2015 to instigate real change in people’s lives through theatre. The company is 

run by founding Artistic Director, Francesca Joy and is based in Armley, Leeds. imagine if has a strong track 

record of working in prisons nationally and with prison leavers in the community, with the main 

geographical focus being in West Yorkshire. Over the last five years, imagine if has worked in 26 prisons 

across the UK and USA, engaged with over 4,000 prisoners and continue to support prisoners when they 

are released into the community, for as long as individuals require support. imagine if has demonstrated 

that theatre is a powerful tool that can be used to reach out and connect with people from all parts of 

society. The company creates thought provoking theatre about real and challenging societal issues, 

focusing predominantly on the causes and consequences of social and economic disadvantage. These 

challenging issues are addressed through accessible theatre performances, educational narratives, drama 

workshops and specialised interventions. imagine if’s work aims to actively improve disadvantaged people’s 

lives through theatre, engaging with prisoners, people with convictions, recovering addicts, abuse victims 

and homeless young adults across the UK. 

 

“The men clearly enjoyed the whole experience. It is really rewarding to be able to watch them 

doing something constructive and where staff can observe men detaching from their criminal 

identity. They have had space to explore other aspects of their personality and have pushed 

boundaries, detaching, albeit temporarily, from the labels associated with 'prisoner' and 

'criminal' helps them on their journey towards desistance.” On Bird on the Wing, Julia Norton: Senior 

Probation Officer, HMPPS 
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