Texas Children of Incarcerated Parents Project

Stronger Together, VOLUME I

Caregiver’s Guide

Maintaining and Strengthening Family Ties from Arrest to Release

TiFA

Texas Inmate Families Association

Strengthening families through support, education, and advocacy




Page |2

ABOUT THE TEXAS INMATE FAMILIES ASSOCIATION

TIFA is a 501(c)(3) non-profit. Our mission is to break the cycle of crime by strengthening
families through support, education, and advocacy. TIFA also provides parole workshops as
well as online resources for our members.

ABOUT THE TEXAS CHILDREN OF INCARCERATED PARENTS (COIP) PROJECT

As of November 2014, the Texas Department of Criminal Justice (TDCJ) prison system had
187,000 individuals incarcerated---giving Texas the unenviable distinction of having more
individuals behind bars than any other state in the country and the world. Then add the
number of individuals incarcerated in federal prisons and county jails and the numbers
began to create the picture of the significant impact incarceration policies have on the
citizenry of Texas.

Left behind are family members and friends: As of August 2011, nearly 95,000 individuals
incarcerated in Texas prisons self-reported as having children.” In 2007 more than 1.7
million American children had a parent in prison or jail.”> Nearly 10 million children have a
parent who is or has been under some form of criminal justice supervision.? In 2007, one in
43 (2.3%) American children had a parent incarcerated in a state or federal prison.4 Onein
15 black children and 1 in 42 Latino children has a parent in prison, compared to 1 in 111
white children.’ Approximately half of children with incarcerated parents are under ten
years old.® 2% of incarcerated fathers and 8-10% of mothers have children in foster care’
(these data do not include at least some persons in prison with children in foster care who
are in kinship placements).

The intent of the Texas COIP Project is to bring Children out of the shadows so they occupy

our thoughts when we make decisions, set policy, do research, and plan interventions

! Data gleaned from a TDCJ information request, 2011; actual number: 94,635. Note additionally:

8,150 inmates in state jails self-reported children, while 2,160 individuals in SAFP facilities self-

reported children. Data available upon request from the Texas Criminal Justice Coalition -

http://www.texascjc.org/basic-facts-1

>Mauer, M., Nellis, A., Schirmir, S.; Incarcerated Parents and Their Children -Trends 1991- 2007,

The Sentencing Project, Feb. 2009 - www.sentencingproject.org

Hairston, C.F, Prisoners and Families: Parenting Issues During Incarceration. In J. Travis & M. Waul

(eds.), Prisoners Once Removed. Washington, DC: The Urban Press Institute, 2003.

https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/Publications/abstract.aspx?1D=205858

“Mauer, M., Nellis, A., Schirmir, S.; Feb. 2009 Incarcerated Parents and Their Children -Trends

1991- 2007, The Sentencing Project.

Ibid The Sentencing Project.

* Ibid

" Mumola, C.J.-Incarcerated Parents and their Children (NCJ-182335). Wash, D.C. US Dept. of
Justice, BOJS, 2000

3.

5.
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CAVEATS ABOUT THE TEXAS COIP CAREGIVER GUIDE:

This guide focuses on the majority of situations in which parents are incarcerated for non-
child related crimes. It does not address situations where a parent has harmed a child
directly or indirectly, such as when a violent act was committed against the other parent, a
sibling, or family member. These are complex cases and require careful and ongoing
assessment, professional advice, and therapeutic support.

Next, while some of the information in the handbooks may apply to children whose
parents are being held within immigration detention facilities or facing possible
deportation, there are differences that must be noted: (1) families of deportees experience
a heightened overlay of fear, about many things, which cancels out the differences that
children of deportees may not feel their parent did anything wrong; and (2) what
reunification means.

e For the child of a prisoner, the parent coming home "fixed" can be held as a hope.

e For the child of a deportee, the parent coming home necessarily means the parent

breaking the law anew.

We are committed to empowering you to proactively reach out to children with
incarcerated parents and their families to assist them in navigating this challenging and
often painful experience.

This handbook is the second in a 2 volume series:

Stronger Together, Volume | - We recommend that you read Understanding the Experiences of
Children of Incarcerated Parents in its entirety. It will strengthen your understanding of
children’s feelings and responses, which will strengthen your ability to effectively respond
to children’s needs and in turn create supportive and understanding communities for
children and families to live in---and for parents to return to. It is located on the Texas
Inmate Families Association website at the following link: http://tifa.org/

Stronger Together, Volume Il: Maintaining and Strengthening Family Ties for Children of
Incarcerated Parents, from Arrest to Release. Discusses why and how to maintain parent-
child relationships and provides Texas resources. It is located on the Texas Inmate Families
Association website at the following link: http://tifa.org/


http://tifa.org/
http://tifa.org/
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The National
Bill of Rights for
Children of the Incarcerated*

1. T have the right to be kept safe and informed at the
time of my parent's arrest.

2. I have the right to be heard when decisions are made
about me.

3. I have the right to be concerned when decisions are
made about my parent.

4. T have the right to be well-cared for in my parent's
absence.

5. I have the right to speak with, see, and touch my
parent.

6. I have the right to support as I face my parent's
incarceration.

7. I have the right not to be judged, blamed, or labeled
because of my parent's incarceration.

8. I have the right to a lifelong relationship with my
parent.

/ /

*The Bill of Rights for Children of Incarcerated Parents was written in 2003 by Nell
Bernstein, (journalist and author) and Gretchen Newby (a practitioner serving children of
prisoners), based on interviews with children and families who have experienced parental
incarceration. San Francisco Children of Incarcerated Parents Partnership (2005). See
www.sfcipp.org
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Introduction

This Caregiver Guide is being provided to assist families who are parents and caregivers of
Children of Incarcerated Parents in Texas. If you are a primary caregiver or a foster parent
who is caring for a child whose mom or dad have recently been arrested, facing trial,
convicted of a crime, sentenced to incarceration, paroled, or released for reentry, this
guide is for you.

You are among a unique group of caregivers who have family members or know parents
who have been thrust into the criminal justice system for a few days, a year, a decade or
maybe life. No matter what the specifics are, there is always an effect on a child when a
parent is incarcerated. The incarceration of a primary caregiver usually leads to higher
levels of destabilization, emotional consequences of separation, and increased risk for
negative outcomes.

You are in contact with children who are in crisis and you face the challenges of knowing
how best to provide support to these children and answer their questions about their
incarcerated loved ones. Teenagers may have an easier time understanding the criminal
justice system and will have different questions than those from younger children.

This guide is also provided for social workers, teachers, clergy, juvenile probation officers,
faith-based organizations, mentoring programs or any other organization or individual that
seeks to provide support to these children.

We hope this information will be useful as you work with this vulnerable population.

Sincerely,

i = ‘/1/
<%;/f€dc& Q%}mz,
Theresa Moran, MSW

COIP Project Lead, Child Advocate, member of TIFA and Travis County Reentry Task Force,
and volunteer with the Storybook Project

The family is probably this country’s most valuable resource for reducing crime.

A NOTE ABOUT CAREGIVERS Throughout this volume we refer to caregivers, and it is
important to clarify that for the sake of simplicity this will refer to all of the following people with
whom children live and in whose custody they are: the child’s other/custodial parent (which is the
majority of cases when a father is incarcerated), and non-parent caregivers including relative
caregivers, people who assume primary caregiving responsibilities. Children involved in the child
welfare system who are cared for by foster parents and children involved with immigration issues
are also included in this volume.
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Section

Criminal Justice Stress Points

While there are common behaviors that many children exhibit, it is important to
remember that each child copes and responds differently, with multiple factors
contributing to his/her responses.

Common behaviors and responses to parental arrest that may apply throughout the cycle may
include:

e Developing physical symptoms: headaches, stomach aches, other illnesses or
injuries, having nightmares, beginning to fear the dark, or clinging to the
remaining parent or caretaker;

e Showing signs of regression, for example, exhibiting behaviors of younger
children such as bedwetting or thumb-sucking;

e Withdrawing from friends and social relationships or previously enjoyed
activities;

e Retreating into denial and/or a fantasy world;
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e Showing anger, aggression, and hostility toward the adult in charge or toward
other authority figures, like teachers;

e Becoming disobedient and defiant at home or school, refusing to obey
previously obeyed rules;

e Suffering a decline in school work and social relationships at school or beginning
to skip school.

STRESS POINTS

Just as previous family history and a child’s developmental level will affect the
child’s response, so too may specific points of the criminal justice system trigger a
reaction. Particular points of crisis can arise around the time of arrest, again during
plea negotiations or trial, at sentencing, if/when the parent goes to prison, and
before, during and after parole hearings.1 Stress that may have subsided over the
course of a parent’s incarceration may emerge again after the parent comes home.
Sometimes the worrisome behaviors children exhibit come and go; they may
appear near the parent’s arrest only to disappear, and then reappear at a later
point. A child who stops “acting out” may still be in pain, so it remains important to
check in and offer consistent support even in the absence of loud cries for help.

Although stress is an inevitable part of life, toxic stress can happen with excessive
or prolonged activation of the stress response systems in the body and brain and
can be more harmful. Stress helps children develop the skills they need to cope
with and adapt to potentially threatening situations in life and learning how to cope
with adversity is an important part of healthy child development. Children need
support from parents and caregivers to learn how to respond to stress in a
physically and emotionally healthy manner.

Arrest

The trauma experienced by the child who has a parent taken away from that child is
extraordinary, even more so if the child witnesses the arrest of the parent. The image of
the person you love, respect, and depend on being handcuffed and forcibly taken away is
devastating; even for children who do not witness the arrest, the image can be terrifying.
Research found that children who witness their parent being arrested experience this as
watching their parent being assaulted,? which can also lead to negative feelings about law
enforcement and the law. The arrest experience, plus the negative images portrayed by
the media, can exacerbate a child’s fear and lead the child to envision the worst about the
parent’s condition.

1 While some parents have determinate sentences with known release dates, many do not. Many have discretionary release
dates (indeterminate sentences), with a date set for their Parole Board hearing. If release is granted, the Parole Board will
then set a date for release.

2 Bernstein, N. (2005), All Alone in the World: Children of the Incarcerated (p. 95). New York, NY: The New Press.
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Usually, neither families nor children have information about the arrest, arraignment and
detention process, and children may worry about how, when and if they will ever see their
mother or father again. A parent’s arrest is much more common than a parent’s
incarceration, since most arrests do not actually lead to jail or prison sentences. Those who
work with children should be mindful that parental arrest is not an uncommon experience
for children, particularly in neighborhoods that are heavily policed, where young men are
frequently stopped and frisked, often leading to arrests that lead to at least 2-3 days in
custody. During much of this time, no one knows exactly where the parent is, or what is
happening, and the adults are as confused as the children, often not paying attention to
the children’s feelings because of their own.

Pre-Trial and During Trial

The arrested parent may be detained during the pre-trial period or may be released on
bail. In either case, it is a period of great uncertainty, when making plans is impossible
since the outcomes are unpredictable.

Children whose world has been suddenly disrupted are often unable to get answers to
their questions, and do not know what is expected of them during this time of distress. It is
often upsetting for children that the adults in their lives—whom they perceived as “all-
knowing” and “all-powerful”—appear to be helpless and clueless.

Sentencing

For the child and other family members, a prison sentence usually comes as a shock. While
this may sound strange to those who work in the criminal justice system, and know that
lawyers will generally have provided at least some warning of the possible outcome,
families often continue to hope for a miracle, and friends and extended family may try to
reassure them that their loved one will get the lightest sentence. Since family members are
rarely considered when a sentence is imposed, and typically have little information or
control at the sentencing phase, family members may neglect to discuss what might
happen with children. This can leave children alone with their fears, struggles and changing
feelings about what is happening. Even when the sentence is as expected, the sentence
makes the fears around separation a reality for families, and the image of a steel door
closing behind them can be very real for children. Complicating this further is that the
sentencing phase can also extend for months, which is an eternity for children. During this
time, the parent is often in a jail where visiting may be difficult or severely limited
compared to prison.

Incarceration

For the child and other family members, the set of emotions experienced during
incarceration is often compared to the loss of a family member to death. This metaphor
does not take into consideration how shame, stigma and humiliation about prison life
affect the child, nor the complicated, ambiguous and undefined nature of this deep loss.
Children are aware of the gravity of the situation and may conjure up negative visions of
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what life in prison is like. Further complications occur when the remaining parent or
caregiver is reluctant to allow children to visit a prison, whether to “protect” the child from
further harm and distress or to punish the incarcerated individual by withholding love and
visits. See Section 3 of this guide for a detailed discussion of visiting.

