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( Statistics and Facts
One in forty children in the United States has a parent in prison. 

(  It is estimated that over 2.5 million children in the United States have a parent in jail or prison and this number increases each year.

(  Gender of parent is a major factor in patterns of incarceration; fathers account for 90% of incarcerated parents.  Not surprisingly, in view of their unequal rates of incarceration, the parents' ethnicity matters, too. As expected, in both state and federal prisons, there are more African American parents (47% and 49% in state and federal prisons respectively) than either Hispanic parents (19% and 30%) or white non-Hispanic parents (29% and 22%).  Stating this racial disparity in terms of minor-age children, nearly 7% of African American children, 3% of Hispanic children, and 1% of white children of the total population of children in the United States had an incarcerated parent (Mumola, 2000). 

(   In terms of children’s age and parent marital status:   58% of children with incarcerated parents are under 10 years of age, with 8 years being the mean age.  Nearly half (48%) of the parents in state facilities and over a third in federal prisons (38%) were never married;  25-28% were divorced or separated.  Only 23% of state inmate parents and 36% of federal inmate parents were married
(   Regarding who looks after these children:  The answer varies with the gender of the parent.  For incarcerated fathers, the child's mother is the usual caregiver before the father is arrested, and in the case of both state and federal incarceration, 90% of the time, mothers assume the care-giving responsibility after the father goes to prison.  On the other hand, when mothers are put in prison, fathers assume responsibility only 28% - 31% of the time.  Instead, most commonly, the grandparent becomes the caregiver (53% of the time for state incarcerations and 45% of federal).  Other relatives in the kin network pick up the parenting role for between 26% and 34% of the cases.  Friends do so about 10% - 12% of the time.  Fewer than 10% of the children of mothers in state prisons and fewer than 4% of the children of mothers in federal prisons are in foster care. 

( The Impact of Incarceration on Children 
(( Common ‘Stress Points’      






                        A parent’s involvement in the criminal justice system often results in a series of crises: arrest, trial, incarceration, and re-entry.  Each stress point presents new obstacles for children and families. Children and families experience unexpected emotions and challenges to established coping strategies.
The Arrest: Fear, Confusion and Panic   The trauma experienced by children who have a parent taken from them is extraordinary, perhaps more so if the child witnesses the arrest of the parent. The image of the person you love and respect being chained and dragged away is devastating. Even for children who do not witness the arrest, this image is terrifying. 
 

Fueled by negative media images, children imagine the worst about their parent’s condition. Families and children rarely have any information about the arrest, arraignment and detention process. They have no idea how, when and if they will ever see the arrested person again.
Pre-trial and During Trial: Anxiety and Frustration   The arrested parent may be detained in jail to await trial or may be released on bail. In either case, this is a period of great uncertainty. No plans can be made. 

 
Children whose worlds have been disrupted are often unable to get answers to their questions. They do not know what is expected of them or when the family will be torn apart by outside forces.

Sentencing: Hopelessness and Helplessness   For the child or other family members, the sentence usually comes as a shock. To many outside the family, this can seem odd. But the sentence makes the fears of separation a reality for the incarcerated parent as well as the children and other family members. 

 
No matter how hopeless a case looks, most families continue to hope for a miracle until the very last minute. The sentencing is the very last minute, the time when hope dies.

Initial incarceration: Abandonment, Stigma and Resentment   For the child and other family members, the set of emotions experienced are often compared to the loss of a family member through death. This metaphor does not take into consideration how shame and humiliation about prison life affects the child along with economic or other calamities. 

 
Children are well aware of the gravity of the situation and likely to conjure up horrible visions of what life in prison is like for their parents. Further complicating problems include the reluctance of many custodial parents to allow children to visit a prison.  

Pre- and Post Release: Ambivalence    Interestingly, the times just before and after release are often the most traumatic for children and families. Problems, which were central to a family’s culture before incarceration, have rarely been handled during the prison term. Children have changed during the parent’s incarceration. They are older and at different stages of development. They have different needs and expectations. Yet imprisoned parents may not have seen the growth. Released prisoners often treat their children as if they were still at the age of initial incarceration.

 
The custodial parent has also changed. In two-parent families, he or she has had to become both mother and father and has gained independence and competence in areas formerly ceded entirely to the incarcerated partner. There may be considerable tension about how the relationship between the parents is to go forward.


