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Borstal boys talk out problems 
round table 

The article which follows is reprinted from the Daily Telegraph 
and Morning Post for 4th January, 1960. It deals, from the 
viewpoint of an outside observer, with the use of Group Counselling 
at H.M. Borstal, Pollington. This is described as one of the most 

radical experiments in British penal history. 

POLLINGTON Borstni is a 
nissen-hutted camp set among 
the bleakploughlnndsof Sou th

east Yorkshire. At first sight it does 
hot look a promising plltee for 

t U~lane experiments in correctional 
l'a ' t Imng, but it is bere that one of 
lf~ !UORt mdical in the history of 
<1l'1~lsh prisons hits heen tried out 

1l1'lUg the past two years, 
th Th~ee times n. fortnight during 

e eIght months 01' so he is thero 
~~Ch boy sits down with eight 01' thne of his follows and n. member of 
It 0 staff round a table. Then begins 
ll'ocess which to those who think 

~ bOl'stnls in terms of iron bltl's 
nd bl'eftd Itnd witteI' mnst seem 

hovolutionary to tho point of fool-
ardiness. 

a POl' 90 minutes borstal . officer 
b nt inmates, most of whom arc 
f e Ween 17 and 20, Itre on the same 
i ooting. In this discussion nothing 
J.lS bn.l'l'ed. Sometimes tho deepest 
b roblems of youths perplexed both 1/ themselves Itnd society nre 
/ought to the surfnce Itnd 

IScUSRed. 
It ~ften nothing of the sort hnppens i:t Conyersntion 1'l1nges determ
th edly over Itnything but the hoys 
() emseh-es. Sometimes there is 
"en unbl'oken silence. 

U.S. Gaol 'Curriculum' 
Group Counselling 

is Group counselling, itS the method 
St called, originated. in the United 

ateS,more particularly Californin., 

where it is pn.rt of the "curriculum" 
of many prisons. At its most probing 
it comes close to psychotherapy of 
the sort prn.ctised in mltny mental 
hospitals; at its mildest, to an Army 
Burean of Current Affairs. 

Simultaneously with its introduc
tion to Pollington two years ago, it 
was started at \Vnkefield Prison. 
But, where, at the latter participa
tion is voluntary, at Pollington it 
is compulsory, 

There are signs that, having 
passed its first trials, the method 
is spreading more widely. Though 
welcomed by its champions this hItS 
led to some fears that it may be 
misused and fall into disrepute. 

Defore visiting Pollington I 
talked with Dr. Howard Jones, of 
Leicester University's department 
of social studieA. The department 
and the Tltvistock Institute of 
Human Relation!'> were responsible 
for It course in group dynamics ill 
whi('h the Goyernor of Pollington 
and the Deputy Governor of 
Wnkefield both took part before 
introducing the method to their 
estnblishments, 

Control Needed 
Evaluate Effectiveness 

"There is a feeling that the time 
has come to pause and evaluate 
whn.t hitS been done and its effective
ness," said Dr. Jones. "I think it is 
very important that there should 
now be some sort of control." 
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The prison service is mainly 'a 
lay service. However willing its 
members, comparatively few are 
equipped to deal with the delicate 
psychological problems which can 
crop up in the emotional atmosphere 
of a group. Tho staff I spoke to at 
Pollington gave me the impression 
they would have welcomed a 
psychologist's advice and guidance. 
This they never had throughout the 
time the method has been on trial. 

Ideally, group counselling should 
lend the individual on the first steps 
to mental control following what 
the text-books call "the shock 
of recognition." This is achieved 
through the interchange of ideas, 
advice and candid opinions among 
people who are all in the same 
predicament. 

Apart from its therapeutic value 
and the new standards and values it 
may be fostering, the method has 
had at Pollington the possibly even 
more importnnt effect of developing 
a remarkably confident relationship 
hetween the staff and the inmates. 

Staff View 
, Best thing ever happened • 

"It is the best thing that has ever 
happened in tho prison service," 
£'laid two members of the staff quite 
independently. "Defore I came 
here," one of them said, "I was at 
a preventive detention prison. I saw 
more discipline here in my first 10 
minutes than I'd seen in 10 years 
at the P.D. prison." 

In the group sessions, it is impor
tant that the officer who acts ItS 

counsellor, or group leader of a sort, 
should never step back into his 
official role. However much he is 
insulted, abused as a "screw," or 
even ignored, he must never lose his 
temper or close the session. 

One young officer told me that 
boys had even dared one another to 
fliek his ~ie out. "Dut once you show 

discipline in there you might as well 
give up." 

On the staff, whose usual wear is 
a school masterly tweed jacket and 
grey slacks, is heaped much of the 
hostility which, in the outside world, 
might have fallen on the police or 
that nebulous middle-class entity, 
"them." 

Though what goes on in the 
sessions is strictly confidential, I 
gathered that things can go badly 
awry. To sort out problems of that 
sort and alsoease the tensions which 
the strain of group counselling can 
cause among the staff themselves, 
the staff hold a group counsel of 
their own once a week. "We have 
found them absolutely essential," 
said a housemaster. 

Civilising Mission 
Governor's Comment 

Mr. N. A. Bishop, the Governor, is 
frank about the problems of groUP 
counselling, not least the virtual 
impossibility of measuring its 
success. 

Pollington is an open borstal and 
the boys sent to it are As and Ds: 
those who, according to the predio' 
tion tables, are in the group whieh 
has the best chance of responding 
to correctional training. Dut even 
in this category the reconvictioIl 
rate is about 25 per cent. 

Mr. Bishop sees Pollington's mis' 
sion as a civilising one. Whether 
group counselling combined with 
kindness, considerable freedom and 
a guided democracy, under whioh 
the boys themselves discipline 
minor offenders agl'tinst camp ruleS 
will cut the reconviction rnte, 
remains to be seen. 

"Group counselling is trying to 
get people to seo reality motO 
clearly," he said. "Delinquents see 
things in black and white. It yoUr 
training methails are valid, you Cl\n 
make a lad see shades of grey as 
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~ell.lf we could estimate the extent 
o which that takes place it could 

ser ' 
d ,va as It check on what we are 

Olng," 

Conflicting Opinions 
Boys' Reactions 

e tll the boys I spoke to were either 
e nt~rely for group counselling or 

t !l lrely against it. "A waste of 
IUle" 'J " t ,salone boy. 'Vho wants 
a talk about "ourself and what You' J 

tl tve done? You want to forget all 
c In, • Anyway I decided before I 
aUle in I'd go straight." 

d Another boy, aged 19, said: "It's 
~ne llle a lot of good. It's made 

e lllore thoughtful, more sineere. 

Even my mother said I was more 
sincere, when I went home for a 
week-end." 

How did he mean "more thought
ful, more sincere?" 

"Well," he said, "when my jacket 
got wet I hung it over the back of a 
chair instead of slinging it down any 
old how. I know that doesn't sound 
much, but it's something I wouldn't 
have done before." 

Rather remarkably. no one, what
ever his opinions, had anything to 
say against the staff. 

Reproduced by kind permi,sion oJ the 
Editor oJ the Daily.Telegraph. 
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"A 15/- National Savings Certificate 
hecomel £1 in 7 years." 
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