Parole

For people who do not have a definite release date, the time leading up to a parole hearing
can be very stressful for children who are aware of what is happening. Many children want
to know what they can do to help their parent “get out.” Some children also worry that
their parent will “mess up” or do something that will cause the Parole Board to deny their
release. The hopefulness and anxiety around this time has a big impact on family members
and children, although sometimes the incarcerated parent is so focused on his own
preparation that he forgets about how much it means to his family. If the parole board’s
decision is positive, it can be a time of extreme joy and celebration. But even this welcome
event can bring with it much tension as families prepare for the transition that some think
will bring the end of the stressful times.

If parole is denied, it is likely to be accompanied by anger, frustration, sadness and despair.
Particularly as adult members process the news, they may be coping with their own
feelings and not have much reserve left to be there to help children understand. There is a
grieving process that can occur after a parole denial, with various stages of feelings taking
place (anger, sadness, acceptance). Some children are angry with their parent, some with
the “system,” and some lose respect for the law when they feel their parent has done
everything possible to demonstrate rehabilitation and yet still will not be released. This is a
trauma that is often invisible to those outside of the family, and that serves to increase
children’s feelings of isolation.

Children whose parents are under parole supervision may be unaware of their parent’s
status or reporting requirements, which can place limitations on a parent’s ability to fully
parent. Parents may be limited by curfew and geographic restrictions that may prohibit
them from taking their children places or participating in certain activities with them.

Ellen

When Ellen's father was first incarcerated, she wanted to stay home from
school to be with her mother, and to sleep with her mother at night, but her
mother was becoming much less fun to be with. Ellen's mother was sometimes
angry that her husband had gotten himself into this mess, but she stuck by him
and expected Ellen to do the same. When her husband was sent “upstate” to a
prison nearly three hours from home, she would get up early on Saturday and
get Ellen all dressed up to take the bus, train and taxi to get o the prison. If
they got there early enough to avoid the long lines, they could sometimes visit
for five hours before returning home.
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At first, Ellen enjoyed the visits. She missed her father terribly, and was happy to
see him. She worried about him when she didn't see him. When they visited, he
made a big fuss over her. Her mother would tell her father about what a good girl
she was, and her father would remind her to take care of her mother. But as she
got older, she got tired of the long rides and the visits. She still wanted to visit,
but she and her mother went less often. Her mother seemed less angry, and she
and Ellen grew closer as they adjusted to this new family arrangement. Ellen still
didn't tell her friends though and worried about what they would think of her and
her family if they found ouft.

TIFA conducts Parole Packet workshops in support of families who attend the various
chapters across the state. Parole packets allow a family to include items such as support
letters, certificates, and other information the family wishes to have the parole board
consider at the time of their review. For more information refer to the TIFA website.

Information about parole in Texas State prisons including the Texas Department of
Criminal Justice handbook “Parole in Texas,” and answers to common questions about the
Board of Pardons and Paroles (BPP) is available on the TDCJ website at
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/bpp/index.htm

e Before the board has voted for an incarcerated individual to be released, family
members and interested individuals may seek information from the offender parole
review status line of the Board of Pardons and Paroles in Huntsville at (936) 291-
2106. You must have a TDCJ or SID# or date of birth to reference the status of the
incarcerated parent.

e After the board members have voted, family members and interested individuals
may seek information from the Parole Division status line in Austin (512) 406-5202.
You must have a TDCJ or SID# or date of birth to reference the status of the
incarcerated individual.

¢ You may also look online at the TDCJ Offender Information Search at:
https://offender.tdcj.texas.gov/OffenderSearch/index.jsp Once the individual's
information is entered, you may click on the link of the name and it will take you to
a page of information. Once you are on this page, click on the large yellow button
that reads "Parole Review Information" for the parole status or history.

Pre-Release and Reentry

Interestingly, the times just before and after release can be the most challenging for
children and families. Problems that were present in the household before the
incarceration are typically not dealt with while the individual is away and may greet
everyone upon return. Children and families change during a parent’s incarceration:
children grow older and are at a different stage of development and need different things


http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/bpp/index.htm
https://offender.tdcj.texas.gov/OffenderSearch/index.jsp
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from their parents. They have also had to adapt and learn to cope day to day without the
parent’s presence and accessible guidance/involvement.

Incarcerated parents may think of and parent the children at the age they were prior to the
incarceration, and may continue to treat them that way unconsciously as they plan to
resume parenting in the community. The other custodial parent has also likely changed. In
two-parent families, the parent left behind has gained independence and competence in
areas previously handled by the partner. There may be considerable tension about how
the marital/committed relationship can go forward.

Tina

Tina spoke with her mom by telephone and tele-visited with her in the
months leading up to her parole hearing (since the prison was over 8
hours away).® At first, neither one mentioned the upcoming date though
it was on both of their minds. Tina was too scared to hope that this time
her mom would come home. After 12 years of growing up without her
mom, she rarely let herself imagine life with her mother present ona
daily basis. Still, she couldn't help wanting her mom home more than
anything else in the world. Finally, she and her mom did talk about it.

Tina asked her mom to please, please, please not get into any trouble and
her mom forewarned Tina that while she would try her best, the Parole
Board made its own decisions. Tina submitted a letter to the Parole
Board asking them to please release her mom. She was now 16 and really
needed her mom home. The day came and went, and Tina had no news.
Then she found out from an uncle that her mom was denied parole. She
was so hurt by the news and almost even more hurt that her mom hadn't
called to tell her. She didn't realize that her mother felt so
disappointed, hurt and ashamed that she couldn't bring herself to face
her daughter.

The incarcerated parent has also changed. She has been living in a place where one suffers
a loss of identity and respect, where anger and hostility are common, and where there is
no privacy. He may have been forbidden to act on feelings or make any decisions regarding
personal preferences. And the world he or she is returning to has changed significantly,

3 Televisiting is a form of communication between children and incarcerated parents that was first offered in New York State
at Albion Correctional Facility, the largest women’s prison in New York State, located by the Canadian border. In partnership
with The Osborne Association, Albion offers a televisiting program where children in the New York City area go to Osborne’s
offices and televisit with their mothers in a comfortable, child-friendly room.
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particularly if the sentence served was long. Some people come home from prison having
never seen a mobile phone, surfed the internet, or paid so much for a cup of coffee. Their
children seem to have more to teach them than to learn from them.

For families formed during incarceration—children born or step families created—the
adjustment is significant, having never experienced daily family life together in the
community. Finally, the expectations are high for parents coming home; they are expected
to make up for the time that they spent away from their children and families, but this is a
debt that cannot be repaid easily.

Despite the need for support at this time, there is little support or transitional counseling
available to families to help them through this difficult time. The assumption that the hard
times are over when incarceration ends can make the serious challenges families face upon
reentry come as a rude and often painful awakening. This can be isolating, as those
surrounding the family may also assume their difficulties are over and not offer support.
While the reunion may be happy, many children and families report tremendous
challenges and stress during the period of reentry, particularly if the separation has been
very long.

Daniel

Daniel was 17 when his mom came home after four years in Federal
prison. It was an adjustment for them both. At first, Daniel kept his
distance—protecting himself from being hurt again—but he also wanted
to regain the time they had missed together and did not want to be far
away from her. Applying to colleges, he changed his mind and decided to
stay in his home town instead of going away, which he had thought he
wanted to do. He also became concerned with his mom's being rejected
from so many job interviews. He encouraged her to apply to college as
well, telling her that they could do this together. Daniel did some
research, found his mom a program specifically for women coming home
from prison, and set up an appointment for her. He joked with her that
he was her mother, but as time went on, he let go of his defensiveness
and was happy to be her son again. They are now both in college and
adjusting to being together again.

Information about reentry in Texas State prisons is available on the TDCJ website at
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/divisions/rid/index.html

Some counties may have reentry programs:
e Travis County Reentry Round Table: http://www.reentryroundtable.net/



http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/divisions/rid/index.html
http://www.reentryroundtable.net/
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e Travis County Reentry Success Guide: http://www.reentryroundtable.net/wp-
content/uploads/2012/06/Resource-Guide-May-2012.pd

e Texas Offenders Reentry Initiative (TORI) Dallas-Fort Worth-Houston-San Antonio:
http://medc-tori.org/

Family Coping Styles*

It is important to consider family coping styles as each family is unique. Each will deal with
the incarceration of a family member in its own way. The Children of Incarcerated Parents
Library at Rutgers (CIPL 304: Different Children/Behaviors) provides information on the
following patterns of coping that can help guide professional social work interventions and
assist families with understanding their approach and needs.

The Family on Hold

This type of family often visits their incarcerated member, writes or telephones. They take
pictures of events, people and places to keep their loved one connected to their lives.
Rarely, however, are feelings discussed. Anger about the crime or the incarceration,
sadness, abandonment, confusion, loss, frustration and hurt are all real and ever present
emotions that are left on hold to deal with upon release. There is often a focus on the
positive commitment to make this period of separation “ok.”

The Parallel Family
Families in this group keep in touch by letter or phone with occasional visits. They have a

“life goes on” attitude without positive or negative emotion. “This happened and we’ll deal
with it.” These family members tend to develop their own lives, meet new people, learn
new skills and grow in completely separate ways from the incarcerated person.

The Estranged Family
This family is cut off from the incarcerated member. Sometimes the family has decided not

to maintain contact. Sometimes foster parents often have trouble coordinating visits.
Often, incarcerated parents choose to limit contact with family when they are unable to
cope with their feelings or the frustrations of correctional policies.

The Turbulent Family
Negative feelings are expressed in out of control ways in this family. They are rarely able to

develop effective relationship skills. Contact during incarceration can become hurtful and
abusive at worst, or simmering and unpredictable at best. And so it goes with children and
their families adapting to the incarceration of a parent in a variety of ways.

Going Home
When the release from incarceration finally comes, it creates a major crisis for most

families. The incarcerated parent’s homecoming is likely to be shrouded by joblessness,
economic hardship, or continuous poverty. In addition, role changes and restructuring

4 Adalist-Estrin, A.Homecoming: Children’s Adjustment to Parent’s Parole” FCN Report Issue 33, January 2003 available
nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/resources/articles


http://www.reentryroundtable.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Resource-Guide-May-2012.pd
http://www.reentryroundtable.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Resource-Guide-May-2012.pd
http://medc-tori.org/
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of responsibilities by spouses and children can cause resentment and anger in the post
parole period. A child’s adjustment to release is often related to the style of coping evident
during incarceration.

e On hold families often feel initially relieved at their abilities to have weathered the
storm. They are confident that the worst is behind them. When the intensity of
family life combines with many years of unresolved anger and hurt, the outcome
can be disastrous. This is especially true for children who need an opportunity to
express those feelings in safety but feel that doing so may cause harm to the family.

e The parallel family has to reconcile their images of themselves as “the same as
before incarceration” with all of the changes that have occurred. These changes
often threaten the confidence of the released prisoner and pose many challenges
to the relationships. Children are often faced with the dilemma of choosing to keep
their “self” and risk the relationship or give up their new roles and identity to keep
the relationship.

e The estranged family must often cope with the released incarcerated parent’s
attempts to “surprise” them, reconcile the relationships and pick up where they left
off. For children, the conflict caused by the decision to welcome parents back vs.
rejecting their overtures may cause massive distress, internal conflicts, and loyalty
issues with custodial caregivers.

e The turbulent family is likely to continue to operate in a volatile fashion. Children
may also attempt to express feelings they were unable to during incarceration and
if they fear the violent and unpredictable reactions of parents, this acting out may
occur outside the family, in school or on the street.

In each of these families the effect of the parents’ coping strategies on the child’s
development is significant.
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Section

Why Maintain Relationships?

The incarceration of a parent creates many well-documented challenges for children and
families. Families may be forced to seek a new residence, a child’s custody and school
arrangements may change, and financial resources may decrease. A whole range of
powerful emotions can be triggered, including fear and anxiety, sadness and isolation,
anger, guilt and shame.

Communication

While there is no one solution to these challenges, there is nothing more powerful to
support a child in crisis than communication: listening and speaking. This includes
communication between children and their (custodial) parent or caregivers, between
children and their incarcerated parents, and between children and the various adults and
professionals with whom they come into contact. (Communication between children and
their peers is also critical although it is not the focus here.)
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Because many people question whether communication between a
child and his/her incarcerated parent is in the child's best interests,
this Guide explores this question in detail. As mentioned earlier, our
focus is on the majority of situations in which a parent is serving a
sentence for a crime not related to a child, including his or her own
child. This guide does not address situations where the parent has
harmed the child directly or indirectly.

Considerations

e Animportant role for the child’s family in the community, as well as
caregivers, teachers, counselors and others is listening to the child non-
judgmentally and providing supportive, honest, and developmentally
appropriate responses.

e ltis equally important for these influential and important adults to
facilitate the relationship between the child and the child’s incarcerated
parent.

e In most cases, mending, maintaining or building a connection provides
the context for recovery from the loss that occurs when a parent goes
to jail or prison.

e Even in cases where contact or communication may not be in the child’s
best interest at the present time, it should not be ruled out for the
future.

e People, circumstances, and needs change over time and many older or
adult children find themselves seeking out or longing for some kind of
communication with their parents even if it is only for closure,
knowledge of self, or for their own children.