Incarceration changed the newly released parent as well. In prison, he or she suffered a loss of identity and respect and made few decisions. The environment was filled with anger and hostility, kindness was interpreted as weakness, and there was no privacy. Release to freedom carries with it the danger that needs and emotions kept in check will come boiling up or explode.
 
This period is also filled with expectations of a new life and mended ways. Children and adults alike will feel an array of emotions including the ambivalence that comes with such radical changes and adjustments. Behavioral reactions will vary with each child and the environment.

 
The troublesome behaviors children exhibit can also be transient – appearing shortly after arrest or after the parent leaves and subsiding temporarily only to reappear at a later point. Some children react immediately to stress, challenging the adults to protect them and prove that they are competent caregivers. 
Other children seem to sense that the adults are vulnerable and may not be able to manage the distress. These children often act out their feelings at school or with a “protective” adult or they will hold it together until the adult seems O.K. Then, they will fall apart. 

 
There are children who can even wait until the incarcerated parent is released to really express their rage and others who will not deal with their feelings until years after the parent’s release. While there are many variations in how children and families manage each stage of involvement in the criminal justice system, the emotional impact will always cause some degree of stress and trauma.

(( Considerations….  
Children of prisoners are often present at their parent’s arrest.  Many times, children of prisoners are not told the truth about where their incarcerated parent is.  This leaves children confused and questioning.  Children with parents in prison imagine all kinds of explanations and answers.  They feel vulnerable, unprotected and at fault.  When children blame themselves for the loss of a parent to jail or prison, they may rebel or withdraw.   They are often afraid to talk to anyone about their situation, limiting the ability of others to understand and help.







Incarceration is not a single or discrete event but a dynamic process that unfolds over time.  To understand the impact of the incarceration process on children it is necessary to consider separately the short-term effects of the arrest and separation of the child from the parent, the impact of the unavailability of the parent to the child during the period of incarceration, and the effects - both positive and negative - of reunion after the incarceration period. 










It is also critical to consider whether the child is living with the parent at the time of incarceration, whether a single or two-parent household is involved, and, in the case of a two-parent household, which parent is incarcerated.  As we have noted, only a small percentage of children live with their father as the sole caregiver; it is more usual for children to be living with a single mother prior to incarceration.  The most recent figures indicate that 36% of state and 16% of federal inmate mothers were not living with their children at the time of admission.  In contrast, 56% of state and 45% of federal inmate fathers were not living with their children at the time of their incarceration.  Thus, when a parent is incarcerated, it is more likely that children will experience separation from mother than separation from father. 
(( About Prisoners and Their Children….    When parents go to prison or jail, their children suffer.  The loss of a parent to incarceration can precipitate trauma and disruption that few experience without serious consequences.  This loss often compounds or exacerbates existing environmental stress such as poverty, poor schools and violent neighborhoods.

Incarcerated parents were often themselves raised by adults who were chemically dependant, abusive or both.  They are likely to have learned to cope and adapt to trauma and distress by lashing out at others and by self-medicating with drugs or alcohol.  They can lack the ability to attach to others and may not have internalized adequate or healthy models of child rearing.  For many prisoner parents, rage, depression and addiction is and has been a part of life followed by the criminal activity that addiction can require and rage often causes.   Indeed, some prisoners are incarcerated because of crimes against other family members, including parents imprisoned for domestic or sexual violence or homicides involving their own children or their children’s other parent.  However, these are relatively rare occurrences—not typical of incarcerated parents and their children. 
Always remember that every family and every circumstance is different.  The impact of parental incarceration on the children and the family will vary with these differing circumstances.  There are, however, some common themes and consistent realities that emerge in the stories of prisoners’ children.

 

Children of prisoners will experience loss of the parent that cared for them—or of the possibility of a nurturing parent.  This loss may include relief that a parent is no longer able to hurt themselves or others.  Perhaps the loss is accompanied by satisfaction that the parent will be punished or hope that they will change.  But loss remains a consistent reaction to the incarceration of a parent.   When children are present at the arrest of their parent, the loss of separation can be compounded by powerlessness, and violence. In some cases, the child may see police indifference or brutality.    Many children of incarcerated parents exhibit 
symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, Attention Deficit Disorder (with or without hyperactivity) and Attachment Disorders.
 Most children of prisoners are cared for by family members.  Some remain in stable environments while others are moved to new communities or schools. Many children are plunged into economic hardship or deeper poverty as a result of the incarceration of a family member.   As their caregivers struggle to cope, some children will be exposed to the new or continued substance abuse of family members.  They may also experience sexual or physical abuse.  Children, who are placed in foster care, often endure multiple placements and are at increased risk for physical and sexual abuse.   Children with parents in jail or prison feel stigmatized even when they live in communities where many people have family and friends who are incarcerated.  Some children even appear to be boastful as they defend against the pain and embarrassment.

