
First for England as science course taught in prison 

A science course has been taught to inmates in an English prison for what is believed to be 

the first time. 

‘Think Like A Scientist’ was taught to a group of residents of HMP Low Newton, a women’s 

prison near Durham City. 

The teacher was Dr Phil Heron, a Marie Sklodowska Curie Research Fellow in the 

Department of Earth Sciences at Durham University.  

About prison education 

While education in prisons has a long history, science, other than distance learning, has 

been absent – in part because much science teaching traditionally relies on experimentation 

using technical equipment which is not available in prisons. 

However, Dr Heron developed the ‘Think Like A Scientist’ programme to require only a 

presentation, and writing and reading materials.  

About ‘Think Like A Scientist’ 

Over seven weekly sessions between January and March 2019, Dr Heron taught a class of 

between three and ten residents of HMP Low Newton about: climate change, the science of 

sleep, the solar system, the Universe, and plate tectonics. During the course, the students 

developed scientific skills in understanding, analysis, and communication, sharing their ideas 

around the different topics.  

The students also conducted their own experiment: recording their own sleep patterns, to 

analyse the effect of sleep and sleeplessness on their mood and behaviour.  

Each student was challenged to prepare an end-of-course presentation to make the case for 

a particular scientist to be the face of a new £50 note. The presentations were judged by a 

panel including prison representatives. The winner was mathematician and computer 

scientist Alan Turing, with physicist James Clerk Maxwell a close second.  

Each session included an introduction to the topic from Dr Heron and the students reading 

and analysing a related article from The Conversation website.  

Students were also set homework including, for the solar system topic: to imagine they were 

part of Earth’s first colony to Mars and write their first letter home from their new planet (as 

previously developed by the ‘Life Beyond – From Prison to Mars’ book by Prof Charles 

Cockell). 

Although no formal qualifications were awarded, all students that completed the course 

received a certificate of participation. 

The course was delivered at zero cost to HMP Low Newton. 

A guest lecture was delivered by Professor Danielle George MBE, Professor in Microwave 

Communication Engineering and Vice Dean for Teaching, Learning and Students in the 

Faculty of Science and Engineering at The University of Manchester. Prof George is a 

renowned science communicator and gave The Royal Institution Christmas Lectures in 

2014.  

About Dr Phil Heron 



Dr Phil Heron is originally from Gateshead, Tyneside, and is passionate about inspiring 

people in science. He joined Durham University in 2017. 

He said: “Teaching ‘Think Like A Scientist’ in HMP Low Newton is one of the most 

interesting and rewarding things I’ve ever done. I’ve been teaching for over a decade and 

these students were among the most committed I’ve ever had. The students were fantastic. 

They threw themselves into learning and their end-of-course presentations were very 

impressive. 

“I would like to thank HMP Low Newton for this opportunity.” 

Dr Heron is now in discussions with HMP Low Newton about repeating the course with a 

new group of students and rolling out the course to other institutions. 

Sarah Blackman, Learning and Skills Manager, HMP Low Newton, said: “We are very happy 

to have been able to work with Durham University and Phil. The residents really enjoyed the 

opportunity, and it was excellent to see residents have the chance to explore scenarios and 

topics which they have not previously had the confidence or chance to explore. 

“We are keen to continue our work with Durham University in the future as the feedback from 

the residents was truly inspiring. Phil did a great job and the residents often speak of their 

time in the programme and what they have taken from it.” 

What the students said… 

At the end of the course, students were asked for their reflections. Here are some of the 

comments: 

“I am gaining a sense of confidence academically I never thought I had in me… I do have a 

view, ideas and a thirst for knowledge – this course has ignited that.” 

“My mind feels like it has expanded, and I no longer feel like that stupid kid that never holds 

their hands up and holds their breath when the teacher asks a question.” 

“The course has given me more confidence and made me understand and see the world and 

Universe around me in a different light.” 

What others have said… 

Rosie Reynolds, Higher Education Policy Officer at the Prisoners’ Education Trust, said: 

“The Prisoners’ Education Trust is thrilled to be working with Dr Heron to spread the word 

about Think Like A Scientist. Our PUPiL network supports a growing number of universities 

and prisons to work together.  

“However, there are still very few of these projects that focus on the sciences, and generally 

a lack of taught science courses in prison. We hope that Dr Heron’s work will inspire other 

programmes and encourage more people in prison to develop an interest – and potentially a 

career – in this area.” 