For children, it is virtually impossible to communicate with an incarcerated
parent without adult assistance. Yet sometimes the adults closest to the child
are unable to help because of their own emotional, physical, or financial
challenges. There are other adults who can assist children and their parents to
stay connected, and many reasons for them to do so. Children’s caregivers,
relatives, foster parents, caseworkers, social workers, guidance counselors,
teachers, doctors, concerned neighbors or friends may be able to provide
critical assistance in maintaining ties between children and their incarcerated
parents.
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DOES CONTACT WITH INCARCERATED PARENTS
BENEFIT CHILDREN?

Outside the context of the criminal justice system, the importance of
maintaining parent-child relationships seems obvious. There is no more
important relationship to a child than with a parent. In the context of divorce,
parental hospitalization, military deployment, or work-related separations,
significant efforts are made to minimize the trauma of parental separation for
children by maintaining contact and communication through the period of
separation. Yet when it comes to parents who are incarcerated, the assumption
tends to be that the separation will benefit the child. In fact, the very purpose
of prisons and jails is to separate people from society—including their
children—and to control or limit communication. Therefore, before discussing
what kind of communication best supports children with incarcerated parents
and how to make this happen, it is important to address why it is important (in
nearly all cases) for children to communicate with their parents, in spite of and
during a period of incarceration.

As noted in the policy recommendations within the Children of Incarcerated
Parents: An Action Plan for Federal Policymakers, from the New York Council of
State Governments Justice Center, it is generally accepted that children may
benefit from maintaining healthy and positive relationships with their
incarcerated parents by experiencing less emotional distress and fewer
problematic behaviors, many assume that removal of the “criminal parent”
with no further contact is what children need. The incarceration of a parent has
often been the result of longstanding causes of discord or upset in the family
(such as addiction or assaultive behavior). Some families feel it is best to act as
if the incarcerated parent has died or permanently abandoned the family and
just get on with life. Families sometimes worry that the prison environment

Children can benefit from visits to parents who are incarcerated in several
ways. A child’s imagination of the incarcerated parent'’s condition and
circumstances is likely to be much worse and more frightening than the
reality.

will scare children while also undermining children’s respect for their incarcerated
parents, whom they see in prison “whites”® and constrained from acting in the
parental role. For example, incarcerated parents are not allowed to handle money,
access vending machines, or heat up food in the microwave. Other families feel

5 Nickel, J. (2009). Children of Incarcerated Parents: An Action Plan for Federal Policymakers. New York: Council of State
Governments Justice Center.
6 White is the color of prison uniforms in Texas.
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that children may think incarceration “doesn’t seem that bad” and as a result,
will lead children to engage in negative behaviors free of the fear of
consequences.

Incarcerated parents themselves often question whether it is good for their
children to maintain contact with them. They may be reluctant for their chil-
dren to see their imperfect qualities. They may feel ashamed of the pain they
have caused, and/or they don’t know what to say or how to answer certain
questions their children may have, primarily, “Why are you here?” and “When
are you coming home?” Many incarcerated parents tell their families not to
visit or not to bring the children on visits because they do not want them to go
through the stress and frustration that can come with visiting. These concerns

"At first I didn't want the children to have contact with their father. I was
mad at him, hurt and ashamed, but over time I saw they needed this, and
that whatever the outcome was going o be when he got out, communicating
now was going to help us all." —Mother of 3 children

raise fair questions: Is prison visiting a good thing for children? Does it promote
positive outcomes for children, parents and families? As depressing as a visiting room
might seem to be, it is often much better than what children imagine. Visiting with
the incarcerated parent can also help dispel any frightening images or fears the child
may have that the incarceration was somehow their fault.” Additionally, children’s
sense of isolation and stigma can be reduced by seeing other children visiting and
other families in similar situations

"I didn't visit my mom at all during the 6 years she was incarcerated. She
returned a stranger to me. She didn't even know my favorite color. And
then she started telling me what I could and couldn't do, and T couldn't
understand how she thought she could do that. I mean, maybe if we had
seen each other and stayed close that would have been okay, but she didn't
even know me." —Johanna, age 17

7 These and other feelings children have about their parent’s incarceration are discussed in detail in Volume I's
section on “Common Feelings and Emotions.”
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Benefits of Communication and Visits:

e Healing grief and loss: The grief and loss of separation can be overwhelming
for children; maintaining the parent-child relationship can be critical to
children’s adjustment and healing.

e Providing opportunities to talk: Parents in prison can talk with their
children about the wrong decisions they made and live behind bars in ways
that can decrease children’s guilt and feelings of responsibility. Parents in
prison can help their children feel cared for and loveable.

e Maintaining parent-child relationship: Communication is essential to
maintaining a meaningful relationship and helping to reassure the child that
the parent has not abandoned the child. Ongoing contact—and visiting
specifically—creates continuity. In addition, for children in foster care, child
welfare agencies and courts may be less inclined to terminate the rights of a
parent who, while incarcerated, made active efforts during visits (and in other
ways) to provide parental support.8

e Preparing for release: Maintaining contact—especially through visits—
better prepares the child and parent for their relationship upon release.
Without contact, the child may see the parent as a stranger and vice versa; or
each party may be romanticizing the other, having unrealistic expectations.
Without a relationship during incarceration, the child may experience the
parent’s return as an intrusion. The child may be confused when the newly
released parent brings a change in parenting style and rules to an established
routine in the family. This can be true whether or not the parent will live with
the child.

While there is no one right answer for every family or every child within a family, the
case can be made that the majority of children benefit from maintaining a
relationship with their incarcerated parents, and families benefit from maintaining
ties through crises. Incarcerated parents can contribute positively to a child’s
upbringing. Incarceration can be an opportunity for a person to become a better
parent, more caring and concerned and more knowledgeable about his child. While
prison may not be the best place to improve one’s parenting, it has been done.?
Parents whose children visit them in prison are more likely to be motivated to
improve parenting skills, and can actually provide “quality time” if they focus
significant attention on their children during visits.

8 In June 2010, New York State passed an amendment to the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) which specifies that
foster care agencies do not have to file for termination of parental rights if a parent’s incarceration or placement in a
residential drug treatment facility is a significant contributing factor to the child’s remaining in foster care more than 15 of the
last 22 months and there is a meaningful relationship between the parent and the child, and the parent is planning for the
child’s return. (Social Services Law 384-b (3)(1)(i) See also 11-OCFS-ADM-7).

9 The Osborne Association’s parenting program, Family Works, includes a basic parenting course that has been
completed by hundreds of parents in New York State prisons and Rikers Island since 1986. Participants and their
families report a significant increase in knowledge of issues related to children and parenting, and an enhancement of
the parent-child relationship during and after incarceration.
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DOES CONTACT WITH CHILDREN BENEFIT
INCARCERATED PARENTS?

The family is probably this country’s most valuable resource for reducing crime.
There is simply no question that incarcerated people who receive visitors are better
able to maintain family ties, and that those who are released to a stable home
environment are much more likely to succeed in leading productive, crime-free lives
upon reentry. Families can provide the incentive for incarcerated individuals to grow,
learn, and change. Children, in particular, provide a powerful incentive for an
incarcerated parent’s transformation. Families and children can enable incarcerated
parents to stay in touch with what’s going on in the world, to ease their transition
back to a fast-paced and ever-changing society.

"If being separated from your children and seeing the harm you're causing
them doesn't change you, nothing will." —Incarcerated Mom

DOES CONTACT WITH INCARCERATED PARENTS
BENEFIT FAMILIES?

For the most part, families do benefit from bridging the gap between
jails/prisons and the community. Families are complex systems, and the
absence of a part of the system has a powerful impact on its functioning.
Individuals who are incarcerated can continue to be a vibrant part of their
families if communication is maintained. While incarceration diminishes the
kinds of activities that the individual can perform, she/he can still fulfill many
aspects of the roles (mother/father, spouse/partner, and sibling) that the
incarcerated person plays in family life.

However, active membership in a family requires communication.
Communication—whether through in-person visits, phone calls, or letters—
between families and incarcerated parents provides the most concrete and
visible strategy that families use to manage the separation and maintain family
ties.’® Through these contacts, parents are able to share family experiences and
participate in family rituals (such as birthdays and religious observances), and
remain emotionally attached. Maintaining some form of contact assures
incarcerated parents that their children have not forgotten them, and reassures

10 Bales, W. D., & Mears, D. P. (2008). Inmate social ties and the transition to society: Does visitation reduce recidivism?
Journal of Research in Crime & Delinquency, 45, 287-321; Laughlin, J. S., Arrigo, B. A., Blevins, K., & Coston, C. (2008).
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children that their parents love, care about, and support them. Contact visits
allow incarcerated individuals to see themselves—and to function—in socially
acceptable roles rather than as prison numbers and institutionalized
dependents.

Maintaining strong family ties—especially via in-person contact or other
modes of communication— is associated with successful reintegration,!
lower recidivism rates, improved institutional behavior (including fewer
infractions), and higher rates of family reunification upon release.'

There are many reasons why maintaining communication during a parent’s
incarceration is beneficial. There are also many reasons why doing so is difficult
and complicated. The following sections are intended to make communication
a little easier.

11 Hairston, C.F. (2002). Prisoners and Families: Parenting Issues During Incarceration. Paper prepared for the “From Prison
to Home: The Effect of Incarceration and Reentry on Children, Families, and Communities” conference, Jan. 30—31.

12 Newell, D.A. & Delair, E. (2011). Visiting and how to get there: A survey of program models offering transportation for
prison visiting. The National Resource Center for Children and Families of the Incarcerated
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Section

Edward J. Monroe

Supporting Positive Visiting
Experiences for Children

The decision of whether or not to take children to visit parents in jail or prison can be a
difficult one. Each family and situation is different, and the many factors to be weighed in
making this decision can include the child’s desire and needs, the caregiver’s relationship
with the incarcerated parent, visiting policies and travel distance, transportation, finances,
and the incarcerated parent’s desire/motivation/level of focus on the child’s needs. Studies
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do show that most children manage the crisis of parental incarceration better when they
visit their parents and that they want and need to see their parents.13 Usually, it takes time
for children to cope with the feelings and emotions that visits bring up, including the pain
of having to leave their parents behind. While not visiting is sometimes easier in the short
term, “out of sight is not out of mind.”** Separation due to incarceration can leave a lot of
confusion, questions, imagined dangers, and fears for children to deal with. These
emotions may show up in behavioral problems in school, at home or both, and can be
harmful to children over time.

PREPARING CHILDREN®

It is important to prepare for a visit by learning as much as possible about what
the visit will be like (see Section 4), and to share this information with children
to prepare them for the visit. Information about what to expect will reduce a
child’s anxiety significantly. Children often have mixed emotions about visiting:
excitement, fear, worry, concern. Depending on how long it has been since they
last saw their parent, children may worry about recognizing the parent, how he
or she may have changed, and whether the parent still loves them and will be
the parent they know. The next pages discuss four important aspects to
consider when preparing children.

1). TELLING THE TRUTH ABOUT WHERE YOU ARE GOING:

Some caregivers and incarcerated parents think they are protecting children by
making up stories or avoiding questions about where the parent is. While not
always easy, it is important to be honest with children in an age-appropriate
way. They do not need to know all the details of what happened, but telling
them age-appropriate information that maintains their trust in you is very
important. If you are a professional working with the family, it is important to
find out what is being said and to work together to obtain consensus about
telling the truth. The child exists within a family system that should be
respected so that the intervention does not cause more harm than good.

Depending on the age of the child, a family member, the parent, or a
professional with permission can explain that the parent made a bad decision
or did something he was not supposed to do and now has to be away for some
time as a result (like a “big time out”). In explaining this to children, be sure to
include:

e that the child has done nothing wrong;
e that he and his parent are good people;

13 Hairston, C.F. (2007). Focus on Children with Incarcerated Parents: An Overview of the Research Literature. Annie E.
Casey Foundation.

14 Adalist-Estrin, A. (1989). “Visiting Mom or Dad: The Child’s Perspective.” 2nd Edition. Children of Incarcerated Parents
Library. Facts and Issues: CIPL 105. Available at http://nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/files/cipl105-visitingmomordad.pdf

15 Part of this section adapted from materials in the Colorado Department of Human Services Child Welfare Policy Manual
(Volume 7) and Colorado Welfare Practice Handbook, available at http://www.colorado. gov/apps/cdhs/rral/rulesRegs.jsf
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e that his parent loves him;

e additional detail about the amount of time the parent is expected to be
incarcerated (so that the child is not expecting the parent home next week if he
will be away for years).*®

2). APPEARANCE AND BEHAVIOR OF PARENT:

It is possible that the appearance of the parent has changed since the child last
saw her parent. A parent who was using drugs prior to his incarceration may
look cleaner and better fed than before. Sometimes hair has been grown or cut,
beards shaved or other physical changes have occurred. Additionally, parents
may have to wear ill-fitting jumpsuits or uniforms to the visit. Some parents
may be nervous and uncomfortable, which can seem scary to a child. It is also
possible that parents look just as their children remember them, but it is best

to prepare a child for the possibility that mom or dad may look different. If it is
possible to communicate in advance with the parent, inquire as to any
changes in their appearance since the child last saw him/her so that you
can share with the child in advance.