Children of prisoners, who live with any or all of these conditions and risk factors, have difficulty in school and experience both academic and social failure.
Remember….    Children of prisoners are rarely helped by not having their parent in their lives in some way. Without that parent, children mourn. Some mourn the loss of the parent that was available to care for them. Others mourn the loss of what “could have been.”
(( Effects on Kids - GENERAL    


 

                                             We do know with certainty that parental incarceration has an impact on children.  Yet the specific effects of incarceration can be difficult to isolate from other challenges and risk factors.  For example, most children of parents in prison have been subjected to a variety of risk factors before the parent's incarceration.  These include poverty, family involvement with alcohol and other drugs, intra-familial violence, previous separations, and crime. 












Cynthia Seymour, General Counsel for the Child Welfare League of America and an expert on children with incarcerated parents, notes that "the extent to which a child will be affected by parental incarceration depends on a large number of variables, including the age at which the parent-child separation occurs, length of the separation, health of the family, disruptiveness of the incarceration, child's familiarity with the placement or new caregiver, strength of the parent-child relationship, number and result of previous separation experiences, nature of the parent's crime, length of the prison sentence, availability of family or community support, and degree of stigma that the community associates with incarceration" (Seymour, 1998). 
Independent of these factors, the separation inherent in parental incarceration is almost always a traumatic experience for the child.  Children with parents in prison often exhibit many of the responses we see in other foster children who have experienced trauma.  These include: 




  
> Developmental delays. Instead of devoting energy to important age-appropriate developmental 


tasks (e.g., walking, talking, social development) children must focus deal with the parent's 


absence and the difficulties this may pose. 







>  Maladaptive coping strategies. These include regression (soiling and clinging), emotional 



numbness, and antisocial behaviors. 
Child Reactions to Parental Incarceration

· Identification with incarcerated parent, awareness of social stigma

· Change in future orientation and intrusive thoughts about their parents

· Concerned about outcomes of case, unsure and worried about how to live without mother, concern about an uncertain future 

· Flashbacks to traumatic events related to arrests 

· Embarrassment 

· Fear, anxiety

· Anger and hyperarousal 

· Sadness

· Guilt

· Low self-esteem

· Loneliness, feelings of abandonment, emotional withdrawal from friends and family

· Depression

· Sleeplessness 

· Eating and sleeping disorders

· Attention disorders and developmental regression

· Diminished academic performance, classroom behavior difficulties and truancy

· Aggression, acting out, antisocial behaviors, and trauma-reactive behavior leading to early crime involvement

Short-term Effects 









                    ( The arrest phase.   Unfortunately, only an incomplete picture of the impact of the initial arrest on children is available.  According to Johnson (1991), one in five children is present at the time of the arrest and witnesses the mother being taken away by authorities.  More than half of the children who witness this traumatic event are under 7 years of age and in the sole care of their mother.  Jose-Kampfner (1995) interviewed 30 children who witnessed their mother's arrest and reported that these children suffered nightmares and flashbacks to the arrest incident.  Children in middle childhood who are in school at the time of the arrest may return to an empty residence and be unaware of the arrest of their mother (Fishman, 1983).  The impact of father's versus mother's arrest is unknown and needs to be assessed in future research.            


              
( The management of the explanation.    There is controversy surrounding the wisdom of providing children with information concerning the arrest and the reasons for their parent's incarceration.  Some argue that children ought to be protected from the knowledge that their parents are incarcerated as a way of minimizing the trauma associated with the separation (Becker & Margolin, 1967).  Others argue that the emotional distress of children is exacerbated by the unwillingness of family, friends or caregivers to discuss their parent's incarceration (Snyder-Joy & Carlo, 1998).  This failure to disclose has been variously termed the "conspiracy of silence" (Jose-Kampfner, 1995) or "forced silence" (Johnson, 1995).  Mothers are usually the ones who take responsibility for explaining the situation to the children — regardless of whether or not they are the incarcerated parent.  For example, Sack, Seidler and Thomas (1976) found that in only 7 of 31 cases did the father or both parents together offer the child an explanation.  Moreover, when explanations were provided, they were often vague and general; one typical mother told her children that their father "did wrong and had to be punished."  Other explanations were distorted or deceitful. Deception took a variety of forms, 
from total lies to strong shading of the truth, in which prison was referred to as an army camp, a hospital or a school.  Total deception occurred in 4 of the 31 families in the study, and partial deception occurred in another 
6 families.  In other words, nearly a third of the families engaged in some form of deception.  