More important than appearance, however, is the parent’s behavior during the
visit. If speaking with the parent in advance is not possible, it is best to write to
them and ask about their hopes/goals for the visit, share any updates or
concerns about the child, and offer suggestions for how the parent might use
the visit to alleviate concerns the child may have. This allows you to assess the
parent’s ability or willingness to focus on the child and have the visit be a
positive experience.

If the visit is being planned soon after the arrest, the parent may be in a state of
shock which can make it difficult to focus on the child’s needs. Outside support
can be very helpful for an incarcerated parent as well as his or her loved ones at
this time. If after speaking with the parent and offering respectful
suggestions based on your knowledge of the child’s needs, it seems that

the child will leave the visit more anxious, scared, and upset than before
the visit, the visit should be postponed until another time.

3). LIMITATIONS ON PARENTAL ROLE:
Children should be prepared that during the visit their parents will not be able
to handle money, take them to the restroom, or warm up their food in the
microwave. All of these normal parental responsibilities are not allowed when a
parent is incarcerated. This can also be upsetting for a parent who may try to
reclaim his parental authority by coming down hard in other areas, such as
disciplining or giving advice. Depending on a child’s age, preparation for this
can be helpful as well.

16 A child who is visiting a parent who has harmed his other parent, a sibling, or another child will likely need more or different
information; as stated at the beginning of the handbooks, we do not address these complex situations which often benefit
from therapeutic support and advice/ guidance.
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4). CHILDREN'’S FEELINGS:
As children visit more than once, their feelings about visiting may change. It is
important to both listen to and observe a child’s feelings before, during, and
after the visit. Many children do not talk about their feelings for hours, days,
weeks, or months. Whether the child is expressing grief, anger, or nothing at
all, it is important to help him process the pain associated with having an
incarcerated parent. This can involve professional help and counsel, connecting
with other children in similar situations, accessing programs and support
services, finding supportive adults, and assisting the child in figuring out how to
handle telling friends, schoolmates, teachers, and others about her situation.

If a child does not want to share his feelings about the visit, the accompanying
adult can share her own feelings about the experience, opening up the space
for discussion. A child’s interest in planning and preparing for the next visit can
result in a positive visiting experience.

CAREGIVER PREPARATIONY

Whether the caregiver is the other parent, a grandparent, a family friend, or
foster parent (and whether she is escorting the children to and from the visit or
greeting them when they come home), it is important to have information in
advance about what the visit will be like. The following are important points for
caregivers:

e Prepare for possible reactions the child may have after a visit. Even
the most positive visit ends with a separation. Children will have
thoughts, feelings, and reactions to the parent’s incarceration and to
the visit, and these may be expressed behaviorally. Caregivers will
ultimately be the ones responding to these feelings and behaviors, so it
is important to know that feelings of anger, sadness, withdrawal, or
clinginess to the parent or caregiver at home are all possible and normal
reactions to a visit. Many of these feelings and behaviors will subside
over time with frequent and/or predictable visits (see p. 30 for more
information about supporting children after the visit).

e Consider the possible need for or benefits of outside support,
counseling, or therapy for the child. Caregivers and families usually
have their own feelings about outside support, counseling and therapy.
Cultural and generational beliefs, as well as past experiences, can
influence a caregiver’s openness to the suggestion that a child receive
additional support or services. It may be helpful at some point for the

17 Part of this section is adapted from materials in the Colorado Department of Human Services Child Welfare Policy
Manual (Volume 7) and Colorado Welfare Practice Handbook, available at
http://www.colorado.gov/apps/cdhs/rral/rulesRegs.jsf
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caregiver to be involved with the child in therapy so the caregiver(s) can
better provide the positive family environment the child needs, and can
process their own feelings about the situation.

. Separate your own feelings. If the children are being cared for at
home by the other parent or a caregiver who is in an intimate
relationship with the incarcerated parent, it can be hard to allow for
child-only time during the visit. Children may feel they have to compete
with mom for visiting time with dad, or hear inappropriate
conversations if their parents discuss personal topics during the visit. If
the caregiving parent is no longer “with” (romantically) the incarcerated
parent, this can also be awkward or cause the caregiving parent not to
want to take the children. If the children are with the grandmother or
family members, there may also be strong feelings among the various
adults. For a child to have a positive visiting experience, it is best if the
adults can put their issues “in their pockets” for the duration of the visit
so that the parent can focus on the child’s needs.®

A CHILD’S FIRST VISIT

It is extremely important that a child’s first visit be focused on the child. If the
first visit goes smoothly, it can set a foundation for continued positive and
meaningful visits.

Although it can be important to bring a child to see his parent as soon after an
arrest as possible, visiting a jail can be a stressful experience (for adults as well
as children).

Here are some points to consider as you prepare for a child’s first visit:

e Share as much information as possible with the child(ren) about what the visit
will be like. It is a good idea, if possible, to visit the jail in advance without the child. If
this is not possible, call the facility in advance and ask detailed questions related to
what children will experience: Are they allowed to touch their parent? Sit on their lap?
Can they move about during the visit? How long is the visit? Is food available in the
visiting room? How long does visitor processing take on average? Can you bringin a
toy, bottle, diaper, a children’s book? Are photos available during the visit so the child
can leave with a picture of the parent?

e Allow and encourage children to ask questions. Children’s fears, concerns, or
misinformation are often communicated through asking questions. Acknowledge and

18 See www.martybeyer.com for more visit coaching techniques by Dr. Marty Beyer, such as this idea of “putting adult issues
in your pocket” during the visit.
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address these questions in an open and honest manner; if you don’t know the answer,
try to find out. Make sure the child is aware that her parent cannot leave with her when
the visit is over.

Write the parent in advance and inquire about any change in appearance or other
changes that you should know about or prepare a child for. You can also suggest that
the parent reassure the child at the beginning of the visit by doing any special ritual or habit he
may have done with the child previously: a funny handshake, nickname, game, or song that
they share. Making this part of the beginning of the visit can reassure a child that his parent is
still the parent he knows and loves.

Make all the calls necessary to verify that the parent is there the day of the visit,
so that you can visit on the day you have planned, to ensure you have the
required ID for you and the children, and that you know which items are
permitted in.

Ensure jail or prison dress code has been followed. Incorrect dress code will result
in not being allowed to have a visit. There are a few prisons that have hospitality
houses with donated clothing---but it is best to plan ahead to prevent disruptions.

Arrive early and bring as little as possible. Be sure you have nothing that is
considered contraband on you or the child(ren); check all pockets before going in. Even
chewing gum or a small toy in a child’s pocket can be considered contraband.

Feed children and yourself before the visit. In most facilities, you can bring money in
and will have access to vending machines for food. However, especially for children, it
may be a long wait, and food inside visiting areas can be unpredictable. Hungry
children are more stressed, less patient, and more emotional.

Reduce or put aside any adult stress or tension that can take away from the
focus on a positive visiting experience for the child(ren). Cooperate with any
requests by correctional staff even if they seem unreasonable or disrespectful. You can
complain after the visit, but the most important thing is to make sure that the child
sees their parent.

Since many visiting areas have nothing to amuse children, think in advance of
imaginative ways you can engage the child while you are waiting for the parent,
and have some interactive suggestions for parent and child in case those are
needed.

Allow the child time to feel their feelings after the visit. It can be tempting for adults
to try and make it all better immediately, but it is important to support children in
feeling sad, mad, upset, in pain, or numb. Acknowledge that this is hard, and not their
fault, and follow their lead as to whether they want to talk or not.
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AT THE END OF ALL VISITS

Although visiting can become easier over time, the end of a visit can be sad,
painful, and difficult, but can also include feelings of relief and joy. Here are
some overall tips that may help make the goodbye easier:

e Let children know when the visit is coming to an end. Start about 15 minutes
before the end. This way they have time to start getting ready to say goodbye
and are not shocked when they have to leave the parent.

e Have some kind of goodbye habit or “ritual.” This can be something that the
parent and child can do together at the end of each visit, like a song they sing, a
game they play, a special handshake, or a rhyme they say. Some parents suggest
something that the parent and child can do “together-apart,” such as looking at
the moon or stars at the same time every night. This can help children transition,
and the routines can be reassuring.

e Photos can help children say goodbye. Many prisons offer an opportunity for
families to pose for instant photos in the visiting room. Though an added cost, a
photo of the child and their parent can be an important keepsake and help with
saying goodbye.

e Let children leave the visit before the parent returns to his unit or cell. It is
usually easier to leave than to be left, if permitted.

e Don'’t criticize the incarcerated parent. Even if you are frustrated or angry with
the incarcerated parent, it will hurt or upset the child to hear anything negative
about the parent.

DEBRIEFING AND POST-VISIT SUPPORT®"

Though you may want to make the child feel immediately happy and go for an
ice cream or buy them a gift afterwards, often the best thing to do is ask
children how they are feeling and give them space to talk about this. You can
help them name their feelings and allow them to feel these feelings. Often—
when given the space and support to feel sad and talk about their parent—
children are able to “bounce back,” but will feel that their connection to their
parent is supported.

If the child acts out or seems to suffer after visitation, it may or may not be a
signal that visiting isn't good for the child. It could be a natural upset over
stirred up feelings, something temporary that with added support and comfort
from the caregiver or chaperone does not negate the positive effect of the visit.

19 Part of this section is adapted from materials in the Colorado Department of Human Services Child Welfare Policy Manual
(Volume 7) and Colorado Welfare Practice Handbook, available at http://www.colorado.gov/apps/cdhs/rral/rulesRegs.jsf.
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"Julio age 5 went to visit his father and enjoyed the visit. It reminded
him of old times like before he was in prison. When it was time to leave,
Julio became sad and was so overwhelmed about leaving his father, that
as soon as his father was out of sight, he let his body collapse to the
ground like a "wet noodle.” Julio's mother was so overwhelmed with her
own feelings that all she could think of at that moment was that Julio
had picked the worst time to act up as she struggled to lift his limp
body.” ---Volunteer

Connect caregivers to community programs and services geared
specifically toward children with parents who are incarcerated. If no specialized
services are available, encourage other service providers to understand and
meet the child’s special needs and circumstances so they may support or work
with the child more effectively.

Provide information to caregivers about how to minimize post-visit behaviors,
support children, and incorporate a presence of the parent into the household,
as appropriate. Maintaining attachment to a physically absent parent is easier
when there are photos of the parent around the house. Include the parent in
conversations with the children. Encourage writing and other means of
communication with the incarcerated parent.

WHEN CHILDREN DON’T WANT TO VISIT OR VISITS ARE
DEEMED NOT IN THEIR BEST INTEREST

There are days, ages, and circumstances when children may not want to visit. There is
no simple answer as to what should be done. A child who does not want to visit
should not be forced. In many cases, however, it can be important for children to
make initial visits to incarcerated parents to have questions answered, address
emotional needs, and assure themselves of their parent’s wellbeing. Given the varied
relationships children may have had with their parents prior to incarceration and

the difficult conditions that prevail in traveling to and conducting visits, it is not
surprising that children sometimes resist or simply do not want to go.

It is important to observe whether the child is also resisting phone
conversations with the parent (suggesting that there is a problem in the
relationship) or if he is only seeking to avoid actual visits (suggesting the time
or conditions of visiting are the source of protest). At some ages children have
very busy lives, and at those times they have little time for their parents
(incarcerated or not). Sometimes children don’t like to visit because they feel
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they are ignored and bored during the visit or they feel they are lectured to and
criticized.

“When I was younger I liked fo visit my dad, but as I got older the whole
process started to bother me. I don't like the way the guards freat you,
and I have a life of my own now. I'm busy! I talk fo my dad on the phone and
I definitely still visit him, but much less. I know he doesn't like that but
he's adjusting.” —Shawn, age 17

Relatives, volunteers, and professionals must carefully assess the possibility
that a child who strongly resists visiting has been abused or neglected by the
parent, or has some other kind of fear or concern related to the parent that
should be addressed or treated in a professional setting. More often, children
are angry and hurt in more general terms, and still need help in expressing their
thoughts and feelings. In both cases, their wishes not to visit should be
respected.

It should also be noted that many people in prison have histories of addiction,
mental illness, or domestic violence, each of which may have caused harm to
their children, sometimes with lifelong consequences. These children may be
relieved that their parents are now cut off from drugs or unable to harm the
family physically. For some children, incarceration means that their parent
and/or their family is safer due to the incarceration.

A child’s wishes not to visit should be respected, examined, and
reassessed over time.

"I once worked with a 12-year-old girl whose father had harmed her
younger sister. She was in therapy and started o say that she wanted
to see her dad. We spoke with the therapist and were going to take her
on a visit, supporting her and ending it if she got upset. We prepped with
her father as well. The day before the visit, she changed her mind and
said she didn't want to see him. I think it was empowering for her to
have made the decision herself. She seemed to gain some confidence in
the fact that we would support her decisions, whatever those were,
while ensuring she was safe within them. That taught me a lot about
listening to children." —Foster Care Caseworker
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PROMOTE CAREGIVER RESILIENCE

It is important to remember that most children will be visiting their parent
accompanied by their other parent or a relative who also has a relationship
with the incarcerated parent. That relationship may be loving or tenuous, and it
may be difficult for the adults to give adequate time and attention to the
children. Nonetheless they should be encouraged to focus on the children for a
significant portion of the visit. Parents and caregivers should also give
themselves the time needed to discuss their own important feelings. It is best
to think in advance about what you want to say and how you might best handle
this communication. Some conversations in front of children cannot be avoided
because there may not be any one else to watch the children during the visit.
When possible, the most difficult discussion topics may be better reserved for
communication in phone calls or letters.

Caregivers who can cope with the stresses of everyday life, as well as an
occasional crisis, have resilience; they have the flexibility and inner strength
necessary to bounce back when things are not going well. Caregivers with
resilience are generally able to cope on their own, but they also know how to
seek help in times of trouble. Their ability to deal with life's ups and downs
serves as a model of coping behaviors for their children.

Caregivers will benefit from giving themselves the time to be aware of their
feelings and being in touch with the importance of self-care. This may
sometimes be easier said than done. Paying bills, feeding the family, supporting
the child's educational, medical, emotional needs, and managing without the
incarcerated parent can be overwhelming. Social connections are important as
parents with a social network of emotionally supportive friends, family, and
neighbors often find that it is easier to care for their children and themselves.
Caregivers should seek assistance from community, mental health, and
religious resources when needed. Caregivers may benefit from getting
assistance to learn how to manage stress and improve family communication.

Social workers, counselors, caregivers, friends of incarcerated parents and
community and faith-based organizations should support the child and parent
through this difficult time. When specific services do not exist in your
community, social workers may be able to work with parents or community
leaders to help establish them. Many parents do not want to be reminded of
the hurt they have caused, and the anger of their children speaks volumes
about the harm done. In order for parents to establish or maintain positive
relationships with their children, considerable support from their peers or
professionals may be needed.
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A resource publication for Social Workers is the When a Parent is Incarcerated,
A Primer for Social Workers from the Annie E. Casey Foundation
http://www.aecf.org/resources/when-a-parent-is-incarcerated/

A resource publication for child welfare professionals is the Child Welfare
Practice with Families Affected by Parental Incarceration from the Child Welfare
Information Gateway, October 2015.
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/parental incarceration.pdf

FACILITATING POSITIVE VISITS: 10 TIPS FOR
PROFESSIONALS

1.

10.

Work in partnership with caregivers, sharing information about the importance
of visits for children’s attachment and for relieving their worries and possible self-
blame, while also offering support for caregivers and acknowledging their stress.

Facilitate frequent or regular visits. When there is a pattern or schedule of visits,
visits become less stressful for children and the goodbye a little easier.

Provide tips for caregivers on how to prepare children for visits, and support
and debrief with them afterwards. Visits can cause separation anxiety and pain for
children who do not want to leave their parents behind.

Help the parent prepare for the visit and use it productively. Talk with the
parent before the visit (via a correctional staff person or a letter) to help her focus
on the children and their needs.

Confirm that the incarcerated parent is located in the facility the morning of
the visit.

Prepare to make the travel comfortable for the child. Bring food and age-
appropriate activities (remembering that you can bring very little into the actual
visit with you).

Arrive early with the proper identification for yourself and the children you are
escorting, and check your and their pockets before you enter.

Do your best to cooperate with the directions given by correctional facility
staff. Remain professional at all times and model for the child how to handle what
can feel like disrespectful behavior and harassment.

Think of creative ways to keep children engaged before the visit. An escort’s
job is to deliver a supported child who is prepared and as happy as possible.

Be nonjudgmental and open-minded, yet attentive to the needs of the child at all
times.


http://www.aecf.org/resources/when-a-parent-is-incarcerated/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/parental_incarceration.pdf
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Section

Edward J. Monroe

The Power of Conversation

When a parent is incarcerated, children have many questions which are not always asked
or not always heard. While it is most powerful if these questions are answered by the
parent who is incarcerated, other adults working with or caring for the children can find or
provide answers and create an environment in which children can express their feelings
and fears without judgment.



Page |36

QUESTIONS CHILDREN ASK

Many of the questions children have are versions of four main questions:

o Where are you?

e Why are you there?

e When are you coming home?
e Areyou okay?

The two additional questions many children have but don’t ask are:

e |s this my fault? Do you blame me?
e Do you love me?

Incarcerated parents, their children’s caregivers, and other interested adults
should be prepared to answer these questions. Sometimes parents don’t want
to answer; more often, they don’t know how. Here are some suggestions:

WHERE ARE YOU?

Children’s caregivers and even incarcerated parents often think they are
protecting children by answering with some version of a story that the parent is
in school, working, in the military, or in the hospital (see Volume I). All of these
explanations come with their own anxieties and confusion, and in most cases,
the truth comes out another way that leaves the child feeling lied to and
betrayed, and distrustful of the adults he thought he could (and now needs to)
depend on. Children often overhear conversations or put together inconsistent
facts, and they are smarter than adults give them credit for. The damage that
can be done from lying to a child—particularly at a vulnerable time—is usually
far greater than any the truth would have caused. An age-appropriate truth is
the one that is most helpful for children, and this truth can be built on as
children get older, want to know more, and can handle more complex
explanations.

WHY ARE YOU HERE?

When children ask this question they are not looking for all the details. They
are trying to make sense of what has happened. A simple explanation such as,
“I took something that did not belong to me and it was wrong; now I’'m being
punished,” makes sense to a child. Explaining in an age-appropriate way what
has happened also provides important opportunities for the parent and other
adults to model taking responsibility and distinguishing between “bad” actions
and “bad” people. The parent did something wrong, but she is not bad; just as
the child may have at times done something wrong, but he is not bad. This is
also an opportunity for the parent to apologize to the child for the harm and
separation caused, and to ask for forgiveness and partnership in rebuilding
relationships and family.
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It is not helpful for children to hear that the parent does not know why he is
incarcerated, or that it is due to racism or unjust laws. Though all of this may be
true, it is not helpful for a child. Children often become particularly attached to
their remaining caregivers, and explanations such as this can make them fearful
of losing this parent/caregiver as well.

Because these conversations are not easy to have, it is helpful if caregivers and
other adults support the parent-child relationship so that the parent can feel
supported in having these courageous conversations, which reveal serious
mistakes or poor decision-making. There are situations when not all parties
agree about what children should be told, and these are not always easy to
resolve. Incarcerated parents and others can be reminded that children are
likely to find out the truth (particularly when this information is available
online/via the Internet), and it is best for them to hear the truth from the
adults they are closest to.

WHEN ARE YOU COMING HOME?

For those who have been arrested or are awaiting trial, there is a terrible
uncertainty about the length of time they may spend in pretrial detention or
what sentence they are facing. Even when a sentence is known, it can be
tempting to minimize or distort the length of time in order to reassure a child
or offer the child some relief from the stress of waiting such a long time.
Sometimes parents respond that they will be home “soon” thinking that this is
helpful. For several reasons, it is generally not helpful:

e Children have a different sense of time than adults;
e Children remember what you have told them about when “soon” is;

e The disappointment that comes for a child who is impatiently waiting for
the day she thinks “soon” refers to is devastating.

The fact that many parents do not have definite release dates at the time of
arrest or sentencing makes all of this even more complicated. It is hard to
suggest the “right” way to talk with children about the “coming home”
guestion. To the degree possible, it can be helpful for parents to let the child
know when they won’t be home (for example, the parent won’t be home by
Christmas or won’t be home for another two birthdays). While this can be
painful and disappointing to the child (and difficult for parents to do), this hurt
is much less than that of a child waiting for a parent who does not show up.

Additionally, part of the “coming home” question—particularly as release
nears—is to explore what the child thinks this will be like. Does the child think
the parent will be living with them, but this is not the case? Is he worried that
the parent will or won’t live with them? It is important to correct as many
reentry fantasies (on all sides) as possible prior to the parent’s release.
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ARE YOU OKAY?

Children worry about their parents and often seek or need reassurance that
their parent is safe, secure, and able to manage within these difficult
circumstances. While a parent cannot guarantee his own safety within a
correctional facility, a child does not need to know about the daily stresses and
risks of living within this environment. Parents often do not feel “okay” and the
separation from children and family is very painful. However, in order not to
burden children with this, and since the children did not cause nor can they
control this situation, it is best to let children know that while their parent is
not in a good place (he is being punished), he can handle it and will be okay.

DO YOU BLAME ME? DO YOU LOVE ME?

These last questions may not be ones that children ask directly; they may ask
them consciously or subconsciously, and their sense of themselves may be
negatively affected by the answers they give themselves. Children often blame
themselves (see Volume I) even when their own explanations make no sense in
any logical way. Parents may see no connection between their criminal activity
and their love for their children, but children often interpret the parent’s
behavior in this way. Children often feel that if the parent really loved them or
if they were really loveable, their parent would not have committed a crime or
risked an arrest.

Both the incarcerated parent and the adults in the child's life should be
unwavering in their assurances that the child is loved unconditionally and that
nothing the child has done caused the separation.

CONVERSATIONS BETWEEN PARENTS AND CHILDREN

The questions discussed above usually arise immediately or shortly after a
parent is incarcerated. Over the months or years of incarceration, and even
after a parent is released, these conversations may be revisited. Ongoing
relationships between children and their incarcerated parents will require and
thrive on many other kinds of conversations and modes of communication.
Caregivers in the community (including foster parents, social workers, teachers,
counselors, relatives, and others) who keep the incarcerated parent informed
about the child can provide important clues for the parent to pursue as he
maintains and enhances his relationship with the child. By helping the child and
the incarcerated parent stay connected, caring adults can empower a
relationship which has lifelong positive consequences for all involved.
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CONVERSATIONS THROUGH THE MAIL

Incarcerated parents often discount the power of their letters. They may also
become discouraged if children do not write them back. Yet—even when
children are not responding—they are often treasuring these letters.

Incarcerated parents can often benefit from updates about the child’s current
interests, so they can ask about these in their letters, but parents should not
worry about length and perfection. Just as most young children would rather
have five pennies than one nickel, younger kids would rather receive frequent
mail than occasional long letters. Incarcerated parents can clip and send
cartoons and photos from newspapers and magazines. Letters can be written in
large block letters making them easy for the child to read. If the parent has
some artistic talent this parent can draw pictures of where he or she lives,
works, eats, and exercises to help children understand their daily life. Some
parents send line drawings or tracings of familiar television or cartoon
characters for their children to color and send back. Older children may not
need block letters or cartoons, but they do need to know they are in their
parent’s thoughts. Notes and cards of all kinds are appreciated, particularly for
birthdays and other celebrations or accomplishments. Adults in the community
can help by reminding incarcerated parents of their children’s birthdays and
other special occasions and accomplishments in time for a card to be sent.

Children may need to be encouraged to write to their parents.?’ Some occasions lend
themselves more easily to such prompting, such as school events, the parent’s
birthday, and holidays. For older children, letters written and received can provide an
incredibly valuable opportunity to share feelings without fear of being interrupted or
shamed. Some children are better able to articulate their anger and hurt in writing
and drawing, which can help to clear the way for a closer relationship in the future.
Some incarcerated parents can better express their affection and remorse in a letter
without the embarrassment they may feel in a personal conversation. Saving the
letters that come out of an ongoing and regular correspondence can be like keeping a
journal, and re-reading a parent’s letters over time can give a child a tangible
experience of the growing relationship.

In general, children of all ages enjoy finding a letter addressed to them in the
mailbox, and with some creative and individualized assistance, they also may
enjoy responding with a letter. Younger children can mail drawings or scribbles
to their parents, which will be received with much joy.