              
( What is the impact of this "conspiracy of silence" or deception on children?    In light of the literature on children's coping (Ayers, Sandler, West, & Roosa, 1996; Compas, 1987), which suggests that uncertainty and lack of information undermines children's ability to cope, it is not surprising that children who are uninformed about their parent's incarceration are more anxious and fearful (Johnson, 1995). Although the situation of a parent lost through death is more extreme, some of the insights gained from this literature concerning ways of helping children cope with loss is instructive. As Nolen-Hoeksema and Larson (1999) argue, children need honest, factual information, and they need to have their experience validated. Providing 
children with reliable, dependable information allows them to begin to make sense of their situation and begin the dual processes of grieving the loss of their parent and coping with their new life circumstances. On the other hand, silence about the parental incarceration often results not from a deliberate attempt to deceive the children but from an effort to avoid other complications. As Johnson (1995, p. 74) notes "There may be a very good reason for such a forced silence; family jobs, welfare payments, child custody, and even housing may be jeopardized when others become aware of the parents' whereabouts. However, children of prisoners are more likely to have negative reactions to the experience when they cannot talk about it." 
Long-term Effects 









                      A variety of long-term effects of parental incarceration on children have been identified. The long-term impact varies with a variety of factors, including the developmental level of the child. 

Incarceration and INFANTS.     A small number of women (6%, U.S. Department of Justice, 1994) are pregnant at the time of their incarceration, but few prisons in the United States permit mother to keep their infants with them during incarceration (Gabel & Girard, 1995). In most cases, mothers of newborn infants are permitted only a few days of contact before they must relinquish their infant and return to prison. As a result, there is little opportunity for the mother to develop a bond to the baby or for the baby to become familiar with the mother and form an attachment to her — a critical developmental task for both mothers and infants. As Myers et al. (1999) note, after the mother's is released, she comes home to an infant or young child with whom she has not developed an emotional bond and who is not attached to her, with the likely result that the children will have emotional and behavioral problems. 
Incarceration and YOUNG CHILDREN.    Even if a child-parent attachment bond has already developed, as in the case of infants who have been in their mother's or father's care for the first 9 to 12 months of life, the disruption associated with parental incarceration will likely adversely affect the quality of the child's attachment to their parent.  Even less drastic changes such as job loss, divorce, or residential re-location have been found to adversely affect the quality of the infant or toddler child-parent attachment quality. Insecure attachments - a consequence of adverse shifts in life circumstances - in turn, have been linked to a variety of child outcomes, including poorer peer relationships and diminished cognitive abilities.  In light of the results of this research on separation and attachment, it is not surprising that when their parents are incarcerated, young children (ages 2 - 6 years) have been observed to suffer a variety of adverse outcomes that are consistent with the research on the effects of insecure attachments.   In fact, according to one estimate, 70% of young children with incarcerated mothers had emotional or psychological problems.  Children exhibit 
internalizing problems, such as anxiety, withdrawal, hyper-vigilance, depression, shame and guilt.  They exhibit somatic problems such as eating disorders. And, perhaps most clearly, young children exhibit externalizing behaviors such as anger, aggression, and hostility toward caregivers and siblings.












                    Incarceration and SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN.    School-age children of incarcerated parents exhibit school-related problems and problems with peer relationships.  Sack et al. reported that over 50% of the children of incarcerated parents had school problems, such as poor grades or instances of aggression, albeit many of these problems were temporary.  Among the younger children (6-8 years old) in the Sack et al. study, 16% exhibited transient school phobias and were unwilling to go to school for a 4-6week period after their parent's incarceration.  In another report, Stanton found even higher rates of school problems: 70% of 166 children of incarcerated mothers showed poor academic performance and 5% exhibited classroom behavior problems.  Another school-based problem is that children are sometimes teased or ostracized by other children as a result of their parent's incarceration.  As Reid and Eddy note, as children reach adolescence, suspension and dropout rates are higher for these children . 




