20 In this current age of technology it becomes particularly challenging for children to take the time to write a letter. Social
networks, like Facebook and Twitter, e-mail and other forms of instant communication are what children are now accustomed
to, so waiting days or weeks for a response can be discouraging and frustrating.
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Here are some tips the other parent, caregiver, or a professional
working with the child can use:

e Sometimes children do not know what to write or are intimidated by the
process. You can help them write anything—what they are doing now, did
yesterday, a movie they saw, a book they read, or something that happened in
school. Any of these will make the parent happy; it is the fact of receiving news
from the child that is important, not what they write, how long the letter is, or
whether it is perfectly written.

e Younger children usually do not write letters without a supportive adult, so it
may be a good idea for the caregiver or provider to help the child write a letter
or draw a drawing.

e [If written communication between the parent and child needs to be supervised
for some reason, letters can be sent to the child’s caseworker or a professional
working with the family, and read in advance of sharing them with the child.

e Consider sending the parent the child’s report card and involve them in
educational decision-making.

JAHNAY’S TIPS FOR WRITING YOUR MOM OR DAD*

1. Ask him/her how they are doing. [Let them know someone still cares.]

2. Tell him/her positive things about how the family is doing. [They still
have the right to know about their loved ones.]

3. You should let them know how you are doing in school. [They'd like to
know their child is growing into an intelligent young adult; if you're having
problems in school it's okay to let them know about this, too. Maybe they
have suggestions or went through something like this when they were young,
t00.]

4. Let them know positive things about what you are doing right at the
moment. [Make them feel as if they are actually there.]

5. Talk about any significant events that have recently occurred. [Keep
them posted with current events. Let them know what you did last weekend
or yesterday—even little things can make them feel closer to you.]

6. If they have hobbies or you have hobbies, start a conversation about
it. [They'll be glad you seem interested in the same things as they are or
they might learn something new from you.]
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7. If they play sports or you play sports, talk to them about it. [Try to
encourage them to continue playing sports to stay occupied. Let them know
how you are doing if you play.]

8. If you have absolutely nothing to write about, start a tic-tac-toe game
or a riddle. [This should be fun and it should keep the letter going.]

9. Send a drawing just to let them know you're thinking of them. [This
should cheer them up.]

10. If they enjoy music or writing you can send them a poem or a piece
that you wrote, or send them lyrics to a song you like. [They'll like to
see that you are being a positive young adult.]

*Jahnay was 15 and her dad was incarcerated when she wrote these tips.

CONVERSATIONS OVER THE PHONE/IN THE VISITING
ROOM

Parents and children often have difficulty communicating even when there is
no such interference as arrest, incarceration, and separation. Finding things to
talk about is no less challenging for incarcerated parents, but opportunities for
talking are limited, and so sometimes the parent feels pressure to make the
conversations count and to make the communication meaningful.

"T try to remember what I see and hear, so I can tell my mom about it.
Mommy told me that I'm her eyes and ears for now, and all that she knows
of the world she knows through me. I watch the moon, because it's the
same moon she sees, so it's almost like being together.” —Sonny, age 9

Although many people think that the measure of successful communication is
when they speak and others act in response to their speaking, what really
counts and what is meaningful in these conversations is when the parent
listens to what the child is saying. The subject matter is not as important.
There are plenty of subjects that interest children of different ages. Whether
the conversation is in the visiting room or on the telephone, parents can show
interest in their children’s lives and ask detailed questions about their interests.
Younger children may be interested in animals, nature, television, school,
games, and friends. Older children are often interested in sports, music, dance,
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movies, television, clothes and fashion. Most children like to hear about what
their parents were like and what they did when they were younger.

While incarcerated parents and their children can’t do many things together,
they can do a lot of things “together apart.” For example, they can plan to read
the same book or watch the same television show, and talk about what they
thought of it. Sometimes it’s hard to sustain a conversation for the length of
the visit. Depending on the age of the child, games can be created. Most jails
and prisons allow writing paper and pencils, enabling word games, tic-tac-toe,
guessing games, and math games. Writing and drawing can consume time and
stimulate the child’s intellectual abilities, while at the same time holding the
parent’s anxiety down by keeping her/him occupied and engaged in an activity
along with the child.

As tempting as it is for incarcerated parents to try to guide or “correct” their
children’s behavior, this can be a very poor use of the limited time children
have access to the parent. Sometimes the child is brought to the visit by a
caregiver explicitly for this purpose, as when the custodial parent or
grandparent brings the child and asks the incarcerated parent to discipline the
child. Outside adults should avoid using the visit as an opportunity to complain
and recite a list of “sins” committed by the child, as this may deter the child
from wanting to visit again and places the parent in an awkward position.

"It felt good to tell my mom about what it is like for me in foster care. I
feel angry because I feel like I'm growing up too fast. I was able to tell her
how I feel and she really listened. She didn't have all the answers but I felt
like she understood..and that felt good." —Faye, age 15

Sometimes parents turn the conversation towards talking about what it will be
like when they come home, making promises which are difficult to keep and
which shift the relationship from the present to an uncertain future. Children
need support in coping with the reality before them and in strengthening their
relationships with their parents in the here and now. Conversations generated
from focused listening—rather than talking—on the part of the incarcerated
parent can mean so much to children, and offer opportunities for in-depth
communication that children may not get to have with their busy caregivers on
the “outside.”
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Section

Edwar& J. Monrt;é

Facilitating Communication between
Children and their Incarcerated Parents

The previous sections illustrate why maintaining communication between children and an
incarcerated parent can be so important for children’s happiness, wellbeing and healthy
growth. Despite this fact, it is neither easy nor obvious; it requires a strong information
base about the criminal justice system and about rules governing contact. This information
can feel hard to come by. This section aims to provide much needed information about the
three main forms of communication available to children and their incarcerated parents—
phone calls, letter writing, and visiting—in order to help you support the relationship
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between a child and their incarcerated parent. A fourth mode of communication—tele-
visiting—is currently being explored and expanded, and is discussed briefly on p. 51.%

While many families communicate with their incarcerated loved ones only
through letters and phone calls, visiting provides the most intimate possibility
for communication and a particularly important one for the parent-child
relationship, particularly for younger children who need physical closeness and
touch to build attachment. For children of all ages, visiting (when in the child’s
best interest) provides a very important form of communication, for it allows
for face-to-face contact which promotes the expression of feelings and
strengthens relationships. Visiting is also the only form of communication with
a parent who is incarcerated that allows for nonverbal communication and the
strengthening of relationships through being and doing things together. New
York has especially humane visiting policies, with contact visits being the
standard form of visiting in all prisons and many jails. At the same time, state
prisons are typically located in rural areas, distant from major population
centers and difficult and expensive to reach by public transportation. And a
dizzying array of rules and regulations governing visiting and other forms of
contact can add stress, frustration, and insecurity.22

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN JAIL AND PRISON

It is important to understand the difference between a jail and prison, as rules
governing communication differ accordingly.

JAIL

Jails are county (and sometimes city) facilities operated by sheriffs and/or local
corrections departments, and are designed to hold in custody individuals awaiting
trial, who cannot afford bail or for whom bail has not been set, or who are being
held on probation or parole violations. Jails may also hold people who are under
prison sentence but have been brought to the local jurisdiction for a court
appearance. Jails (and county penitentiaries) may also hold individuals who have
been convicted and sentenced to one year or less, usually for misdemeanors. There
are approximately 3,600 jails in the United States.

In general, since jails are within the county where the individual was arrested and
often near the person’s home, distance is not a barrier to visiting. However, jails
are designed for short stays. They do not tend to be visitor-friendly, so visiting is
not necessarily easier, and may offer only non-contact visits (through glass) using
phones where conversations are recorded. Although sentenced individuals will
serve less than a year, people awaiting trial or sentencing may be detained for
more than one year.

21 Updates to this handbook on changes in visiting policies and the availability of tele-visiting will be available online at

www.osborneny.org.
22 Up to date information about visiting policies for New York State prisons can be found at www.doccs.ny.gov including a
Family Guide updated in 2012.
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County jails are subject to state law and minimum standards, but the rules and
regulations about communication vary from county to county. It is important to
call the jail before visiting or sending packages. Phone numbers for these are
available on the Internet and at the link below.

COUNTY JAIL INFORMATION SEARCH

To search for a person incarcerated in a city or county jail and determine visitation or
contact procedures, search the name of the county to go to or connect to the jail
website and/or jail roster for that county jail. Texas has 254 counties and not all
counties have websites, and/or rosters. If a jail does not have an online roster, call the
jail and speak with the Sheriff. http://www.countyjailinmatesearch.com/texas-county-

jails.html

PRISON

Prisons are operated by the state or by the federal government (the Federal Bureau
of Prisons) and are designed to hold individuals convicted of felonies (more serious
crimes that can be punished by sentences longer than a year). In 2014, there were
109 prisons in Texas (plus 3 parole confinement facilities, totaling 112 prisons)
overseen by the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, including 14 women'’s
prisons, 3 co-gender (medical, psychiatric, multi-use), 1 geriatric, 3 psychiatric, 2
medical, and 1 for individuals with developmental disabilities.

There are 5 designated drug treatment “Substance Abuse Felony Punishment”
facilities (SAFPF). At least 13 of the prison facilities are private for-profit facilities
(prisons, state jails, transfer facilities, and 1 work program). As of November 2014,
Texas State prisons held 187,000 people in custody. This may sound confusing but
Texas also has 15 state jails such as the Travis State Jail which is part of the TDCJ
prison system--plus 14 private facilities.

Prisons may have differing security classifications: maximum, medium and
minimum security. Depending on criminal history, crime, length of sentence and
other factors, individuals must serve time in the designated security level, although
they may be moved between prisons numerous times during their incarceration.
Often, people are transferred to lower classification prisons and brought closer to
home as they near their release.

STATE PRISON INFORMATION SEARCH

To locate an incarcerated individual and find their prison identification number
(TDCJ) in a Texas State prison, use the “Offender Information Search” system on
the Texas Department of Criminal Justice website
http://offender.tdcj.state.tx.us/OffenderSearch/ or call Offender Locator/General
Information Line - Huntsville, for assistance at (936) 295-6371, or (800) 535-0283.
The offices are open 8 a.m.-5 p.m., Monday-Friday. Information about all Texas
State prisons including the location, address, and phone numbers are available at
http://tdcj.state.tx.us/unit directory/
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Due to the large volume of requests, callers may experience slight delays when they
call. Additionally, people arrested in Texas are assigned a State ID number (SID),
which will follow them from local to state prison, and for the rest of their lives, but
for the purposes of addressing a letter, the TDCJ number should be used if they are in
the state prison system. *NOTE: If you do not know the offender's TDCJ or SID
number you MUST provide EXACT date of birth of offender for telephone requests.

For the General Information Guide for Families of Offenders click on the following

link:

http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/documents/General Information Guide for Families of
Offenders.pdf

FEDERAL PRISON INFORMATION SEARCH

If you are looking for the location of a parent in a federal prison or federal penitentiary,
you can find them via the online federal inmate locator at the website
http://www.bop.gov/inmateloc/ Visitation hours and contact procedures may vary by
facility, so check with the facility to determine local procedures
http://www.bop.gov/locations/ You can also view the general guidelines for visitation
and contact at http://www.bop.gov/inmates/visiting.jsp

PHONE CALLS

Phone calls are a common means of communication between incarcerated
parents and their children. In general, phone calls from jail can be made with
fewer restrictions than in prisons. All phone calls are subject to monitoring
and/or recording.

Texas operates a telephone system in state prisons that allow collect calls to
home phones and cell phones. Before a person can accept a collect call, a
recording plays that says, “This call is from an Offender in a Texas State
correctional facility.” These calls are more expensive than community collect
calls and are monitored. The “Offender Telephone System” OTS program allows
incarcerated persons to call a pre-approved list of up to ten phone numbers
that can be self-dialed at telephones in housing units in most facilities. Calls to
forwarded or third-party calls are prohibited.

"My mom calls every Tuesday night at 10pm, so I'm always home then. We
sometimes argue over who gets o speak with her first, but my sister,
brother and I look forward to her call. I can't imagine not getting to speak
with her, especially because we can't visit her; she's so far away.”
—Diarra, age 17



http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/documents/General_Information_Guide_for_Families_of_Offenders.pdf
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/documents/General_Information_Guide_for_Families_of_Offenders.pdf
http://www.bop.gov/inmateloc/
http://www.bop.gov/locations/
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CHALLENGES

e Calls from prisons can quickly become expensive. Some families choose to place
a “block” on their phones so they cannot accept collect calls; others run up very
expensive phone bills or lose their service because of unpaid phone bills.

e Children who are able to speak with their parents via phone are sometimes
frustrated by a recording that interrupts calls as well as timed cut-offs of calls.

For most children, these frustrations do not outweigh the benefits of being able
to speak with their parents, hear their voices and update them on their days
and experiences. If needed, plan ahead and limit the number of phone calls you
can afford each month and share this with the incarcerated parent.

TIPS/IRECOMMENDATIONS

e Social workers, guidance counselors and others can assist a child in speaking
with their parent by accepting collect calls, having their office number on the

parent’s “approved” phone list, and scheduling a designated call time, or
working with prison staff to schedule a time for the parent to call the child.

e Professionals can also arrange phone contact between themselves and the
incarcerated parent to facilitate important communication and decision-making
about the child. For example, schools can include incarcerated parents in their
child’s Individualized Education Plan (IEP) conference or parent-teacher
conferences, and foster care agencies can teleconference service plan reviews.

Information about phone calls in Texas State prisons “Offender Phone System”
including information, registration, and rules are available at
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/offender telephone/index.html

e-MESSAGING SERVICE

TDCJ also allows family and friends to send electronic e-mail messages (only
incoming mail is available) that can be delivered to individuals who are
incarcerated. There are no online internet capabilities for incarcerated parents.
For information or to register contact 1-866-333-5729 or register on line at
http://ipay.com/agencies/texas DOC.html

e This is a pre-paid service that can provide teens and children, who are old
enough to write e-mails, with the ability to write to their parents.

e This service also allows family members to attach photos in messages sent to
the incarcerated parent.

e Caregivers can also send e-mail messages to arrange visitation or communicate
any information to the incarcerated parent. Messages are printed out by prison
staff and provided to the incarcerated individual.


http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/offender_telephone/index.html
http://jpay.com/agencies/texas_DOC.html
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LETTER WRITING, PACKAGES, & OTHER MAILED
COMMUNICATION

LETTER WRITING

While letter writing may seem outdated in this age of Internet, social media,
and instant messaging, it is one of the most effective ways to communicate
with an incarcerated parent. The rules governing written communication are
generally the same regardless of where a parent is incarcerated. In most cases,
anyone can write to an incarcerated person and if the envelope is correctly
addressed (name, identification number, facility address) it generally reaches
its destination. County jails provide one ID number (SID) to incarcerated
people,? but if they go into the state prison system, they will receive what is
called a Department Identification Number or TDCJ #.%*

When writing to an incarcerated parent, be sure to clearly identify the name of
the sender and return address, as well as the incarcerated parent’s name,
identification number, and the correctional facility address. All incoming mail
must have clearly identifiable information or it may be considered contraband
and will not be delivered. In certain professional fields—child welfare and
education, for example—there are mandates (laws and regulations) requiring
certain kinds of communication and correspondence with a parent who is
incarcerated. It is important to be clear about what these are, as well as to set
your standard at the level of best practices (what is best for children), not only
what is required.

SOME OTHER CHALLENGES TO LETTER WRITING:

There can be times when stamps are not available within the correctional
facility, making it impossible for parents to mail their letters.

The mail review process can delay the sending and receiving time; all incoming
and outgoing letters can be opened by the facility and read.

Some children are discouraged by the amount of time it takes to send and
receive letters. Many would prefer to e-mail, which currently is an option in
Texas. They may view letter writing as a chore or extension of their homework.

Letters that come from incarcerated parents may be stamped that they are
from a correctional facility, and the child or caregiver may find this
embarrassing.

The literacy level of the parent or child may hinder letter writing. Parents can
draw pictures for pre-verbal children, and the fact that they wrote while the
child was young will mean something to the child as he gets older.

23 To locate an incarcerated person in a jail, go to the local county jail's website for an “inmate lookup” search engine.
24 A SID is assigned to each person admitted to TDCJ and is used throughout the person’s term of incarceration no matter in
which prison he or she may be housed.
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e Some parents become discouraged when/if they do not receive letters back
from their children, not realizing that their letters may be cherished by children,
even when children do not respond (for various reasons).

PACKAGES AND MONEY

The policies governing mail and acceptable items to send (including packages
and money) vary from facility to facility (each jail and every prison may have
different rules). So it is very important to check with the specific facility in
advance. Guidelines for allowable items can be requested when visiting an
incarcerated parent, can be mailed by the facility, or can be requested by
calling the specific facility directly or checking the TDCJ website.

TDCJ has an Inmate Trust Fund that all money sent to incarcerated individuals
must be sent through. For rules on how to provide money to an individual in
prison, see the General Information Guide for Families of Offenders at:
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/documents/General Information Guide for Famil
ies of Offenders.pdf

These rules can be frustrating for children, who may want to send their parents
a variety of gifts. It is very disappointing (and makes no sense to a child) that
the beautiful clay pot, key chain, or birdhouse he made in school and want to
show his parent cannot be mailed to him. For their parents’ birthdays and
holidays (such as Mother’s Day and Father’s Day), children may want to send
clothing or other gifts, often things that will only be returned or destroyed
because they are not permitted in a jail or prison.

Children and families may choose to send commissary items as gifts at
https://tdcj-ecommdirect.portal.texas.gov/ This may include food, beverages,
hygiene products or seasonal items. Money can also be deposited into the
Inmate Trust Fund at this same link and this would allow the incarcerated
parent to purchase shoes, fans or other items including a larger selection of
commissary items.

Contraband is the word used within correctional systems to mean any
banned item. Some items being defined as “contraband” (dangerous and
forbidden) are obvious, such as weapons and drugs; other items, such as lip
balm, gum, crayons and money, are less obvious.

STORYBOOK PROJECT

Texas Inmate Families Association (TIFA) provides the Storybook Project in some
TDCJ units. The Storybook Project allows incarcerated parents to engage in the


http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/documents/General_Information_Guide_for_Families_of_Offenders.pdf
http://www.tdcj.state.tx.us/documents/General_Information_Guide_for_Families_of_Offenders.pdf
https://tdcj-ecommdirect.portal.texas.gov/
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reading development of their small children and provides an opportunity for
meaningful contact between the child and the parent.

To participate in the Storybook Project, eligible parents turn in I-60 requests and 24
to 30 incarcerated parents are accepted into the 8-week program. TIFA volunteers
go to the prison taking children’s books, tape recorders, tapes and mailing material.
Volunteers assist the parents in selecting age appropriate books and parents record
audio that can be shared with their children. TIFA volunteers then mail the recording
and book to the caregivers of their children. Maintaining vital family connections is a
goal of TIFA and parenting information sheets are also mailed when available.

For more information on whether the program is available in the prison of your
loved one, to volunteer, or donate contact the Storybook Project. Information is
available on the Texas Inmate Families Association website
http://tifa.org/storybook/

VISITING A PARENT IN JAIL OR PRISON

Visiting is perhaps one of the most important ways to maintain, build or
enhance a positive parent-child relationship when a parent is incarcerated.
Though challenging, visiting a parent in jail or prison can be a positive
experience that can dispel fears, support attachment, promote healing, and
provide the opportunity for improving familial relationships. Supporting
children’s positive visiting experiences is the subject of Section 3.

Before heading off with children for a visit, it is crucial to verify that the parent
is in fact there, and what the visiting hours and rules are. Proper dress code is
important and non-compliance can result in refusal of a visit. You can do this by
calling the facility (phone numbers for all state prisons are available on the
TDCJ website). For city and county jails there may be a website or a local phone
number to call. Before calling, make sure you have the correct spelling of the
parent’s name, his/her date of birth and identification number.

Not all visits are contact visits. Non-contact visits generally involve sitting on
opposite sides of glass which can be very upsetting, confusing and scary for
children. Some county jails do only allow for non-contact visits, and in certain
situations or state prisons may designate a non-contact visit as a result of an
“infraction” committed by the incarcerated person (meaning they broke the
facility rules and are being punished). It is very important to call in advance of a
visit to find out about the visit conditions. If there are restrictions, it may be
best to postpone the visit until they are lifted.


http://tifa.org/storybook/
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While jails are generally closer to home than prisons, they tend to be less
child-friendly. Visits will vary from county to county, so call the jail in
advance to learn about their visiting hours, procedures, and conditions. If a
jail has non-contact visits, contact the jail and inquire if contact visits may
be arranged when children are visiting (non-contact visits are very upsetting,
even traumatizing, to some children).

Although each jail and prison has different visitation rules and arrangements, the
following are factors to consider wherever you are visiting:

TRANSPORTATION

Texas is a large state and transportation is an issue for many families. City and
County Jails can be reached in larger cities using public transportation and taxis
at an extra expense to families with limited transportation options. Travel to
prisons is more of a challenge because most prisons are located outside of rural
communities across the state. Due to the size of Texas it is not uncommon to
have to travel 12 hours and hundreds of miles to reach the prison where your
loved one has been incarcerated. Carpooling with another adult who is willing
to split the expense can help with the gas expense.

It is a good idea to take snacks, wipes, Kleenex tissues, cards, coloring books
and colors, travel games, pillows and blankets to help make children
comfortable on the long trip. Play car games like counting cows, horses or a
certain color of car or truck passing by. Also keeping a bag of all the children’s
travel supplies is a good idea so it is ready for each trip. Many prisons have
picnic tables in the entrances where you can eat a picnic lunch. Pack an ice
chest with a picnic.

When traveling far--rather than paying for a hotel--consider camping out in a
state park in tents. Facilities have showers, picnic tables, and camp sites with
running water to prevent the expense of staying in a motel or hotel.

"T remember when my dad was in a prison close to a state park with a lake
and we spent the night in tents there. My aunt and uncle brought a canoe
and we went fishing, canoeing, and hiking. We had a campfire breakfast in
the morning and a great visit with my dad! I couldn't wait to tell him all
about the park and the raccoons we saw in the campground.”

---Jonathan, age 12.
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MONEY IN PRISON

Despite the importance of visiting for children, distance (and the associated
costs) is probably the number one barrier to visiting frequently and sometimes,
at all. Texas is a large state, so the distance can result in additional family
expenses of gas, food and lodging, during the visit which may create financial
hardships. See Hospitality Houses in this section.

Families are allowed to take only $25.00 in quarters into the prison for vending
machine use or photos ($3.00). Dollar bills or unauthorized amounts higher
than $25.00 are considered contraband. It is best to put these in either a clear
coin purse or zip lock bag for transport into the prison. It is helpful to get
quarters in the community you live in prior to arriving into the prison area, as
businesses are sometimes reluctant to provide so many quarters and banks
may be closed.

WHO CAN VISIT

In the county/city jail system, virtually anyone can visit if he/she has proper
identification (a state-issued photo ID). In all jail and prison visits, identification
is very important, and a photo ID for every visitor—except minor children who
will need their birth certificates—is required. For children being accompanied
by an adult who is not their parent or legal guardian, a letter from the parent or
guardian along with the birth certificate is necessary. When a child is escorted
by a social worker or agency official, the escort should have a valid driver’s
license as well as agency identification.

In the state prison system, visitors must first be placed on an approved Visitor
List (with few exceptions). Only 10 adults are allowed on the list at a time. The
record can be changed every 6 months to rotate different visitors.

There are often limits on the number of visitors (no more than two adults, for
example), so calling in advance to find out the specifics of visiting rules is very
important. Children age 17 and younger may visit without being counted in this
number.

The following visits may be approved by the warden or designee at least 1
day (or no earlier than 7 days) in advance of the visit:

e Split Visits - Split visits are allowed, during one 2-hour visit, 2 adults can
visit the first hour and 2 different adults visit the next hour.

e Extended Visits - Families traveling a long distance can call in advance
and request a special extended visit of 4 hours and 2 adults can visit the
first 2 hours and 2 different adults can visit the last 2 hours. Correctional
staff must be informed of desire for split visits in advance.
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e Advance Scheduling - must be made at least one day prior to visit but
less than 7 days in advance. Visits may occur on holidays (except
Christmas) that fall on a Monday or Friday, if scheduled in advance.
Arrangements may not be made on a holiday. These visits must be
scheduled and approved through the Warden’s office.

e Special Visits - The warden may delegate authority to review and
approve special visits to a designee.

e Hardship Visits - Children who are visiting their parents may visit on
their own once they turn 16; other children may visit on their own once
they are 18.

Contraband is a very serious issue and can result in loss of visiting
privileges or arrest. Drugs, weapons, and cell phones are only a few of the
unauthorized items.

VISITOR PROCESSING:
CONTRABAND

Items considered contraband and are not allowed inside the secured perimeter
of a unit are: knives, drugs, medications, food items (even chewing gum or
candy), purses, diaper bags, briefcases, cameras, baby strollers, toys dolls
photographs albums, paper money, tobacco, lighters, matches, cell phones,
pagers, laptops, digital recorders. Or any other electronic or wireless device
(such as MP3 players or iPods).

Permissible items for visitors with infants or small children include no more
than 3 diapers, a supply of baby wipes, 2 baby bottles, or a “sippy” cup for
toddlers. They must be carried in a clear plastic bag.

CAR SEARCH

Correctional facilities are charged with maintaining security, so many of their
rules are designed to reduce the amount of contraband (items not permitted
inside a facility) that comes inside. Corrections officials are always concerned
with keeping drugs and weapons out of their facility. They consider visitors to
be a prime source of both drugs and weapons, so cars and visitors will be
searched.