                            Effects of incarceration on BOYS vs. GIRLS.     Although it would be expected that boys would be more adversely affected by this stressful separation - in light of evidence that boys are more vulnerable to stressful changes than girls are, in general, the evidence on this issue is unclear. Instead, the most likely scenario is that both boys and girls are adversely affected by parental incarceration, but their modes of expressing their reactions differ.  Boys are more likely to exhibit externalizing behavior problems, while girls are more likely to display internalizing problems (Cowan et al., 1994; Cummings, Davies, & Campbell, 2000). 

What leads to these problems?     The answer to this question is not simple.  There are a number of interpretative problems that merit elaboration.  First, incarceration is often preceded by a period of familial instability, poverty, child abuse or neglect, marital discord and conflict, or father absence.  A combination of these conditions may have already increased the base rates of children's problem behaviors.  Consequently, without measures of the child's environment and behavior prior to incarceration, it is difficult to attribute the problem behaviors to incarceration per se.  Other events also transpire at the time of incarceration that could account for some of the negative effects on children.  Re-location and placement with alternative caregivers are both major disruptions in the children's lives, which past research has shown to be detrimental to children.  A similar set of interpretative problems has plagued the literature on the effects of other kinds of stress, such as divorce on children's functioning (Hetherington & Kelley, 2002; Hetherington et al., 1998). 

(( Effects on Kids -  BY AGE GROUP:




              Having a parent in prison or jail poses different challenges for the child at each stage of development.
Pre-Schoolers: 3-5 years
This is often called the age of opposition, power and control battles and magical thinking. At this stage of development, children need to prove to themselves that they are separate and unique, that they are themselves and not their caregivers.

“If I cooperate with you, I become you. And since I am me, not you, I will not cooperate and if you make me, I will hate you and wish you away.” This is not really a thought but more a gut instinct in most 4 to 6 year-olds.

 
The new demands made by the adult world for self-control may lead children at this age to apply magical thinking and fantasy to the circumstances of their parent’s incarceration. Pre-schoolers believe they are responsible in ways that are both illogical and unreasonable. They may believe that they wished the parent away when they were mad at them. 

 
They may regress in behavior, experiencing bed-wetting, sleeplessness, and eating disruptions. They may also develop fears, nightmares, and a return to the aggressive tantrums of toddlerhood.

 
Pre-school children need to know that they have some influence on adults to get their needs met. Maintaining a connection to the incarcerated parent may be most critical at this stage of development to avoid feelings of guilt, loss of control, powerlessness, and loyalty conflicts that could have lasting consequences.
Early School-age: 5-8 years
The grade school child is beginning to replace parents as the center of their universe. These children will experience sadness at the separation, but have moved out into the world, are learning new skills, and are focused on their peer group. At this stage of development, children do understand the concept of “crime and punishment.” As one first grader put it, ”My Mommy is doing a really long time out.” As they begin to focus on affiliating with other children, however, they become aware of the stigma of parental incarceration.

 
Early school-age children need to experience success and develop a sense of competence, with their adults and with peers. This makes them vulnerable to taunts from schoolmates about parent’s arrest or incarceration. They are not yet able to articulate the story or the feelings well enough to both satisfy peers and avoid upsetting or embarrassing the family.

 
This conflict between affiliation and family loyalty can lead children to avoid school, develop physical ailments, and sometimes stop talking unless they are at home.
Pre-adolescence:  9-11 years
Pre-adolescence is the stage of social emotions. Children struggle to understand the fact that “right and wrong” can vary from family to family. They are striving to learn about their own feelings about peers and family members and to understand the meaning behind the behaviors of others. Adults need to provide labels for children’s feelings without judging them. 

 
Adults also need to provide children with good role models and teach children communication skills by saying what they mean and listening with compassion. Pre-adolescents are also making more choices on their own about homework, activities, and friends. 

 
They need to be respected for their opinions and tastes. They may choose to distance themselves from the relationship with an incarcerated parent, partly to exercise their choice but also to avoid embarrassment.

 
Finally, as children strive to understand rules and consequences and to have empathy for others, adults in their world must be honest and genuine. Adults who act scared or angry but say “I am fine” will seriously confuse the developmental process of pre-adolescents. Such mixed messages may lead to acting out in an effort to understand what is really going on.
Adolescence 
Teens are out in the world, trying to figure out who they are, where they are going, and who they want to go with them. They are also balancing taking risks and avoiding danger. 

 
Many adolescents with incarcerated parents have experienced multiple separations from the incarcerated parent due to previous imprisonments or a chaotic lifestyle. Their experience has often included addictions, financial instability, caregiver stress, failing schools, and communities lacking in resources. 

 
Adolescents are often expected to assume adult roles. They may be left for long periods without supervision. They can suffer from ambivalence about their incarcerated parent. They can, all at once, fear that they will turn out like their incarcerated parent, attempt to be like them, and fiercely reject them. They also have diminishing hope that their parents will return to them.

 
Keep in mind that children will react in many different ways to their parents’ imprisonment. These reactions depend on their age, personality, family circumstances, environmental stress, details of the crime and incarceration and available supports.

The cycle of parental crime, arrest, incarceration, release, and recidivism seems to have a cumulative effect that increases as children grow older:





    > Parental incarceration in the first year of a child's life may prevent the development of parent-child bonding. > The development of autonomy and initiative in children aged two to six may be compromised by the trauma 
of witnessing parental arrest and the loss of a parent due to incarceration.  "The long-term effects of 
these experiences may be worse at this stage of childhood...because young children have the ability 
to perceive and remember traumatic events, but they cannot process or adjust to trauma without 
assistance...". 










              > Children ages seven to 10 may have a hard time achieving in school and getting along with others, 
precipitating aggressive behavior in reaction to experienced trauma. 




     >  While some young adolescents aged 11 to 14  may overcome their parent's absence, poverty, stigma, and 
multiple placements, many children act out. 







   > The cumulative effects of parental involvement in the criminal justice system appear in 15 to 18 year olds. 
"Their experiences have left many with negative attitudes toward law enforcement and the criminal 
justice system. 
 The parents of many have served multiple jail and/or prison sentences and will not 
reunify with them.  A large but unknown proportion will engage in criminal activity...". 
( ( Modifiers of Children's Reactions to Incarceration 

               Before the incarceration, during incarceration, and during the reunion phase after incarceration, different factors modify children's reactions. 





                      Pre-incarceration conditions.     The most important predictor of how well the child will adjust to the immediate separation is the quality of the parent-child relationship.  Theoretically, a high quality parent-child relationship should serve as a protective or buffering factor in helping the child cope with the temporary loss of a parent.  Unfortunately, however, many parents who end up in prison are limited in their parenting abilities, and thus this potential protective factor is unavailable to their children.  Unfortunately, research is not available to determine empirically whether children with a closer relationship with their parent transcend the separation with greater ease. 




 





Another predictor or how well the child adjusts to parental incarceration is likely to be the quality of relationships with the extended family and non-family informal social networks.  This support is especially relevant when the father is incarcerated and leaves the mother to cope as a single parent.  There is an extensive literature that suggests that the quality of family ties within the extended family network is related to mothers' more positive parenting attitudes and behavior.  In addition, Crnic, et. al. reported that mothers with higher levels of informal social support were more responsive and affectionate with their infants.  More recently Goldstein,, et.al. similarly found that women with larger social networks were found to be more sensitive in interactions with their infants.  In turn, the children of parents who receive more social, emotional, and physical support are better adjusted than children of parents with limited kin or network support . 








































                 Moreover, when it is the mother rather than the father who is incarcerated, extended family members such as grandmothers often assume the role of primary caregiver.  To the extent that the child has already established close emotional relationships with the extended family, the trauma of transition to grandmother care will be lessened. 

Factors during incarceration.   The major determinants of child adjustment during the period of parental incarceration are  (1) the nature and quality of the alternative care-giving arrangements and  (2) the opportunities to maintain contact with the absent parent. 



