A car search will be conducted at the entrance of the prison grounds. You must
stop and sign-in and wait for the car search to be completed. If it is raining bring
umbrellas because you will be required to stand in the rain during the search.
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To speed up your visitor processing and make it less stressful, bring as
little as possible with you. Make sure to check all your pockets thoroughly
to make sure there is nothing in there that you have forgotten about. Leave
any questionable items in your car. Under no circumstances should you
attempt to bring drugs or weapons or any contraband items into the
facility.

WHAT (NOT) TO WEAR AND WHAT (NOT) TO BRING

Once visitors have arrived in the prison, they are always searched via a metal
detector, generally after removing shoes, belts and other items similar to the
searches in airports. Searches include a metal wand and pat down body
searches for all. People bringing children on visits who attempt to introduce
contraband will be arrested and their minor children may be turned over to
local child welfare authorities. Visitors have been arrested, subjecting children
to terrible and traumatic situations. Do not bring contraband into the facility.
Incarcerated parents who ask for drugs, weapons, or other banned items are
knowingly placing their loved ones at unacceptable risk of arrest, trauma, loss
of visiting privileges, and foster care. Even a child's stick of gum left in a pocket
can result in a reprimand or worse---denial of future visits with a parent.

At some prisons, an underwire bra will set off the metal detector, and a woman
will be asked to go to the bathroom, remove her bra, place it in a paper bag,
hand the bag to an officer, and walk through the metal detector again. In order
to avoid this whole process, it is best to wear a sports bra or a bra without a
metal underwire. Even children are subject to strict dress codes which usually
include no tank tops or sleeveless shirts or dresses (even in the summer), no
short shirts showing midriffs (including when the arms are lifted—so test out
your shirt by lifting your arms up), no short skirts above the knees, and more.

"The worst visit I ever had—or never had—was when my caseworker wore
these jeans that the officer said were not allowed because they were tight
and had a bunch of metal designs on them. I was too young to visit by
myself, so we traveled all this way and I didn't get to see my dad. I was so
mad and sad, and... I was only 8 so I couldn't even understand all the upset
feelings I had. It just wasn't fair." —Jeffrey, age 14
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To speed up your visitor processing and make it less stressful, do not wear
clothing or hairstyles with metal, or outfits that will be disturbed by having to
remove hats, scarves, outer layers (such as cardigans, open button-down shirts,
or sweatshirts). Travel as lightly as possible. If you travel by car, leave all items
except your car keys, money and ID in your car and make sure to check all your
pockets thoroughly to make sure there is nothing in there that you have
forgotten about. Leave any questionable items in the locker provided or in your
car. Under no circumstances should you attempt to bring drugs or weapons or
any contraband items into the facility.

FAMILIES WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

Procedures for acquiring reasonable accommodations for individuals with
special needs are available at each prison or jail. In Texas it is best to call ahead
to make arrangements, as the appropriate staff may not always be available
upon arrival at the prison site.

VISITING TIME

Visiting only occurs during approved visiting hours, so it is | important to find
out exactly when these are and to arrive early! Regular visiting hours are 8:00
a.m. to 5:00 p.m. on weekends. At some facilities (such as transfer facilities),
lines for entry form several hours before the facility is open to the public. In
jails, there are different visiting hours and rules for pretrial detainees (those
awaiting disposition or sentencing) and sentenced individuals (serving one year
or less).

Some jails and prisons will make separate visiting times available for children in
foster care visiting with their caseworkers; this must be arranged in advance
with the facility.

If possible, it is a good idea to write the incarcerated parent in advance and let
him know when you plan on visiting. If the parent is expecting the visit, he can
be ready when he is notified that he has a visit, which can reduce the child’s
waiting time. This also allows the parent to prepare emotionally for the visit, to
think about what his children need from him, and to prepare any questions he
has for the visit escort. If you cannot make the scheduled visit time, it is
important to try very hard to get word to the parent and reschedule as soon as
possible. Parents may worry that something terrible has happened to their
child. This is also why it is very important to make a visit happen on the
scheduled date.

VISITING AREAS

Most correctional visiting areas in Texas are medium sized rooms somewhat
resembling school cafeterias. There may be as many as 20 small tables with
chairs around them. Some visiting rooms have long tables with bench seats
where visitors sit on one side and those they are visiting on the other. The size
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of the room may not correspond with the number of people incarcerated or the
number of visitors, so the room can be overcrowded. There is often little ability
for private conversations. Some jails and prisons in Texas have begun to offer
children’s books or coloring page activities for children.

Some facilities offer outside visiting spaces and most prisons also schedule a
number of special events throughout the year for holidays but children are
required to remain seated.

"I grew up in the visiting room with my mom—she's been incarcerated since I
was 4. I'm grateful for the Children's Center so we could fouch and hug and
play together. These are my childhood memories with her." —Tonya, age 17 in
New York (not available in Texas)

HOSPITALITY HOUSES (and Family Visitor Centers)

Texas has Hospitality Houses which are open on weekends and are operated by
community or faith-based organizations. The Hospitality Houses offer a welcoming
place for visitors to stop prior to their visit, to gain practical information, and to
receive support, as needed. This can be particularly helpful for visitors who have
traveled long distances and may be in need of assistance.

No Cost Overnight lodging is available to guests who travel over 300 miles one way at
the locations identified below. Guests who travel under 300 miles are welcome to
stop by between 8-5. Reservations and specific check-in times are required. Family
members can change clothes or sometimes shower prior to visit.

o Hospitality House in Huntsville serves Huntsville, Livingston, and surrounding
areas. They offers programs: open pantry, school supplies handout, Christmas toy
give-away, and Art Against the Odds: children’s art therapy program. In addition
to overnight lodging, services provided include: execution orientation, media free
shelter, incarcerated parent release orientation, and spiritual and family ministry.
(936) 291-6196

e Big Spring Baptist Hospitality House offers overnight lodging and spiritual
support in the West Texas Big Spring area. (432) 263-5752.

e Central Texas Hospitality House located in Gatesville, serves the TDCJ Units in
Gatesville, Women’s Units include Crain (Gatesville) Hilltop, Woodman, Mountain
View, and Murray and the men’s Hughes Unit. 254-404-2260

e Debra Key Hospitality House located in Fort Worth. (817) 924-7776
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e East Texas Prison Hospitality House located in Tennessee Colony. Ministers to
families of incarcerated men in the prison units of the Tennessee Colony Area:
Beto, Coffield, Gurney, Michael (Hospice unit), and Powledge. 903-928-0116.

e Elim Outreach Ministry Hospitality House located in Spur. (806) 271-4580

e Eunice Chambless Hospitality House located in Abilene. Serves Prison Units:
Middleton and Robertson. For reservations call (915) 548-2180.

e My Father’s House located on US Hwy 87, 7 miles West of Palestine. 903-731-
4579

e Regional Family Resource Center located in Jacksboro. (817) 924-7776

e Samaritan House is located in Colorado City. Serves Prison Units: Ware, Wallace
(both in Colorado City), and Price Daniel - in Snyder. (325) 728-2399.

e Shepherds Inn is located in Port Arthur. Provides transportation and overnight
lodging. Serves Prison Units: Gist, LeBlanc, and Stiles. 409-736-3980

e For more information about hospitality houses and locations of day use family
and visitor centers, or other community and ministry support go to the websites
at http://brokenchains.us/tdcj/txhospitalityhouses.html| or
http://www.prisontalk.com/forums/showthread.php?t=81137

DURING THE VISIT:
ACTIVITY, FOOD, AND PHOTOS

The “Count”: Several times a day, virtually all movement stops within
correctional facilities while incarcerated persons are counted. In Texas facilities,
the “count” of incarcerated individuals will take place wherever parents are
located---including in the visiting room during this time. If you are visiting with
someone during count, you may find that all incarcerated people are required
to stand or ensure they respond immediately to a correctional officer so that
they are accounted for. This overall experience can be confusing for children as
it interrupts their visit and also reminds them that their parents are prisoners.

Visiting rooms in prisons have vending machines for food and beverages, but it
is a good idea to eat before your visits and especially to feed children
beforehand in case the vending machine food is not available for some reason
or healthier food is preferred.

Food: Most jails and prisons do not allow visitors to bring any food into the
visiting room. There are usually vending machines in the visiting room of
prisons, but don’t count on it! If you are traveling with children, it is best to eat


http://brokenchains.us/tdcj/txhospitalityhouses.html
http://www.prisontalk.com/forums/showthread.php?t=81137
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something before you visit; vending machines are expensive, run out of food,
and are sometimes broken. If possible, bring a lot of change and do not assume
that the cost or quality or availability of food is similar to what children may eat
in other settings.

Photos: Many prisons and a few jails offer a photo program, where visitors can
get instant photos of the person they are visiting. These are generally $3.00
each and—while expensive—are so important for children and parents. Photos
can also serve as transitional objects helping children say goodbye and allowing
them to leave with a representation of the parent. Children of all ages often
treasure these photos, and they also create memories and can be putin a
family album.

TELEVISITING WITH A PARENT IN JAIL

Televisiting is a means of communication resulting in mixed feelings between
children and their incarcerated parents. It is a live and interactive virtual visit
using videoconferencing technology (similar to “Skype”). It is currently offered
in some county jails such as Travis County, though this may expand in the
future. Televisiting used in Texas consists of a visitor who travels to a county jail
lobby and is required to use a video screen for visits, rather than being allowed
to visit the individual the visitor has traveled to see.

There is no advantage to the family or child with this type of visit. Although it
can be effective in maintaining and strengthening the parent-child relationship,
and is an effective supplement to face-to-face visits (should not be a
replacement), this method used in Texas provides no advantages to visitation.
Ideally, there are trained staff at both ends (someone with the incarcerated
parent at the jail or prison and someone with the child). If Texas were to
expand televisiting that could be initiated from home computers or a local child
welfare agency office, to prevent excessive travel, but still allowed face-to-face
visits with loved ones periodically, this method could be met with less
opposition. To find out if a county jail offers this type of visit, call the county jail
directly. Televisiting is being used in some Texas locations and considered less
than satisfactory than face-to-face visits. Children need to hug.

FOSTER CARE VISITS

There are strict statewide regulations governing visits and contact for children
in foster care. There are rights and responsibilities of incarcerated parents with
children in foster care and it is important for caseworkers and foster parents to
support parent contact as well. Children in foster care with incarcerated
parents experience a double separation and a double sense of abandonment.
Their attachment and developmental needs may get overlooked, and, in
general, training about working with incarcerated parents is not part of the
general caseworker training. Additionally, high caseworker turnover combined
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with the distance of most prisons can make visiting infrequent. On the other
hand, many prisons and jails will make special visiting arrangements for
caseworkers with children in foster care. To inquire about foster care visits at a
particular facility, a call should be made to the sheriff (jail) or warden (prison),
and this should be followed by a letter faxed to the prison or jail including the
following information:

The name of the incarcerated individual;

The Department Identification Number (TDCJ#) or equivalent for jails (SID#);
The name of the social worker and the agency being represented; and

The children’s names and dates of birth.

Date and time of requested visit.

Instead of visiting during the general visiting times, advance approval may be
generated allowing the visit to take place at additional times, when general
visiting is not in effect. These visits may also include shorter waiting times and
extended supervised visiting time for the parent and child.
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CONCLUSION

Communication is the source and strength of relationships. As a social work or
teaching professional or caregiver working with and/or caring for children of
incarcerated parents, you have an important opportunity to foster and support
these relationships by supporting a child's communication with the child's
incarcerated parent. While the opportunities for communication are carefully
defined and rigorously controlled, the possibilities are endless.

For many children, the prison visit may be the first fime their parents have
really taken the time to talk o them, to share their thoughts and feelings, to
listen to them, and to spend time with them. Even children whose contact is
limited to letters and phone calls can be greatly sustained by this special
relationship, in which their parents can provide encouragement, support, and a
listening ear on a consistent basis.

In addition to facilitating the communication between the child and the parent,
you can provide a valuable forum for communication by listening to the child.
Listening is not a passive act; listening to children provides them with new
possibilities, new opportunities, new hope, and possibly a more confident
sense of self. By facilitating, empowering, and supporting a child’s efforts to
write to, speak with, and see the child's incarcerated parent, and by assisting
the incarcerated parent in remaining connected to his children, you are
fostering the possibility that the child will be listened to and that a critical
relationship will be nurtured.

While you may not be able to change the fact that a child’s parent is
incarcerated, you can change how the child experiences the incarceration, and
what messages about life the child takes away from this experience. You can
stand for a child’s right to be kept safe and informed, to be considered, not to
be judged and stigmatized, to have access to their parent, and to have a lifelong
relationship with their parent. You can advocate for improved family support
during visits (family friendly activities, healthy snacks and food, ability for a
child to move during the visit, trained prison staff to support families) and
better parent training for the incarcerated parent. You can do this whether you
are the child’s parent, caregiver, social worker, counselor, grandparent, coach,
foster parent, teacher, relative, or friend.

You can do this. You can make the difference in a child’s life. You.