                        As we have noted, the gender of the incarcerated parent is a major determinant of the type of alternative care arrangement.  When fathers are incarcerated, the mother is generally the caregiver who continues to be responsible for child care; when mothers are incarcerated, grandmothers assume their responsibility.  The latter arrangement provides greater continuity for the child relative to foster care because the child is with a familiar caregiver.  Moreover, kinship placements tend to be more stable and avoid trans-ethnic discontinuities that are likely to occur in the foster care system.  It is assumed that children make better adjustments in kinship homes, but comparative studies of kinship versus foster care placements are not available.  Moreover, there are problems with kinship arrangements as well. Young and Smith cite a range of challenges faced by grandparents raising grandchildren, including emotional, physical, and financial difficulties, which, in turn, may undermine their effectiveness as substitute caregivers.  As in the case of grandmothers raising infants for their teenage daughters, the relationship between the grandmother and the incarcerated mother is often strained and characterized by a range of negative feelings such as resentment, anger, guilt, or disappointment .  In turn, this complicates decision-making on behalf of the child, which requires cooperation across generations if the child's best interests are to be served.  Parallel problems are evident in joint custody arrangements after divorce.  Grandmothers serve as gatekeepers in terms of their children's access to the parents just as divorced mothers regulate fathers' access to their children.  In spite of this potential barrier to maintaining contact, 94% of caregivers surveyed by the National Counsel on Crime and Delinquency endorsed the idea that contact between mother and child is important and 97% helped promote contact during incarceration . 












                            The second important determinant of children's adjustment to their parent being in prison is regular contact with the incarcerated parent. Institutional, attitudinal, and practical barriers make this contact difficult to maintain, however.  As Young and Smith note, correctional policies regarding visitation and phone use make it difficult for mothers to stay in touch with their children.  Facilities are typically located in remote areas, often long distances from where children and caregivers live, making visitation extremely difficult for families with limited resources, and visitation hours are scheduled for set times each week rather than depending on would-be visitors' schedules.  In addition, rules about who is eligible to visit, the number of visitors allowed at one time, appropriate behavior during the visit, lack of privacy, harsh treatment of visitors by correctional staff, and the physical layout of the visiting room often deter family members and caregivers from coming.  Other problems include child-unfriendly visiting rooms, lack of privacy, and increased anxiety on the part of the visiting child.  These conditions, in part, flow from cultural and institutional beliefs that incarcerated individuals, including parents, do not deserve privileges such as family visitation.  As Clark notes, the children become the "unseen victims" of a mother's incarceration.  Parents', caregivers', and social workers' attitudes also play a role in visitation patterns.  Some resist the idea of visitation by children either because of the unpleasant and inhospitable visiting conditions or because of their belief that visitation will produce negative reactions in the 
children.  However, Johnston found that the excitability and hyperactivity associated with children's visitation were relatively short-lived and there was no evidence of long-term negative responses.  Visiting can calm children's fears about their parent's welfare as well as their concerns about the parent's feelings for them.  Investigations of the patterns of visitation reveal that approximately half of incarcerated parents do not receive any visits from their children.  Children are most likely to visit their mother in the first year and less likely to do so after this initial period.  Moreover, even when children do visit, they do not visit often.  According to one large-scale survey of state prison inmates, only 8% of the incarcerated mothers saw their children as often as once a week; 18% saw them once a month; 20%, less than once a month (U.S. Department of Justice, 1993). 
( What You Can Do

(  What these children may need
Some children may have been traumatized by witnessing a violent arrest or may have a history of traumatizing experiences. Some children of prisoners may have no contact with their parent; others talk to their incarcerated parent every day. 

 
Some children move to a new city or state. Some change schools or go into day care so their caregivers can work. Children will need different things from caregivers depending on their age, temperament and personality, the family circumstances, the facts and details of the crime, and the availability of outside resources.
Most Children of Prisoners Need…
· Consistent caring adults who understand that, in general, children love their parents, even when they 
have committed a crime

· People who will not condemn the incarcerated parents as worthless

· People who will understand that children of prisoners feel angry, sad, confused, and worried

· A chance to express these feelings and learn to cope with them

· A chance to learn and practice skills and keep busy with activities

· Faith or affiliation with a community that can provide meaning for the child beyond their own crisis

· People who can help them to maintain contact with their incarcerated parent or parents or explain to 
them why they cannot maintain contact 

(   Working with These Children  


There are many things professionals can do to support children with parents in prison: 
                                          >> Understand and acknowledge your own feelings about incarcerated parents and substance abusers.  
Unless you take this step, you may undermine your own efforts to help. 
                                      >> Understand the child may be grieving.   Explain the stages of grief to the child in an age-appropriate way. >> Alleviate the child's uncertainty.  When a parent is incarcerated, a child's basic life issues are called into 
question - she will want to know what has happened, when she will see her parent again, what will 
happen next, and a thousand other things.  Answer her questions as best you can. 





























             >> Reassure the child, especially if she is young, that the parent did not leave the child because of 
something the child has done.       







                >> Honor and preserve the child's connection to the parent.  Regardless of the parent's past actions, 
he or she plays a central role in the child's world and influences her well-being and future 
development.  Maintain this connection by every means possible, including visits, mail, and phone 
calls. 
( Educating These Children






     It is estimated that 1.5 million children in the United States have a parent in jail or prison and this number increases each year.  These children are less likely to succeed in school and more likely to be involved in substance abuse and delinquent behaviors.  A worthwhile goal for educators, as well as judges, lawmakers, corrections officials and child welfare workers, is to break the cycle of incarceration among family members by supporting the needs of the children involved and seeing that their rights are upheld.




Children of an arrested and imprisoned parent often experience trauma and instability in their lives.  If the child had a meaningful relationship with the parent, he or she may become emotionally maligned, unable to trust others and therefore loose the ability to form healthy relationships.  The child’s social and academic development is often impaired.  Feelings of shame, worthlessness and a loss of identity can result in the child being depressed or exhibiting aggressive behaviors.







Since there is no formal mechanism by which children of incarcerated parents are identified to school staff, their needs are frequently overlooked.  At times teachers will be aware of a child’s parent being imprisoned through parent-teacher conferences or other forms of communication.  When they know a child has an incarcerated parent, there are ways they can facilitate the child’s learning and development. The following ideas may be helpful:








              
1. Provide a safe, stable, and caring classroom environment with clear rules and expectations.

2. Understand that these children love their imprisoned parent.

3. Respect and accept each child without judgment.

4. Take into consideration their special needs.

5. Reassure them that they can be successful in school.

6. Build their self-confidence by helping them identify their strengths.

7. Provide encouragement and support for them to live up to their potential. 

8. Promote social acceptance and inclusion through modeling.

9. Challenge any prejudicial comments or behaviors by other students 


            
10. Understand their feelings of sadness, anger, confusion, and apprehension about their future.

11. Offer emotional support and a chance for them to express their feelings.

12. Watch for changes in their behavior and/or attitude.

13. Refer troubled children for counseling to help them address their concerns and increase their 

coping skills.

14. Meet with parents, caregivers and/or agency representatives who provide support and 


services for these students.

15. Maintain a list of resources and referrals including crisis intervention, mental health and 


special services for the children, as well as their caregivers.
Services for children of prisoners can include:









> Group and/or individual therapy; 








> Skill building activities; 










> Mentoring; 












> Social skills enhancement; and 









> Anger management training. 
The emotional development of these children is enhanced when they feel free to discuss their feelings concerning their parent.  Yet, many adults do not know what to say if a child mentions an incarcerated parent. If they respond with something like, “What did he/she do?” the child may interpret the comment as critical and not mention the parent again.  A preferential response would be to say something like, “It’s hard to have a parent live away from you.”  Then if the adult listens and mirrors the children’s feelings, communication and bonding can take place.  Children are better able to cope with their unhappiness when the adults in their life discuss the incarceration without condemnation or embarrassment.

( Resources
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( Books for parents, caregivers, professionals to read w/ children of prisoners:
A Visit to the Big House   by Oliver Butterworth. Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, 1993, ISBN #0-395-52805-4.

I Know How You Feel Because This Happened to Me.   Center for Children with Incarcerated Parents, Pacific Oaks College and Children's Programs, 714 West California Blvd., Pasadena, CA 91105.

Just for You - Children with Incarcerated Parents.   Center for Children with Incarcerated Parents, Pacific Oaks College and Children's Programs, 714 West California Blvd., Pasadena, CA 91105.

My Mother and I Are Growing Stronger   by Inez Maury.  New Seed Press, PO Box 9488, Berkeley, CA 947099, ISBN# 0-938678-06-X.

Two in Every Hundred: a special workbook for children with a parent in prison.   Reconciliation, 702 51st Avenue North, Nashville, TN 37209, (615) 292-6371.

When Andy's Father Went to Prison    by Martha Whitmore Hickman.   Albert Whitman and Company, 5747 Howard Street, Niles, IL 606487-4012, ISBN #0-8075-8874-1.

Breaking Out, Barthe Declements, (1993, Random House Childrens) ISBN 0385305036

Help for Kids: Understanding Your Feelings about Having a Parent in Prison. Carol Gesme. (1993, Pine Press).
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